Wildlife and customers mix in Tyre cafe
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TYRE: For four brothers and a sister, opening Lebanon's first wildlife cafe on the outskirts of Tyre in South Lebanon has often meant putting the interests of the animals ahead of the customers. 

"It is definitely not a pet shop or a clumsy unprofessional zoo. The project will be a breeding place and a means to raise funds to create a nature reserve for all sorts of birds found in Lebanon," said Hussein Akil, who hails from the southern village of Beit Leif. "We love nature and animals, and our private enterprise is not using animals or birds just to decorate the premises." 

The cafe's main seating area is impressive, with a wired cage big enough to create the minimum requirement of a natural habitat for animal wildlife. The space houses as many of Lebanon's birds and animals as possible, including foxes, wolves, hyenas and others. 

The entrepreneurs target what they describe as an intellectual crowd that seeks amusement and relaxation while supporting an environmental project. However, schoolchildren remain the ultimate target of the cafe. "We will record all developments - breeding, animal behaviors and the like - and put them on slides or print books designed for elementary schools," Hussein said.  

The five siblings are professionals with full- or part-time jobs in their respective specialties. Hussein is a university professor in education studies, Hassan is a practicing lawyer, Ahmed is a professional photographer working at Stars studio in Beirut, and Abbas is an English Literature undergraduate. Their sister, Mariam, who is a sociology graduate and a volunteer activist, teaches illiterate residents in southern villages. Initially, the five spent months building a proper habitat and allowing time for the breeding of birds and animals. Now, the owners allocate only 500 square meters for birds protected by a wire fence. More than 300 different birds fly freely inside this area of the cafe, mixing with customers. The next stage of building will allocate 2,000 square meters to accommodate 1,000 different birds. "Familiarizing birds and animals with humans is one of our intentions," Hussein said. 

Not counting their own time and labor, the Akils spent over $100,000 raised from personal savings and loans from friends on the project. They hope the project will soon sustain itself and allow all them pay off their debt. 

"Any surplus ... would be used to purchase 50,000 square meters of forested land and turn it into a natural reserve," Hussein said.

