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	Living on manakeesh: Perhaps not such a bad thing at all for bakers 
The popular breakfast snack has become a money spinner for entrepreneurs 
Daily Star staff , Mohamad Ajami

One hears over and over that the country is “living on manakeesh.” In a lot of ways, this statement reflects Lebanon’s economic situation, in the sense that this affordable, traditional meal has become a staple because of the financial hardship the country is going through. 
It also shows the growing popularity of mankousheh. Wherever one goes, even in the smallest side street, there is a manakeesh vendor. 
Bimatic, a company that has been manufacturing bakery equipment for the past 47 years, has been doing brisk business. Ahmed Bakri, manager of the family business, said: 
“We can’t keep up. Manakeesh have become so popular in Lebanon and abroad that we have to work overtime to meet the demand from the local market and from overseas. We ship on average five to six manakeesh ovens overseas monthly.” 
On the history of manakeesh Bakri said, “Some time during the 1980’s manakeesh, as a baked good, broke away and became independent from the bread business. Prior to that, and especially before the civil war, they were a side order that could only be bought at bread bakeries.” 
“With the introduction of olives, mint, tomatoes and cucumbers to manakeesh, the product quickly developed 
beyond the traditional breakfast food it once was. Entrepreneurs, in no short supply 
here in Lebanon, soon got on the wagon.” 
Khaled Ghalayini, a middle-aged manakeesh baker who has been in the business since 1996, said he started his business because the risk and the investment were minimal, and because it made financial sense.  “After all, what can you feed someone who makes around LL500, 000 or $330 monthly?” 
Other vendors, like Ghalayini, were lured into the manakeesh business by the low initial capital needed and the high rate of unemployment in the country. “I told myself that at least I bought myself a job,” another vendor said. 
At Bimatic, a small manakeesh oven plus all other 
complementary equipment, from dough kneader to cutter to flattener, cost in the range of $4,500. 
But the vast number of manakeesh stands that mushroomed across the country have hurt the sector, as competition pushed the price down drastically. Today, thyme zaatar (manakeesh) can be bought for as little as LL250. 
According to Danny Mansour, operations manager for Zaatar w Zeit, a four-store manakeesh chain, there is enough demand at all levels in the market. 
“We had to raise our prices because we added value to the product. We factored in the cost of staff training, the cost of the quality products we use and branding.” 
At LL1000, Zaatar w Zeit’s manakeesh are still affordable. According to Mansour, business is doing very well, and the first regional branch is expected to open soon in Kuwait. 
Go manakeesh. 


