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Battered and bruised she may be but Beirut refuses to lie down and play dead. This capital is a chameleon of many faces where trendy bars and glitzy restaurants sit side by side with bullet-ridden and gutted building shells; where the polish and sparkle of the new Downtown district, complete with designer-clad and botoxed shoppers, sits in stark contrast to the Dahiya – the sprawling working-class suburbs which make up the southern section of the city. Beirut, still wearing the scars of war on its sleeve, is the Arab world at its most cosmopolitan and is a proud emblem for Lebanon’s remarkable recovery and survival after years of turmoil.


Although much of Beirut’s rich history has been obliterated by a succession of natural disasters, invasion and war, there are still vestiges of the past to be found. Peel back the flashy exterior and peeping out from the shadows of the high rises you’ll find sedately beautiful and crumbling neo-Ottoman buildings that have, as yet, escaped the developer’s demolition ball. The National Museum, although small, is an excellent showcase of Lebanon’s antiquities, and among Downtown’s pristine streets small pockets of Roman-era ruins, unearthed during the post-civil war development, have been preserved, giving visitors a taste of Beirut’s importance throughout the ages.


Rising sharply from the coastal plain, the Mount Lebanon range is home to some of the most spectacular and varied scenery in the country, if not in the entire Middle East. The landscape here is simply awesome, with peaks averaging around 2000 m and rising to 3083 m at the summit of Qornet es-Saouda. A particular highlight is the Qadisha Valley in the north, which offers a wealth of hiking opportunities amid jaw-dropping scenery.










Planning your trip










	Best time to visit Beirut













Lebanon’s climate is at its most attractive during spring and autumn, though its unique topography and long Mediterranean seaboard mean that there are enormous local variations in any given season. Choosing a ‘best time’ depends entirely on where you are planning to go and what you are planning to do.


The coast gets very hot and humid during the summer months (mid-May to mid-September) and particularly so during July and August. Visiting Beirut or towns along the coast is hard work in these conditions and this is also when the beach resorts are at their busiest. Both spring and autumn are short-lived, but during March, April and October there are usually spells of pleasantly warm and reasonably dry weather. Note, however, that March/April is also the time of the khamsin, when hot, dry, sand-laden winds sometimes blow in from the Sahara. Winters on the coast are cool and rainy, with frequent heavy thunderstorms and rough seas.


The mountains enjoy an essentially alpine climate. The summer months see the Lebanese decamping to the mountains in droves, exchanging the heat and humidity on the coast for blissfully cool mountain breezes and warm sunny days. The cooling effects of the breezes do not reduce the burning power of the sun, however, and proper protection is essential. Higher up, it gets quite chilly at night, even in July and August. Though temperatures get steadily cooler, the weather generally stays pleasantly dry and sunny right through to November. By December it is cold and the winter rains and snows begin in earnest, usually lasting through to around May, when it begins to warm up again.




 








	Getting to Beruit













Air


All international flights into Lebanon arrive at Rafiq Hariri International Airport, 9 km south of central Beirut. See here


Flights from the UK Both Lebanon’s national airline Middle East Airlines (MEA) (www.mea.com.lb) and BMI (www.flybmi.com) have daily direct flights to Beirut. Prices start from around £400 return but can rise during the peak holiday period of June to August, and at Christmas.


Flights from the rest of Europe MEA (www.mea.com.lb) has daily direct flights from Paris, Frankfurt, Geneva, Larnaca and Athens, and several flights per week from Rome, Milan and Nice throughout the year. During the peak holiday period of May to September they also fly from Brussels, Copenhagen and Berlin. Return flight prices start from €450 but there is generally a price hike during the June to August summer season. Throughout the year look out for MEA’s very good promotional deals, which advertise return flights from European destinations for as little as €250.


Other European airlines that fly into Beirut include: from Paris, Air France (www.airfrance.fr); from Frankfurt, Lufthansa (www.lufthansa.com); from Athens, Olympic (www.olympicairlines.com); from Larnaca, Cyprus Airways (www.cyprusair.com.cy); and from Rome Alitalia (www.alitalia.it). Flights from North America There are no direct flights from North America. The cheapest option is to fly into London or Paris and book an onward flight from there. The quickest (though not necessarily the cheapest) option is to book through MEA (www.mea.com.lb) who, in conjunction with Air France (www.airfrance.fr), have daily flights from several North American cities with a quick stopover in Paris’ Charles De Gaulle Airport to change planes. Return flights cost from around US 1600. If you shop around you should be able to find a cheaper deal.


There is also the option of flying first into another nearby country and booking an onward flight to Lebanon from there. Cairo (Egypt), Istanbul (Turkey), Amman (Jordan), Dubai (UAE) and Abu Dhabi (UAE) all have daily direct flights to Beirut with MEA and there are often good deals on other local airlines. For example, Flydubai (www.flydubai.com) often has flights from Dubai to Beirut for as little as US 100 while from Istanbul Pegasus Airlines (www.flypgs.com) are now offering flights to Beirut starting from US 90.


Flights from Australia and New Zealand Because of the large numbers of Lebanese people living in Australia, there are several airlines that fly to Beirut from Sydney and Melbourne, including Emirates (www.emirates.com), Etihad (www.etihadairways.com) and Malaysia Airlines (www.malaysiaairlines.com). Return flights start from about AUD 2000. All these flights include a stopover at the airline carrier’s national hub.


There are no direct flights from New Zealand; either go first to Australia, or else head for Europe or a city in the region, such as Amman, Cairo or Istanbul, and pick up a flight from there.




 








	Transport in Beirut













Road


Public transport within Lebanon is cheap, with minibus/bus fares between towns rarely rising above 4000 LBP. Privately operated minibuses/buses ply the major routes between towns with Beirut being the central hub. The northern Beirut-Tripoli highway and the southern Beirut-Tyre highway are particularly well connected, as is the route up to Baalbek via the Beirut-Damascus highway. The only route that has frequent air-conditioned coach-style buses is between Beirut and Tripoli; on all other routes expect a selection of squashy minibuses and beaten-up buses (which often don’t have air conditioning).


Service taxis (shared taxis), for routes between towns, used to be a lot more prevalent but over the past few years have slowly been replaced by buses and minibuses. They are still useful chiefly for journeys to the south from Beirut.


In more rural areas if you’ve got a bit of patience and some time up your sleeve you should be able to get to most of the smaller towns using public transport. However, for certain areas, particularly in the Chouf and Mount Lebanon, you’ll find public transport options either extremely infrequent or non-existent. If you want to explore areas such as the Jebel Tannourine and the Adonis Valley you really need to hire a car or driver.


Car With your own vehicle you have far greater freedom to explore more out-of-the-way places and to stop wherever you choose. The type of vehicle you select, whether it be a van/campervan, car or motorbike, depends very much on your own personal preferences and needs. Overlanding through the Middle East does not require a vehicle that’s been specially modified in any way (unless, of course, you are planning to head down into Africa), although the vehicle should obviously be in excellent mechanical condition before you set off.


Hiring a car in Lebanon is comparatively cheap, with rates starting from around US 40 per day for the smallest cars. During peak periods (May, August-September and December), it is extremely difficult to lay your hands on the cheapest hire cars; if possible, bookings should be made at least two weeks in advance. Even outside these times, you are advised to book at least a week ahead. On all but the cheapest deals, you can usually get discounts for periods of a week or more.


If you want to be able to visit more remote areas of the country at will, particularly in the mountains, hiring a car is the only really viable option (short of hitching or hiring a taxi for the day) unless you have your own vehicle. Beirut is the main centre for car hire, with numerous companies offering everything from small hatchbacks to luxury Mercedes and 4WD.


Conditions vary from company to company. A full driving licence held for at least two years is required by all. Minimum ages vary from 21-25. All require a deposit, either in the form of a credit card imprint, or else cash in the region of US 500. Be sure to check whether the quoted rates include unlimited mileage (this is usually the case for all rentals of three days or more or, in some cases, one week or more).


Insurance arrangements in Lebanon are, in general, reliable (although policies carry a somewhat alarming clause along the lines of “war, invasion and hold-up are not covered”). However, being involved in an accident (even if it is only a low-speed knock in heavy traffic), or having your car stolen, are infinitely more likely scenarios. In either case, you are liable for an excess of anywhere between US 300 (for minor damage to a small car) and US 2500 (for theft or a total write-off of a luxury car).


Most companies offer CDW (Crash Damage Waiver) as an optional extra (usually between US 5-10 per day depending on the type of car); this reduces (but does not completely remove) the excess payable in the event of an accident. Also worth considering is PAI (Personal Accident Insurance), usually costing an additional US 3 per day. Many of the big international car hire companies in Lebanon automatically include CDW in the cost of their hire. Whatever you do, make sure you read the small print before hiring a car. However carefully you drive, there is always the risk of an accident, but the risk of theft can be greatly reduced by always engaging the steering lock and by making use of supervised parking lots in towns and cities.


Avis (www.avis.com.lb), Budget (www.budget-rental.com), and Hertz (www.hertz.com) all have offices in Beirut, while Europcar is represented by Lenacar (www.lenacar.com). The main international rental firms all have very similar prices. Europcar/Lenacar offers small cars (such as a Renault Clio) with unlimited mileage from US 40 per day. For the same time period a medium-sized car (Peugeot 206 or similar) is US 50 per day and a larger car (such as a Nissan Sunny) starts from US 55 per day. They also do special deals for weekend hire (from Friday afternoon to Monday morning, small car hire costs US 92).


Hitching On any of the major transport routes, hitching is more or less impossible simply because as soon as you stick your thumb out you will attract the attention of any passing service taxi or minibus driver. However, on quiet roads in remote areas hitching is possible and may be your only form of transport. Remember that hitching in the Western sense (for a free ride) is a foreign concept here. Hitching takes place because there is a limited (or non-existent) public transport system in the area, and you should always offer to pay the driver who picked you up. For women travellers, hitching alone can never be recommended.




 








	Where to stay in Beirut













There are numerous top-end hotels in and around the capital and most of the international chains are represented. The capital has an excellent selection of mid-range options, while outside Beirut more and more guesthouses and B&Bs have opened up. It’s worth noting that outside of the peak summer season many of the top-end hotels often offer huge discounts (sometimes as much as 50% off the quoted price), putting them into the mid-range price bracket. Lebanon doesn’t have the same range of budget choices as Egypt or Syria but the accommodation scene in this price bracket is improving, particularly in Beirut and in tourist centres such as Tripoli, Bcharre and Baalbek.


DHIAFEE hotel network


Traditionally most tourists to Lebanon have stayed in Beirut and only ventured out to the rest of the country on day trips. The DHIAFEE hotel network was set up to reverse this trend; helping to spread the benefits of the tourism dollar throughout the country by promoting accommodation options all over Lebanon. Options range from small family-run hotels and simple guesthouses where there may only be a couple of rooms, to youth hostel-style accommodation and religious lodgings in local monasteries. All are in the mid-range to budget price categories. The best of DHIAFEE’s accommodation options have been listed in this book, but for a full list go to www.dhiafeeprogram.org.


Camping


There is a good campsite at Amchit, a couple of kilometeres to the north of Byblos. It’s a well-run, friendly place that offers chalets and ‘tungalows’ (tent-like bungalows), as well as camping. In the Lebanon mountains, above Afqa, there is another good camping option offering full facilities as well as a wide range of outdoor activities. There are a couple of other camping options, though they are usually very primitive. In small towns, many of the hotels will allow you to pitch a tent if you ask. If you want to free camp in rural areas you are strongly advised to ask for permission before setting up camp. Free camping in the Bekaa Valley and in the south is not really advisable as the military are likely to be rather touchy.




 








	Food and drink in Beirut













Food


Lebanon has a well deserved reputation for the best cooking in the region and it is here that you’ll get a true taste of what Arabic cuisine is really about. The fusing of Arabic and Mediterranean influences combined with the Lebanese love of food has ensured that eating is always something of a gourmet experience.


Meat, in the form of lamb or chicken, features fairly prominently in the Arab diet, along with staples such as chickpeas (in the form of falafel or hummus), other vegetables, and, of course, bread (khubz). Despite the prominence of meat, vegetarians can be sure of a nutritious and reasonably varied diet (hummus, falafel, baba ganoush and other meze dishes, as well as fuul, fatteh, salads, rice, vegetable stews and bread).


Beirut and its environs have the highest concentration of restaurants, with everything from cheap snack places and Western-style fast-food joints to sumptuously elegant gourmet establishments, with prices to match. Up in the mountains you can often find more traditional places serving excellent meze at very good prices. One place particularly famous for its meze is Zahle, in the Bekaa Valley.


Seafood is considered a particular speciality in Lebanon, probably at least partly because it is so scarce; during the civil war many people took to dynamiting the fish out of the sea and stocks are still seriously depleted. One of the best places for seafood is Tyre, where many of the restaurants specialize in it.


Unlike in neighbouring Syria, food is expensive here and if you’re on a tight budget sit-down meals at proper restaurants are more or less out of the question unless you want to splurge.


Drink


Coffee, in its traditional Arabic form, is more widely drunk than tea, although in the traditional cafés of Tripoli or Sidon both are popular (the latter usually being brewed from a Lipton’s tea bag and served in the Arabic way, black and sweet). In the classy and fashionable cafés of the cities you’ll also find the very best espresso, cappuccino and probably every conceivable blend of tea.


Alcohol is readily available and Lebanon has a small but well-regarded wine industry, with the Bekaa Valley vineyards of Ksara, Kefraya and Chateau Musar producing some excellent wines as well as the powerful spirit arak (the much-loved Arab aniseed liqueur). There are plenty of locally brewed and imported beers. Almaaza is a good-quality, light lager brewed locally under licence from Amstel. Many places now have draught beers on tap, while a few British-style ‘pubs’ even have draught Guinness on tap.




 








	Responsible tourism and cultural sensitivities













Clothing


On the surface, Lebanon seems much more relaxed about dress codes than neighbouring Arab countries, and if you’ve been travelling through the Middle East for a while the sight of the fashionistas of Beirut dressed in the latest body-hugging and cleavage-enhancing fashions can come as something of a shock. In the capital and other cosmopolitan areas (such as Jounieh, Byblos and most of the rest of the northern coastline, much of Mount Lebanon and the Chouf, and Zahle) you can basically dress as you like. It’s important to remember though, that as soon as you travel away from these areas these liberal attitudes do not apply. As soon as you head into more remote, rural and particularly Muslim areas (such as much of the South and the Bekaa Valley, and centres such as Tripoli), attitudes are much more conservative.


The thing to remember when dressing for conservative areas is that shoulders and knees (and everything in between) should be covered. This rule applies to men as well as women. It is also worth noting that the Lebanese place a huge amount of importance on smartness and cleanliness and making the effort to be presentable in public will earn you greater respect wherever you are in the country. See also ‘visiting mosques’ below.


Conduct


The Lebanese are generally very open and welcoming and will often go out of their way to help foreigners. Return the gesture by being equally polite and friendly.


In traditional Muslim culture it is not usual for a man and woman to shake hands when meeting. Instead place your right hand across your heart, which can also be used as a sign of thank you. In traditional areas open displays of affection between couples are not acceptable in public and can cause great offence. Conversely, it is completely normal for friends of the same sex (male and female) to hold hands and link arms in public.


While eating a shared meal, such as meze, it’s acceptable to use your left hand to tear bread but the right hand should be used to take from the communal bowls and also to pass things to people. Always tuck your feet in towards you when sitting down. Feet are considered unclean and it’s very rude to point them at someone. Also, crossing your legs while seated is considered rude by some more conservative people.


If you’re interested in Lebanon’s modern history you’re in luck as nearly every Lebanese you will meet is more than happy to talk endlessly about all aspects of local and regional politics. If you find yourself on the receiving end of particularly extreme views, bear in mind that these are people who have lived through some pretty horrific experiences and feelings often run very deep. Note that a great deal of discretion (or better still outright silence) is in order on the subject of visiting Israel.


Visiting mosques Non-Muslims are welcome in most mosques, although in some Shiite mosques they are only allowed into the courtyard and not the prayer hall itself. In any case, always seek permission before entering. Remember that shoes must be removed before entering the prayer hall, although socks can be left on. It is very important that both men and women dress modestly – cover arms and legs (shorts are not acceptable) and, in the case of women, wear a headscarf. At larger, more important mosques, women may be required to hire a full-length black hooded robe at the entrance (and men also if they attempt to enter in shorts)





 



Essentials A-Z



Accident and emergency


Ambulance: T140. Fire: T175. Police: T112. Tourist complaints: T1735. In the event of an accident an official police/medical report is required for insurance claims.


Bargaining


Lebanon doesn’t have as much scope for brushing up on your bargaining skills as other Arab countries, which will come as a relief to some. Many of the souvenir/handicraft stores are fixed price and it will only be in the souqs of Tripoli and Sidon where you may need to put your haggling hat on.


Electricity


220 volts, 50 AC. European 2-pin sockets are the norm.


Health


See your GP or travel clinic at least 6 weeks before departure for general advice on travel risks and vaccinations. Try phoning a specialist travel clinic if your own doctor is unfamiliar with health conditions in Lebanon. Make sure you have sufficient medical travel insurance, get a dental check, know your own blood group and if you suffer a long-term condition such as diabetes or epilepsy, obtain a Medic Alert bracelet/necklace (www.medicalert.co.uk). If you wear glasses, take a copy of your prescription.


On the whole, standards of hygiene are good, and the health risks are generally very low. As a rule, the worst you can expect is an upset stomach, though more serious food poisoning or gastric infections are not unknown.


The standards of private medical facilities are high in Lebanon. There are plenty of international-standard hospitals in Beirut and even the smaller medical clinics are usually excellent. Note that good medical insurance is absolutely vital.


Vaccinations


Vaccinations are not absolutely necessary, but all the same you are advised to make sure that you are up to date with your polio, diphtheria, tetanus, typhoid, hepatitis A and hepatitis B shots. You may be asked for a yellow fever certificate if you have been travelling in a country affected by the disease immediately before travelling to Lebanon. Malaria is not a problem.


Health risks


Tap water is best avoided unless boiled or treated first, so stick to bottled water if you want to be safe. Ice generally gets delivered in a pretty unhygienic fashion, so is best avoided. Raw fruit and vegetables are a potential hazard unless you have washed or peeled them yourself. On the other hand, salads are an integral part of Middle Eastern cuisine and avoiding eating them in some form or other is not entirely practical.


Stomach upsets are common. They’re mainly caused by the change in diet (Middle Eastern food is heavy on oil, which can be hard to digest for people unused to this diet). The most common cause of travellers’ diarrhoea is from eating contaminated food or drinking tap water. Diarrhoea may be also caused by viruses, bacteria (such as E-coli), protozoal (such as giardia), salmonella and cholera. It may be accompanied by vomiting or by severe abdominal pain.


The linchpins of treatment for diarrhoea are rest, fluid and salt replacement, antibiotics such as Ciprofloxacin for the bacterial types and special diagnostic tests and medical treatment for the amoeba and giardia infections. Salmonella infections and cholera, although rare, can be devastating diseases and it would be wise to get to a hospital as soon as possible if these were suspected.


In the summer months heat exhaustion and heatstroke are common health risks. This is prevented by drinking enough fluids throughout the day (your urine will be pale if you are drinking enough). Symptoms of heat exhaustion and heatstroke are similar and include dizziness, tiredness and headache. Use rehydration salts mixed with water to replenish fluids and salts and find somewhere cool and shady to recover.


If you suspect heatstroke rather than heat exhaustion, you need to cool the body down quickly (cold showers are particularly effective) and may require hospital treatment for electrolyte replacement by intravenous drip.


If you get sick


Contact your embassy or consulate for a list of doctors and dentists who speak your language, or at least some English. Good-quality private healthcare is available in the larger centres but these are expensive; especially hospitalization. Make sure you have adequate insurance (see below).


Useful websites


www.btha.org, British Travel Health Association.


www.fco.gov.uk, British Foreign and Commonwealth Office travel site has useful information on each country, people, climate and a list of UK embassies/consulates. www.fitfortravel.scot.nhs.uk, A-Z of vaccine/health advice for each country. www.who.int, World Health Organization site with vaccine and health advice.


Insurance


Take out comprehensive insurance before travel, including full medical cover and extra cover for any activities that you may undertake. Keep details of your policy and the insurance company’s telephone number with you at all times and get a police report for any lost or stolen items.


Internet


You’ll find internet cafés nearly everywhere across the country with even the smaller towns having at least one internet café, though some can be noisy affairs with half the terminals given over to kids playing video games. The average cost of 1 hour’s internet access is 3000 LBP. Wi-Fi is also extremely common, with many hotels offering Wi-Fi access for guests, though most will charge. Many cafés and restaurants in Beirut as well as in other towns and cities offer free Wi-Fi access for customers. Be aware that internet access at many of these free Wi-Fi points can be extremely slow.


Language


Arabic is the national language of Lebanon but the great premium placed on education in the country is reflected in the high levels of fluency in both English and French, even in remote, rural areas. Due to its colonial history French remains the most widely spoken language after Arabic. However, amongst the younger generations, English is increasingly seen as the more desirable second language.


Media


Lebanon has a thriving media industry which, refreshingly, is the least-censored in the Arab world. Reporting isn’t particularly objective though as, despite the fact that the only media restrictions are a ban on defaming the President or other heads of state and on inciting sectarian fighting, much of the media is owned by the separate political/religious factions and so operate to their own agenda.


The Daily Star is the English-language daily newspaper, while a weekly magazine, Monday Morning, wraps up the previous week’s headlines and includes interesting features on national and regional issues alongside plenty of features on Lebanon’s high society social scene. The French-language daily is L’Orient le Jour, which is a condensed version of the Arabic-language daily An Nahar. It includes useful listings of events in Lebanon. There are in addition numerous Arabic-language papers, some of them independent, others propaganda organs for various political parties and religious groups. All the major foreign newspapers and magazines are readily available in Beirut, though they are expensive.


Radio Liban, which is controlled by the Ministry of Information, broadcasts on 96.2 MHz (FM). It has daily French-language broadcasts at 1800. There are numerous other radio stations within Lebanon, many of which can only be picked up over a relatively small area. Explore the radio waves for yourself. On the whole they broadcast a diet of either Arabic or Western pop music (or sometimes a mixture of the 2), along with various chat shows and phone-ins. Radio One broadcasts on 105.5 MHz (FM) and can be picked up over most of the country. It is styled on the BBC’s Radio 1 in the UK and often has visiting DJs from there. The best frequency for receiving the BBC World Service is 1323 kHz (MW), although it is also available on 720 kHz (MW) and in various SW bands. Voice of America is on 1260 kHz(AM).


There are numerous television stations in Lebanon, nearly all of which represent a political or religious faction. Télé Liban is the only government-controlled TV station. It broadcasts on 3 channels and has programmes in Arabic, French and English. Of the private TV stations, the 2 most popular are; the Lebanese Broadcasting Company (LBC), established in 1985 by the ‘Lebanese Forces’ Christian militia of Samir Geagae; and Future TV, set up by the late Prime Minister, Rafiq Hariri. Both now have broad popular appeal and show plenty of foreign programmes. The controversial TV station Al-Manar is sponsored by Hezbollah. Most hotels have satellite TV, and generally subscribe to all the major international channels.


On the internet, the English-language daily news site www.yaliban.com is a leading advocate of free, completely uncensored media and is an excellent source of information.


Money


€1 = 2166 LBP, £1 = 2463 LBP,


US$1 = 1512 LBP (May 2012)


The basic unit of currency is the Lebanese pound (LBP), also referred to as the Lebanese Lira (LL). Notes come in denominations of 1000, 5000, 10,000, 20,000, 50,000 and 100,000. Coins come in denominations of 250 and 500. In addition, the US$ operates as a parallel currency, interchangeable with the LBP, and most transactions (for example in shops, restaurants, bars and hotels) can be made in dollars rather than LBP or in a mixture of the two. Be aware that even if you pay for your transaction in dollars you will usually only get your change back in LBP.


Changing or accessing money is generally very easy, though one exception to this is changing travellers’ cheques, which can be surprisingly difficult.


ATMs


Except in very rural areas, you should have no problem finding an ATM. Many ATMs allow you to choose to take your money out in either LBP or US$. In general Visa is the most widely accepted card.


Cash


Major currencies (UK£, US$ and 1) can be exchanged at banks and at all money changers; the latter will charge you a commission fee, so shop around. The US$ is the most convenient currency and can be used in day-to-day transactions. Notes in smaller denominations are easier to exchange.


It is always useful to have some hard currency with you, for the odd occasion when all the ATMs in town decide not to hand out any cash (rare but not unheard of), and for using for visas, etc when crossing borders. Be aware that, although leftover Syrian currency can be exchanged at most banks in Beirut, the same cannot be said for Lebanese currency in Syria. Be sure to exchange any leftover LBP at the border.


Credit cards


All the major credit cards are recognized. As well as being accepted in most hotels, restaurants and shops, nearly all the banks in Lebanon will allow you to draw money against major credit (or debit) cards and also have ATMs that can be used in the same way.


Transferring money


Western Union Money Transfer, (www.westernunion.com) is represented in Lebanon by Byblos Bank and the Lebanese-Canadian Bank (amongst others). The fees charged are very high, but this can be a good emergency option.


Traveller’s cheques (TCs)


If you are intending to carry your money in this form, make sure that you have US$ TCs, as TCs in any other currency are extremely hard to exchange. All banks charge a commission for changing TCs; though the fee is usually only around 1%, they all apply a minimum charge of US$5, and in some cases an additional US$2 ‘handling’ fee. You will also be asked to produce the original purchase slip (even though this is supposed to be kept separate from the TCs). Most money changers charge around 4-5% commission for changing US$ TCs, and are extremely reluctant to deal with TCs in any other currency.


Cost of living and travelling


The cost of living and travelling is more expensive than in neighbouring Syria, mostly due to the cost of accommodation and eating. The vast majority of hotels fall into the mid-range and luxury categories (from around US$50 for a double room upwards), with the luxury end of the market being heavily over-represented. That said, there are a limited number of cheaper hotels to be found, as well as a few genuine budget places where you can get a bed in a dormitory for as low as US$10.


Eating out is also comparatively expensive, though is still good value compared to Europe; a meal in a restaurant will generally cost a minimum of US$10 per head, and around US$15 will be closer to the norm, while in the more expensive restaurants, the sky’s the limit. To eat cheaply, you have to restrict yourself to a diet of takeaway food and give Lebanon’s extensive restaurant scene a miss.


Likewise, if you plan to indulge in Lebanon’s vibrant nightlife, be prepared to shell out as much for the evening as you would in Europe, North America or Australasia. In contrast, buying alcohol from a shop (both wine and beer) is actually reasonably priced.


Public transport is cheap, with the furthest journeys costing around 6000 LBP, and most ranging in price from 2000-4000 LBP. Entrance tickets are fairly priced with most sites costing between 5000-12,000 LBP.


Sticking to the very strictest of budgets, it is possible to survive in Lebanon on around US$25 per day as long as you use dormitory accommodation, eat off the street vendors and limit your sightseeing. It’s more realistic to budget for at least US$30 per day and know that as soon as you start to treat yourself a little, this will quickly rise.


A mid-range budget (a/c hotels, restaurant meals and perhaps a hire car) involves a big step up to around US$80 per day. At the luxury end of the scale, you are looking at a minimum of around US$200 per day.


Opening hours


Banks: Mon-Fri 0800-1400 and Sat 0830-1200. Government offices and post offices:


Mon-Sat 0800-1400. Shops: Mon-Fri 0900-2000 and Sat 0900-1500, though some will keep shorter or longer hours on Sat and some open on Sun as well. Money Exchange Offices in Beirut and other major towns usually stay open for longer hours than the banks. Major sights: generally Tue-Sun from 0900-1800 in summer and 0900-1600 in winter, though some sights open 7 days a week.


Post


Postal services are run by the private Liban Post (www.libanpost.com.lb), whose distinctive blue and yellow logo is prominently displayed outside post offices in all towns and cities. Postcards to Europe cost 1000 LBP and take 2-4 days to arrive, while to North America, Australia and New Zealand they cost 1500 LBP and usually take 1 week. Letters (up to 20 g) to all these regions cost 1750 LBP.


You can send parcels weighing up to 10 kg through the Lebanese postal system. A parcel weighing 1 kg to Europe, North America, Australia or New Zealand costs 31,500 LBP while a 2 kg parcel costs 58,000 LBP. If you want a faster delivery and the security of parcel tracking you can use Liban Post’s more expensive international express delivery service. With this service a 1 kg parcel to Europe costs 56,000 LBP; to North America, 60,000 LBP; and to Australia and New Zealand, 80,000 LBP.


All post offices in Lebanon provide poste restante services. Mail must be addressed in the following way: your name, Liban Post, the post office’s name, poste restante, Lebanon. Mail will be held for you for 2 months. When collecting mail, you will need to bring your passport as proof of identification.


Prohibition 
Drugs


Possession of narcotics is illegal. Those caught in possession risk a long prison sentence and/or deportation. There is a marked intolerance to drug taking in the country and the drugs scene is distinctly seedy (not to mention paranoid) and is best avoided.


Photography


Avoid taking pictures of military installations or anything that might be construed as ‘sensitive’, particularly if you are close to the Israeli border.


Safety


Having been emblazoned on everyone’s mind as a place of brutal and interminable civil war, suicide bombings and hostage taking, Lebanon is still, years later, trying to shake off its negative media image. In recent years the country has suffered from sporadic outbreaks of violence, the 2006 July War being one period when Lebanon was yet again thrust under the media spotlight for all the wrong reasons. For the past 2 years Lebanon has been undergoing an essentially stable period that has brought tourists flooding back. Although sporadic outbreaks of violence do occur, if you use good judgment, today’s Lebanon is essentially a perfectly safe place in which to travel.


Ordinary crime and the threat of personal violence are minimal compared to Europe and North America, though more of a problem than in other Arab countries. Provided you take the usual precautions (never leave valuables unattended in hotel rooms, use hotel safes where available and when hotel safes are not available keep your money and important documents out of sight, on your person, preferably in a money belt or something similar), you should have no problem. Note that petty crime such as bag snatching is on the rise in the main cities, though occurrences are minimal compared to in the West.


Many foreign office travel advisory sites still warn that none but essential travel should be undertaken to the south of the country and to certain areas in the Bekaa Valley due to several occasions in recent years when the security situation has rapidly deteriorated with little warning. Although it is, of course, extremely important to keep yourself up to date with events before travelling here, normally these days travel in these areas is safe. The area south of the Litani River is under UNIFIL control and certain travel restrictions, which change frequently, do apply for foreigners.


If you want to visit one of the Palestinian refugee camps, it’s best to do so with a well-informed local escort. Shatila is probably the easiest to visit and the Shatila Camp Children and Youth Centre (www.cycshatila.org) run a guesthouse within the camp for visitors.


If you’d like to visit the south be aware that unexploded ordnance is still a problem in the area south of the Litani River, despite a massive demining operation. If you are in this area it is essential that you stick to the roads and avoid walking in open countryside.


The most recent cross-border attack in the south occurred in Aug 2010 when an Israeli military tree-uprooting operation caused a full-out gun battle between Lebanese Army and Israeli Defence Force troops, leaving 4 people dead. There is always the risk of fresh outbreaks of violence. Ultimately, it is really a question of using your common sense and weighing up the risks for yourself. Bear in mind that even when there has been a flare-up of fighting in the far south, the rest of the country is still perfectly safe to visit.


The biggest danger tourists face while in the country is on the roads. Lebanese driving is erratic at best and absolutely petrifying at the worst (see here).


Student travellers


Anyone in full-time education is entitled to an International Student Identity Card (ISIC). These are issued by student travel offices and travel agencies across the world. In Lebanon, an ISIC card entitles you to a discount entry fee at some of the major sites (including the National Museum in Beirut, Baalbek and Tyre’s El Mina and El Bass ruins).


Tax 
Airport departure tax


The airport departure tax of US$42 is levied on all flights from Rafiq Hariri International Airport and is usually included in the cost of your ticket, but be sure to check that this is the case.


Other taxes


There is no land departure tax when leaving from Lebanon.


Most top-end hotels and restaurants charge an extra 10% tax on top of your total, some also add a further service charge.


Telephone


To call Lebanon from overseas dial your international access code, followed by Lebanon’s country code 961 and then the area/town code. To call an international phone number from within Lebanon dial 00, followed by the country code.


To call Syria from Lebanon you dial 02 followed by the city code (dropping the initial zero). For example: to call Damascus from Lebanon, dial 0211 followed by the number.


Most travellers are able to use their mobile phones in Lebanon – ask your provider before you travel. Using a phone overseas can be expensive, so don’t forget to check your provider’s roaming rates.


Lebanon has 2 mobile phone networks: Alfa and MTC. If you have an unlocked phone you can purchase a local SIM card to use while in Lebanon. Pay-as-you-go SIM cards in Lebanon are quite pricey so it’s probably not worth doing unless you are going to spend a decent amount of time in the country. Any of the multitude phone shops in Beirut and other large centres can get you started.


The cheapest way to make local and international calls is by using the extensive network of card-operated public telephones. The cards to use in these phones (Telecartes) can be purchased at most grocery stores. A card with 10,000 LBP phone credit costs 11,000 LBP.


Time


2 hrs ahead of GMT Oct-Mar, and 3 hrs ahead Apr-Sep.


Tipping


Lebanon has a more relaxed attitude to tipping than other neighbouring countries. In general it is standard to leave a small tip for anyone who helps you (hotel porters, etc) and it’s also normal practice to round up your private taxi fare so that the driver receives a small tip. The standard 10% is acceptable in more expensive restaurants; otherwise it is really down to your own discretion. Remember that the more expensive restaurants often add a service charge onto their bill.


Tour operators
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