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This research studies whether the tourism development model in Ehden (Lebanon) is 
sustainable and balanced, or whether, on the contrary, it responds to the unsustai-
nable pattern of its colonial past. To this end, interviews with local stakeholders, sur-
veys of residents and tourists were carried out and analysed using descriptive 
statistics and cross-sectional data techniques. The results show that local stakehol-
ders want to promote an integrated tourism development model in Ehden based on 
territorial resources that involve the local population. The population is willing, for 
the most part, to get involved in the tourism development model of the town, and 
tourists are committed to diversified activities centred on the natural and cultural 
heritage of Ehden, which value the town’s specific resources. However, it has been 
detected that this is a demand of those with high income that stays in high quality 
hotels or rural accommodation and is concentrated in the summer months, which 
denotes a strong seasonality and unsustainability of tourism. It is concluded that, 
although the colonial past is present in the territory, there is currently a great inte-
rest from all the agents involved in tourism to promote an integrated tourism model 
that could help to boost economic diversification.

PALABRAS CLAVE RESUMEN

Legado turístico del 
colonialismo

Turismo sostenible
Participación turística
Recursos endógenos
Líbano

La presente investigación estudia si el modelo de desarrollo turístico de Ehden (Líba-
no), es sostenible y equilibrado o, si por el contrario, responde al patrón de insoste-
nibilidad de su pasado colonial. Para ello, se han realizado algunas entrevistas a 
agentes locales, encuestas a residentes y a turistas que han sido analizadas utilizan-
do técnicas de estadística descriptiva y datos cruzados. Los resultados muestran que 
los agentes locales quieren promover un modelo de desarrollo turístico integral en 
Ehden basado en los recursos territoriales que involucre a la población local. La po-
blación está dispuesta, en su mayoría, a involucrarse en el modelo de desarrollo tu-
rístico de la localidad y, los turistas, apuestan por actividades diversificadas centradas 
en el patrimonio natural y cultural de Ehden y valoran los recursos exprofeso de la 
localidad. Sin embargo, se ha detectado que se trata de una demanda de alto nivel 
adquisitivo que se aloja en hoteles o alojamientos rurales de alta calidad y se concen-
tra en los meses de verano, lo que denota una fuerte estacionalización e insostenibi-
lidad del turismo. Se concluye que, si bien el pasado colonial está presente en el 
territorio, actualmente hay un gran interés de todos los agentes que intervienen en 
el turismo para promover un modelo turístico integral que podría ayudar a impulsar 
la diversificación económica.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Tourism has undergone constant expansion and substantial diversification throughout the decades, making 
it the fastest expanding economic sector (Lee & Chang, 2008). According to UNWTO (2019), prior to the 
COVID19 pandemic, the tourism sector’s turnover equals or even exceeds that of exports of oil, foodstuffs 
and automobiles.

Moreover, tourism has emerged as a major actor in international trade, while also serving as one of 
the primary sources of income for many developing countries. It’s expected, based on the report of the 
World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) (2016) that the contribution of travel and tourism to gross do-
mestic product (GDP) will reach 10.8% by the end of 2026. Nevertheless, there is also strong competition 
between destinations that plan positioning strategies and marketing actions to implement a whole series of 
developments actions and new infrastructures, which attract the attention of a greater number of potential 
visitors to their territory (REF).

The direction of causality between tourism development and economic growth, however, is debatable 
(Aslan, 2013; Ekanayake & Long, 2012). It has been shown that the benefits of territories, highly focused on 
tourism, are limited in terms of economic growth and socio-economic resilience (Romão, 2021), due to the 
fact that they are highly vulnerable to the effects of events such as pandemics (Duro et al., 2021) or climate 
change (Magnan et al., 2013; Csete & Szécsi, 2015).

In light of these premises, it is critical to include tourism as an activity of endogenous local development 
(Hummelbrunner & Miglbauer, 1994; Dinis et al., 2019). However, many former colonies of Western countries 
are resistant to such a model, as imperialism has fostered sustained inequality and unjust and oppressive 
forms and processes of tourism (Santer, 2019; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2022). This has resulted in an inherited 
tourism model that has been exogenously organised and articulated to fulfil the requirements of former 
settlers, continuing its legacy as a neo-colonial phenomenon, which pulls power away from local and re-
gional levels, and concentrates it in the hands of foreign-owned corporations (Williams, 2012) and/or it has 
provided local economic elites with new opportunities to perpetuate their historical socio-economic ad-
vantages (L´Espoir, 2011).

The origin of tourism in Lebanon stems from a time when it was a French colony (Devine & Ojeda, 2017; 
Higgins-Desbiolles, 2022), implying that it is responding to an external development model that could be 
controlled by foreign tour operators.

The aim of this work is to find out the main characteristics of Ehden tourism as well as its environmental 
and social sustainability. The study will be carried out through social research techniques based on pre-
liminary interviews and surveys of residents and tourists designed on the basis of these interviews. It will 
analyse whether Ehden’s tourism model responds to a tourism model inherited from its colonial past or, on 
the contrary, whether it is a tourism model that involves the population and is based on the enhancement of 
local endogenous resources. This work represents an important contribution to research and knowledge of 
the characteristics of tourism in the mountainous areas of Lebanon, as it is the first to be carried out in this 
locality using social research techniques and one of the few studies on tourism in this country.

2.  THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

In recent decades, there has been a stream of research related to the growth of tourism and its impact on 
regional development. Its importance has been widely studied in both developed and developing countries 
(Henry & Deane, 1997). However, developing countries are becoming important players in the tourism sector 
and are becoming aware of its economic potential, which has led to an exponential growth of tourism. Some 
research shows that tourism boosts economic growth by increasing foreign exchange reserves (McKinnon, 
1964), which leads to increased investment in new infrastructure, human capital and competition (Blake et al., 
2006). It also leads to industrial development, creates employment and increases incomes (Lee & Chang, 2008). 
Therefore, inbound tourism is considered by several authors to generate positive externalities (Andriatis, 2002).
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Furthermore, studies suggest that tourists seek a different and unique destination experience (Poussin, 
2009) and increasingly choose to immerse themselves in the true culture of the place (Chambers, 2009). 
However, many rural destinations in developed countries are saturated with an “artificialisation” of tourism 
experiences and a loss of territorial identity and cultural trivialisation (Hubbard & Lilley, 2000; Roca & de 
Nazaré, 2007). Other rural destinations, on the other hand, are preserving their authenticity and can use 
tourism as a tool for local and/or regional development (Valeiro & Ribeiro, 2007) (figure 1).

Territorial identity refers to a feeling of belonging to a community because of the similarity between 
members who share cultural values, social values, and common interests attached to a certain territory 
(Capello, 2018). Therefore, this identity is rooted in the uniqueness of the geographical space and based 
on associated natural or cultural features. (Alaoui & Abba, 2019; Paasi, 2003) Contrarily, the uniqueness 
of a place is determined by the interactions between the population and its environment (Pollice et al., 
2003). Thus, territorial identity is composed of landscape and climatic or hydrographic (Carneiro et al., 2015; 
Stoffelen et al., 2019), as well as cultural and social characteristics (Ou & Bevilacqua, 2017). Moreover, some 
of these characteristics can be considered both determinants and expressions of identity (Simon et al., 2010).

Today, rural areas are increasingly seen as tourist destinations, not only as agricultural regions (Bessière, 
1998).

However, the success of tourism development in these territories is dependent on the local population’s 
involvement as well as the territory’s resources and value (Aguirre et al., 2018), as these serve as the foun-
dation to create integrated products and packages with enough substance to provide real experiences 
(Kastenholz & Lima, 2011).

While a destination’s ability to compete depends on the abundance of tangible and intangible resources, 
its capacity to achieve the desired tourism development is correlated with its ability to adopt management 
practices. This takes into account the relationships that are built between the participants that make up the 
system as a +-whole (Minguzzi & Presenza, 2010).

Tourism continuously presupposes a connection between social and economic activities and the territory 
in which they take place, while identifying all relevant resources. The prerequisites for creating the strategies 
and organisational structure of a tourism system are reinforced by the process of identifying tourism re-
sources (Grant, 1994; Teece et al., 1997). Therefore, in order to have a complete picture of all the tourism 
resources of a given local system, it is necessary to recognise and order the various components of the 
natural and built environment (mountains, churches, castles, monuments, etc.). These are in addition to the 
set of intangible resources, such as local culture or territorial brands and even human resources (Solima 
& Minguzzi, 2014). Therefore, the debate on the development of social and economic tourism activities is 
largely based on the examination of a territory.

Although tourism development is based on the promotion of endogenous territorial resources (Spilanis 
& Vayanni, 2004), we cannot ignore the fact that these resources belong to the local population. However, in 
former colonial countries, settlers subjugated part of the territorial resources and culture. They introduced 
their language, religion, gastronomy, festivals and tourism model, among other aspects. Many of these ter-
ritories have acquired a strong tourist vocation, losing most of their remaining traditional activities and, with 
them, their identity. Furthermore, they have developed so that activities and accommodation have a strong 
Western European component (Winter, 2009). This was done to meet the expectations of the settlers with 
whom the former colonies still maintain a strong link today (McKercher & Decosta, 2007), as they continue 
to be the main sources of foreign tourists (Kothari, 2015).

Hence, tourism cannot be deemed sustainable or beneficial to the local economy as a whole, because 
increased tourism damages endogenous resources required by the local population, hurting their environ-
mental circumstances, economic well-being, and increasing social inequity (Briasoulis, 2002). This translates 
into carrying out a diagnosis of tourism in the territory in order to understand its weaknesses and threats 
as well as its strengths and opportunities. The objective is usually to recover lost or forgotten traditional 
activities along with the development of new ones, taking into account the conservation of the natural and 
cultural environment and incorporating a tourism model that rewards justice with the local population 
(Jamal & Camargo, 2012; Alisa & Ridho, 2020).
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Figure 1. Conceptual map. Source: own elaboration.

3.  STUDY SCOPE AND METHODS

3.1.  The case study: Ehden, “The Bride of the North”

Lebanon, one of the smallest states in the Middle East, is at the centre of the eastern Mediterranean 
basin and occupies a crossroads position between the three continents of Asia, Africa and Europe (figure 
3). Historically, Lebanon was a centre of trade and culture that dates back to Phoenician times. It used to 
be a passageway between the East and West for caravans, traders, missionaries and conquerors. Today the 
country offers visitors a rich natural, geological, archaeological, historical, and cultural heritage. Known as 
the “land of milk and honey,” Lebanon is still an exception in the Middle East, where more than 80% of the 
land is desert (Buccianti-Barakat, 2006). Due to its natural conditions, Lebanon benefits from important 
hydrographic and agricultural resources. Wine making is an 8,000 year old practice in which a significant 
amount of wine used to be exported to neighbouring countries such as Egypt, Greece and Assyria. The cedar 
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forests are legendary and during the 1990’s several forests were classified as natural reserves such as the 
Shouf Biosphere Reserve which represents 5% of the country’s total area.

Lebanon is a territorial reservoir of plant diversity. About 2,600 recorded species make it the richest 
country in flora and fauna in the Middle East and one of the most important points of global biodiversity and 
exceptional botanical richness in the region (Sattout, 2009; Bou Dager-Kharrat & Rouhan, 2018). The western 
range pertaining to the Lebanese Mountains, Mount Lebanon and its villages, has been densely inhabited 
for a very long time. Between 1920 and 1943 Lebanon was a French colony. In fact, tourism in Lebanon dates 
back to the time when it was a French colony.

The research was conducted in the northern region, specifically located on Mount Lebanon. Ehden, po-
etically called “The Garden of Eden”, located at 1500 metres above sea level, is located in the province of 
Zgharta and belongs to the Ehden-Zgharta township.

Prior to the founding of Zgharta (almost 500 years ago), Ehden was the only town in the area. Nowadays, it’s a 
well-known summer destination famous for its dry climate, abundant water, and dense forest. However, Ehden 
has harsh winters, with snows covering most of the town for almost 5 months of the year (December – April).

As per Snow Forecast Lebanon, on average, Ehden has during the first week of December a maximum of 5 
degrees Celsius, reaching a low of minus 8 degrees Celsius during the month of January. As for snow, Ehden sees 
4 days per week of snow during winter (mostly January and February) reaching about 60 cm in height (figure 2).

Ehden is home to the Horsh Ehden Nature Reserve, located on the northwestern slopes of Mount Lebanon. 
It was classified as a Nature Reserve in March 1992, making it the most important part of its natural heritage. 
Although the reserve is considered relatively small - some 1,000 hectares and covering 0.1% of the country’s 
total area, environmental activist Ricardo Haber has, so far, recorded more than 1,058 plant species, repre-
senting almost 40% of all wild flora in Lebanon. Moreover, several specialists and researchers consider this 
forest to be a true relic of nature “Here we find the ecosystem most similar to an ancient forest, thirty-nine 
species of trees coexist, such diversity is very rare, in Europe only one or two species are found in vast areas,” 
points out botanist Myrna Semann Haber.

Ehden also has a rich cultural heritage, including traditional architecture and archaeological sites. The 
religious heritage brings together the structures (buildings), objects and ritual practices specific to each 
religion and region. Because of the variety of religions in the country, this harmonious coexistence attracts 
devotees and those interested in religious history and culture.

The country’s ethnographic heritage is also very varied, with the region’s gastronomy also presenting an 
attractive image of the country’s culture and its geographical and economic identity. During the summer, 
several cultural events enliven the town, including the Ehdeniyat International Festival which attracts visitors 
from all over the country. In addition to its varied natural, cultural and ethnographic heritage, Ehden is listed 
as “The Favourite Lebanese Village” (L’Orient-Le Jour, 2016) and “The most beautiful Lebanese Village” (NGO 
Ajmal Baldet Lebnen, 2018) (figure 4).

Figure 2. Average Snow and Rain in Ehden. Source: Snow Forecast Lebanon.
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Figure 3. Location map of Ehden (Lebanon). Source: own elaboration with ArcGIS from World Topographic Map.
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Figure 4. Ehden during the month of February 2022. Source: own photo taken in Ehden.

3.2.  Methods

A mixed research model was utilised that included qualitative (preliminary interviews with local stakeholders) 
and quantitative (surveys of residents and tourists) methods. The objective was to find out whether or not 
Ehden’s tourism model corresponded to an inherited tourism model from its colonial past and how it was 
perceived by local stakeholders, the local population and tourists.

Seven preliminary interviews were conducted with local stakeholders following a semi-directed interview 
model (Annex I), which was to be carried out with local council officials, heritage and tourism specialists, en-
trepreneurs and tourist guides. The aim was to find out what tourism is like in Ehden in order to understand 
the general context, the main resourcesand its strengths and weaknesses. These interviews served as the 
basis for the design of the survey questions that were distributed to residents and tourists.

A total of 138 surveys were conducted in Ehden, 70 of which were residents and 68 were tourists, at 
different times from 2021-2022. Although these are small samples, there are no official records of the pop-
ulation of Ehden and there is a large variability among the sources consulted, although there are fewer 
and fewer people living permanently in the municipality (150-200 inhabitants) due to the fact that Zgharta 
(40,000 inhabitants) is much closer and has many more services. Even so, many efforts were made to collect 
enough responses to allow for respondent variability, but as this was at the time of the COVID19 pandemic, 
answer questionnaires and tourism was gradually recovering in the town, although it had not yet reached 
pre-pandemic levels.

In the surveys carried out with residents and tourists, respondents were characterised according to age, 
gender, level of education, place of residence and occupation. There was also another part of the survey with 
specific questions for each group. For the present research, only some of the questions from the resident 
survey and the tourist survey were selected which are part of a wider investigation.

From the residents’ survey, we selected the questions on whether they were in favour or against pro-
moting tourism in Ehden and the questions asking them about their interest and ways of participating in 
promoting tourism development projects in the locality (Annex II).

From the tourist survey, questions related to the main motivations for visiting Ehden were selected in 
order to characterise the type of trips made to the village, the type of accommodation preferred by tourists, 
the length of their stay and whether or not they would like to return to Ehden (Annex III).

Some of the questions were designed as multiple-choice questions in which respondents were asked to 
indicate whether they agreed or disagreed with a number of issues. This data had to be adapted by subdi-
viding these questions into several questions in which the answers were binomial in nature, counting the 
options chosen as 1 and those not chosen as 0.

Subsequently, a descriptive statistical analysis of the results as a whole was carried out for each of the 
samples (residents and tourists), followed by an analysis using contingency tables to perform cross-analyses 
of the respondents’ preferences according to gender, age or education. The results of the surveys were an-
alysed using IBM SPSS Statistics.
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With this information, the researchers were able to learn about some of the main characteristics of 
Ehden’s tourism model, its limitations, and its strengths.

4.  RESULTS

4.1.  Interview Results

From consultations with representatives of the municipal corporation, experts from the heritage and 
tourism sector, entrepreneurs and local guides, much information was gleaned about how tourism works in 
Ehden. Tourism in Ehden is highly seasonal, concentrated during the summer and a few weekends during 
the winter. Ehden has changed from a traditional mountain town to a tourist-oriented holiday and recrea-
tional municipality, where services to the local population have been disappearing or losing continuity. This 
has led the population to move for most of the year to Zgharta, a nearby coastal service town. Furthermore, 
people leave Ehden during winter because of the weather and its harsh conditions, making accessibility dif-
ficult because of snow and low temperatures. Most houses are not equipped to handle such winters.

According to stakeholders consulted, tourists coming to Ehden mostly stay in high quality hotels and/or 
rural hotels and particularly value the local gastronomy. This aspect was of concern to the representatives 
of the local administration, who highlighted the architectural and archaeological heritage of the region 
and expressed that the municipality does not have archives or registered data on these monuments, which 
are managed externally by the Department of Antiquities (Lebanese Ministry of Culture). However, they ex-
pressed the need for a detailed study of all the monuments, houses and markets in the region with a goal 
to restore and enhance them in order to attract more tourists to Ehden leading to a comprehensive tourist 
destination. With respect to religious heritage, the Lebanese Maronite Patriarchate is responsible for the 
maintenance of churches, monasteries and religious monuments, and the municipality has no power 
to oppose its decisions. The natural heritage, represented by the Horsh Ehden Nature Reserve, is also 
managed independently and funded by national and international contributions. For these reasons, the 
municipal authorities want to promote a comprehensive tourism project for Ehden based on the creation 
of a territorial brand and, create new hiking trails in the Ehden region, connecting it to other regions such 
as the Holy Valley of Qadisha, which is a major tourist attraction, as well as revaluing cultural, natural and 
religious heritage.

4.2.  Resident Survey Results

4.2.1. Sociodemographic characteristics

According to table 1, which represents the sociodemographic characteristics of the local population, women 
and men are equally represented in the sample, with 50%-50%. However, by age, the 21-35 age group is 
over-represented in the sample with 50% of all respondents. This is followed by the 36-50 age group with 
34% of the total. The age group with the lowest representation is the 51+ age group with 14%. Most of the 
respondents are in their prime working years (21-50 years), which lends credibility to this study and the 
opinions and perspectives of the respondents are useful for tourism stakeholders (79%).

Table 1. Summary of locals’ profile.

Variables Categories % Variables Categories %

Gender

Female 50%

Occupation

Student 7%

Male 50%
Domestic work 7%

Prefer not to say 0%

Age

21-35 50% Working 79%

36-50 34%
Unemployed 3%

Retired 4%
>51 16%

Residence
Ehden (Lebanon) 82%

Education Level
Primary/Secondary School 9%

Out of Ehden 18% Universitary Studies 91%

Source: percentage statistical analysis with SPSS.
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It should be noted that the majority of the inhabitants who responded to the survey have higher edu-
cation, which, although this may differ to some extent from the population average (where there are probably 
more people without higher education), is very realistic with the formation of the age groups that are most 
represented. It should be noted that although the sample was distributed homogeneously throughout the 
territory in paper and digital format, it is a voluntary survey and it is clear that these specialised topics 
related to tourism planning are of more interest to the active population with a higher level of education.

4.2.2. Interest to participate in tourism local development projects

In order to know the opinion of the population, they were asked if they would agree with the implementation 
of a comprehensive tourism development model in Ehden, in line with the local authority’s idea of improving 
the conservation of the natural, cultural and religious heritage and promoting tourism around all territorial 
resources, to which a large majority answered “Yes” (50.0%), 30% answered “Maybe” and 20% answered “No”.

When analysing the results by age group, we found that those most interested in promoting an compre-
hensive tourism development model in Ehde are above 51, followed by those aged between 36-50 and finally 
those under 35, with interest increasing with age.

There is a higher proportion of women (51.4%) interested in developing a comprehensive tourism devel-
opment model in Ehden, with (48.6%) on the other hand for men.

In terms of education, those most interested in promoting an comprehensive tourism development 
model in Ehden are those with university studies (53.1%), followed by respondents with primary or sec-
ondary studies (16.7%).

Moreover, when asked if they would be willing to participate in projects to promote comprehensive 
tourism development, the majority answered “Yes” (38.6%), with (14.3%) responding that they would like to 
participate by sharing their experiences as experts in the tourism sector and (11.4%) willing to participate in 
an ad hoc basis in the organisation of events, creative days or competitions. In addition, there was a minority 
who did not know how they could participate. Moreover, almost a third of respondents did not answer this 
question (32.9%) and a small percentage said they did not want to participate (figure 5).

Figure 5. Prefers to participate in tourism development projects. Source: own elaboration  
based on the survey results.
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When analysed by age group (Annex IV), a majority of those aged 51 and above were interested in being 
personally involved in promoting tourism development projects, however, the 36-50 age segment repre-
sented less than half (41.7%) and only a quarter of the under 35 age group. By gender (Annex V), men 
(42.9%) were more willing to personally participate in tourism development projects than women (34.3%) 
with almost 8 percentage points difference. On the other hand, women (17.1%) showed more interest in par-
ticipating by sharing their experiences as experts in the tourism sector with almost 6 percentage points dif-
ference compared to men (11.4%). Finally, there is equal interest in participating in the organisation of com-
petitions, creative days and events among men and women (11.4%). According to education, 50% of those 
with primary and secondary education were interested in being personally involved in promoting tourism 
development projects and 16.7% would like to participate in the organisation of competitions, creative days 
and other events. Among those with university studies, 27% were interested in being personally involved in 
promoting tourism development projects, 15.6% would like to be involved in tourism planning as experts 
and 10.9% would like to be involved in the organisation of competitions, creative days and other events.

4.3.  Tourist Survey Results

4.3.1. Socioeconomics profiles of tourists

Table 2, which represents the socio-demographic characteristics of Ehden’s tourists, shows that women are 
more represented than men with 19 percentage points of difference. It is also worth noting that 1% of 
tourists chose not to provide information on their gender, which is unusual in Lebanon and has been con-
sidered neutral gender.

When analysed by age group, tourists aged 21-35 are over-represented in the sample with 77% of re-
spondents. This is followed by the 36-50 age group with 19%. Far behind is the above 51 age group with only 
4% of respondents. These results show that the tourists who choose this destination are quite young.

In terms of education, most of the tourists consulted have a university education (88%), 9% have a higher 
education (master’s or PhD) and only 3% have primary or secondary education.

Table 2. Summary of tourists’ profile.

Variables Categories % Variables Categories %

Gender

Female 59%

Occupation

Student 16%

Male 40%
Domestic work 4%Prefer not to say 

(Neutral) 1%

Age

21-35 77% Working 72%

36-50 19% Unemployed 6%

>51 4% Retired 2%

Residence
Lebanon 77.9%

Education Level
Primary/
Secondary School 3%

Abroad 22.1% University Studies 97%

Source: own elaboration based on the survey results.

Tourists from Lebanon accounted for 77.9% of respondents and foreign tourists for 22.1%. The main 
countries of residence or countries of origin of foreign tourists are KSA and France (26.7% each one), followed 
by Australia (13.3%), Canada, USA, UAE, Qatar and Spain (6.7% each one) (Annex VII).
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4.3.2. Features of tourism in Ehden

In order to understand the characteristics of tourism in Ehden, tourists were asked about the type of 
tourism activities they completed during their visit to Ehden, what type of events or shows they attended, 
what type of accommodation they chose, how long and when they travelled, and whether they would like 
to visit Ehden again.

When tourists were asked about their main motivations for visiting Ehden, it was found that green and 
adventure tourism were the most important motivations (86.8%) because most tourists consider Ehden 
to be a nature and adventure paradise. This is understandable, as one of the most significant sites is the 
Horsh Ehden Nature Reserve. This is followed by gastronomic tourism (64.7%), which has a long tradition in 
the region, and cultural tourism (64.7%). In addition, religious and/or spiritual tourism (60.3%) is also very 
relevant, as Ehden is famous for its churches and monasteries that invite spirituality. Finally, luxury and spa 
tourism plays an important role in Ehden (19.1%) (figure 6).

When analysed by age, all age groups showed the highest interest in green and adventure tourism, 
followed by gastronomic and cultural tourism and then religious tourism. However, the 35-50 age group 
showed the most interest in this motivation, and the 51 and above age group showed the least interest. 
Luxury and spa tourism was of greatest interest to the over 50s and of least interest to the under 35s 
(Annex VIII).

When analysed by gender, both groups were interested in green and adventure tourism, followed in the 
case of women by cultural, gastronomic and religious tourism. Men chose gastronomic tourism in second 
place, religious tourism in third place and cultural tourism in fourth place. Luxury and spa tourism came last, 
although there was slightly more interest from women. Neutral gender chose green and adventure tourism, 
cultural tourism and religious and spiritual tourism at the same level (Annex IX).

In terms of education, the Higher Education Group showed more interest in cultural tourism, followed by 
green and adventure tourism, gastronomic tourism, religious and spiritual tourism and, lastly, luxury tourism 
and spa. University students were most interested in green and adventure tourism, followed by gastronomic 
tourism and religious and spiritual tourism at the same level, then cultural tourism and finally luxury tourism 
and spa. Primary/Secondary School students showed the most interest in gastronomic tourism and secondly 
in green and adventure tourism, followed by cultural tourism. This group showed no interest in religious and 
spiritual tourism or luxury tourism and spa (Annex X).

Tourists were also asked which events and shows are of the most interest in Ehden (figure 6), detecting 
that all respondents were interested in Ehdeniyat International Festivals (100%), followed by gastronomic 
events such as Kebbeh Events (37%), sport events such as the Automobile et Touring Club du Liban (ATCL) 
or Lebanon Mountain Trail (LMT) (25%), book fairs (12%), Hiking Events (3%) or other unspecified events 
(3%) (figure 7).

Next, they were asked about the duration of their stay in Ehden, finding that a majority of tourists spend 
the whole summer in this locality (71%), which denotes a strong seasonal tourism, and a quarter spend a 
couple of days or weekends (25%), which associates it with a destination of rest and disconnection relatively 
close to the cities for a weekend. Finally, only 1% would spend a week in Ehden, with daily-trips accounting 
for 3% of all respondents.

When tourists were asked if they would visit Ehden again, the responses were very divided, with only 
29.9% being clear that they would like to come back. 35.4% said they would not return and 34.7% said 
they might.

The majority of respondents prefer to stay in high quality accommodations like a hotel of 5-4 stars and 
Luxury Guest Houses (58.8%) when they travel, followed by those who prefer tourist apartments with 20,6%, 
hotels with less than 4 stars (19.1%) and their own house 1.5% (table 3).
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Figure 6. Types of tourism in Ehden. Source: own elaboration based on the survey results.

Figure 7. Events and shows of interest in Ehden. Source: own elaboration based on the survey results.
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Table 3. Type of accommodation preferred by tourists.

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid

Apartments (Airbnb and others) 14 20.6 20.6 20.6

Hotels (less than 4 stars) 13 19.1 19.1 39.7

High-quality accommodations Hotel (4-5 
stars) and Luxury Rural Hotel 40 58.8 58.8 98.5

Own house 1 1.5 1.5 100.0

Total 68 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: own elaboration with SPSS based on the survey results.

5.  DISCUSSION

The Lebanese tourism model and therefore the origin of tourism in Ehden comes from the time when it was 
a French colony (Santer, 2019). Therefore, it was to be expected that it would resemble a very westernised 
tourism model (Winter, 2009) given that the origin of tourism and its expansion to the world also comes 
from the West (Cohen, 2008). This is confirmed by the fact that the most important activities are green 
and adventure tourism, followed by cultural and gastronomic tourism, with an important representation of 
luxury tourism and spas. This is complemented by contrived attraction resources such as music festivals, 
sporting events and other activities, similar to the type of activities that attract the interest of the European 
tourists (McKercher & Decosta, 2007), who are increasingly focused on leisure and enjoyment rather than 
cultural authenticity and learning as the main reason for travelling (Cohen, 2008). However, it is worth noting 
that people with higher education have shown an interest in cultural tourism over the rest of the proposed 
categories. Moreover, religious and spiritual tourism plays a very important role in this territory and shows 
that the coexistence of religions, churches and sanctuaries has become an important focus of attraction to 
this area. This differs markedly from western interests, since in the west religious and spiritual tourism has 
evolved into tourism for recreation and reconnection with oneself, which may or may not take place in des-
tinations with a rich religious base (Palma, 2020).

Likewise, the most valued accommodations by tourists are high-quality hotels with the kind of facilities 
and services that, while previously intended for luxury tourism, are now widely offered in the west (Torres et 
al., 2014). While it might be expected that such high-quality hotels would be in the hands of foreign owners 
or hotel chains, and therefore a significant share of tourism revenues would remain in foreign hands, it has 
been found in consultations with local stakeholders that most of these hotels are run by local Lebanese 
inhabitants and were built in the 1990s. The similarities with the European model of accommodation can 
therefore be related to the fact that settler’ culture tends to permeate for several generations in former 
colonies and that the main flows of foreign tourists usually come from the country where they were settlers 
due to historical links (McKercher & Decosta 2007) as evidenced by the significant proportion of French 
tourists who account for 26.7% of foreign tourists. However, most of the current tourists are nationals, since 
international tourism has been contained as a result of the economic and political crash that Lebanon has 
suffered since 2019 and the COVID19 pandemic.

The fact that in Ehden the most demanded type of accommodation is high-end hotels is worrying. These 
types of hotels are the most consumptive accommodations in terms of land occupation, water and energy 
consumption, wastewater generation and waste. This is a clear symptom that the requirements of tourist 
accommodation are not in line with sustainable tourism (Nicholas et al., 2009).

On the other hand, it is obvious that the existing tourism model in Ehden is highly seasonal, concen-
trated during summer (mostly between July and September) and some weekends during the winter, which 
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reproduces the Fordist model of mass tourism concentrated in a specific period (Marchena, 1994; Garay, 
2007), although, in this case, it is in an inland destination.

Stakeholders also reported that there are very few services for the local population, whereas most of 
which are geared towards satisfying tourism and operate only during the summer or weekends, so that 
most of the population has opted to move to Zgharta during the winter, leaving very few families staying in 
Ehden on a permanent basis. This is a symptom of the “destination’s touristification” along the lines of the 
research done by Honey (2008) and Tosun (2000), that exposed it as a symptom for destinations, where re-
sources and services are not used by the local population as a whole (Briasoulis, 2002). However, the climate 
also plays a role in this relocation, as it is harder to live in mountainous conditions rather than on the coast.

The results also show the poor sustainability of Ehden’s tourism model and contradict the fact that the 
most demanded activities are green and adventure tourism, since green tourism is normally related to ecot-
ourism and promotes a model of enjoyment, protection and conservation of the environment, together with 
the improvement of the wellbeing of local communities (Higham, 2007; Pérez, 2022). However, in the case 
of Ehden, the concept of green tourism has been distorted (Rozzi et al., 2010), resembling a more touristic 
model of enjoyment in nature (nature as a backdrop) rather than of enjoyment and enhancement of nature.

On the other hand, the majority of the population is enthusiastic about getting involved in the promotion 
of a comprehensive tourism development model in Ehden based on a territorial brand image. In addition are 
those interested in participating as experts sharing their tourism experiences and those who would be willing 
to get involved in the promotion of festivals, fairs and sporting events. However, it should be noted that more 
than a third of those consulted did not answer this question or were not interested in getting involved in a 
project of such characteristics, meaning their motivations need to be explored in greater depth. However, it 
would be necessary to analyse how to implement a comprehensive tourism development model associated 
with a brand image for a territory that already shows symptoms of saturation, touristification and environ-
mental unsustainability, so that the problems detected are not exacerbated. This has been stated by various 
researchers who have increasingly noted the opportunistic nature of the tourism industry, which gobbles up 
and commodifies all destinations and varieties of travel (Cohen, 2008). The idea proposed to boost Ehden’s 
tourism development is in line with research by Aguirre et al. (2018) and Kastenholz & Lima (2012), which 
show that for tourism to have a positive impact on the economy and society in the long term, it is necessary 
to develop a territorial planning model that values endogenous resources and recovers traditional activities, 
and in which sustainable and balanced tourism is just another complementary activity. However, care must be 
taken in territories with symptoms of touristification that should opt for either tourist containment (Mendoza-
de-Miguel et al., 2020) or decrease (Andriotis, 2018; Milano et al., 2020) at least in the peak tourist seasons.

On the other hand, continuing with an unplanned, resource-consuming and waste-generating tourism 
model would go against the need to meet the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the fight against 
climate change, and would be a model with low resilience, making it highly vulnerable to changes such as 
pandemics or adverse climatic situations, as explained by Bec et al. (2015).

Nevertheless, tourism businesses are still managed by local people, demonstrating that tourism revenues 
remain in local hands. However, large enterprises are often dominated by a small part of the privileged pop-
ulation. And it is important to stress that the effects of tourism affect all local people, so solutions must be 
based on the needs of the population as a whole. This includes restoring their endogenous activities and im-
proving their infrastructure and facilities by incorporating a model of retributive justice (Jamal & Camargo, 
2012; Alisa & Ridho, 2020).

6.  CONCLUSION

This research shows that the legacy of a colonial tourism model oriented towards the needs of tourists and 
not towards the needs of the local population has resulted in Ehden having a “touristified” territory. Many of 
the traditional activities and services of the local population have been lost, orienting the local population and 
the territory exclusively towards the needs of tourists, who have appropriated it and the resources it provides.
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The Ehden model has aspects that show that it is not a model of sustainable tourism, as it was not 
structured on the basis of the development and enhancement of endogenous resources, but rather by pro-
moting leisure and entertainment activities. Moreover, tourism in Ehden does not take into account envi-
ronmental conservation, is highly seasonal due to the concentration of demand during the summer and 
some weekends, and focuses on high quality accommodation which is the most resource-consuming (water, 
energy, soil) and generates wastewater and waste. However, there is great interest on the part of local actors 
and the population to promote an integrated tourism model in Ehden that would correct the deficiencies 
detected and have a positive impact on the local population.

As in many western countries, where the opportunistic nature of the tourism industry is increasingly 
evident, Ehden is aware of the limitations of tourism as the sole engine of economic development and of 
the problems generated by a totally tourism-oriented development model. Proof of this is that the local 
corporation and the majority of the population are committed to an integrated tourism development model 
through the creation of a territorial brand that will solve the problems detected and improve the image of 
this tourist destination.

The limitations of this research are related to the lack of availability of national data and statistics on the 
population and tourism and the fact that most of the interviews and surveys were conducted during the 
COVID19 pandemic and post-pandemic period (2021-2023), which slowed down the collection of information.

As a prospective, it would be necessary to propose a research model that would make it possible to study 
the needs of the Ehden population in depth and to collect proposals for recovering traditional socio-economic 
activities and introducing new ones that would serve as a lever to promote endogenous socio-economic de-
velopment in Ehden for all the inhabitants, in which tourism would cease to be the predominant activity. It 
would also be necessary to study the possible mechanisms that can be implemented in Ehden to reduce 
seasonality, diversify the type of accommodation and improve the sustainability of existing accommodation.
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ANNEX I. INTERVIEW TO STAKEHOLDER IN EHDEN

1. Please introduce yourself.
2. As an active member of the municipality of Zgharta Ehden (local representative, businessman, he-

ritage officer, tourist guide), what is your opinion of the work done so far in Ehden from the point of 
view of tourism management?

3. And on the work or strategies placed (if any) by the politicians (deputies) in Zgharta Ehden region for 
Ehden?

4. In your opinion, do you think it’s better to work on different development strategies for Zgharta and 
Ehden? (local development, touristic plans…) and how so?

5. Ehden has a rich mismanaged heritage, any thoughts on how could be managed?
6. How can the population be involved in the development of an comprehensive tourism model for 

Ehden?
7. On what type or form of tourism, in your opinion, should the work focus in Ehden: Religious and 

Spiritual, gastronomy, green and adventure, luxury and spa or cultural, in order to create a touristic 
brand or a integral tourist model?

8. Do you think it’s easy to get funding for any project that could be placed? And how so?
9. What do you think should be done next?
10. Any current plans you’re working on?
11. Your conclusion.
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ANNEX II. LOCAL POPULATION SURVEY

Socioeconomic Profile

1. Gender
 ‒ Female
 ‒ Male
 ‒ Prefer not to say (Neutral)

2. Age
 ‒ 21-35
 ‒ 36-50
 ‒ ->51 

3. Current place of residence
 ‒ Ehden (Lebanon)
 ‒ Out of Ehden.

4. Occupation
 ‒ Student
 ‒ Domestic work
 ‒ Working
 ‒ Unemployed
 ‒ Retired

5. Education Level
 ‒ Primary/Secundary School
 ‒ University Education

Questions about tourism model development in Ehden

In line with the local authority’s idea of improving the conservation of the natural, cultural and religious 
heritage and promoting tourism around all territorial resources Would you like/would you agree with the 
implementation of a comprehensive tourism development model in Ehden?

 ‒ Yes
 ‒ No
 ‒ Don’t know/No answer.

How would you like to participate in the development of a comprehensive tourism model for Ehden?

 ‒ a. Get involved personally in tourism program (Companies, associations)
 ‒ b. Experts who want to share their experiences.
 ‒ c. To get involved in the organization of sport competitions, creative days and events.
 ‒ d. Not sure.
 ‒ e. I don´t like participate.
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ANNEX III. TOURIST SURVEY

Socioeconomic Profile

1. Gender
 ‒ Female
 ‒ Male
 ‒ Prefer not to say (Neutral)

2. Age
 ‒ 21-35
 ‒ 36-50
 ‒ ->51

3. Current place of residence
 ‒ Ehden (Lebanon)
 ‒ Out of Ehden.

4. Occupation
 ‒ Student
 ‒ Domestic work
 ‒ Working
 ‒ Unemployed
 ‒ Retired

5. Education Level
 ‒ Primary/Secondary School
 ‒ University Studies

Question about the travel and stay

What are your main motivations for visiting Ehden?
 ‒ Green and adventure tourism
 ‒ Gastronomic Tourism
 ‒ Cultural Tourism
 ‒ Religious or Spiritual Tourism
 ‒ Luxury and relaxation tourism (Spa)

What type of events or shows did you attend?
 ‒ Hiking events
 ‒ Book fair
 ‒ Sport Events (ATCL, LMT)
 ‒ Gastronomy Events - Kebbeh Events
 ‒ Ehdeniyat International Festival

What type of accommodation have you chosen?
 ‒ Apartments (Airbnb and others)
 ‒ Hotels (less than 4 stars)
 ‒ High-quality accomodations Hotel (4-5 stars) and Luxury Rural Hotel
 ‒ Own house

How long will you spend in Ehden?
 ‒ A month or more (whole summer)
 ‒ Two days, one night / One weekend A week.
 ‒ One week
 ‒ One day
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ANNEX IV. LOCAL POPULATION PARTICIPATION ACCORDING TO THEIR AGE

How would the local population participate in tourism development in Ehden

The initiatives

TotalNo 
answer

Get involved 
personally 

(businesses, 
associations

Experts who 
want to partici-
pate in tourism 
management 
and planning

I don’t 
know 
how

I don’t like to 
participate

To get invol-
ved in the 

organisation 
of com-

petitions, 
creative days 

and events

Group 
age

Under 
35

Count 16 9 8 1 0 1 35

% within group 
age 45.7% 25.7% 22.9% 2.9% 0.0% 2.9% 100.0%

36-50
Count 7 10 2 0 1 4 24

% within group 
age 29.2% 41.7% 8.3% 0.0% 4.2% 16.7% 100.0%

Above 
51

Count 0 8 0 0 0 3 11

% within group 
age 0.0% 72.7% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 27.3% 100.0%

Total
% within group age

Count 23 27 10 1 1 8 70

32,9% 38.6% 14.3% 1.4% 1.4% 11.4% 100.0%

Source: own elaboration based on the survey.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/deed.es


Sally Zakhia & Belén Pérez-Pérez / REA N. 47 (2024) 186-213

208

© Editorial Universidad de Sevilla 2024 | Sevilla, España| CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. | e-ISSN: 2340-2776 | doi: https://dx.doi.org/10.12795/rea.2024.i47.09

ANNEX V. LOCAL POPULATION PARTICIPATION ACCORDING TO THEIR GENDER

How would the local population participate in tourism development in Ehden

The initiatives

TotalNo 
answer

Get involved 
personally 

(businesses, 
associations

Experts who 
want to 

participate 
in tourism 

management 
and planning

I don’t 
know how

I don’t like to 
participate

To get involved in 
the organisation 
of competitions, 

creative days and 
events

Gender

Female
Count 13 12 6 0 0 4 35

% within Gender 37.1% 34.3% 17.1% 0.0% 0.0% 11.4% 100.0%

Male
Count 10 15 4 1 1 4 35

% within Gender 28.6% 42.9% 11.4% 2.9% 2.9% 11.4% 100.0%

Total
% within Gender

Count 23 27 10 1 1 8 70

32,9% 38.6% 14.3% 1.4% 1.4% 11.4% 100.0%

Source: own elaboration based on the survey.
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ANNEX VI. LOCAL POPULATION PARTICIPATION ACCORDING TO THEIR EDUCATION

How would the local population participate in tourism development in Ehden

The initiatives

TotalNo 
answer

Get involved 
personally 

(businesses, 
associations)

Experts who 
want to 

participate 
in tourism 

management 
and planning

I don’t 
know 
how

I don’t 
like to 

participate

To get 
involved in the 
organisation of 
competitions, 
creative days 
and events

Primary/
Secondary 
School

Count 2 3 0 0 0 1 6

% within EL 33.3% 50.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 16.7% 100.0%

University
Count 21 24 10 1 1 7 64

% within EL 32.8% 37.5% 15.6% 1.6% 1.6% 10.9% 100.0%

Total
Count 23 27 10 1 1 8 70

% within EL 32.9% 38.6% 14.3% 1.4% 1.4% 11.4% 100.0%

Source: own elaboration based on the survey.
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ANNEX VII. COUNTRY OF RESIDENCE OF TOURISTS

Residency of abroad tourist

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 
Percent

Valid

Australia 2 2.9 13.3 13.3

Canada 1 1.5 6.7 20.0

France 4 5.9 26.7 46.7

KSA 4 5.9 26.7 73.3

Qatar 1 1.5 6.7 80.0

Spain 1 1.5 6.7 86.7

UAE 1 1.5 6.7 93.3

USA 1 1.5 6.7 100.0

Total 15 22.1 100.0

Missing 0 53 77.9

Total 68 100.0

Residency of all tourist

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 
Percent

Valid

Australia 2 2.9 2.9 2.9

Canada 1 1.5 1.5 4.4

France 4 5.9 5.9 10.3

KSA 4 5.9 5.9 16.2

Lebanon 53 77.9 77.9 94.1

Qatar 1 1.5 1.5 95.6

Spain 1 1.5 1.5 97.1

UAE 1 1.5 1.5 98.5

USA 1 1.5 1.5 100.0

Total 68 100.0 100.0

Source: own elaboration based on the survey.
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ANNEX VIII. TOURISM INTEREST PER AGE (%)

AG
Total

Under 35 Between 35-50 Above 51

Tourism Types

Cultural
Count 32 10 2 44

% within 
Tourism Types 72.7% 22.7% 4.6%

Gastronomy
Count 32 10 2 44

% within 
Tourism Types 72.7% 22.7% 4.6%

Green and 
Adventure

Count 44 12 3 59

% within 
Tourism Types 74.6% 20.3% 5.1%

Luxury and Spa
Count 9 3 1 13

% within 
Tourism Types 69.2% 23.1% 7.7%

Religious and 
Spiritual

Count 30 10 1 41

% within 
Tourism Types 73.2% 24.4% 2.4%

Total Count 52 13 3 68

Source: own elaboration based on the survey.
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ANNEX IX. TOURISM INTEREST PER GENDER (%)

Gender
Total

Female Male Neutral

Tourism Types

Cultural
Count 26 17 1 44

% within 
Tourism Types 59.1% 38.6% 2.3%

Gastronomy
Count 24 20 0 44

% within 
Tourism Types 54.5% 45.5% 0.0%

Green and 
Adventure

Count 35 23 1 59

% within 
Tourism Types 59.3% 39.0% 1.7%

Luxury and Spa
Count 8 5 0 13

% within 
Tourism Types 61.5% 38.5% 0.0%

Religious and 
Spiritual

Count 22 18 1 41

% within 
Tourism Types 53.7% 43.9% 2.4%

Total Count 40 27 1 68

Source: own elaboration based on the survey.
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ANNEX X. TOURISM INTEREST PER EDUCATION LEVEL

EL

TotalPrimary/
Secondary 

School
University Higher 

Education

Tourism Types

Cultural
Count 1 36 7 44

% within 
Tourism Types 2.3% 81.8% 15.9%

Gastronomy
Count 2 37 5 44

% within 
Tourism Types 4.5% 84.1% 11.4%

Green and 
Adventure

Count 2 51 6 59

% within 
Tourism Types 3.4% 86.4% 10.2%

Luxury and Spa
Count 0 10 3 13

% within 
Tourism Types 0.0% 76.9% 23.1%

Religious and 
Spiritual

Count 0 37 4 41

% within 
Tourism Types 0.0% 90.2% 9.8%

Total Count 2 60 6 68

Source: own elaboration based on the survey.
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