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SKILLS SHORTAGE HINDERS BEIRUT’S REBiRTH IN

HOSPITALITY

Arriving in Beirut to see the shattered bombed-out buIdings peppered with bullet

holes, and army checkpoints which stand mostly empty ar sad reminders of the

tortuous 17 years this City has suffered.

But fortunately these physical reminders ate becoming fewer as every day Beirut

sees yet another new construction initiative. Gone are the days of the bourgeois

18th and 19th century buildings which are being rapidly replaced with modem

designs. Beirut is growing and fast.

Luxury grand hotels are rapidly being constructed in the City and the mountains.

High quality Lebanese restaurants serving mouth-watering meze delights are in

abundance along with a variety of French, Italian and Chinese restaurants.

Beirut is a contradiction. On one hand you will find luxury hotels, fashion houses

and fabulous restaurants springing up from the debris of the war sitting comfortably

alongside chunks of building granite, cracked pavements and craters in the road.

On the other hand, antique shops selling beautiful pieces of furniture are skilfully

hidden behind dusty torn awnings shielded by dangerously low hanging live electric

cabling swinging freely like strands of spaghetti.

To make a living people will try their hand at selling fruit from barrows in the busy

streets, selling pitta breads from converted bicycles, or will sit quietly weaving

brightly coloured ornate Tugs.
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With peace permitting, the Ministry of Tourism has embarked on a publicity

campaign to return Lebanon to its pre-1975 days as a leading tourist attraction.

Despite the recent years of war, the country’s long history, superb archaeological

sites, natural beauty and legendary hospitality is certainly appealing.

And their tourism and hospitality industry is beginning to flourish. In the last seven

months alone a total of 317,000 visitors arrived in Lebanon, the highest percentage

of these visitors coming from the Middle East and the second highest figure being

from Europe at 96,089. The Arab Tourism Festival and Arabic Olympic Games

attracted a majority of these visitors according to the Ministry of Tourism, however

their research shows that tourism in general is on the increase and they hope in the

next few years it will contribute to at least 35% of Lebanon’s economy. Currently it

only makes a 7-8% contribution.

Mr Antoine Accaoui, Research Director for the Ministry of Tourism said:” We all

realise that war and tourism don’t go together, but with peace in our country we feel

positive that over the next few years we will attract greater numbers of tourists and

will transform Lebanon’s image back to what it originally was”:

Currently there are 12-1 3,000 hotel rooms in Beirut and in the next year a further

1,000 rooms will be available. Local and international private investment is pouring

into the City and commercial life is showing rapid growth. There are over 80 banks,

countless import-export firms and there are five universities.

However, as a result of this marked increase in tourism, one of the key problems

currently facing the hospitality industry is the difficulty in finding skilled, trained staff

to work in the hotels and restaurants. Mr Accaoui commented;”Our problem is that

we have too many Generals and not enough troops! We offer the French

Baccalaureat Diploma in Hotel Management but there is very limited training offered

in craft and practical skills. And the training that there is will often be snubbed by

young people who see a career In this industry as demeaning, or as a last resort.



We need 2% high level management staff, 8% middle management and 80% at craft

level. These figures were just part of the outcome from a recent tourism seminar

we held where we invited hotels and restaurants to tell us what they wanted in

terms of personneL The overwhelming outcome from this seminar was the need to

start promoting careers in the catering industry as a positive career step. We need

to change the mentality of many of the young people in Lebanon to make them

realise thatjobs are more readily available in technical and practical professions

rather than the classical options”.

A unique and visionary approach to address Beirut’s skill shortage problem for the

hospitality industry is currently underway at the Al Kafaat Cookery School which is

part of the Al Kafaat Foundation. Here, sixteen students who are studying for their

Baccalaureat in Hotel Management have also just achieved their NVQs in Food

Preparation and Cooking and serving Food and Drink at Level I under the guidance

of Lebanese celebrity chef, Ramzi Shwayri.

Supported by the UKs Hospitality Awarding Body, a division of the Hospitality

Training Foundation, the cookery school is successfully implementing NVQs in

preference to similar qualifications from other countries. A main benefit for the

school is the way in which NVQs measure the effectiveness of their training. NVQs

have provided them with the means of recognising peoples’ achievements through

qualifications which in their view have international currency and will best prepare

their students for the world of work.

Under the direction of Ramzi Shwayri, the school is becoming famous for its high

standards of training and demand is growing from hotels and restaurants in Beirut

for the school’s Sous Chefs to work alongside European Head Chefs who have

been recruited to help fill the skills gap.

What is so unique about this cookery school is that students spend 30-60 hours a

week training all day and sometimes all night (they are expected to spend some time

working in the oriental bakery run on the campus which produces bread overnight

for local businesses and helps the students achieve oriental bakery skills). They


