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  Abstract
Statement of the Problem: Lebanon has built its water sector on foundations laid down by Mesopotamian, Roman, Ottoman, and French water laws that were superimposed on Muslim customs and practices and traditional Arab social water arrangements in Lebanon. Experts agrees that Lebanon will be the first country in the Middle East to be affected by climate change. Rural communities in the region have historically adapted to the characteristic water scarcity by harvesting and storing rainwater. The focus of this study is on the role of indigenous water arrangements, customary law and inherited practices in developing the water sector in Lebanon.
Methodology & Theoretical Orientation: How can we effectively prepare rural communities for the impacts of future water management problems, and what can be done to strengthen traditional social water arrangements? Indigenous water practices are the result of the complex interactions of changing practices imposed over time, combined with lessons learned regarding successful techniques, forming a palimpsest of legislative and administrative water competence that are potentially better able to address climate change because of their tested adaptive capacities. This work researches the influences and effects that strengthening customary, locally developed water arrangements could have on community resilience and adaptation to climate change.
Findings: We were able to identify several ancestral social water arrangements that were developed in the region for the conservation of property and for the periodic distribution of water between interested parties, that allowed for the mediation of disagreements between users and assured each of the equitable allocation of water to match needs. These include: Urf, Hima, Mushaa, Sabil. Birket, Jall, Aouna, Sulha, Mudaraba, and Chaoui. Following the application of a series of criteria relevant to resilience and climate change adaptation (e.g.: democracy, equity, equality, fairness, spontaneity, transparency, participatory, replicability, adaptability, flexibility, efficiency, effectiveness) particular focus was made on communal pools (Birket). Rainwater harvesting and storing has long been a traditional approach to water management in South Lebanon. Here, precipitation occurs ordinarily only during winter (e.g. in Jebel Amel, Bilad Beshara, Northern Galilee), so it is important for the inhabitants to conserve this water into the dry season. During the research, ninety-nine birket-s were identified using very old maps, and their status assessed using comparison with modern aerial images, across eighty-five villages and cities in three administrative regions and nine sub-regions. Only one third of these pools are still functioning and the remaining are either abandoned or transformed. 
Conclusion & Significance: The case of the pool in the village of Marwaheen is of special interest: it was abandoned thirty years ago and transformed into a dump site, but was then restored by the municipality and currently functions as a communal water reservoir to which all farmers have access to irrigate their fields. This fact has contributed to a remarkable increase in vegetable farming which has risen from 12 to 25 ha in one year. Based on this experience, reclaiming these traditional rainwater harvesting pools are important in facing future challenges of water management at the local level
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1-	 Improving	 the	 understanding	 of	 climate	 change	
projec8ons	 and	 impacts	 on	 rural	 communi8es	 and	
livelihoods	in	rural	South	Lebanon.	



2-	 Engaging	 local	 communi8es,	 par8cularly	 farmers,	 local	
experts,	 and	 local	 government	 representa8ves	 in	 craBing	
agricultural	adapta8on	op8ons	to	climate	change	



3-	Developing	local	and	regional	climate	change	adapta8on	
ac8on	 plans	 that	 formulate	 recommenda8ons	 for	 future	
investment	and	strategic	interven8ons	in	rural	systems.	



4-	 Developing	 a	 communal	 approach	 to	 governing	 water	
resources	by	promo8ng	farmers’	poten8als	and	capabili8es	
for	 autonomously	 managing	 and	 controlling	 water	
resources	locally.	



Expected	Contribu0on	



Birket:	 Rural	 communi8es	 in	 south	 Lebanon	 have	
historically	 adapted	 to	 the	 characteris8c	 scarcity	 in	 water	
resources	of	the	region	by	harves8ng	and	storing	rainwater.	
Three	 water	 conserva8on	 measures	 were	 observed	 at	
mul8ple	 levels:	 subterranean	 cisterns	 (in	 dwelling	 units),	
open-air	 reservoirs/pools	 (in	 village	 communi8es),	 and	
ponds	(in	agricultural	hinterland).		



Pluvial	Waters:	 The	 basic	 principle	 of	 water	 ownership	 in	
Lebanese	Law	is	the	domaniality	of	the	waters.	As	a	result,	
only	 the	 waters,	 which,	 because	 of	 their	 physical	 nature,	
escape	the	public	domain,	are	rainwater.	But	it	is	necessary	
for	 individuals	 to	 appropriate	 these	 waters	 by	 various	
means.	



Musha’	Lands:	Musha’	is	a	collec8ve	land	tenure	system	in	
areas	 where	 the	 territory	 was	 undivided.	 The	 common	
sense	 of	 the	 indigenous	 popula8ons	 towards	 a	 sound	
management	of	their	surrounding	environmental	resources	
led	 them	 to	 the	 prac8ce	 of	 customary	 communal	 land	
tenure	that	evolved	over	8me	to	the	contemporary	musha’	
system.	



Defini0ons	
Although	 rain	 is	 usually	 greeted	 with	 great	 jubila8on	 in	
most	 Middle	 Eastern	 countries,	 Lebanon	 is	 blessed	 by	
Levan8ne	 standards	 as	 far	 as	 water	 resources	 are	
concerned.	 Here,	 socie8es	 have	 survived	 around	 water	
sources	 where	 mul8ple	 forms	 of	 oral	 customary	
arrangements	have	co-existed	since.	Customs	and	prac8ces	
of	water	use	have	brought	together	a	set	of	procedures	and	
rules	 that	have	organized	 land	and	water	management	 for	
the	 local	 socie8es.	 In	 the	 tradi8onal	 Southern	 Lebanese	
society,	 essen8ally	 rural,	 the	 development	 of	 agriculture	
required	 the	 respect	 of	 certain	 rules	 on	 the	 part	 of	
individuals,	 both	 for	 the	 conserva8on	 of	 the	 property	 and	
for	 the	 periodic	 distribu8on	 of	 water	 between	 all	 the	
interested	par8es,	in	a	peaceful	manner.	



Introduc0on	



In	the	context	of	this	study,	research	will	focus	on	the	role	
of	 indigenous	 water	 arrangements,	 customary	 law	 and	
inherited	 prac8ces	 in	 developing	 the	 water	 sector	 in	
Lebanon.	 Legisla8ve	 texts	 reforms	 in	 Lebanon	will	 also	 be	
researched	 from	 a	 sustainable	 and	 adap8ve,	 community-
based,	boUom-up	approach.	Indigenous	water	prac8ces	are	
the	 result	 of	 palimpsests	 of	 legisla8ve	 and	 administra8ve	
water	 competence	 and	 are	 beUer	 shaped	 to	 face	 climate	
change	 because	 of	 their	 tested	 adap8ve	 capaci8es.	 It	 is	
unknown	 whether	 reclaiming	 indigenous	 hydrological	
competences	 in	 rural	 South	 Lebanon	 is	 helping	at	building	
climate	change	resilience.		



Problem	Statement	



This	 correla8onal	 work	 researches	 the	 influences	 and	
effects	of	strengthening	customary,	locally-developed	water	
arrangements	 on	 the	 empowerment	 of	 resilience	 and	
adapta8on	to	climate	change.	Therefore,	it	will	be	based	on	
understanding	 social	water	 arrangements	 in	 rural	 areas	 of	
Lebanon,	 exploring	 their	 future	 poten8al	 in	 the	
management	of	water,	and	reclaiming	local	autonomy.		



A	 survey	 of	 the	 developments	 made	 to	 the	 tradi8onal	
communal	 irriga8on	 pools	 between	 1881	 (Pales8nian	
Explora8on	 Fund	 maps)	 and	 modern	 8mes	 has	 been	
achieved.		



Method	



Communal	irriga,on	pools	are	specific	to	rural	South	Lebanon	and	were	
recorded	in	over	85	villages		



Survey of South Lebanon Birkets 



Functioning / Filled 



Transformed into 
Municipal Use 



Other 
transformation 



Abandoned 



Customs	and	Prac0ces	of	Water	Conserva0on	in	Rural	South	Lebanon:	
Reclaiming	Tradi0onal	Communal	Irriga0on	Pools	–	“BIRKET”		
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What	is	the	expected	role	of	tradi0onal	social	water	arrangements	of	rural	South	Lebanon	in	
the	current	and	future	paradigm	of	climate	change?		



“Open-air	reservoirs	(Arabic:	Birket)	collect	
Pluvial	Waters	in	communal	pools,		



located	on	Musha’	Lands,	for	public	use.”	
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1881	-	Pales8nian	Explora8on	Fund	 1962	–	Lebanese	Army	 2017	–	Google	Maps	



Bint	Jbeil:	an	agricultural	
Town	 located	 in	 the	
Jabal	 Amel	 governorate	
in	Southern	Lebanon		



1881	-	Pales8nian	Explora8on	Fund	










1-	Improving	the	understanding	of	climate	change	

projecons	and	impacts	on	rural	communies	and	

livelihoods	in	rural	South	Lebanon.	

2-	Engaging	local	communies,	parcularly	farmers,	local	

experts,	and	local	government	representaves	in	craing	

agricultural	adaptaon	opons	to	climate	change	

3-	Developing	local	and	regional	climate	change	adaptaon	

acon	plans	that	formulate	recommendaons	for	future	

investment	and	strategic	intervenons	in	rural	systems.	

4-	Developing	a	communal	approach	to	governing	water	

resources	by	promong	farmers’	potenals	and	capabilies	

for	autonomously	managing	and	controlling	water	

resources	locally.	

Expected	Contribuon	

Birket:	Rural	communies	in	south	Lebanon	have	

historically	adapted	to	the	characterisc	scarcity	in	water	

resources	of	the	region	by	harvesng	and	storing	rainwater.	

Three	water	conservaon	measures	were	observed	at	

mulple	levels:	subterranean	cisterns	(in	dwelling	units),	

open-air	reservoirs/pools	(in	village	communies),	and	

ponds	(in	agricultural	hinterland).		

Pluvial	Waters:	The	basic	principle	of	water	ownership	in	

Lebanese	Law	is	the	domaniality	of	the	waters.	As	a	result,	

only	the	waters,	which,	because	of	their	physical	nature,	

escape	the	public	domain,	are	rainwater.	But	it	is	necessary	

for	individuals	to	appropriate	these	waters	by	various	

means.	

Musha’	Lands:	Musha’	is	a	collecve	land	tenure	system	in	

areas	where	the	territory	was	undivided.	The	common	

sense	of	the	indigenous	populaons	towards	a	sound	

management	of	their	surrounding	environmental	resources	

led	them	to	the	pracce	of	customary	communal	land	

tenure	that	evolved	over	me	to	the	contemporary	musha’	

system.	

Definions	

Although	rain	is	usually	greeted	with	great	jubilaon	in	

most	Middle	Eastern	countries,	Lebanon	is	blessed	by	

Levanne	standards	as	far	as	water	resources	are	

concerned.	Here,	sociees	have	survived	around	water	

sources	where	mulple	forms	of	oral	customary	

arrangements	have	co-existed	since.	Customs	and	pracces	

of	water	use	have	brought	together	a	set	of	procedures	and	

rules	that	have	organized	land	and	water	management	for	

the	local	sociees.	In	the	tradional	Southern	Lebanese	

society,	essenally	rural,	the	development	of	agriculture	

required	the	respect	of	certain	rules	on	the	part	of	

individuals,	both	for	the	conservaon	of	the	property	and	

for	the	periodic	distribuon	of	water	between	all	the	

interested	pares,	in	a	peaceful	manner.	

Introducon	

In	the	context	of	this	study,	research	will	focus	on	the	role	

of	indigenous	water	arrangements,	customary	law	and	

inherited	pracces	in	developing	the	water	sector	in	

Lebanon.	Legislave	texts	reforms	in	Lebanon	will	also	be	

researched	from	a	sustainable	and	adapve,	community-

based,	boom-up	approach.	Indigenous	water	pracces	are	

the	result	of	palimpsests	of	legislave	and	administrave	

water	competence	and	are	beer	shaped	to	face	climate	

change	because	of	their	tested	adapve	capacies.	It	is	

unknown	whether	reclaiming	indigenous	hydrological	

competences	in	rural	South	Lebanon	is	helping	at	building	

climate	change	resilience.		

Problem	Statement	

This	correlaonal	work	researches	the	influences	and	

effects	of	strengthening	customary,	locally-developed	water	

arrangements	on	the	empowerment	of	resilience	and	

adaptaon	to	climate	change.	Therefore,	it	will	be	based	on	

understanding	social	water	arrangements	in	rural	areas	of	

Lebanon,	exploring	their	future	potenal	in	the	

management	of	water,	and	reclaiming	local	autonomy.		

A	survey	of	the	developments	made	to	the	tradional	

communal	irrigaon	pools	between	1881	(Palesnian	

Exploraon	Fund	maps)	and	modern	mes	has	been	

achieved.		

Method	

Communal	irrigaon	pools	are	specific	to	rural	South	Lebanon	and	were	

recorded	in	over	85	villages		

Survey of South Lebanon Birkets 

Functioning / Filled 

Transformed into 

Municipal Use 

Other 

transformation 

Abandoned 

Customs	and	Prac ces	of	Water	Conserva on	in	Rural	South	Lebanon:	
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What	is	the	expected	role	of	tradional	social	water	arrangements	of	rural	South	Lebanon	in	

the	current	and	future	paradigm	of	climate	change?		

“Open-air	reservoirs	(Arabic:	Birket)	collect	

Pluvial	Waters	in	communal	pools,		

located	on	Musha’	Lands,	for	public	use.”	
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