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Food system transformations occur in a complex political, economic, social, and territorial

landscape. The study provides a historical construction of global food regime changes

and the adaptiveness, transformability, and resilience of the local food system in Lebanon,

a Middle Eastern context. Lebanon offers a unique opportunity to understand the

influence of global food regimes and geopolitics on agriculture, the local food system, and

capital accumulation. After the 1975–1990 Lebanese Civil War, Lebanon experienced

food retail transformation and international penetration through foreign investments.

These alterations have several implications for society and the local food system: farming

households’ influence on agricultural policies and the political commitment to support the

farming community decreased. The paper concludes that Lebanon’s local food system

transformation is a manifestation of geopolitical events and global food regime changes.

This may have important implications and pave the way for a new food system that is

based on the revitalization of agriculture and new forms of geoeconomic partnerships

with regional actors.

Keywords: local food system, food regime, globalization, geopolitics, geoeconomics, Lebanon

INTRODUCTION

Lebanon predominantly has a family-based agrarian structure linked to its natural, religious, and
cultural heritage and geopolitical system (Al Dirani et al., 2021). Indeed, Lebanon was a prosperous
agricultural country as late as the 1950s, exporting surplus agricultural production to neighboring
countries. However, post-1950s, the farming households’ influence on agricultural policies and
the political commitment to support the farming community decreased and shifted to the service
sector (FAO, 2017). Recently, amid geopolitical turbulence, global pandemic, and recession, there
has been a renewed interest in revitalizing agriculture (MOA, 2020). A historical construction of
geopolitical and economic events may help expand our understanding of food system changes and
the adaptiveness and transformability of the local food system (Meyer, 2020).

Since the late 19th century, three periods can be identified to explain the transition in global food
regimes: the first food regime occurred during the colonial era, which lasted until approximately
1945; the second food regime manifested post-World War II and was marked by the rise of the
Green Revolution (Bernstein, 2016); and the third or current global food regime is characterized
by trade liberalization, globalization, and corporatization. As a result, the third regime is also often
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termed the “corporate” food regime; this is because it emphasizes
imperial states and how they have permitted their economies
to be re-regulated in favor of transnational capitalist interests.
There is also a tendency to describe the third food regime as
a “neoliberal” food regime to better understand agrarian and
politico-economic dynamics and acknowledge distinct trends in
post-neoliberal developments.

Food system transformations occur in a complex political,
economic, social, and territorial landscape, and such
transformations are varied and context-specific (Bernstein,
2016). However, the traditional food literature does not address
the role of geopolitical and historical events in transforming
local food systems (Søndergaard, 2020) and the complexities
of alternative food regimes (Manganelli et al., 2020). This
study engages with recent re-conceptualizations of food regime
theory, particularly with the work of Tilzey (2018, 2019) and
Søndergaard (2020). The latter provides a historical construction
of food system transformations (in the Brazilian context) but
focuses on the third, the corporate food regime. Our study
goes back to the colonial era (first-food regime) to document
geopolitical and economic events shaping the current food
regime in the Middle Eastern context. Lebanon offers a unique
understanding of geopolitics’ influence on agriculture and the
dynamics of local food systems. Previous research shows that the
corporate food regime has been integrated in Lebanon alongside
the traditional local formats (Seyfert et al., 2014; Bahn and
Abebe, 2017).

The study aims to provide a historical construction of
geopolitics and geoeconomics and the impact this may have on
the recent food system changes in Lebanon. More specifically,
the study aims to address the following questions: (1) Which
historical and geopolitical developments could be linked to the
manifestation of the neoliberal food regime in Lebanon? (2)
What are the lessons learned from a historical analysis of food
regime changes in Lebanon? (3) What anticipated food system
transformations are associated with historical events, the recent
economic depression, and political uncertainty? The research
draws on secondary sources to answer these questions and
utilizes a qualitative framework provided by Lune and Berg
(2017) and Søndergaard (2020).

FOOD SYSTEMS, FOOD REGIME
CHANGES, AND TRANSNATIONAL
CORPORATIONS

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
(FAO, 2018, p. 1) provides a broader definition of food systems
as “the entire range of actors and their interlinked value-adding
activities involved in the production, aggregation, processing,
distribution, consumption, and disposal of food products that
originate from agriculture, forestry or fisheries, and parts of the
broader economic, societal and natural environments in which
they are embedded.” Food system transformations occur in a
complex political, economic, social, and territorial landscape
and at various levels, global to local (Bernstein, 2016). Several
factors drive the transformation in food systems, such as

external (e.g., globalization, climate change, and sustainability)
and internal (e.g., changes in the production technology and
farming practices) (von Braun et al., 2021).

The global food system has had some notable failures.
For example, the introduction of the Green Revolution
promoted intensive monoculture farming systems by influencing
national policies supporting such unsustainable food production
practices. Consequently, food has become a commodity resulting
from a competitive homogenous food supply, leading to adverse
environmental, social, economic, and health impacts. The
environmental cost includes loss of biodiversity, soil and water
pollution, and an increase in global greenhouse gas emissions and
the vulnerability of smallholder farmers. Such environmental and
socioeconomic costs resulted in increased unsustainability of the
food system. Moreover, the abundance of cheap, energy-dense
food has increased obesity and diet-related chronic diseases. The
combination of environmental, socioeconomic, and health costs
contributes to selective food insecurity, usually among the most
vulnerable segments of society.

McMichael (2009) proposed the food regime theory to analyze
the relationship between historical geopolitical events and food
system changes and explain the construction of the world
capitalist economy. The food regime theory takes a political
economy perspective to explore historical relations shaping
global food system transformations. This theory highlights the
role of agriculture and food in building world capitalism. Food
regime changes happen during periods of instability and power
struggles (Saab, 2018). Some marked instability and power
struggles thus far have led to the first, second, and third
food regime changes (McMichael, 2009). Historical geopolitical
events impact food supply chains, particularly agricultural food
production and trade, and cause food policy changes that affect
food security at the local, regional, and global levels. For example,
the famine in Europe during World War II called for an
international conference in 1943, which focused on increasing
food availability. This inspired the Green Revolution that caused
a major global agricultural development and initiated a new food
system, the second food regime.

The emergence of the corporate food regime in the 1990s
has been characterized by the rearrangement of food supply
chains through supermarketisation and corporatization of the
food system (Bernstein, 2015). The corporate food regime
attributes its success to its most instrumental tools–globalization
and trade liberalization (McMichael, 2009). Researchers have
identified transnational corporations (TNCs) as the primary
tool for the globalization of the food system (Heffernan and
Constance, 1994). While there is no universally agreed definition,
the one provided by Weissbrodt and Kruger (2003, p. 908)
defines TNCs as “enterprises, whether they are of public, mixed
or private ownership, which owns or controls production,
distribution, services or other facilities outside the country in
which they are based.” For decades, TNCs have shaped the
global food system, including the manifestation of supermarkets
and corporate foodservice operations (Monteiro et al., 2013).
Global agribusinesses form a foundational component of the
corporate food regime (Reardon et al., 2003; McMichael, 2005).
For example, global agribusinesses such as Germany’s Bayer
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(USD 10.8 billion + 2.0 billion), the U.S.-based Corteva
Agriscience (USD 8.0 billion in sales), China’s Syngenta,
including ChemChina, (∼USD 3.0 billion in sales), and France’s
Limagrain (USD 1.8 billion in sales) topped the global seed sales,
accounting ∼69% (Zhang, 2019). Such global agribusinesses
influence not only food supply and agriculture but also
geopolitics and food sovereignty.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design
According to Lune and Berg (2017), analysis of historical events
can be a valuable tool for understanding the transformation
in the food system. This research utilizes secondary (publicly
available) data to assess the relationship between historical
geopolitical events and food system changes in Lebanon. It
applies a chronological sequence of events to understand food
system transformations in Lebanon. The events chosen were
World War I and II, the Cold War, the Lebanese Civil War, and
their political aftermaths. These significant historical geopolitical
events coincided with the first, second, and third food regimes.
Such events were tabulated to show the historical breakdown and
transition of food system changes in Lebanon for the first, second,
and third regimes.

Study Context
Lebanon is a small, developing country located in theMiddle East
along the Mediterranean Sea. Lebanon was part of the Ottoman
Empire until 1920, when France colonized it until independence
in 1943. Israeli Lebanese relations deteriorated after the Six-
Day War in 1967, leading to political tension and conflict,
exacerbating instability locally and regionally (Karsh et al., 2013).
Lebanon subsequently underwent a civil war between 1975 and
1990 that reflected the aftermath of the Arab Cold War (the
1950s−1960s) or the Lebanese Civil War of 1958 and was
invaded by Israel in 1978. The Lebanese Civil War concluded
following the 1989 Taif Accord, which instated the distribution
of governmental power and representation of relevant groups
based on sectarianism and consociationalism (Rosiny, 2013).
The Syrian regime occupied Lebanon militarily and politically
until 2005 (Ryan, 2012). Another significant event in Lebanon
occurred in mid-October 2019, also known as the “October
Revolution”. This event marked the people’s condemnation of the
ruling class, reconciliation from the civil war, and denunciation of
political sectarianism (Bergman, 2020).

Data Sources and Analysis
This historical analysis is based on qualitative research methods,
following the approach set out by Lune and Berg (2017). In this
research, secondary data sources were used to extract historical
data about Lebanon during major global geopolitical events. A
timeframe of events was set chronologically, and sources related
to agriculture, trade, and economic policies were included.
Multiple sources (publicly available), including journal articles,
history books, governmental data, and company histories,
were consulted, when possible, to triangulate information from
various sources. These sources were critically and systematically

analyzed. Accordingly, title themes were categorized according
to distinct periods, chronologically, starting with the first food
regime and its foundation and ending with the neoliberal food
regime and its aftermath. A careful interpretation of critical
historical events was conducted to explain the local food system
transformation in Lebanon.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Manifestation of Global Food Regimes in
Lebanon
Corporate retail transformation is a global phenomenon;
however, the rearrangement of the supply chain within the global
context is unique for every country or region. In the following,
we analyze the geopolitical history of Lebanon and how it helped
constitute the first, second food, and third food regimes that have
shaped the country’s agriculture and trade policies.

The First Food Regime and Food System
Transformations in Lebanon
The first food regime (the 1870s−1914) began with Europe’s
colonial hegemony over settler states in Asia and Africa, where
exported wheat and tropical fruits were the primary commodities
transported to Europe (Dörr, 2018). Expansion in cultivated
areas was realized along with the overexploitation of peasants.
The basis of supplying cheaper wheat from these colonies than
farms in Europe depended on unpaid labor costs, especially
among family farms (Friedmann, 2005). The first food regime
ended with the First World War in 1914, followed by the grain
price collapse and the Great Depression (1929–1939). This set
the stage toward the end of the Second World War for the
second food regime (the 1940s−1970s), where the US gained
power after pledging to rebuild and feed post-war Europe by
adopting agricultural and foreign policies under the era of the
Green Revolution (1950s−1960s) (Magnan, 2012).

Lebanon was not yet part of the European-based Allied
coalition rule (1917–1920) or the French rule (1920–1943) during
the first food regime but rather was under Ottoman Rule (1516–
1917). During pre-war Lebanon, significant developments were
reported in agriculture and trade. Under the rule of Bashir
Shihab II (1789–1840), the commercial economy of Beirut
became interdependent with the agricultural economy of Mount
Lebanon. The political landscape was altered and allowed for
the agricultural expansion into cash crops that had persisted
into the 20th century (Fawaz, 1984). Agricultural development
then led to Europe’s penetration into Lebanon’s economic and
political structure. Lebanon’s sectarian structure created a foreign
tension within the Ottoman Empire. The French sided with
the Maronites, and the British sided with the Druze, creating
political struggles over the right to land, especially between the
Maronites and Druze populations of the region (Salih, 1977).
Before the League of Nations mandated France in 1920, Mount
Lebanon only included the central part of current-day Lebanon,
but themandate still allowed for the inclusion of the north toward
Syria, the south toward Palestine, and the interior Bekaa Valley.
This geographic expansion of de facto borders would change
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Lebanon’s political economy by opening new agricultural lands
and making way for new foreign trade policies.

The clearest agricultural development during Lebanon’s
transition across food regimes goes back to silk production
during the 1860–1914 period that coincided with the first food
regime. The agrarian and urban bourgeoisie were created during
this period, where private land property reforms were apparent,
along with the conversion of farmland into industrial production
(Roland Riachi and Martiniello, 2019). In Mount Lebanon, the
mulberry tree as a feedstock for silkworms became amonoculture
dominating around 80% of the agricultural landscape, spreading
massively in Lebanon’s Bekaa and coastal areas. Surprisingly, the
fall of the feudal structure (1858) led to a shift from large-scale
to small-scale farms and thus encouraged private investment
in producing silk with financial incentives supported later by
the Ottoman government. The peasants, now independent of
their landowners, became dependent on the merchants, and
thus the landowners sought lower economic and political power
to remain part of the transforming agricultural system. The
proprietors had become dependent on brokers and merchants,
who functioned as intermediaries between the ports and the
French market, allowing them to have a larger profit. The region
in this period recognized a shift from subsistence farming of
cereal to cash crop systems to meet European demand. Also,
in this period, the rural population was primarily employed
in silk manufacturing. Nevertheless, Mount Lebanon also grew
barley and corn; however, it had to import its remaining demand
from Syria and parts of the Bekaa. France, in this period, was
fully invested in the silk industry importing around 40–50% of
the world’s silk production, and Mount Lebanon was able to
penetrate this market. Another motivator was when the Ottoman
rulers, in 1882, removed the taxes on newly planted mulberry
trees for the first 3 years to meet the rising demand for silk. By
1895, the French consul reported a declining investment in silk
production and recommended a shift to other profitable crops,
where vinicultural methods encouraged grape production. Also,
this led to the uprooting of the mulberry tree and replacing them
with olives, figs, citrus production, and tobacco. However, the
decline in profitability and the number of mulberry trees were
not realized until 1914 (Firro, 1990).

The region operated under a laissez-faire liberal economic
structure up until Arab domestic uprisings (1908–1909) and
the Ottomans involvement in foreign wars (1911–1913). The
Ottomans increased interference in global geopolitics and
alliance with Axis powers (1914) eventually led to the Famine
of Lebanon in 1915. The famine was due to Lebanon’s reliance
on exporting cash crops to Europe, which had been impaired
through sea blockades set by the Allies that restricted the export
of cash crops (mainly silk) and import of foodstuff from theWest
accompanied by a land blockade established by the Ottomans
that restricted the import of regional foodstuffs (Collelo, 1989).
This crisis marked the end of the first food regime. The events
that followed would set the stage for the second food regime
when The Occupied Enemy Territory Administration (1917–
1920) immediately sought the importation and distribution of
seed grains and livestock to cater to the people’s needs. Besides,
financing through army bankers was made available along with

the restoration of postal services and the establishment of a stable
currency. Table 1 provides a summary of the first food regime
in Lebanon.

The Second Food Regime and Food
System Transformations in Lebanon
The second food regime (the 1940s−1970s) began with the end
of European colonization over settler states and these states’
independence around the end of World War II, where the US
claimed the hegemonic role as a major cereal exporter to the
import-dependent developing world. The General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT) (1947) ensured the legal framework for
nations to be more involved in world trade and thus completed
theWestern-led post-war global economic system (Fenby, 2018).
The shifting political power was realized with the agricultural
developments of the Green Revolution (the 1950s−1960s) and
the emergence of agribusiness corporations in food processing
and input markets (Dörr, 2018). The dynamic had shifted to
produce a surplus that would be imported to the world market,
especially ex-settler states, and to set the stage for the food
manufacturing industry to become a major actor in the food
supply chain.

In 1954, President Eisenhower signed the PL-480 that was
later amended in 1961 into Public Law 87–195 under the
Kennedy Administration to bolster the recipient nation’s social,
economic, and political development (Office of the Historian,
n.d). Subsequently, the United States granted Lebanon a sum
of $86.2 million in the form of food aid during the period
from 1946 to 1980 (Addis, 2011). In 1958, the United States
intervened in Lebanon to restore order and peace. In this
case, the communist insurgence of the United Arab Republic
(Syria and Egypt) and internal opposition threatened the pro-
Western regime of President Camille Chamoun (Bryson, 1980).
This event falls with the major geopolitical conflicts globally in
correspondence to the Cold War (particularly the 1953–1962
periods). This played a vital role in food regime analysis because
it would decide a country’s foreign policy, especially on trade
and eventually on agriculture. The anti-communist doctrine of
the US administration reinforced its strategy in the form of
aid on a reward basis rather than on need (AbuKhalil, 2005).
In addition, the food aid dependency during this period relied
on the consolidation of private property rights and the Green
Revolution that allowed the US to overflow the MENA markets
with wheat, which eventually led to the wheatification of diets
(Roland Riachi and Martiniello, 2019).

Thus, the protection and prevalence of pro-western ideologies
and the foreign facilitation of trade and capital shaped the
path for the structure of the Lebanese economy. In the 1960s,
Western financial institutions penetrated the Beirut market,
dominating 75% of foreign companies. By 1972, industrial
exports (including finished or intermediate goods) displaced
the export of raw goods (primarily agricultural) by a 24.6%
difference and grew to account for two-thirds of total export
value. And by 1973, commodity imports were equivalent in value
to 53.6% of Lebanon’s GDP. During this period, an import quota
was administered by the Ministry of Trade and then assigned
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TABLE 1 | Overview of the first food regime in Lebanon.

Effective year Highlights of the first food regime in Lebanon Impact or sub-events leading to food system change

1858 Territorial inter-dependence & Collapse of Feudalism Defragmentation of agricultural land and emergence of smaller agricultural land.

Powershift from landlords to traders, especially silk trade to France.

1914–1960 Agrarian Shift A shift from high investment of mulberry due to a decline of profitability from silk

to the production of grape, olive, figs, citrus, and tobacco.

The first world war would force an agrarian shift.

1914 Ottoman Empire Joins Axis Mount Lebanon, part of the Ottoman Empire, joined the war against their

previous trade partners that they depended on.

1915 Trade Embargo Sea blockade by the allies, blocking the export of cash crops.

Land blockage by the Ottoman empire; blocked the import of foodstuff.

1915–1918 Great Famine of Mount Lebanon Severe food insecurity and the death of a significant portion of the population

had led to uprooting mulberry trees for food crops.

1917–1920 Allies Food Aid & Importation France sends food rations to relieve the population from the high food insecurity.

The food donations reconstruct the import trade routes that Lebanon will

depend on for its survival.

1920 French Control & Development of Key Institutions Development of the banking system through army bankers for foreign

investment, postal services, and stabilization of the currency. Thus, creating a

system dependent on the French.

licenses obtained by a few politically powerful traders, creating
an oligopoly. In 1974, four companies accounted for two-thirds
of total imports fromWestern countries. Therefore, an oligopoly
or an oligarchic ruling class controlled agricultural inputs, food,
and textile products (Nasr, 1978).

Western hegemony influenced the political economy involved
in rural agricultural production. Local agricultural production
would witness a drastic change due to the economic and political
pressures of urban merchants. The agrarian change in Lebanon
contributed to a decline in total agricultural output, with a 53%
decrease in cereal production from 1948 to 1970, where cereals
were then imported from Australia and the US. Furthermore,
Lebanon had witnessed a surge in meat, livestock, and milk
imports during this period due to significant subsidies made
by the European Economic Community for dairy products.
The shift in agricultural production was motivated to produce
other high-yielding agro-exports like fruits, apples, and citrus,
respectively realizing a 700% and 250% increase in output during
1955 to 1971. Apples were grown on small- and medium-sized
plots in the mountains, while citrus was cultivated on a “capitalist
farm” in the coastal south. By 1974, 91% of Lebanese fruit
exports were absorbed by the Arab market. Also, the tobacco
production in the south increased three-fold, and that of sugar
beet rose five-fold during the 1955–1970 period. However, the
expansion of sugar beet and tobacco production was obstructed
by the respective importers. So, production capacity potential
was gradually replaced with import dependency so that traders
would increase profits by selling imported sugar (Nasr, 1978). It is
interesting to look at sugar as a component of corporatization and
Western trade infiltration, justified by the nutrition transition
that would follow this period globally.

Moreover, sugar beet was subsidized by the state since 1967
as a price control measure while encouraging production, halted
in 2002, and finally terminated in 2007 due to the industry’s
monopolistic nature and the crop’s environmentally damaging

impact (Saadi, 2001). The failure would be later blamed on the
Civil War. Yet, the real failure of the sector can be attributed
to the traders that owned the only sugar processing plant in
the country but favored importation, despite or in opposition
to being supported by the state’s subsidy program. For the
case of tobacco, the state-controlled company, Regie des Tabacs
(1935/1952), would procure tobacco leaves from local farmers at
a subsidized rate, export them to processors, import them back as
cigarettes from the US, and sell them to distributors, leading to an
economic deficit and drainage of the public treasury (Salti et al.,
2014). Moreover, removing subsidies would negatively affect
small-scale farmers, where international food price volatility and
changing climate conditions play supporting roles (Roland Riachi
and Martiniello, 2019).

During the 1950s, big capitalist farms producing primarily
citrus, sugar beets, and potatoes in Akkar, Bekaa, and the
southern coastal plain emerged by procuring land from absentee
or feudalist proprietors. By the mid-1960s, three-fourths of the
rural population still owned land, where 67% had less than three
hectares of land, and 50% had less than a hectare of land. These
farms primarily relied on family labor and could be considered
family farms. The system consisting of landowners, bankers,
usurers, and traders further exploited farmers to facilitate
feudalistic practices even after liberation over Ottoman rule.
Also, concerning the Green Revolution’s involvement during the
second food regime, the assimilation of its tools was supplied
by big Western agribusiness firms and facilitated by their local
agents. By 1970, 25 traders for two-thirds of apples; 20 traders for
80% of citrus products controlled marketing resources, including
transportation, storage, and financial resources allowing them
to buy products cheaply from producers and sell profitably to
consumers. At the same time, the private sector and foreign
banks controlled agricultural credit because it was neglected
by the public sector, where farmer debt accumulated to 50m
LBP in 1950, reaching 160m LBP by 1973. By 1973–1975,
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TABLE 2 | Overview of the second food regime in Lebanon.

Effective year Highlights of the second food regime in Lebanon Impact or sub-events leading to food system change

1953–1962 USA Cold War Intervention Post-world war rehabilitation and ideological competition on the world stage. The US

massively produced cereals for dependent states to reward political allegiance.

1954 Reward-based Aid Donating and dumping cereals on a conditional basis created political tension within

society.

1950s Agrarian Shift Increasing dependence on western imports and wheatification of diets; increased

dairy and meat consumption and trade.

Re-emergence of large farms and corporate traders.

Shift to high-yield crops like apple, citrus, sugar beet, and tobacco.

1960s Selective Distribution of Trading Licenses Creation of the oligarchic ruling class to secure dominance and reliance of the state

on western imports.

1970s Western Assimilation and Trade Dependence The population has become familiarized with western products through institutional

reformations, thus leading to trade dependence.

1973–1975 Agricultural Input Monopolization Integration of western agricultural input suppliers alongside the green revolution led to

commercial agricultural dependence.

1975 Rural Agricultural Negligence by the state As a result of trade dependence and western control of the traders, the state

drastically decreased its budget, and the importance of the sector became minimal.

Early 2000s Import over Production Policy After the Civil War and the reconstruction of the economy, Lebanon became highly

dependent on foreign support in the form of trade and aid.

The government had neglected the agricultural sector for a long time and did not

seek revitalization of the sector leading to a corporate-dependent food system.

two firms, Unifert and Le Comptoir Agricole, controlled the
agricultural inputs market, realizing high returns rates of 300%
on insecticides. As a result, the GDP share of agriculture
decreased (20–12% from 1948 to 1964), government spending
on agriculture decreased (reaching 2.3% in 1973), and the active
population working in agriculture decreased (48.9–18.9% from
1959 to 1970). Rural migration to city centers mirrored the shift
in labor away from the agricultural sector and into the industrial
and service sectors. Lack of government involvement in the
agricultural sector allowed for the penetration of foreign capital,
while the domination of the private sector led to an increase
in corporate power over the local economy (Nasr, 1978). The
industrialization has undervalued the value of fresh agricultural
goods due to the extension of shelf life that improves warehouse
storage duration and logistical capabilities over long distances,
as the backbone to facilitate global trade. Table 2 summarizes
historical events related to the second food regime in Lebanon.

The Neoliberal Food Regime in Lebanon
The neoliberal food regime (1980s-present) or the third food
regime is a post-developmental globalization project settled by
the end of the Cold War (1947–1991). During this period,
liberalization and corporatization claimed victory to set the world
stage for the next 40 or more years. Fundamental infrastructure
such as ports, roads, power generators, and grids have been
installed in the form of aid or loan to make way for a new
food system. This system is controlled by global agribusinesses,
bankers, and especially corporations. The tools used are no longer
occupation, but hegemony in the form of import dependency,
aid, and debt. Thus, a neo-colonial system was employed locally
and managed by clashing imperial states. Historically, it is
interesting how the political and economic turmoil came in

parallel with the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, the
year before the reconstruction plan for Lebanon. Subsequently,
the US. and France, and more recently, Germany and the
Netherlands supported the country with aid and investment
and facilitated international trade. This had a temporary boost
on the economy, bringing short-term liquidity and growth but
failed due to bad policies and overfunded investments. The
shift in the political economy concerning agriculture marks the
foundation for corporate involvement in the food industry, where
supermarkets and the corporate foodservice industry redefined a
new corporate-driven food regime accompanied by a nutrition
transition that still shapes the food system, especially in the
developing world. The food system shift has been facilitated by
increased foreign direct investments, leading to the assimilation
of settlers’ cultures within the local context.

The concept of fast-food or international cuisine and the
procurement of a large array of products imported from around
the world were facilitated during this period. In 1984, during
Lebanon’s Civil War, Juicy Burger opened in Beirut with the
hope of becoming the “McDonald’s of the Arab World” and
thus introducing the fast-food industry in the country. By 1997,
McDonald’s entered themarket, starting with its primary location
at Ain Mreiseh, Beirut. This has opened the door for other local
and international corporate fast-food chains to penetrate the local
market. The healthy local Lebanese diet would now compete
with the unhealthy western food brought by the neoliberal or
corporate food regime.

Lebanon is one of the Middle Eastern countries affected
by the third wave of supermarketization, a phenomenon
reported in the developing world (beginning in the late 1990s-
early 2000s), including Central and South America, Asia,
Eastern Europe, and part of Africa (Reardon and Hopkins,
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2006). Interestingly, key supermarkets in Lebanon began long
before the second food regime. For example, Bou Khalil
(Lebanese-based) opened in 1935 during the French Mandate
over Lebanon (1920–1943), and Spinneys (Egyptian-based)
followed in 1948 after the country’s independence (1943).
Supermarkets in Lebanon re-emerged during the third wave of
supermarketization with the opening of Monoprix’s (French-
based) establishment in 1999, The Sultan Center (Kuwaiti-based)
in 2008, and Carrefour (French-based) in 2013. However, one
of the largest and most successful supermarkets, Charcutier
Aoun (Lebanese-based), began as a family-operated grocery
shop in 1953. This supermarket expanded and merged with
other retailers in 1956–1976 using refrigeration and contractual
leasing of part of the stores (significantly the meat/Charcutier
section), integrating a family-owned local meat production
facility by 1982, further expanding into various locations
in 1999, and corporatizing and rebranding by early 2000s
and onwards1.

As a prerequisite of the neoliberal food regime, Lebanon’s
Gross National Agriculture Product (GNAP) entered a period
of stagnation from 1967 to 1975, where corruption permeated
government institutions and drastic changes in policies followed.
From 1975 to 1988, market structures were destroyed by
the Civil War, and agricultural production declined except
for prohibited crops that flourished during this period. From
1989 onwards, the agricultural sector entered a period of
negligence. The GNAP of Lebanon had decreased by 10.45%
from 1970 to 1996 when the West’s GNAP increased drastically
by 384% in the US and 544% in the EU. Since 1992, the
government’s expenditure on agriculture was almost absent.
During the reconstruction process of Lebanon, the FAO,
UNDP, the World Bank, the EU, and the bilateral support
of France, Italy, Germany, the US, and Holland provided
support to Lebanon. However, each of the countries and
unions involved had its agendas, while Lebanese authorities
could not redirect foreign investments effectively. A top-down
approach was utilized by international organizations, which
was not adaptable to Lebanese conditions. Those investments
were wasted due to the lack of vision in economic and social
policies concerning rural agricultural society and the lack of a
proper agricultural framework and policies to execute a plan.
NGOs launched hundreds of development projects in Lebanon;
however, the lack of a national coordinating body allowed
ineffective implementation, sometimes with negative results. The
apparent substantial development impact on rural communities
and the agricultural sector was not reached. Historical events
associated with the third food regime in Lebanon are displayed
in Table 3.

Geopolitical Turbulence, Economic
Recessions, and the Current Food System
Challenges
The manifestation of the neoliberal food regime in Lebanon
is evident through several social, economic, and political

1https://www.aub.edu.lb/fafs/news/Documents/2020News/DIAGNOSIS%20OF

%20LEBANESE%20AGRICULTURE.pdf

developments. Historical geopolitical events have altered current
food regime models and thus forced food system transformation.
The transition from the first to the second food regime was
marked by World War II globally, independence, and the
establishment of a capitalist economic regime in Lebanon. The
transition from the second to the third food regime was the
end of the Cold War globally and the Lebanese Civil War in
Lebanon. For a food regime change from the third to the fourth,
the global Covid-19 pandemic and the economic crisis, and
the ongoing geopolitical turmoil are expected to be the main
drivers. According to Clapp and Moseley (2020), the Covid-
19 pandemic marks a pivotal point to demand a new set of
food policy changes due to the disturbances along the global
food supply chains, global economic recession, and irregular
food prices.

The research focuses on the expected change in the local
food system following Lebanon’s geopolitical turbulence, such
as the 2019 October Revolution and the August 2020 Beirut
port disaster. On October 17, 2019, a social movement burst
forth in Lebanon. This movement catalyzed an economic
and political shift in Lebanon. Hundreds of thousands of
people felt that the system was flawed (Chehayeb and Sewell,
2019). Popular voices rejected unbearable austerity measures,
especially for the poor who struggled to meet their basic
needs. The country’s deepening economic crisis was further
aggravated by the rising public debt and excessive reliance
on remittances and the crisis in the banking and services
sectors rather than the agriculture or industry. The October
Revolution led to a new government under Prime Minister
Hassan Diab, which announced an economic rescue plan to save
Lebanon economically, financially, and socially. The proposed
reforms would restructure the Lebanese economy with increased
government support for agriculture and manufacturing, where
local production was encouraged over imports (International
Crisis Group, 2020). After the Beirut explosion, Hassan Diab
resigned onAugust 10, 2020, following a series of political failures
that hindered any progress in the proposed economic reforms
(Azhari, 2020a). The hyperinflation and compounded crises that
followed were clear indicators of the failure of the rescue plan.
Nevertheless, the plan itself highlighted a shift in economic
strategy, which would require decades to fix the damages of
the past.

Private agricultural input companies have stimulated and
maintained the agricultural sector in Lebanon ever since the Civil
War; however, in the face of the fiscal crisis, they have lacked
cohesion and cooperation in preventing the dismantlement of
the agricultural sector since 2019. This failure has its roots
in the 1992 reform that converted cash sales into credit sales.
In the absence of low interest on state-supported agricultural
credit, importers provided input working capital to retailers
and farmers. Farmers could not repay their loans due to poor
agricultural returns, which increased their debt year after year.
By October 2019, agricultural inputs reached about 80m USD,
where farmers’ debt to retailers reached 60m USD. Since farmers
are usually marginalized from borrowing capital from the bank,
agricultural input suppliers and retailers held default risk to
maintain their client base. Agricultural input suppliers have
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TABLE 3 | Overview of the corporate food regime in Lebanon.

Effective year Highlights of the third food regime in Lebanon Impact or sub-events leading to food system change

1980s Serge indirect foreign investments Infrastructural and institutional capacity lead to trade liberalization and

corporatization.

1980s Import Dependence and Corporatization The system became dependent on global agribusinesses, bankers, and

corporations.

1980s Retail Expansionism Retail stores had to expand and corporatize to match the changing trade

supplies.

1984 Integration of fast-food concept The global supply chain and corporatization of the local food system paved

the way for international fast food through corporate restaurants or global

franchises.

Late 1990s–Early 2000s Supermarketization Further expansion and corporatization of retail stores and integration of

international brands following the civil war and the realization of foreign

investments and penetration in the Lebanese market.

2019–2022 Socio-economic and Political Failure The system built over the decades began showing its failures, as the import

dependence, negligence of the agricultural sector, and trade licenses

distributed to an oligarchy resulted in the most significant economic,

financial, social, and political recessions in Lebanon.

2020–2022 Geopolitical Turbulence In parallel with a public health pandemic, an economic shutdown, and

Beirut’s Port Explosion resulted in a weak, dependent system with high

inflation levels.

2022 Food System Change Imports have become highly priced and unaffordable or replaced with

regional or local substitutes. In addition, the global food system is struck by

the increase in grain and fuel prices due to a renewed geopolitical conflict.

been responsible for maintaining the agricultural sector since
the government has been negligent. Thus, the actual debt was
obliged to them, which farmers failed or struggled to pay back,
and the debt owed to the banks had accumulated without control.
Finally, the financial system of Lebanese agriculture secured by
importers collapsed2.

Lebanon’s agricultural sector relies heavily on fuel and
agricultural inputs. Agricultural inputs, including seeds,
fertilizers, pesticides, irrigation equipment, and machinery,
are mostly, if not all, imported through local agricultural
inputs companies and sold directly to farmers or agricultural
pharmacies. Since the October Revolution, the price of
agricultural inputs had skyrocketed, and farmers had trouble
transporting and selling their products. Farmers witnessed
that the price of inputs and the cost of their operations
had significantly increased. The price surge would lead to
transformations in the sector, where farmers would rely less
on the tools derived from the Green Revolution. They might
resort to more organic or natural products for value-added
products or resort to cash crops that can be imported or
feedstock for local livestock production, where value has
increased drastically due to currency inflation. However, most
farmers, i.e., conventional farmers that will remain dependent
on those tools, will lead to an overall increase in food prices,
especially for locally grown fruits and vegetables. Regional
produce would be easier to penetrate the local market due to
lower production costs. Conventional farmers that usually pay
agricultural input companies on a credit basis would struggle.
Since banks disfavor agricultural loans to small and medium
farmers, this will transform agricultural input companies into

2https://www.aub.edu.lb/fafs/news/Pages/2020_RiadFouadSaade.aspx

agricultural banks to maintain business operations, revitalizing
the financial failure of the past. Those farmers who resist
adaptation will eventually have to forfeit their agricultural
operations, where larger or corporate farmers might take
advantage of the situation and procure more agricultural land
from the small and medium farmers, creating a corporate-
feudalistic land ownership model. The government can prevent
this model by promoting, investing, and intervening in policies
and projects pertaining to agriculture, agroindustry, and
agricultural trade.

The financial cycle of the agricultural value chain was further

affected by the structure of the fresh produce wholesale market,

whereby traders dealt with farmers on a consignment basis

on a deferred payment basis, paid in the devaluating local

currency. The fresh produce wholesale market is considered

the main contributor to the inefficiency in the horticultural

supply chain (Mukahhal et al., 2022). However, the “fiscal crisis
of 2019 combined with banks blocking credit to wholesalers,
created a liquidity vacuum with delayed payments to farmers”2.
The expected impacts of the financial crisis include lower
yields, quality, and quantity, but more importantly, increased
social unrest in the agricultural and rural communities
until the stability of the Lebanese LBP and cash operations
resume utilizing the local currency. The free market became
uncoordinated and inefficient, and the government’s negligence
of agriculture made the sector unable to compete with subsidized
global agro-production and emerging global food standards.
As a result, between 2018 and 2020, the value of field
crops production was projected to decrease by almost 70%
(cereals 64%, potatoes 72%, and onions 61%); vegetables and
flowers by 44%, and forest products and prohibited crops
by 39–40%2.
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Lebanon was already suffering from rising gasoline and
wheat prices before the October Revolution. Rather than
acting as a shifting point to the country’s socioeconomic and
political discourse, the financial and economic situation further
deteriorated. Monetarily, the availability of USD in the market
plummeted, resulting in rising pressure on the LBP and informal
market depreciation. Purchasing power dropped, and the price
of imported items such as fuel, wheat, medicine, and agricultural
inputs has increased substantially. Food insecurity is expected
to rise due to a spike in poverty, inflation, and unemployment,
where subsidizing these imported commodities would be later
intolerable to the government (World Bank, 2019; Chehayeb,
2020; WFP, 2020). The reliance on food imports and aid
is expected to increase drastically, especially after the Beirut
Port Explosion.

The economic crisis in Lebanon encourages reducing imports,
increasing investments in production, and re-exploring trade
routes. Corporate food institutions in Lebanon import items and
thus will have to incur a higher cost to supply these products.
Companies either must increase their prices on items that cannot
be usually substituted or delist items that other or local providers
can substitute. This means less diversity and availability for
customers due to reduced purchasing power.

The fiscal crisis during the October Revolution harmed the
food retail sector and producers, where sales and profits for food
companies decreased due to a decrease in purchasing power,
hyperinflation, and bank control on withdrawals. People were
buying less, which led companies to reduce their purchasing
capacity from producers or suppliers. The depreciation of the
local currency extended to imported commodities priced in USD,
leading to price inflation. Also, local production has increased in
price simply because the raw material used in production also
is imported, such as gasoline, agricultural inputs, and packaging
or raw materials. The deteriorating economic situation forced
supermarkets and corporate foodservice operators to procure
substitutes from local or regional sources rather than from
the accustomed global supply chain (Saadi, 2001). Nevertheless,
the October Revolution may prove a pivotal point that would
force the country into a more sustainable food regime since
Lebanon is import-dependent on its foodstuff, medicine, fuel,
and raw material.

As of 2018, Lebanon was already the third most indebted
country globally, with a 151% debt-to-GDP ratio. This is expected
to increase dramatically due to the recession, instability, and
emergency. As of December 2019, Lebanon’s trade deficit reached
USD 14.81 billion. At the same time, public debt reached
its highest (valued at around 122,473 billion LBP) (Trading
Economics, 2020). As of 2020, Lebanon’s nominal debt-to-GDP
ratio increased to 171.70% (CEIC Database, 2020).

Along with the crisis, a new government was formed in
January 2020 and tasked with rescuing Lebanon from the
economic crisis by designing policies such as legalizing cannabis
production for medical and industrial purposes and providing
liquidity for manufacturers to promote local production.
Furthermore, the primary limiting factor faced by Lebanese
producers is a lack of clear agricultural policies and frameworks.
In parallel, the reduction of foreign aid was realized during

the Trump Administration. Also, Europe’s and Saudi Arabia’s
support declined due to the rise of a predominant internationally
unfavorable parliamentary block in the Lebanese government.
This suggests a political shift in allegiances leading to a change
in policies and international trade.

On August 4, 2020, a massive explosion erupted in the port
of Beirut. Human lives were lost, infrastructure was damaged,
and people lost their homes. The relevance of this event
to understanding food regime analysis can be correlated to
the socio-geopolitics implications involved. The explosion was
attributed to the same reason that led to the October Revolution,
i.e., corruption and institutional failure. The catastrophe became
a geopolitical opportunity. Public relations deteriorated as all
trust was lost until major institutional and economic reforms
were adopted by the country’s leadership (Azhari, 2020a). The
country’s foreign aid was no longer readily available until a
change in leadership came into effect, which was satisfactory to
the international community, France, and the US. The decision
had drastic events on the Lebanese population due to currency
hyperinflation, economic depression, and political unrest to
pressure the leadership to change (Azhari, 2020b). However,
no institutional change was apparent by the leadership. Thus,
the consequences of this simulated embargo chipped away the
socioeconomic security of the entire nation, but more so to
the lower-middle class, foreign domestic workers, producers,
and traders.

CONCLUSION

The study has provided a historical construction of global food
regime changes and the adaptiveness and transformability of the
local food system. The historical events discussed in this study
have considerably decreased farming households’ influence on
policies and the political commitment to support agriculture.
Also, the case study in Lebanon demonstrates what happens
when the prevalent food system fails amidst global recession and
geopolitical turbulence. The failure marks a pivotal event that
signals a chain of internal socioeconomic and political failures.
The picture unfolds and requires a view of the long run to explain
the developing food regime paradigm.

The food regime theory facilitated our understanding of
the transformation of the local food system in Lebanon. The
fundamental historical construction relies on the food regime
changes stirred by global geopolitical events and their influence
on the social, economic, and political fabrics of the local food
system. In terms of adaptiveness, the study has provided some
evidence of how the retail concepts have existed for centuries
in the form of merchants or “Dekkene”. For example, farmers
adapted to the change in the French demand for silk and
the embargo in World War I (leading to a great famine) by
changing from a monoculture of mulberry trees to more fruits
and vegetable production to feed the population and replace
the alternating global demand. More specifically, the study has
interpreted Lebanese contemporary and agrarian history within
the framework of food regime analysis and geopolitical events to
bring together non-Middle Eastern centered work on the food
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system transformation with that of the Middle Eastern context,
which is understudied. The paper provides insights for future
food policy responses to transform the local food system amidst
crisis and geopolitical turbulence.

The historical contextualization of food system changes
may provide important lessons to revitalize agriculture and
overcome the failures of the global food system in Lebanon.
The Green Revolution has had a significant impact on food
system changes due to the increased influence of agrochemical
companies. Furthermore, the food system linked to corporate
buyers has excluded small family farmers, which constitute the
core of the Lebanese agricultural landscape (Mukahhal et al.,
2022). Although the local food system remained resilient., there
is a need for alternative routes to increase the competitive
position of local food systems by taking advantage of current
trends toward local foods (Abebe et al., 2022). Different
approaches can be applied to create direct links and promote
co-investment within the local food system, including farmers’

markets and community-supported agriculture. In addition, the
family-based agrarian structure and beautiful natural landscapes
can provide excellent opportunities for promoting agro-tourism
in Lebanon.
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