
Business for the poor:  
Healthy Basket, a socially responsible company trading in organic produce in 

Lebanon and the Middle East 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Author: Rami Zurayk, Professor of Land and Water Resources 
Faculty of Agricultural and Food Sciences 
American University of Beirut 
Lebanon 
+961 3 733227 
rzurayk@aub.edu.lb 
 
 

 
 
In collaboration with: Rania Touma, General Manager 
Healthy Basket 
Tannoukhine Street, Beirut, Lebanon 
+961 3 576986 
rania.touma@gmail.com 



 
 
What is Healthy Basket (HB) and how does it operate?  
 
     HB is a socially responsible business that links poor organic producers in Lebanon with the 
high-value urban markets. HB is a limited liability company (LLC) registered in the stat of 
Lebanon. Healthy Basket sells produce by subscription through its Community Supported 
Agriculture (CSA) program; as well as trough its retail outlets. It operates a shop located in the 
center of Beirut, and participates in a weekly farmers market in Beirut, of which it is a co-
founder, “Souk el Tayyeb”. HB also exports a weekly consignment of fruits and vegetables to 
Dubai. Every week, 120 baskets are packed with local certified organic produce and delivered to 
120 households (sharers) in Greater Beirut. The baskets content varies according to seasons and 
availability on the farms. Consumers who prefer the option of choosing their own produce 
constitute our walk-in customers (250 per week) in the shop and in our weekly stall in “Souk el 
Tayyeb”. The produce is purchased directly from 40 small-scale farmers scattered all over 
Lebanon, 7 of which are regular suppliers. The others are seasonal growers of fruit trees and 
olive. Farmers come from their different regions and drop-off their produce in the HB shop in 
Beirut three times per week. Most of them use their own vehicles to transport the products. In 
some clusters, small farmers cooperate to transport their products with the farmer who owns a 
vehicle. The quantities and amounts they harvest are usually agreed upon with the HB staff based 
on the advance orders by the CSA customers and the estimation of the cash sales in the shop. 
The HB team makes sure to receive the good quality produce.  
Since its inception as a LLC company in 2004 HB’s annual turnover has increased by 40% to 
record a total of 172,000 USD in 2005. This constitutes more than 50% of the total organic sales 
on the Lebanese market. 
 
What is a socially responsible business?  
 
     Ensuring the sustainability of income generating initiatives is one of the main challenges 
facing community development. After decades of poorly successful attempts, the “private sector” 
business model is emerging as one possible alternative. Simply put, this models offers direct 
financial returns (or losses) to all those involved, commensurate with their abilities, their assets 
and their investments (monetary or otherwise). This powerful incentive, which all players 
understand from their “real world experience”, has the potential to provide the driving force to 
carefully select investment options and to encourage pragmatic decision making. One of its main 
limitations, however, is that the notion of “private sector” is often associated with that of “greed” 
in the minds of development professionals who fear that adopting this kind of model would 
unavoidably jeopardize the social impact of any initiative.  
 
     This emerging attitudinal change regarding the potential of private sector in sustainable 
development has also been met by a change in how the private sector perceives itself. 
Traditionally, a business was perceived as an exclusively financial institution (Hopkins, 1997). A 
trend is rapidly emerging in which businesses are no longer solely evaluated based on their 
economic performance. Social and environmental performances are now added to the economic 
performance to evaluate the status of a business. Many terms exist in the corporate world today 



to describe the combination of economic growth with environmental protection and social equity 
in a business: 
 

- social responsibility and corporate social responsibility 
- corporate environmentalism 
- environmental citizenship 
- sustainable corporate performance 
-  

     A socially responsible business is any business which feels responsible towards its 
shareholders, customers, employees, suppliers, communities, the environment, and even future 
generations. Therefore a socially responsible business has certain environmental, social, and 
ethical obligations which it needs to maintain. After reviewing the literature Maignan and Ferrell 
(2003) found that under corporate social responsibility lays four types of responsibility: 
economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic. On the other hand Banerjee (2002) defines the 
concept of corporate environmentalism whereby firms integrate environmental concerns into 
their decision making. He discusses two themes of corporate environmentalism: corporate 
environmental orientation and environmental strategy focus. According to Banerjee (2002) 
corporate environmentalism can provide a self-assessment tool for firms to know where they 
stand. In an interesting point, Banerjee (2002) describes “the planet as a stakeholder”. 
Consequently businesses should take into account the environmental damage that they do. 
 
     Rondinelli and Berry (2000) refer to “environmental citizenship”. According to them, 
proactive management is sometimes needed for companies operating in countries where 
regulations are underdeveloped. If the company manages to do so it will then be ready for 
increased regulatory control either by the government itself or by international organizations, it 
will enhance its corporate image and improve its financial performance.  
 
     Businesses worldwide are increasingly willing to give a good corporate image since 
consumers are assumed to support responsible organizations (Maignan and Ferrell, 2003). In 
their study on American, French, and German consumers, the Americans ranked economic 
performance as the most important objective of a business whereas French and German ranked 
economic performance as the least important responsibilities. Since consumers prefer businesses 
with a reputation for social responsibility, corporations always try to enhance their 
environmental and social image. This is mostly achieved through reporting on their performance. 
Reporting on environmental progress gives an advantage for a certain company over the other 
since it proves that the company is really acting in favor of environmentally sound business 
practices and not just claiming to be socially responsible. Environmental reporting usually 
includes certain indicators that companies follow up from year to year to investigate their 
environmental performance and progress and include them in the report. For example, the dairy 
manufacturing company Danone published its “Social and Environmental Responsibility Report” 
in 2003. The report presented the different challenges that the company faces such as limiting the 
risk and reducing the environmental impact of production facilities, saving water and energy, 
reducing greenhouse gases, and reducing packaging at source (Danone, 2003).  
 
     In an article entitled “Socially responsible is still profitable” Carpenter indicates that socially 
responsible investing is an increasing trend in today’s markets. Investors and investment 



institutions nowadays look at a certain company’s past pollution record, its future potential to 
contamination and its overall social policy as criteria for investing in the company or not (Jayne 
and Skerratt, 2003). Carpenter goes further on to say that the assets of financial institutions 
which fund community development projects through non-profit programs or small businesses 
has increased by 84 percent in 2003 since 2001. This shows that individuals or companies do not 
only want to invest in profit-making businesses but also in businesses that call for the same 
ethical and social principles as the investors, or in Carpenter’s words “people can invest in their 
principles”. 
 
Why was HB modeled after the socially responsible business? 
 
     The principal function of HB is to market organic produce by serving as a platform for the 
largest number of farmers possible. This is only possible through a business partnership, for the 
following reasons: 
 

1. HB’s was initially an activity within a development project. The aim was to find a market 
for the produce of organic farmers who were supported by a technology transfer program 
managed by AUB. This activity was funded by the development project. However, it 
became clear that the whole set up would collapse once the project ended and operational 
costs will cease to be covered by the projects. There was a need for an set up that would 
at least cover its own costs.  

2. Farmers using HB for trading their products were brought in initially as part of 
development projects in which HB was perceived as an extension of an aid project (and 
therefore accessible for free), and that it had a responsibility to subsidize their activities 
indefinitely. There was a need to make a clear departure from the conventional aid model, 
while offering farmers a model they can relate to. Businesses are part of their everyday 
lives, and they themselves run enterprises which are (or should) be based on business 
practices. HB offers the farmers a structure they understand better than development 
projects 

3. The business model imposes certain norms when dealing with clients (farmers and 
customers), delineated by the “good business practices” approach. It helps instituting a 
professional code of conduct and enhancing accountability.  

4. In the business model, the decision making process is simplified (when compared, for 
instance to a charitable institution). The management lines are clear and so is 
accountability. 

5. Finally, unlike development projects, businesses exist in the real world. They have to 
worry about bank balances, market fluctuations, competition and tax returns rather than 
donor priorities, politics, evaluation teams and quarterly reports. This creates a better 
understanding of the farmers and the customers HB is dealing with: they are both under 
the same kind of pressures, and have an incentive to work together to release it. 

 
     In Lebanon, as in the rest of the world, the word “business” is often synonymous with 
“unethical practices”. HB, having been conceived and nurtured in a community development 
environment, naturally adopted fair trading principles, which are embedded into its core values. 
This decision makes business sense too, as “people can invest in their principles”. Today HB 



occupies a niche market, that of a socially responsible and environmentally and health conscious 
enterprise.  
 
Why Organic?  
 
     The organic market is a specialty market and is still expanding worldwide. Organic farming is 
environmentally, ethically and economically sound. Our soil, air and water are respected by 
avoiding all practices and synthetic inputs that contribute to their pollution and loss. Organic 
products are healthier as they do not contain pesticide residues that are hazardous to human 
health. Organic farmers and their families are not exposed to the harmful synthetic agricultural 
inputs. Organic production allows diversification into higher-value products and markets, while 
maintaining ecosystem and human health. 
     The organic agriculture (OA) movement started in Lebanon in the late 90’s through private 
initiatives (environmental NGOs and universities). In absence of any regulatory framework, 
those initiatives adopted the EU regulations on OA (EEC No. 2092/91) and hired the services of 
European inspection and certification bodies. This was very important to protect the “correct” 
organic farmers and to provide the organic guarantee to the confused consumer at the time. It 
was not until 2003 that the “national Lebanese standards on OA” were drafted by a technical 
committee composed from representatives of the main stakeholders in the sector and 
representatives from governmental institution. While the standards are still awaiting legislation, 
the first Lebanese certification body “LibanCert” was established in December 2005. 
     The absence of any official data about the market size and areas under organic exploitation 
keeps the overall picture blurred. However, private statistics refer to some 250 organic farmers 
exploiting 400 ha, 135 of which are certified and the rest in conversion periods. As to the market 
share, it is still constitutes ways less than 1 % . 
 
Milestones  
 
1999. Organic farming is identified as a potential agricultural development option in the 
marginalized areas of Lebanon.  
 
2000. The first on-farm demonstration site is established in Shlifa, Lebanon as a part of a 
Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) project in technology transfer and extension implemented by 
AUB. 
 
2001. The project is technically successful but economically not viable: a market needs to be 
found. Public awareness on OA was minimal and market penetration was very difficult, hence a 
need for an alternative marketing channel. 
 
2001. The first Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) Program initiated in July 2001, with 
financial support from MoA and Mercy Corps/ USDA agricultural development projects 
implemented by AUB. The program started with 20 sharers receiving weekly assortments of 
organic products collected from two main farms.  
 



2002. The CSA program expands to 80 sharers and retail sales increase. The geographical origin 
of the produce is broadened in order to ensure diversified supply throughout the year. More 
farms were identified all over Lebanon. 
 
2002. EU organic certification for the 40 HB farmers is obtained, for the first time in Lebanon. A 
co-certification program was implemented in collaboration with the Dutch Skal International one 
of the foremost and globally recognized certification bodies in the world.  
 
2003. HB obtains a subcontract from an AUB/Mercy Corps/USAID project to support the 
marketing of the produce of poor farmers in South Lebanon. The sub contract allows HB to 
become an economically viable business.  
 
2004. HB evolves from an activity in a development project to a Limited Liability company 
owned by AUB. 
 
2004. HB contributes to the evolution of the sector: it becomes a founder of Souk al Tayyeb, the 
only farmer’s market in Lebanon, and of ALOA (association for Lebanese Organic Agriculture) 
which is the organic trade association of Lebanon. 
 
2005. Healthy Basket is a socially responsible, sustainable business. It breaks even, it is the first 
to export fresh and organic produce to Dubai. It has built a clientele, it accounts for 50% of the 
total organic sales in Lebanon. 

 
Figure 1: Evolution of the farmers and customers base of Healthy Basket 
 
 
 
 
 



Ingredients of success: organizing to supply high-value domestic and international markets 
 
HB’s success can be attributed to the adoption of the following practices:  
 

• Adopting a participatory supply chain management approach. Many development 
projects are unsuccessful because they fail to adopt a systemic approach. This is often the 
case with technology transfer and agricultural extension projects. While the activities 
themselves may be suitably planned and successfully implemented, they do not achieve 
the desired result, which is the sustainable improvement in the livelihood of the target 
population. With HB, we built and managed an efficient supply chain. In a business 
dealing with the daily distribution of fresh fruits and vegetables, the logistics can be 
nightmarishly complicated. Indeed, HB provides hundreds of subscribers and drop-in 
customers between 20 and 30 kinds of fresh fruits and vegetables, on a year round basis, 
from up to 40 farms located all over Lebanon. This implies a complex task of farm 
planning and quantities allocations that depend on seasonality of prices, market forecast, 
farm location which determines production season and distance from the city and 
availability of transport among others. By linking the farmers together, and practicing 
collaborative farm planning, HB is able to enhance the economy of scale, which is one of 
the main limitations to agriculture in Lebanon today. The process of involving farmers in 
the planning process results in enhanced capacity and alignment with international 
standards, and their penetration into the world market. In controlling the safety of the 
supply chain, we were helped by the fact that we had to become organically certified (as 
handlers of organic food), and that our supply chain had to be inspected on a regular 
basis. Our co-certification arrangements with the Dutch certification company, SKAL 
international, also meant that we needed set up an internal control system that includes 
traceability.  

 
• Investing in farmers. Farmers are our partners in the business enterprise. If they fail to 

deliver the required quantities and quality, we will go bankrupt. HB and farmers are in a 
symbiotic relationship, and must seek to create win-win situations ensuring sustained 
growth.  The shift to a the production of high market value products was not an easy 
move for farmers, most of whom are poorly educated and did not fully grasp the concept 
and importance of standards. The farmers HB dealt with were also poor financial 
managers, and unable to calculate their costs, revenues and profits. Moreover, they were 
not organized and did not work cooperatively. HB provided technology transfer, training 
in farm planning and management and assisted collaborating farmers in setting up their 
own cooperatives (in 2 regions of Lebanon) or in joining established organic cooperatives 
(such as Biocoop Lubnan). These activities were all to the advantage of HB, as farmers 
became reliable food-chain partners. 

 
• Creating economic safety nets. Although HB initially adopted the contract farming 

approach, we quickly found that this was the shortest route to bankruptcy. Disagreements 
occurred on post-production quality separation issues, and on associated prices, which 
resulted in discontent of both parties. Today, the community supported agriculture 
program ensures a minimum volume of sales per month, as customers pay in advance. 
This is sufficient to create a safety net and generate sufficient incentives for farmers to 



complete the production cycle. HB also makes advance payments to farmers (when 
finances allow it) if they need quick access to money for emergency situations (sudden 
illness, unexpected bills) or for a capital investment in their farm (installing an irrigation 
system). HB also makes available to farmers information and support in accessing micro 
credit facilities offered by NGOs, but farmers do not use this service. HB also helps 
farmers apply for funding from NGOs for individual or collective projects. Recently, HB 
was able to help 6 olive oil producers secure $10,000 from the US-based NGO SEAL 
(Socio-Economic Action for Lebanon) to create a new brand of organic olive oil called 
“Les Artisans de l’Olivier”.  

 
• Supporting value-adding activities such as processing, especially by women. Food 

processing is traditionally the role of women in rural Lebanon. HB encouraged women to 
process food, identified groups of women and supported them technically and financially, 
provided training for participating women, supervised the quality of production through 
regular inspections, facilitated the access to organic certification, branded the produce 
and provided the markets. An example is the women-owned company “Earth and Co” 
which HB helped to improve their production and quality and obtain organic 
certification, which has resulted in improving their ability to export to the Gulf countries. 
Today, 30% of the total sales of HB are processed products manufactured by women.  

 
• Adopting strict business practices 

 Focusing on quality and customer satisfaction. HB has introduced organic 
certification to Lebanon, and has made it accessible to all organic farmers, even 
those who do not use HB to market their produce. By that, it has established the 
first quality assurance system according to international standards. There are today 
4 organic certification offices in Lebanon, which ensure that a certification system 
for key export markets is available at competitive prices. Moreover, HB carries out 
regular customer satisfaction surveys, and makes the necessary adjustments in 
order to satisfy the needs of its clientele. The business model that HB is today is a 
direct reflection of its customers input over the past 3 years. A 24 hours manned 
hotline (03774438) ensures that this process is a continuous one, embedded into the 
management structure of HB. 

 Clear management lines and accountability. HB adopts the Balanced Scorecard 
approach for management and strategic planning. Its association with AUB has 
facilitated access to training through the institutional development facilities of the 
university. 

 Identity building. HB is at the interface between a development organization and a 
private business. While it clearly advertises its business practices, HB has also runs 
awareness campaigns on organic foods using conventional channels (such as 
advertising in major events, distributing flyers) and atypical channels (such as 
getting write-ups in newspapers and being featured in TV programs). HB was also 
one of the founders of Souk el Tayyeb, the farmer’s market of Lebanon and of 
ALOA, the Organic Trade Association of Lebanon, Thus, HB is identified as a 
business with a human face. 

 
 



Problems faced 
 
     A number of problems were encountered during the establishment phase of HB. Some of 
these have been resolved, while new ones appear every day. The problems can be classified as 
existential (having to do with the birth and development of the concept) or managerial (having to 
do with operational challenges). 
 
Existential problems 
 
     The creation of a new market that did not exist: prior to HB, the organic market in Lebanon 
was practically inexistent. There were very few people interested in purchasing organic produce, 
and even fewer farmers engaging or willing to engage in organic farming. The project actually 
started with one organic farmer in the Bekaa over 0.4 ha. At the end of 2005 the total area under 
organic exploitation by the 40 HB increased to 190 ha.Although some organic labeled produce 
could be found on the shelves of specialized shops, there was no quality assurance services and 
no certified farmland. There were also no certification agencies operating in the country. HB had 
to pioneer the market and practically “create” the demand. This meant that much effort went into 
awareness raising and farmer’s training. Poor awareness of the consumers is still an important 
issue, and a major barrier to the growth of the market. 
 
     The collaborating farmers’ initial rejection of the business model: HB started from a 
development project, and became a business following a conscious decision of its management. 
During the first few years of its existence, and before the business model was adopted, HB 
experienced heavy losses, due in great part to the inability to sell all the produce the farmers 
were producing, and to the commitment the project had made to the organic farmers to take all 
their produce. These losses became minimal when HB became a private venture, as it stopped 
being responsible for excess production. Unsurprisingly, this move was opposed by the 
collaborating farmers who were used to surrogacy and expected projects to subsidize their 
production. They often strongly voicing their complaints to the donors who, although they 
agreed theoretically with HB’s approach, did not want to jeopardize their relationship with the 
local community. The weaning process proved to be difficult, and problems of this nature still 
emerge now and then..  
     The lack of an adequate legal framework for a socially responsible business in the Lebanese 
law: A SRB is a hybrid of an NGO and a business enterprise.  When we informed our customers, 
the farmers and the donors that we wanted to become a business, there was a significant 
opposition as they posed the (valid) question: “who will ensure that HB will not abuse its 
position and exploit the farmers?” After a number of unfruitful attempts at finding an existing 
legal framework for such an enterprise, and many arguments with and among lawyers, the format 
of limited liability company was finally selected, although it does not provide any assurance that 
the trading remains fair. HB’s reputation, and its affiliation with AUB does. 
     How does one convince a venerable academic institution such as AUB to become the owner 
of an organic business? As  HB was created by staff of AUB, it was natural that the university 
should be the owner of the business. However, academic institutions are not allowed to own 
private companies in Lebanon. Moreover, AUB’s mission is primarily academic, and many 
members of its higher administration and of its board of trustees were unconvinced by the 
initiative. The question of whether AUB should invest efforts and time into HB was the subject 



of a heated debate between faculty members, senior administrators, deans, lawyers in Lebanon 
and New York, and the board of trustees. Eventually, the board of trustees agreed to the creation 
of the company, which was the first daring step on the road to academic entrepreneurship. 
 
Management problems 
 
     These are problems faced by all companies in the same line of business. They include:  
Ensuring timely, regular, varied supply of fresh fruits and vegetables 52 weeks per year: This is 
possibly the most complex problem, which HB has resolved after experimenting with numerous 
models, and by making use of the natural variability of Lebanese mountainous geography and 
associated microclimates which allows year round production of most fresh products. The 
solution came in the form of a collaborative farm planning between all farmers involved, so as to 
avoid glut situations and to keep the variability. 
The logistics of the supply chain: How to place economically sized orders from farmers in order 
to cover transport costs, while avoiding oversupply and keeping the variety of products. The 
quantities purchased from the farmers are based on the advance orders by the CSA sharers and 
the importer in Dubai as well as an estimation of walk-in sales. However, farmers can keep in the 
shop additional quantities on a consignment basis. This system helps HB minimize its wastes.  
Aligning the production with expected demand in order to reduce losses: How to help a farmer 
plan a farm 6 months in advance. Lebanese farmers are poor planners. They follow the seasons 
with their traditional crops, regardless of the fact that their neighbors may be doing the same. 
The size of the Lebanese organic market being very limited, the absence of planning can have 
disastrous effects due to market oversupply. In addition to collaborative planning, HB’s 
management gives time to each farmer to help them make their plans as much as 6 months in 
advance. It is important to note that HB makes suggestions only and does not commit itself to the 
purchase of any quantity of produce from the farmers they plan with. 
 
 
 
Lessons learned 
 
‘The mistakes we made here – they shouldn’t\t be repeated over there: You keep the links in the 
supply chain as few as possible and always keep your hands on the product.’ 
 

Kaersten Dudziak 
This quote by Dudziak summarizes very well what we, as many other emerging enterprises have 
learned on how to run a successful business. However, there are a number of issues specific to 
HB, where our experience has contributed to new knowledge. These are: 
 

• Businesses can be made to work for the poor, not against them. They constitute a 
trade model farmers understand, and which can prevent over reliance on donor’s 
money. 

• It is possible to transform a development activity into a sustainable business operating 
in the real world 

• Complex supply chains can be developed using a combination of innovative and 
conventional approaches, and the experience can be shared with other countries. 



• The legal framework for socially responsible businesses does not yet exist, but HB’s 
experience will be a valuable contribution to its development.  
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