
L E BAN O N

58 A u g u s t  2 0 0 9

IINNDDUUSSTTRRYY
SSEEXX

Romanian prostitutes pose in the brothel "Pussy Club" in Schoenefeld, Germany in April. Eastern European women make up the bulk of foreign sex workers in Lebanon. 
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ebanon’s beaches, night-
clubs and hotels are packed
this summer with visitors
spending cash and enjoying
all the country has to offer,
including the sexual services

of women. 
One of the main outlets for such

activity is the ubiquitous super
nightclub business. There are
around 130 licensed super night-
clubs in Lebanon, where women
from the Ukraine, Russia, Morocco
and the Dominican Republic work
as “artists.” Lebanese women are
prohibited from working in these
establishments, and “families” are
not allowed to enter — meaning
Lebanese women cannot enter, even
as customers, although foreign
women can. 

The nightclubs’ owners charac-
terize their sector as a legitimate
and legal business model that pres-
ents entertainment and brings
women and men together. The su-
per nightclub business is regulated
by the government, with permits
given by the Ministry of Tourism
and oversight by General Security.
The super nightclub owners are rep-
resented by a lobbying group that
includes other, more benign sectors
of the tourism industry: the Syndi-
cate of Restaurants, Cafes and Pas-
try Shop Owners.

But super nightclubs also serve
as a platform for prostitution out-
side the venue’s walls — sometimes
only as far away as an adjacent ho-
tel. The club may or may not take a
direct role in arranging and profit-
ing from their female employees’ il-
legal activity. 

HHooww iitt wwoorrkkss
In mid-July, a 21-year-old prosti-

tute from the Dominican Republic
danced onstage at a super nightclub
in the Maamaltein district of
Jounieh. She wore white denim-
shorts cut just below the crotch,
stiletto heels and a tight t-shirt that
stopped just above her navel. She al-
so wore braces on her teeth. Let’s
call her Julia. 

Men are not allowed to speak
with artists like Julia at super night-
clubs unless they pay for it. Cus-
tomers pick the woman they want to
talk to by walking through the club
or seeing the woman dance or per-
form on stage. Many clubs offer a
“cabaret” beginning at midnight,
where women perform dance rou-
tines to European and Arabic music
and swing on polls dressed in a vari-
ety of tight, low-cut and short-skirt-
ed costumes. 

In order to speak with one of the
female artists, a customer must or-
der “champagne” or “picolot,” and
select the woman he wants to sit at
his table. The champagne has noth-
ing to do with a bottle of alcohol:
the term is merely super nightclub-
speak for having one of the artists sit
at a customer’s table for exactly an
hour and a half. A “picolot” is sim-
ilar “code” for having a woman sit
with a customer for a half hour.
Champagne usually costs around
$60 to $80, and a picolot around
$30 to $35. 

A customer may negotiate one or
two drinks to be included in the cost
of the champagne. A picolot usually
includes one drink. The super night-
clubs are not cheap places to grab a
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drink without sitting with a woman:
an Almaza beer costs $11. 

Once the women are ordered,
they arrive at the customer’s table,
sit down and strike up conversation.
A waiter brings drinks. Few of the
women speak English, but as one of
the female “artists” at a super night-
club said, “many Lebanese speak
Russian.” 

Often the women immediately
initiate physical contact with a cus-
tomer by putting a hand or arm on
the man’s leg. Kissing is permitted in
super nightclubs, as is light petting,
but anything beyond that is strictly
prohibited by most clubs, since it
could get them in trouble with Gen-
eral Security. 

But with the purchase of “cham-
pagne,” a customer also purchases
the right to make a “date” with the
woman, supposedly with her con-
sent, within a week of the purchase. 
The date is often code for sex. When
an EXECUTIVE staff member visited a
super nightclub posing as a cus-

tomer, Julia, the Dominican artist,
made it very clear what services she
could provide beyond dancing and
sitting with customers. 

“Sex costs $100 for three hours,”
she announced bluntly. “Talk to the
manager if you want to set a date.”

When asked if it was possible to

set a date that night, she said no,
customers have to wait until the
next day.

General Security regulates super
nightclubs and, according to own-
ers, no sex is permitted in the club.
It’s also risky to allow a woman to
leave with a customer at night.
Lebanese government regulations
require that Julia, like other artists
in Lebanon, be in their workplace —

the super nightclub — from 8pm to
5am. General Security and police
can enter at any time and demand to
see any of the artists. 

At 5am, the artists must return
to their hotel, where they are not al-
lowed to leave until their “free
time,” which is 1pm to 8pm daily.
This free period is when the women
can meet up with their customers
from the night before. General Secu-
rity requires the “telephone number
and the car’s registration card of the
person accompanying” the woman
be noted at the hotel’s front desk,
but beyond that, the woman and
man are not monitored. 

By law, Julia and her colleagues
can only be taken out on “dates”
during their free hours. But she hint-
ed that perhaps other arrangements
could be made. 

“Are you staying at the hotel?”
Julia asked, referring to the same
hotel, just above the super night-
club, where she and her colleagues
live. 

L E BAN O N

KKIISSSSIINNGG IISS PPEERRMM IITTTTEEDD IINN
SSUUPPEERR NNIIGGHHTTCCLLUUBBSS,, AASS
IISS LLIIGGHHTT PPEETTTTIINNGG,, BBUUTT

AANNYYTTHHIINNGG BBEEYYOONNDD TTHHAATT
IISS SSTTRRIICCTTLLYY PPRROOHHIIBBIITTEEDD

BBYY MMOOSSTT CCLLUUBBSS

Super nightclubs such as the one above in Lebanon’s Maameltain district are frequented by locals and tourists
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TThhee bbuussiinneessss
Super nightclubs come under a

variety of different regulations and
legal authorities, including the Min-
istry of Tourism, General Security
and the Internal Security Forces. Ac-
cording to Toros Siranossian, who
represents the super nightclub own-
ers in the syndicate of restaurants,
nightclubs are licensed by the
tourism ministry depending on their
purpose: there are legitimate discos
and nightclubs with a DJ, bars and
super nightclubs that only feature a
band, singers and a show, where
women don’t sit with customers (the
“family is allowed to enter these,”
says Siranossian), and super night-
clubs where the artists sit with the
customer. 

The vast majority of super night-
clubs are of the latter category. 

Customers rarely arrive to the
super nightclubs in the Maamaltein
district of Jounieh before midnight.
Before that, artists like Julia sit
around in groups, sipping drinks
and eying the men who walk
through the door. But by 3:00 a.m.,
the parking lot is full, and the men
keep coming. License plates from
Syria and the Gulf stand out in a
parking lot filled largely with vehi-
cles bearing Lebanese plates. 

A super nightclub owner, who
spoke to EXECUTIVE on condition his

real name not be used — let’s call him
“George” — said his club usually has
between 15 and 25 women per night.
On average, 10 to 30 customers
come in every evening. They mostly
order women for champagne. 

“I usually make $10,000 to
$12,000 a month in profit,” said
George. But in the summer, with
Lebanese expatriates back home
along with thousands of tourists, he
says he usually makes more, ranging
from $15,000 to $20,000 a month. 

With 130 clubs in Lebanon,
that is equal to around $23 million
in profit for the minute sector per
year — and that’s only the legiti-
mate revenue. 

A permit for a super nightclub is
a one-time cost of $1,000. Night-
clubs pay the women anywhere
from $800 to $1,200 per month, de-
pending on their ability to dance
and perform. A woman also receives
$5 for every “champagne” she is
hired for, and $3 for every “picolot”
sold to her customer. They can make
up to $400 or $500 a month extra
from the ‘bottles’ they sell, accord-
ing to the nightclub owner. 

Owners must deposit around
$650 at General Security for each
woman. Clubs must also pay
around $2,500 per month for the
hotel where the women live. 

There are “two to four women

per room, each one gets a bed, and
some hotels have seven different
clubs renting out the hotel rooms,”
said a Lebanese man who will be
called “Charbel” for the purposes
of concealing his identity. Charbel is
intimately familiar with the busi-
ness because his family owns a su-
per nightclub. Like many involved
in the super nightclub business, he
is also a frequent customer of many
different clubs. 

Charbel says other costs associ-
ated with running a super night-
club include bartenders, waiters,
bouncers, drivers and managers for
the hotel. 

“We work in two shifts,” said
George. “The first shift is at the club.
The second shift is at the hotel.” 

All these expenses cost him
around $40,000 per month, includ-
ing the hotel, the registration for the
artists, electricity and insurance. 

The nightclub owner says most

of his customers are Lebanese (they
like blonde women, he says), and
older: He estimates 80 percent of
his clients are between 50 and 60
years old. 

“They like the company,” said
George. “It refreshes their memory.
Some are married. Some are di-
vorced. Some don’t have partners.
Some are shy. Some are lonely, and
they come because don’t know how
to build relations.” 

Few struggling college students or
construction workers can afford to
be a regular customer at a super
nightclub. Just talking to a woman
and getting the right to take her out,
costs between $60 to $80. Add onto
that food and gas for a date the next
day. If the man wants to have sex, he
needs to rent a hotel room, and to
fork out $100 to $200 to the woman. 

The biggest competition between

L E BAN O N

GGEENNEERRAALL SSEECCUURRIITTYY 
RREEQQUUIIRREESS TTHHEE PPHHOONNEE

NNUUMM BBEERR AANNDD CCAARR 
RREEGGIISSTTRRAATTIIOONN OOFF TTHHEE

PPEERRSSOONN AACCCCOOMM PPAANNYYIINNGG
TTHHEE ‘‘AARRTTIISSTT’’

There are around 130 super nightclubs in Lebanon that provide legitimate entertaiment and also facillitate illegal prostitution
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the clubs is for beautiful women. 
“I don’t care if you have a laser

show, or how nice your chairs are,”
the owner said. “The customers are
coming for the ladies.” 

To guard their investment, su-
per nightclub owners keep a tight
leash on their “product.” Club
owners take their female employ-
ees’ passports. It’s regular practice
for owners to lock the doors of
the hotel between 5am and 1pm.
Charbel says the women working
for his family aren’t allowed out
of the hotel for more than 30 min-
utes during their 1pm to 8pm
“free time,” unless they have a
date. Charbel says the restriction
on the women’s movement is nec-
essary. 

“We are restricting movement
for our own benefit,” he said.
“Maybe she has a boyfriend and he
doesn’t have the money to go out.
He’ll come and pick her up and we
won’t get our $66 for champagne.” 

“If you don’t control every-
thing, you will lose money. When
dealing with women you have to
control them. If you let them do
what they want, you will end up
with nothing.”

When asked if he’s essentially
a pimp, George said absolutely
not. He said he has no control
over agreements and arrange-
ments between customers and the

women at his club. He sees his
club as the facilitator, “like the
computer linking two people to-
gether on Internet chat rooms,”
he said. 

Both Charbel and George said
it’s not unusual for a client to fall in
love with one of the nightclub’s em-
ployees. George boasts that 70 of his
customers have married women

from his club alone.

EEaasstteerrnn EEuurrooppee ttoo LLeebbaannoonn
Club owners find women from

around the globe through the use of
what are called “impresarios.”
These are the middlemen, the agents
who find women in their home
countries and arrange for them to
come to Lebanon. George says he
pays an agency based in Eastern Eu-

rope between $200 and $400 a
month to find artists. 

“There are thousands of agen-
cies,” he said. “They send us photos
and a CV by email, saying where
the girl worked, what kind of dance
she can do.” 

Charbel says an owner has to
be careful. 

“They’ll tell you the picture was

L E BAN O N

““WWHHEENN DDEEAALLIINNGG WWIITTHH WWOOMM EENN YYOOUU HHAAVVEE TTOO CCOONNTTRROOLL
TTHHEEMM.. IIFF YYOOUU LLEETT TTHHEEMM DDOO WWHHAATT TTHHEEYY WWAANNTT,, 

YYOOUU WWIILLLL EENNDD UUPP WWIITTHH NNOOTTHHIINNGG””

A dancer performs in a nightclub in Moscow in March 2009. Super nightclub owners say more Eastern European and Russian women are coming to Lebanon because of the global recession.
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taken one week or three months
ago, when in reality it’s three years.
The best way to bring nice women is
to send someone to find them. But
you will accept the pictures if you’re
in need of women.”

Charbel says the women pay for
their own plane ticket, which from
Moscow costs between $600 and
$1,000. The super nightclub pays
the visas (between $200 and $350)
and medical costs, which include a
periodic mandatory pregnancy and
sexually transmitted disease test.
The cost of the medical test is
around $250. 

Artists’ visas are granted by Gen-
eral Security for up to six months.
When she completes her contract,
the artist is required to stay outside
the country for the same period she
was in Lebanon. Most club owners
prefer the women stay up to three
months, then return in three
months, so they can create return
customers. 

Charbel says there are currently
more women willing to come to
Lebanon to be artists because of the
financial crisis. But an increase in
the number of willing artists has not
brought wages down. 

PPrroossttiittuuttiioonn oorr eenntteerrttaaiinnmmeenntt
George and Charbel both say

women in their clubs are never
forced to go out with men, or to
have sex for money. 

“We don’t force women to
make relations [have sex], that’s
dirty,” the owner said. “It’s an
agreement between you and the
woman. We are providing a show, a
drink and we are not pushing them
to do anything.” 

“In prostitution — you pay and
you [have sex],” he said. “In our
system, this woman signs a con-
tract, it’s her own will. It’s forbid-
den for us to sell her — what she
does is an agreement between a
couple.” 

There have been reports that
women who have arrived in
Lebanon from Morocco and Eastern
Europe to work at super nightclubs

L E BAN O N

Lebanon trafficking in persons report 2009 – from the United States
Department of State 
Lebanon, Publication Date 16 June 2009

““TThhee GGeenneerraall SSeeccuurriittyy rreeppoorrtteedd 4477 ccoommppllaaiinnttss ooff pphhyyssiiccaall aabbuussee,, rraappee,, aanndd wwiitthh--
hheelldd eeaarrnniinnggss ooff ffoorreeiiggnn wwoommeenn wwoorrkkiinngg iinn aadduulltt cclluubbss iinn 22000088 –– ccoommppllaaiinnttss tthhaatt
mmaayy hhaavvee iinnvvoollvveedd ccoonnddiittiioonnss ooff iinnvvoolluunnttaarryy sseerrvviittuuddee.. MMoosstt wweerree sseettttlleedd oouutt ooff ccoouurrtt
aanndd tthhee vviiccttiimmss ddeeppoorrtteedd.. TThheessee ccaasseess wweerree hhaammppeerreedd bbyy aa llaacckk ooff rreessoouurrcceess;; ccoouurrtt
bbaacckkllooggss;; ccoorrrruuppttiioonn;; ccuullttuurraall bbiiaasseess,, ppaarrttiiccuullaarrllyy aaggaaiinnsstt ffoorreeiiggnn wwoommeenn;; bbuurreeaauuccrraatt--
iicc iinnddiiffffeerreennccee aanndd iinneeffffiicciieennccyy;; ddiiffffiiccuullttyy pprroovviinngg ccaasseess ooff rreeppoorrtteedd aabbuussee;; aanndd vviicc--
ttiimmss’’ llaacckk ooff kknnoowwlleeddggee ooff tthheeiirr rriigghhttss.. GGiivveenn tthhee ssiiggnniiffiiccaanntt hhuurrddlleess ttoo ppuurrssuuiinngg
ccrriimmiinnaall ccoommppllaaiinnttss iinn tthhee LLeebbaanneessee ccoouurrtt ssyysstteemm,, aanndd iinn tthhee aabbsseennccee ooff aalltteerrnnaattee
lleeggaall rreeccoouurrssee,, mmaannyy ffoorreeiiggnn vviiccttiimmss oopptteedd ffoorr qquuiicckk aaddmmiinniissttrraattiivvee sseettttlleemmeennttss ffooll--
lloowweedd bbyy mmaannddaattoorryy rreeppaattrriiaattiioonn..””

““MMoorreeoovveerr,, tthhee ggoovveerrnnmmeenntt ppuurrssuueedd ppoolliicciieess aanndd pprraaccttiicceess tthhaatt ssiiggnniiffiiccaannttllyy
hhaarrmmeedd ffoorreeiiggnn vviiccttiimmss ooff ttrraaffffiicckkiinngg.. FFoorr eexxaammppllee,, aauutthhoorriittiieess rreeqquuiirreedd tthhaatt wwoommeenn
rreeccrruuiitteedd ffoorr pprroossttiittuuttiioonn uunnddeerr iittss ""aarrttiisstt"" wwoorrkk ppeerrmmiitt pprrooggrraamm bbee ccoonnffiinneedd iinn
hhootteellss ffoorr mmoosstt ooff tthhee ddaayy aanndd ssuummmmaarriillyy ddeeppoorrtteedd tthheemm iiff tthheeyy ccoommppllaaiinneedd ooff mmiiss--
ttrreeaattmmeenntt..””

A prostitute smokes a cigarette at the "GeizHaus" brothel in the northern German town of Hamburg. Like Lebanon, prositiu-
tion in Germany is legal. But Lebanon has not licensed a brothel since the 1970s, despite the ubiquity of the practice. 
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are surprised to find out the business
is a cover for prostitution. But Char-
bel says that in the past this used to
happen, but not now. 

“They know why they’re here,”
he said. “People know what coming
to Lebanon means. The women lie to

their parents about which country
they’re coming to. A woman I know
tells her family she is in Hong Kong.”

Charbel says women will not
have sex with a customer for under
$100. “At the good super nightclubs
woman will take $200 for sex.” 

Super nightclub owners are
quick to point out that although
the women may be selling them-
selves, they’re making good money.
If they spend two hours with three
customers during their free time,
and charge $100 per customer,
they’re making $300 a day on top
of their salary. 

Charbel acknowledges the
women who come to Lebanon to
sell their bodies must have come
from terribly desperate conditions
in their home countries, but he says
business is business. 

“I feel sorry for them. They have
good hearts,” he said. “But it’s like a
circle. The woman brings the cus-
tomers, we get the champagne mon-
ey and they get their money.” 

Betraying some of the national
stereotypes super nightclub owners
associate with their employees,
Charbel adds that Eastern European
women “love sex. They were born
with a hunger for sex.” 

“The first reason they come to
Lebanon is for the money, the sec-
ond reason for the sex. They enjoy
it,” he said, adding that he has sex
regularly with several women from
super nightclubs. 

IIlllleeggaall bbuutt ccoonnddoonneedd
It is not widely known that

prostitution is actually legal in
Lebanon (see Lebanese Law of
2/6/1931), but the government has

not issued a license for a legal
“brothel” since the beginning of
the civil war in 1975. At that time,
all licensed brothels were located in
downtown Beirut, near Martyrs’
Square in the Zeitoun district, fa-
mously featured in the film “West

Beirut.” All the brothels were de-
stroyed during the fighting. 

Super nightclubs have filled the
void left by the brothels, to a degree.
According to Siranossian, who rep-

resents nightclubs to the syndicate,
the super nightclubs were once legit-
imate establishments during
Lebanon’s “golden” years of
tourism in the 1960s. Back then,
cabarets and super nightclubs fea-
tured real performers and artists:
belly dancers, singers and musicians. 

“But the war came and they all
closed,” Siranossian said. “When
the war finished in 1992, [the super
nightclubs] wanted to reopen. But
there was no business. So they
couldn’t open in a clean way and
bring artists without [the artists sit-
ting at the table with customers],
because they will lose money. So
they were obliged to open [in their
current form].” 

Licenses for super nightclubs ex-
isted before and during the war, but

the last ones were issued between
1993 and 1997, says the nightclub
owner. Prior to his establishment be-
coming a super nightclub, he says it
was a high-end dinner club, which
he renovated for $1 million in the
1990s. But business dropped off and
he needed money, so he rented the
space to a man who wanted to open
a super nightclub. 

Although prostitution is illegal
without a license, General Security
gives “implicit consent” to unli-
censed prostitution, according to the
United States Department of State’s
2007 Trafficking in Persons Report. 

The trafficking report says that
in 2006 the number of visas issued
by the Lebanese government to
“mostly eastern European women
to work in adult clubs as artists,”
numbered 4,210. The trafficking re-
port is the only concrete figure for
the number of artists’ visas issued in
recent years found for this article.
EXECUTIVE asked General Security
to confirm this number, and to pro-
vide the number of artists visas
granted in 2008 and so far in 2009,
but officers were unable to provide
the statistics by the time the maga-
zine went to print. 

Lebanese General Security com-
mits a significant amount of man-
power to regulating the industry. The
General Security headquarters con-
tains an entire artists “section.” The

L E BAN O N

““TTHHEE FFIIRRSSTT RREEAASSOONN TTHHEEYY CCOOMM EE TTOO LLEEBBAANNOONN IISS FFOORR TTHHEE
MM OONNEEYY,, TTHHEE SSEECCOONNDD RREEAASSOONN FFOORR TTHHEE SSEEXX”” 

A super nightclub in Beirut’s Hamra district long known for its red light bars and clubs
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guidelines for “artists” in Lebanon
can be read in English and Arabic on
General Security’s website. 

The artists are handed a booklet
upon arrival at General Security,
outlining their rights and responsi-
bilities. General Security declined to
provide a copy of the booklet to EX-
ECUTIVE’s staff. 

But according to news reports
and people familiar with the booklet
and the regulations, the booklet de-
tails the rules an artist must follow
while in Lebanon. The booklet also
contains an emergency phone num-
ber to call if the women are physi-
cally attacked, raped, held against
their will or forced to do anything
they don’t want to do. 

AA nneecceessssaarryy ssttaattee ooff sseeeeddiinneessss??
Given Lebanon’s other overriding

problems, it’s not surprising there
would be loopholes and problems
with the regulatory system of super
nightclubs. The 2009 US Trafficking
in Person’s report said General Secu-
rity reported “47 complaints of phys-
ical abuse, rape, and withheld earn-
ings of foreign women working in
adult clubs in 2008.” Those were
complaints that “may have involved
conditions of involuntary servitude.”
Most of the cases, the report says,
“were settled out of court and the
victims deported.”

The report said if women com-
plain about their conditions, they are
“summarily deported.”

General Security and the Ministry
of Justice were unable to provide the
number of complaints by artists in
2007 and 2008, and did not respond
to requests for information or an in-
terview about the subject.

Super nightclub owners say the
accusations of human trafficking are
unfounded. Even the US State De-
partment acknowledged that few
women arriving in Lebanon to work
in super nightclubs are unaware of
what the job involves. 

“Most of the women entered the
country knowing that they would be
working in adult clubs,” the 2009
trafficking report said. 

Street level sex industry

DDeessppiittee iittss sseeeeddiinneessss,, tthhee wwoorrlldd ooff ssuuppeerr nniigghhttcclluubbss ddooeess aappppeeaarr ttoo bbee aa cclleeaann,,
ttrraannssppaarreenntt aanndd wweellll rreegguullaatteedd iinndduussttrryy ccoommppaarreedd ttoo tthhee pplliigghhtt ooff ssttrreeeett--lleevveell aanndd
rreedd lliigghhtt bbaarr pprroossttiittuutteess.. TThheessee wwoommeenn sseellll tthheeiirr bbooddiieess ffoorr aannyywwhheerree ffrroomm $$22 ttoo $$3300
ddoollllaarrss ffoorr sseexx.. TThhee rreedd lliigghhtt bbaarrss mmaaiinnllyy ooppeerraattee iinn HHaammrraa.. TThheeyy aarree aallssoo lliicceennsseedd iinn
aa ssiimmiillaarrllyy ccoommpplliiccaatteedd ffaasshhiioonn aass tthhee ssuuppeerr nniigghhttcclluubbss,, bbuutt bbaassiiccaallllyy ““bbaarr”” mmeeaannss
bbrrootthheell,, iinn tthhee ttrraaddiittiioonnaall sseennssee ooff tthhee wwoorrdd.. NNeewwss rreeppoorrttss hhaavvee ddooccuummeenntteedd hhooww tthhee
ssyysstteemm wwoorrkkss,, wwiitthh aa ““MMoomm”” rruunnnniinngg aa nnuummbbeerr ooff wwoommeenn iinn tthhee ““bbaarr”” wwhhoo sseerrvviiccee
mmeenn oonn aa wwaallkk--iinn bbaassiiss.. 

““TThheeyy hhaavvee ssmmaallll sseeccrreett rroooommss iinn tthhee bbaacckk,,”” ssaaiidd aa ssoouurrccee wwhhoo wwoorrkkss wwiitthh pprrooss--
ttiittuutteess,, aanndd ddiiddnn’’tt wwaanntt tthheeiirr nnaammee uusseedd iinn tthhiiss ssttoorryy.. ““SSoo wwhheenn tthhee ccuussttoommeerr lliikkeess
oonnee ooff tthheemm,, iitt’’ss vveerryy eeaassyy ttoo ttaakkee tthheemm ttoo tthhiiss rroooomm..”” 

AAnn aawwaarrdd--wwiinnnniinngg iinnvveessttiiggaattiivvee rreeppoorrtt iinn AAnn NNaahhaarr nneewwssppaappeerr oonn NNoovveemmbbeerr 2277,,
22000088,, ssaaiidd tthhee wwoommeenn aarree mmoossttllyy EEggyyppttiiaannss,, SSyyrriiaannss aanndd SSuuddaanneessee nnaattiioonnaallss.. TThhee
bbaarrss aarree aabbllee ttoo ooppeerraattee bbeeccaauussee tthhee bbaarr oowwnneerrss ppaayy ppoolliiccee ttoo oovveerrllooookk tthhee rreeaall
nnaattuurree ooff tthhee eessttaabblliisshhmmeennttss,, aaccccoorrddiinngg ttoo tthhoossee ffaammiilliiaarr wwiitthh tthhee bbuussiinneessss.. 

TThheenn tthheerree aarree LLeebbaanneessee wwoommeenn wwhhoo sseellll sseexx oonn tthhee ssttrreeeettss,, oorr oouutt ooff aa hhootteell oorr
rreenntteedd aappaarrttmmeenntt,, wwiitthh oorr wwiitthhoouutt tthhee gguuiiddaannccee ooff aa ppiimmpp.. OOnnee ffoorrmmeerr LLeebbaanneessee
pprroossttiittuuttee wwhhoo ssppookkee wwiitthh EEXXEECCUUTTIIVVEE ssaaiidd sshhee ssttaarrtteedd sseelllliinngg hheerr bbooddyy oonn tthhee
ssttrreeeettss ooff tthhee MMaaaammaalltteeiinn ddiissttrriicctt aafftteerr sshhee rraann aawwaayy ffrroomm hhoommee aatt tthhee aaggee ooff 1188..
SShhee rraann aawwaayy bbeeccaauussee hheerr ffaatthheerr uusseedd ttoo rraappee aanndd bbeeaatt hheerr.. AAss aa pprroossttiittuuttee,, sshhee
cchhaarrggeedd $$2200 ttoo $$3300 ffoorr oonnee oorr ttwwoo hhoouurrss ooff sseexx.. SShhee ggoott oouutt ooff pprroossttiittuuttiioonn tthhaannkkss ttoo
DDaarr AAll AAmmaall,, oonnee ooff tthhee ffeeww oorrggaanniizzaattiioonnss iinn LLeebbaannoonn wwoorrkkiinngg wwiitthh pprroossttiittuutteess.. DDaarr AAll
AAmmaall wwoorrkkss wwiitthh aarroouunndd 6600 wwoommeenn ffrroomm tthhrreeee ddiiffffeerreenntt cceenntteerrss aarroouunndd LLeebbaannoonn..
TThheeyy aallssoo hhaavvee aa pprreesseennccee iinn aallll tthhee wwoommeenn’’ss pprriissoonnss.. 

““WWee aarree wwoorrkkiinngg wwiitthh tthhee ppoooorreesstt ooff tthhee ppoooorr,,”” ssaaiidd tthhee HHooddaa KKaarraa,, ddiirreeccttoorr ooff
DDaarr AAll AAmmaall.. ““WWee aarree wwoorrkkiinngg wwiitthh wwoommeenn ffrroomm ddiissllooccaatteedd ffaammiilliieess,, wwhhoo wweerree iinn
oorrpphhaannaaggeess,, oorr [[wwoorrkkeedd aass]] ddoommeessttiicc llaabboorreerrss iinn hhoouusseess.. TThheeyy hhaavvee bbeeeenn aabbuusseedd,,
eexxppllooiitteedd,, mmiissttrreeaatteedd aanndd vviioollaatteedd..”” 

IItt’’ss aa ssiimmiillaarr ssiittuuaattiioonn iinn tthhee PPaalleessttiinniiaann ccaammppss.. AA rreeppoorrtt iinn AAll AAkkhhbbaarr ssaaiidd
wwoommeenn iinn tthhee SSaabbrraa ccaammpp cchhaarrggee bbeettwweeeenn $$66 ttoo $$2200 ffoorr sseexx wwhhiillee ffeellllaattiioo ccoossttss aass
lliittttllee aass 33,,000000 LLeebbaanneessee lliirraa,, aabboouutt $$22.. DDaarr AAll AAmmaall’’ss KKaarraa aallssoo ssaayyss tthhee llaaww iiss uunnffaaiirr
ttoo LLeebbaanneessee wwoommeenn ccaauugghhtt wwoorrkkiinngg iinn pprroossttiittuuttiioonn.. IIff aa ffoorreeiiggnn pprroossttiittuuttee iiss ccaauugghhtt
iinn LLeebbaannoonn,, sshhee wwiillll bbee ddeeppoorrtteedd.. IIff aa LLeebbaanneessee wwoommaann iiss ccaauugghhtt wwiitthh aa cclliieenntt iinn
LLeebbaannoonn,, sshhee wwiillll bbee aarrrreesstteedd aanndd ppuutt iinn jjaaiill.. TThhee mmaann wwiillll bbee rreelleeaasseedd,, sshhee ssaayyss..
KKaarraa ssaayyss tthhaatt eessppeecciiaallllyy aatt tthhiiss ttiimmee,, pprroossttiittuuttiioonn aatt aallll lleevveellss ooff ssoocciieettyy iiss aa ““vveerryy
bbiigg bbuussiinneessss”” iinn LLeebbaannoonn.. 

““BBeeccaauussee ooff tthhee ttoouurriissmm hheerree…… tthheerree iiss ddeemmaanndd,,”” sshhee ssaaiidd.. ““AAnndd wwhheenn tthheerree iiss
ddeemmaanndd,, tthheerree iiss ssuuppppllyy,, ffoorr tthheessee wwoommeenn wwhhoo aarree vveerryy ppoooorr,, wwhhoo nneeeedd mmoonneeyy,, wwhhoo
aarree nnoott ssuuppppoorrtteedd [[aanndd]] bbeeccaauussee tthheeyy ddoonn’’tt hhaavvee aannyy ootthheerr ssoolluuttiioonn..””

The entrance to Dar Al Amal in Sin el Fil; an organization that works to improve the lives of prostitues
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Although Siranossian says he
dislikes the super nightclub busi-
ness that focuses on hooking men
up with women, he justifies
Lebanon’s super nightclub system
by comparing it to the rest of the
Arab world, where prostitution has
no oversight. 

“Here in Lebanon we closed the
brothels, so now customers go to su-
per nightclub[s] where they can take
a woman out the next afternoon,” he
said. “This is nothing. The most im-
portant thing is that the owner of the
super nightclub doesn’t sell the
woman.” 

Siranossian calls the super night-
clubs a “fantastic” solution to the
problem of prostitution, because it
allows the government to regulate
and oversee the industry, somewhat
akin to the way escort services op-
erate in the US or Europe. 

Charbel verifies this, noting that
police usually stop in three or four
times a week. 

“They’re checking to see if the
woman is in the club, and hasn’t
gone out with a customer,” he said.

Even then, it appears that circum-
venting the law is relatively easy. Po-
lice corruption in Lebanon is nothing
new, and several people acquainted
with the industry said that in the past,
law enforcement has often looked the
other way if enough money is offered. 

“The law was permitting us,” he
said. “When the police come, we’d
pay a lot of money, and they’d for-
get everything for one week, two
weeks,” he said. “But they’re put-
ting too much pressure now. They
refuse to take the money.” 

Customers pay much more than
usual if the woman goes out with
them during nightclub hours, Char-
bel says. The average price would be

$300 for the woman, paid directly
to the super nightclub. She charges
her own amount on the side. It’s a
practice some owners say they are
disgusted by.

“Some places are like a bordello,
some are like pizza delivery,”
George said. “They give super night-
clubs a bad reputation.”

But it’s a risky business to break the
law. If the police won’t take bribes and
the nightclub owner gets caught with
women outside the club during work-
ing hours, the club can be closed down
for a month. The women can be de-
ported.

Still, the employee and others
familiar with the business say
bribes, and connections to power-
ful politicians, make laws that reg-

ulate the super nightclubs hard to
enforce all the time. 

“Anyone who opens a super night-
club, for sure if he doesn’t have sup-
port at a high level, it’s not easy for
him,” said one person familiar with
the business, who did not want to be
named. “If the [super nightclub] took
this permission and they pay money,
they can do what they want to do.”

But the nightclubs do appear to
get into a lot of trouble with the po-
lice. Siranossian has represented the
nightclub owners for years in the syn-
dicate, and has sometimes been the
industry’s envoy to General Security.

“There are many problems,” he
said. “If the woman comes back late
to the hotel, or if the owner sells the
woman from the club… there are so
many problems.”

Siranossian says if the syndicate
just took care of super nightclub
problems, he would be at the Gener-
al Security every day, all day. The
high maintenance nature of the sector
appears to be a source of friction be-
tween the syndicate and the super
nightclub owners; Siranossian says
only 10 of the clubs pay their dues to
the syndicate. He also says that due

to the changing nature of Lebanon’s
tourism industry, he expects clubs to
close down, or switch to more legiti-
mate nightclubs in the next few years.

Charbel on the other hand says
he’s actually looking to open his own
super nightclub somewhere north of
Beirut. He says it’s “easy money” but
it goes too quickly. “There are too
many expenses.”

With the global recession contin-
uing, it seems likely the wages re-
quired to bring young women to
Lebanon will remain steady. Howev-
er, the industry depends on cheap la-
bor. The minute the price goes up, or
better forms of employment can be
found in other parts of Eastern Eu-
rope, super nightclubs will have a
harder time surviving. 

L E BAN O N

““SSOOMM EE PPLLAACCEESS AARREE LLIIKKEE AA BBOORRDDEELLLLOO,, 
SSOOMM EE AARREE LLIIKKEE PPIIZZZZAA DDEELLIIVVEERRYY.. 

TTHHEEYY GGIIVVEE SSUUPPEERR NNIIGGHHTTCCLLUUBBSS AA BBAADD RREEPPUUTTAATTIIOONN..””

The Cobra super nightclub in Maameltain is not shy about advertising what’s on offer


