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Rising from somewhat controversial beginnings, a JD50 million luxury resort is finally 
taking shape within the lush surroundings of Dibbeen Forest. For some, it represents a 
creeping threat to the survival of one of Jordan’s all too scarce woodlands. But for 
others, the project is a chance to prove how responsible development and 
environmental protection can go hand in hand. 
 
In April, His Majesty King Abdullah laid the cornerstone of the 250-dunum development, 
which is being billed as the largest ever of its kind to be undertaken in the north of 
Jordan. It’s due for completion at the end of 2011 and will feature private chalets and a 
boutique hotel with restaurant and spa. The resort will be managed by Amanresorts, 
which already operates a series of chic getaways across the globe in such exotic 
locations as Bali and Cambodia. 
 
Munya Specialized Resorts, the firm created in 2008 by the real estate, tourism and 
investment arm of Jordan Dubai Capital to develop the high-end project, said it will help 
attract affluent visitors to Jordan and provide much-needed investment to a relatively 
poor part of the Kingdom. All of this, while at the same time being as an environmentally 
friendly endeavor as possible. Among the steps Munya said it’s taking to ensure this is a 
plan costing more than JD1 million to meticulously replant hundreds of trees located on 
the project site before the diggers move in. 
 
“The northern part of Jordan has not been given its fair share of chances and 



opportunities. This project will bring tourists to the area and jobs,” Munya’s General 
Manager, Nedal Khawaja, said. “We strongly believe that we’re setting the right 
environmental standards for any future project undertaken in Jordan. Any way you look 
at it—the area is going to benefit, the people are going to benefit, and, at the end of the 
day, the bottom line, Jordan is going to benefit. 
 
But despite assurances the project will be ultra eco-friendly, some environmentalists still 
say they’re very concerned about the impact the development could have on the relic 
woodland, which lies just 15 kilometers west/southwest of the town of Jerash. It’s the 
southernmost pine forest in the world and provides refuge for at least 17 known 
endangered species, including rare plants, birds, reptiles, bats, rodents and carnivores. 
Some of its trees are more than 200 years old. Furthermore, the woodland has the 
distinction of being an Aleppo Pine forest drier than any other on Earth, in Jordan where 
only 0.8 percent of land is covered in forest. 
 
The Jordan Environment Society (JES) is worried about how the forest will cope with 
the creation of the resort. “We strongly support investment in Jordan, but it has to be 
sustainable. This project in Dibbeen Forest is not sustainable,” JES Executive Director 
Ahmad Kofahi said. “The forest is very, very important. There’s less than one percent 
forest cover in Jordan. Some of the trees are around 200 years old, which also makes 
the forest a very important part of our cultural heritage.” 
 
He fears the construction of the project will not only require trees to be felled, but also 
lead to the creation of major supporting infrastructure, including roads, water pipes and 
communication lines—all of which he believes could further negatively impact the forest. 
 
Khawaja said he accepted some people still have reservations about the development, 
but added his firm was doing its utmost to address these fears. “There were concerns, 
and there still are concerns, about how to minimize the impact of the construction on the 
environment,” he said. “We’ve been going back and forth with the designers, architects 
and engineers to try and modify and change the project to minimize the impact of the 
construction on the environment.” 
 
The laying of the project’s foundation stone by King Abdullah came after a committee 
from The Higher Council for Land Regulation and Zoning signed off on a plan for a 
significantly downscaled version of the resort. The council committee comprised officials 
from several government ministries, including both the Environment and Agriculture. In 
their eyes, the revised plan represented a mutually beneficial compromise between the 
needs of the environment and those of local people. 
 
“Our approach is always to strike a balance. We believe certain kinds of economic 
activities should happen within the forest, because once you provide economic 
opportunities from nature, people of the local area will protect their source of living,” 
explained Minister of Environment Khalid Irani. 
 
The original project plan, which was unveiled in 2007 and quickly met with opposition 



from the Ministry of the Environment and green groups, would have led to the creation 
of 210 private chalets and a 150-room hotel on 500 dunums of land owned by the 
investment unit of Jordan’s Social Security Corporation, a strategic partner in the 
project. 
 
A revised version of the project was eventually given the green light by the Land 
Regulation and Zoning committee late last year after studying the results of an 
Environmental Impact Assessment study. The new plan involved the construction of 24 
chalets and a 30-room hotel on just 250 dunums. Furthermore, the remaining half of the 
land was handed back to the government and given a protected forestry status—
guaranteeing it could never be touched by developers in the future. 
 
“As part of the EIA process, we said that half of that land has intense, dense forest and 
we’ll not allow it to be impacted because it’s still pristine,” Irani said, adding the other 
half was permitted to be developed, because it was already a heavily degraded site, 
located around the run-down Dibbeen Resthouse. 
 
If the project was to go ahead in its latest form, the EIA study advised a number of 
measures to be taken to mitigate the impact it would have the forest. Under these 
recommendations, Munya would have to plant 10,000 trees and adopt a comprehensive 
eco-friendly design for the resort. But most importantly, the consulting group behind the 
study, which JO has seen a copy of, said they expected 202 pine trees would to be 
uprooted due to the project. Later, the Higher Council for Land Regulation and Zoning, 
as one of its terms for giving the project the green light, said this number of trees was 
the maximum amount Munya would be allowed to remove. 
 
In response, Khawaja said his company agreed to plant the saplings and aimed to have 
the US Green Building Council certify the project. As for the limit on the number of trees 
to be removed, Khawaja said Munya has been striving to go above and beyond what 
the EIA report concluded by avoiding uprooting trees altogether. 
 
This has been achieved by recording the location and dimensions of some 8,000 trees 
on site using a process called Geographic Information Systems. A map featuring this 
information was then sent to the resort’s architects so they could work their design 
around the location of each tree. Any tree that couldn’t be saved this way was then set 
aside for a costly and time-consuming replanting procedure called framing. 
 
“We’ve done this exercise about four or five times now. What were are trying to do is, 
that whenever there is an imminent affect on a tree, then rather than cutting it down, we 
are trying to transplant the tree,” Khawaja said, adding that Munya would aim to move 
hundreds of trees before the end of the year. 
 
But this ambitious plan has been branded unrealistic by Kofahi of the JES. “You can’t 
transfer these trees. Ask any expert in Jordan, and they’ll tell you same thing. The 
nature of the trees in that area is very sensitive,” he said. 
 



 
Mahmoud El Juneidi is a Jordan-based expert in forestry and range management. He 
has decades of experience in the field globally and believes the entirety of Dibbeen 
Forest should be protected and that not “one single branch of its greenery” should be 
removed. He also shares Kofahi’s skepticism over the effectiveness of the replanting 
scheme. 
 
“These are very old pine trees, which makes them very sensitive. They cannot be 
transferred from one place to another. You could transfer them if they were one or two 
years old, but not when they’re 200 years old,” he said. “I’m an expert in forestry. In all 
my life I’ve never heard about trees like these being successfully replanted. If they are 
using a new technique, then everything we have learnt before is wrong. If they can truly 
do this, then let us see it. But I think it’s impossible.” 
 
The task of moving the trees has been given to the Singapore-based firm Arborculture, 
which specializes in mature tree transplanting. Rick Thomas, the firm’s principle 
arborist, stressed that the technique he was using in Dibbeen Forest had more in 
common with an archeological dig than a crude “hook and hope” approach. 
 
“There’s been a lot of planning that’s occurred to get to the point where we are now,” he 
said as he oversaw the replanting of eleven trees in the forest one blazing hot morning 
in late May. This was the first phase of the replanting program, undertaken primarily to 
make way for a chalet to be built. 
 
The framing process starts with heavily watering a tree marked for replanting. “The idea 
is puff them up a little bit, give them a little bit of a holiday before we move them. 
Because we do put them under a little bit of stress, but you have to and it’s managed 
and controlled,” explained Thomas, who’s worked as an arborist for 28 years. 
 
A trench is then dug around the tree, which also means some of its roots have to be 
carefully selected to be severed. “We don’t want to be cutting large roots if we can help 
it,” Thomas said. “We also know that there are some (large) roots underground, but 
these are less important for the absorption of water. Big roots don’t absorb water, only 
the fine roots at the end do.” 
 
Finally, the base of the tree, along with its surrounding soil, is wrapped securely in fabric 
to maintain its integrity before it’s taken out of the ground using heavy lifting equipment. 
But time is now of the essence—the tree has to be moved to its new location the same 
day, which will often only be a few meters away from where it was uprooted. 
 
The process or transplantation can be quite arduous for the trees, so does Thomas 
expect any of them not to survive the move? “The honest answer is that we really don’t 
know, other than we have done this before and it works,” he said. “The success rate is 
probably going to be pretty good. But we’re going to encounter situations that are going 
to challenge that. Each tree is going to have its own idiosyncrasies, and until you get 
into the ground, the honest answer is that you don’t know (what you’ll encounter) and 



you try to make good of every situation as you come across it,” he said. 
 
Dibbeen Forest has been shrinking for decades because it’s difficult to maintain pristine 
natural areas adjacent to communities blighted by poverty and unemployment, which, 
according to the Department of Statistics, stood at 15.6 percent for the Jerash 
Governate last year. Because of this, the profit incentive to cut down trees to sell as 
firewood is hard to resist for some residents of the area. 
 
Munya believes its project will jobs opportunities for local people, meaning they’ll be 
less inclined to cut down trees for money. Furthermore, the firm has set aside JD1.5 
million to help develop Jordan’s northern communities through its corporate social 
responsibility program. 
The Jordan River Foundation (JRF), the NGO helping Munya manage and implement a 
range of social, economic and cultural projects, commends the firm for setting an 
example for others to follow. 
 
“We hear lots of complaints from people living near tourism developments in Jordan that 
have not benefited from their creation. But Munya is a role model for the private sector. 
It began working with the local community well before it started carrying out the project,” 
said Loay Assaf, a member of JRF’s Community Empowerment Program. 
 
And it seems the project has the backing of local residents. “We support this fully. Our 
part of the Kingdom faces many challenges, including poverty, unemployment and lack 
of infrastructure. No doubt this tourist project will help improve the economic condition of 
the region,” said Ahmed Al Zu’bi, mayor of the Mi’rad area that’s close to the site of 
planned resort. 
 
JRF Deputy Director General Ghaleb Al Qudah believes a balance can and must be 
struck between the need for development and environmental protection. “Some people 
say we should leave the area without any investment. This is a negative solution. Other 
people say we should fill the area with factories. This is also a negative solution,” he 
said. “Projects must be undertaken in this area which have agricultural and tourism 
facets that are subject to special, strict environmental regulations. This experience will 
prove to everyone that we can carry out eco-tourism investments in protected areas 
which will both preserve the environment and provide opportunities for people living in 
the area.” 
 
This pragmatic approach to the Dibbeen resort appears to have been adopted by the 
Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature (RSCN), which manages the 8,000 dunum 
Dibbeen Nature Reserve bordering the site of the project. 
 
The RSCN agreed to provide advice to the developers on how best to preserve the 
environment while implementing the project—a decision that surprised other green 
groups. 
 
The RSCN’s Director General Yehya Khaled said that in the past his organization had 



expressed concerns about the precedent the project could set. Even if it’s carried out to 
the highest environmental standards, he argues, building the resort could still pave the 
way for other developments to be constructed in areas of natural beauty across Jordan 
in the future. 
 
But he stressed his organization’s decision to cooperate with the developers will enable 
it to keep a closer eye on the project than other environmental groups. “We’re watching 
what’s happening. If we feel something is going wrong, we’ll contact the Ministry of 
Environment,” he said. “We have to live with it and we should learn lessons from it, 
whether they be negative or positive.” 
 
It seems the RSCN is in the minority of green organizations when it comes to its 
cautious support of Munya’s resort. The debate about whether development and 
environmental protection can co-exist on the project is unlikely to be settled any time 
soon, if at all. It’s clear that a significant number of environmentalists in Jordan will 
never be happy about one centimeter of Jordan’s scant woodland being developed, 
even with the most stringent protection measures in place. For everyone else who has 
yet to make up their mind, the onus is now on Munya to convince them that it can truly 
deliver on its promises. 
 
 
 
Photo: An oak tree being transplanted in Dibbeen Forest. Source: Laith Abou-Ragheb 
and Munya Specialized Resorts. 
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