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5Introduction

Introduction – Controverse City 
of Beirut

Nowadays, very few spaces in Beirut are designated as public. In 
addition to being scarce, they are often inaccessible or privatized. 
They consist of 49 public gardens and squares, as well as a frag-
mented waterfront appropriated by private interests. Beiruts coastline 
is increasingly being privatized with the Law being undermined.In 
particular, in Beirut, two remaining pieces of the coast that are pub-
licly used, were threatened by illegal private development plans: the 
Dalieh of Raouche landmark and Ramlet el Baida, Beirut’s popular 
sandy beach. Both sites have been highly used and accessible to 
lower income groups who otherwise cannot afford entry to Beirut’s 
privatized beaches. Lack of Affordable Housing Housing provision is 
mostly organized by private developers. Beirut’s real estate landscape 
is characterized by unjustified high prices, and a vertical expansion 
at the expense of diversified types of housing. The glaring lack of 
adequate legislations and the disruptions of powerful private interests 
lead to an unbalanced growth, within avoid in urban and social policy-
making. Due to the unbalanced housing supply, a substantial number 

Beirut, the capital, the largest and the most popu-
lous city of Lebanon is a city full of controversies. 
Located on the Mediterranean coast at the foot of 
the Lebanon Mountains, it has spectacular nature. As 
a famous hub of economic, social, intellectual, and 
cultural life, it is often nicknamed “Paris of the 
Middle East”. It is also a city with a complex polit-
ical and religious legacy and series of problems, be 
it the non-existent public infrastructure, privatiza-
tion of public space, corrupt politics, or the refu-
gee crisis. 
Throughout the course of its history, Beirut, the 
capital of Lebanon, has been affected by profound up-
heaval in its urban development since the city’s
foundation in the middle of the second millennium 
BC: phases of destruction were followed by periods of 
reconstruction, renewal, and modernization. Today, a 
tremendous construction boom can be observed in Bei-
rut, as in many other cities in the Arabic world. 

Prof. Barbara Engel
Dr. Markéta Reuß 
Brezovská 

01. Beirut. Photo: MRB, 2014
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 02.

of residents are forced to dwell in inadequate conditions, often in sub-
standard living environment, lacking both tenure security and access 
to basic services. Others spend a disproportionate percentage of their 
income on rent, and remain trapped in the vicious circle of poverty. It 
is safe to speak of an ongoing housing crisis, one that forces a sub-
stantial number of Lebanese citizens, refugees, and migrant workers 
to dwell in inadequate conditions, lacking security and access to 
basic services.

In the nineteen-sixties, Beirut was a significant commercial and trade
location: the cultural, touristic, and educational center of the Middle 
East, before the city lost this role to other metropolises in the region 
after the civil war that took place between 1975 and 1991. The Leba-
nese war considerably changed the inner structure of the capital and 
led to radical changes of the demographic and spatial structure of the 
city. In the course of this development, many residents left Beirut and 
settled outside of the city borders or immigrated to oher countries. 02. Construction Site Beirut: Impression. Photo: MRB,  

 2014
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03.

Before 1975 Beirut was widely considered the most thoroughly West-
ernized city in the Arab Middle East and until today, most locals speak 
3 languages - French, Arabic and English. However, 15 years of civil 
war (1975 to 1990 ) ravaged most parts of the city. Despite the sectar-
ian and ideological passions unleashed by the civil war, Beirut retains 
its basically liberal and tolerant way of life. In the 1990s Beirut began 
extensive rebuilding efforts to restore its economic base and cultural 
landmarks. Beirut is one of the oldest cities in the world, having been 
inhabited for more than 5,000 years. The estimated population today 
ranges from 1 million to 2.2 million as part of Greater Beirut, whereas 
one fourth might be illegal Syrian refugees. Beirut has a conscious 
civil society. In the last years, many citizens interested in the city’s 
development have joined together in NGOs to demand that their inter-
ests be considered, including more transparency in the planning
process and participation in designing their city.

03. Visit by Solidere, a Lebanese joint-stock company  
 in charge of redevelopment of Beirut Central  
 District damaged by Lebanese Civil War. Photo:  
 MRB, 2014



8 Prof. Barbara Engel, Dr. Markéta Reuß Brezovská

 04.

04. Omnipresent cars and parking situation. Photo:  
 MRB, 2014

(Remote) Mapping the Urban Landscape

The focus of the research-based seminar was on observing and 
mapping the contemporary situation of Beirut. Initial survey of dif-
ferent layers of the city (infrastructure, housing, identity and image, 
culture, heritage, geography, greenery, or public space) resulted into 
this reader with maps, an atlas of the contemporary city landscape. 
Scientific elaboration based on personal editing, critical evaluation 
and conclusion was visualized in a popular form, including theoretical 
background of each of the issue, short historical overview, up-to-date 
condition and views towards future. 
All topics closely related to the urban planning and architecture of 
Beirut and put into a broader context of a Middle-Eastern city and its 
present socio-cultural, political, economic, and environmental con-
ditions as well as its rich historical heritage. The students detected, 
studied and drawed different layers of the contemporary city land-
scapes of Beirut, be it geography, demography, economy, power or 
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05.

05. Old traditions. Photo: MRB, 2014

politics – in respect to urban planning and architecture of the city. 
As a matter of interpretation these landscapes vary, depending on 
diverse individual or collective narratives and urban myths formed by 
and perceived through different (inter)national media, families living 
there, short-time visitors or foreign observers.

In order to communicate gained knowledge, relevant information and 
leading arguments of each of the discussed topics were visualized in 
a graphical way: as a collection of maps forming together an atlas. 
All topics are related to the urban planning and architecture on one 
side and put into a broader context of Beirut and its geographical, 
socio-cultural, political, economic, and environmental conditions. 
Individual chapters of this atlas summarize the students observations 
and findings, including personal editing of the collected data, their 
critical evaluation and conclusion – all in an accessible, popularly 
scientific form. The graphical outcome of the atlas is subjected to the 
individual interpretation of the authors.
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06. NGO Bicycle Initiative. Photo: MRB, 2014

The intention of the seminar was to compose an atlas of Beirut 
“remotely”, from the distance of our studying location in Karlsruhe. 
Separated by multiple borders, times zones, language barriers, and 
cultural misunderstandings, the city was visited through books, arti-
cles, films, websites, and other selectively accessible forms of data. 
Just like plans and projects, maps and atlases are projective: they are 
not so much descriptions of  reality as much as they are descriptions 
(or projections) for  reality. Unlike plans and projects, however, maps 
remain descriptive. The atlas tells various stories, to be  explored, 
in order to become conscious of our own agency as designers in 
researching and narrating the remote reality of Beirut – and thus help-
ing us to understand the city.

07. Birdshop. Photo: MRB, 2014
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Conquering the Streets – 
Reclaiming Public Space

Beirut, where the Streets are not just Ways of Transportation

In Beirut, there is a shortage of public spaces mostly resulting from 
insufficient planning and regulations as well as a lack of awareness for 
the right to the city. The citizens respond to this situation by creating 
temporary spaces to satisfy their need for public space.
To demonstrate the relationship between spatial typologies and func-
tional types we identified different infrastructural typologies: Alleys 
and streets, highways, squares and coastal promenade. We will pres-
ent various types of uses arising in different typological categories.
Furthermore, we will show that the infrastructure offers the space for 
public life to emerge and the type of function is defined by the usage 
of the surrounding area.

By walking through the streets of Beirut, the thing 
that might strike you the most, is how vibrant they 
are. The city has a long history of streets being 
full of public life. People are taking over neglected 
or leftover infrastructural zones and adopt them as 
public spaces. By even putting out their furniture on 
the sidewalks as well as on the streets themselves, 
Beirutis reclaim the spaces as their own. All over 
the city, people are conquering spaces originally 
designed for infrastructural purposes and are trans-
forming them into public spaces with various kinds 
of uses, like leisure zones, informal transportation 
hubs or market spaces. Especially now in times of the 
protests against the government, which first start-
ed in October 2019, the streets are playing a major 
part of Beirut’s urban life. But not only during rev-
olutionary times the urban life is happening on the 
streets. We will show that this can happen in vari-
ous kinds of infrastructural typologies and how the 
emerging public functions can look like.  

Tim Eggers 
Alina Koger
Kim Wiltschko 

01. Urban life at Corniche 
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 02.

02. Prohibition sign at the Corniche

In Need of Space

When the 15-year long civil war came to an end in 1990, large parts 
of Beirut faced redevelopment in light of the war’s destruction. In 
the effort to reconstruct, contracts were given to investors and con-
struction companies, mainly benefitting the elites, not the public. 
Additionally, infrastructure like public transport systems was not 
re-established. Instead, the car as a means of transportation became 
dominant to the urban landscape. This meant, that roads and high-
ways were gradually built and enlarged, leaving less and less space 
around them and tearing neighborhoods apart.1

Conquering the Streets

From this infrastructural mess, a culture of appropriating infrastructure 
emerged, creating forms of public space largely intertwined with the 
streets. By claiming the narrow sidewalks for other purposes however, 
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the only spaces dedicated to pedestrians are further decreased, forc-
ing pedestrians to walk on the streets. Narrow alleyways, just barely 
wide enough for modern cars can be found throughout the city, most 
prominently in Bourj Hammoud and the surrounding districts. These 
spaces serve the residents as front yards, backyards and commercial 
space in one. Other streets are more specialized and cater to spe-
cific needs. An example of this is Armenia Street, leading from Bourj 
Hammoud to the very center of Beirut. Over the course of just one or 
two years, this street has turned from accommodating car workshops 
to bars, pubs and restaurants, their seating areas encroaching on the 
sidewalks, adding to Beirut’s significant nightlife. From the late after-
noon onwards, the narrow sidewalks fill with crowds, hungry for food, 
drinks and excitement.

Nightly Changes

Later in the night, from about midnight on, the strong club scene vital-
izes parts of the city that are otherwise devoid of public life. With the 
traffic seizing during the late hours of the day, even big streets like the 
seaside road in the northern part of Bourj Hammoud become publicly 
accessible. Until morning party attendants populate the street chat-
ting or switching clubs. For the morning rush-hour, the street goes 
back to a multi-lane alternative to the nearby highway.

Below the Bridge

While the highways are often perceived as borders, not allowing 
pedestrians to cross and separating parts of the city from oneanother, 
they also create unique situations where people gather for all sorts of 
social, commercial and transportational activities. These situations 
mostly arise where the highway leads over a bridge, crossing another 
street, creating an environment sheltered from sun and rain. Bigger 
leftover spaces along the highways might even offer room for more 
permanent institutiovvns, as it is the case with the Sunday Market.

Coastal Promenade

Along parts of the coastal highway in the western part of Beirut, a 
promenade is added to the street, called the Corniche. This prom-
enade is a rare occasion in Beirut since it is one of few spaces 
specifically planned for pedestrians. Even though divided from the 
rest of the city by the coastal highway, the Corniche is very popular 
among the locals during suitable weather conditions. In disregard of 
existing regulations, people tend to bring their own equipment to the 
Corniche to engage in outdoor activities.

Revolutionary Spaces

In the early stages of the protests starting in 2019, Beirutis started 
claiming streets and public spaces for themselves in an unprece-
dented manner. The city highways, the backbone of Beirut’s traffic 
system, were blocked and overcrowded, bringing traffic to a halt. But 
also apart from gaining attention for their cause, protestors conquered 
the streets, thereby expanding public spaces.2 The most noticeable 
example of this might be Martyr’s Square, an otherwise unattractive 
open space between two streets near the city center, which became 
the very center of the revolution.



16 Tim Eggers, Alina Koger, Kim Wiltschko 

PROMENADE

MARTYR‘S 
SQUARE

SUNDAY 
MARKET

BOURJ 
HAMMOUD

CHARLES HELOU 
BRIDGE

COLA 
BRIDGE

ARMENIA 
STREET

YEREVAN
BRIDGE

 03.

A

C

03. Beirut Infrastructure Map
 showing locations of examples

Examples of appropriated infrastructure

Alleys of Bourj Hammoud

Beirut Infrastructure Map

B

D

Public life under highways

Sunday Market

Martyrs Square during times of protests

A

B

C

D



17Conquering the Streets 

A B

C D

07. Protesters on Martyr’s Square

06. Shoes are being sold on the Sunday Market 

05. Person sitting under a highway bridge

04. Bourj Hammoud alley 

 04.  05.

 06.  07.
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 08.

The Alleys of Bourj Hammoud

Bourj Hammoud, a quarter north-east of the city is distinguished by 
a very high population as well as structural density. It was estab-
lished in the 1920s when the Armenians who fled genocide in their 
country were able to settle on the agricultural land just outside of 
Beirut. What began as a refugee camp with tent structures was later 
arranged as a grid of many narrow streets. This fine grid expanded in 
different directions creating long rectangular blocks containing small 
plots from 50-150 square meters. The unique arrangement results in 
a very homogenous physical setup, that does not offer much space 
for expansive public areas or parks. However, in terms of usages and 
activities, a big variety emerged. Residents are taking their activities 
to the streets therefore the streets are becoming a primary location for 
exchange, work, commerce and recreation. Often the atmosphere of 
those spaces is strongly shaped by the adjacent buildings’ functions. 

08. Bourj Hammoud in the city fabric

perimeter of the quarter

administrative border

Map Bourj Hammoud

F

G

E

GSEducationalVersion

500 m
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 09. 10. 11.

12.

12. Person pushing street vendor cart

11. Person sitting on plastic chair on the sidewalk

Today it is an urban center with a mixed residential and commercial 
area that attracts many people due to its distinctive lively atmo-
sphere.3

The narrow streets in Bourj Hammoud’s grid structure are defined by 
a variety of shops that offer all types of goods and services. Due to 
this fact it often creates a feeling similar to being in a traditional Mid-
dle Eastern souk. The residents of Bourj Hammoud are sitting on the 
sidewalks outside their shops to relax and watch people or to secure 
a parking spot for their customers and family members by simply put-
ting boxes, chairs or tires outside E , F , G . This phenomenon can 
be observed in numerous areas and it feels like it has always been 
that way.  
In addition to the sidewalks, streets seem to embody an essential part 
of public life in the neighborhood. Instead of being restricted to the 
small and often blocked sidewalks, pedestrians take over the streets 
in this car-centered infrastructural system. The infrastructural space is 

10. People selecting groceries to buy from a shop 
 that extends onto the street

09. People playing Backgammon on the street
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16.  17.  18.

13.  14.  15.

15. Plastic chairs are set on the street

14. A concrete block is used as a table on the street

E F G

13. Objects are placed neatly on the street

easily changed and adapted into a public space by temporarily plac-
ing objects. Thereby space is often not altered permanently. A lot of 
commercial space is expanded onto and goods are placed directly 
on the street to attract more customers. Thus, the shops incorporate 
public space into the streets, which then seems to be extended into 
the buildings. Additionally, many street vendors display their products 
near main traffic nodes and in busy streets to gain attention. Conse-
quently, the streets of Bourj Hammoud are bustling locations, places 
of daily encounters and social exchange between residents, neigh-
bors, customers and visitors. The informal public spaces that emerge 
on streets are evidently contributing to this quality of the neighbor-
hood.4

18. Situation Plan of example C

17. Situation Plan of example B

16. Situation Plan of example A
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 19.

Selected Alleys of Bourj Hammoud

The shown examples E , F , G  were planned as areas mainly 
assigned to cars, functioning as parking spaces. However, citizens 
use them to create their own informal public space to spend time 
at. Therefore, the street is temporarily utilized as an extension of the 
sidewalk and is appropriated by adding for example plastic chairs, 
boxes or other everyday objects. 

Activities and Attractors

Activities that emerge here are playing games, smoking, relaxing, 
watching the street, drinking coffee, meeting up and exchanging the 
latest news. Attractors for this kind of usage are small shops and the 
narrow grid structure overall that creates a high population density.

Dynamic Space in Time

The streets are vividly used in Bourj Hammoud, not only during day-
time but especially in the night as well, when the traffic decreases and 
some shops extend onto the streets even more, while street vendors 
retreat. This particularly illustrates the adaptability of the space. 
It, therefore, shows to be a very dynamic space that is changing 
depending on the time of day and compliant with the requirements of 
the users for public space.4

19. Arm chairs set on the sidewalk 
 in Bourj Hammoud
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20.

21.

22.

(Dis-) Connecting Megastructure

The almost two kilometers long Yerevan Bridge was built from 1997 to 
200406. It is the connector between the Armenian neighborhood with 
a high density of economical activities, and a low-income neighbor-
hood of Lebanese, Shia, Palestinian and refugees and immigrants.5 It 
is connecting the districts Achrafieh and Dekwaneh, spanning all over 
Bourj Hammoud. In order to connect Inner Beirut and the East, the 
megastructure cuts through the previously homogeneous urban fabric 
of the district. 
This megastructure spares only distances between half a meter 
and two meters H  to the adjacent facades, with a huge effect on 
everything underneath. The disconnection of the neighborhood is a 
negative effect of the structure. By blocking not only light but also air 
circulation, the spaces underneath become unattractive and polluted.
 “...creating on the ground a long “dead” strip of empty space, under 
the bridge” 6

DEKWANEH

BOUCHRIEH

SIN EL FIL

ACHRAFIEH

22. Abstract section Yerevan Bridge

Yerevan Bridge 

highway bridges

Map Yerevan Bridge

21. Map highway bridges

20. Map Yerevan Bridge cutting through 
 Bourj Hammoud

GSEducationalVersion

500 m
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Taking Advantage of Disadvantages 

On the other side of the coin, this offers sheltered empty spaces, 
claimed by no one and ready to be reclaimed by the public.
Especially commercial establishments  benefit from the Yerevan 
Bridge.6 By using the spaces under the bridge, they are expanding 
their merchant space. Therefore, some of the spaces stolen by this 
huge structural intervention, are being reconquered by the public, by 
using leftover spots underneath the highway bridges for various uses.

Without Intention but with Effect

Infrastructure projects of the post civil war reconstruction phase only 
aimed to benefit the center of Beirut, completely neglected the impact 
on the urban fabric, especially in the suburbs like Bourj Hammoud.
Yet, the leftover spaces originating from this planning disaster are 
actively used by Beirut’s residents.

23.H

23. Cutting through the urban fabric
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27. Types of usages

GSEducationalVersion

26. Sitting with friends under the bridge

Yerevan Bridge 

highway bridges

Public Life under the Highways 

Beirutis reclaim these neglected areas beneath the many highway 
bridges, by seizing the opportunity to create desperately needed pub-
lic spaces. By being sheltered from sun and rain it offers protected 
and accessible space, which is otherwise nonexistent in the city.

Type of Usages Arising

Since public space is so pressingly needed throughout the city, all 
different kinds of usages are compressed into infrastructural zones 
due to the lack of public space. Little kiosks I  are arising under the 
bridges and surrounding shops are extending their commercial space 
into the streets to use them as spots for their customers, sitting in the 
shade or being protected from the rain.
But not only local businesses are benefitting, the spaces also function 
as meeting spots and distributers. In the spirit of taking what you can 
get, people use them as public squares to chat, smoke or play with 
friends J . Due to the nonexistence of bus stop shelters, the bridges 
- big and small - also function as the city’s informal bus stops.
Bus drivers are paying special attention for potential clients and are 
passing those spots more slowly.

Type of Usage in Relation to Spacial Typology

By comparing different types of infrastructural situations and the pub-
lic usages arising in them, it becomes clear that the type of function 
is not defined by infrastructural typology. All infrastructural typologies 
have in common, that people use them for whatever they need at that 
location. Therefore the type of usage is much rather defined by loca-
tion and opportunity.

Map Yerevan Bridge

24.

ACHRAFIEH

DEKWANEH

BOUCHRIEH

BOURJ HAMMOUD

SIN EL FIL

BEIRUT

25. Coffee shop under the bridge

24. Map functions under Yerevan Bridge

I

J

GSEducationalVersion

500 m
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25. 26.

27.

JI

Emerging Commercial Space Extending Commercial Space

Meeting & Distributing Creatively Using the Space

Informal Bus Stops Sheltered Public Spac

GSEducationalVersion

GSEducationalVersion

GSEducationalVersion
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CHARLES HELOU 
BRIDGE

RING BRIDGE

BASTA BRIDGE
YEREVAN BRIDGE

EL WATI
 BRIDGE

ELIAS EL HRAUI
 BRIDGE

COLA BRIDGE

DORA BRIDGE

 28.

28. Map of highway bridges

highway bridges

Map Highway Bridges

K

M

L



27Conquering the Streets 

 29.

 30.

30.  Charles Helou Station, section and public usage

(white silhouettes ) day time

used public space

Charles Helou Bus Station

Highway Bridges as Transportation Hubs

The highway bridges in Beirut function as transportation hubs for the 
city. But only the Charles Helou Station was intentionally planned as 
such, the others emerged in leftover infrastructural spaces. „Whilst 
Cola K  and Dora L  have operated as informal transport hubs since 
the beginning of the Lebanese Civil War, Charles Helou Bus Station 
M , a damaged monument to the Civil War, was reestablished in 

1995-1996 to formalise a central terminal for Beirut’s private transpor-
tation sector.“7

While functioning as the station for long-distance bus travels during 
daytime, at night it serves as a location for cab drivers on their break, 
otherwise being a dead space N . Especially the first and second 
floor parking spaces are completely empty throughout the night, only 
filled with the smell of urine, leaving the megastructure a rather unat-
tractive spot in the city.

N

29. Charles Helou Station

P
GSEducationalVersion

GSEducationalVersion

GSEducationalVersion

GSEducationalVersion



28 Tim Eggers, Alina Koger, Kim Wiltschko 

Souk al-Ahad

The Souk al-Ahad, which translates to Sunday Market, despite its 
name, operates the whole weekend as a flea market where a great 
variety of goods are available for purchase. The market started after 
the civil war on a left-over piece of land, located under and next to 
the Emile Lahoud highway bridge passing over Jisr El Watti, as an 
informal gathering of vendors that gradually increased in size. Even 
though the ownership of the land is disputed between the Ministry of 
Energy and Water and the Sin el-Fil Municipality to this day, a lease 
was given to two families by the Ministry in 1996, making the market 
legal to some extent and starting a process of formalization. Since the 
ownership dispute remains unsolved, the existence of the market is 
still threatened.8

Claiming the Site Structurally

Over the years since 1996, structures have become more permanent. 
While most stalls are beeing dismantled during the week, essentially 
making the site another parking lot, some structures have been estab-
lished permanently. These developments started during the second 
half of the 21st century‘s first decade and continue until today, focus-
ing on the sites edges, keeping the inner space mostly free. Until 2008 
first permanent structures were set up in the north-western corner. In 
2011 most parts of the edges were claimed and until today have been 
completed. First islands of permanent structures are began to creep 
into the middle, continuing the process of permanently claiming the 
site.8

A Souk Divided

The souk does not open to the adjacent street but mainly to the space 
under the bridge with the main entrance gate to the south. In com-
parison to the stalls on the main souk O  , the stalls under the bridge 
seem to be makeshift, forming an inbetween zone to the parking area, 
as which the remaining space under the bridge is used. These stalls 
and vendors appear to be in dispute with the established main souk, 
since this part does not belong to the original market and is deemed 
illegal, due to supposedly beeing mostly foreign. Additional stalls 
are set up on the street leading over the river P , which serves as a 
drop-off point for people visiting the market. The commercial activity 
outside of the main souk is considered to be the new part. While the 
souk is not physically devided there seems to be an ethnic and com-
petitive barrier.8

Reception

In general the souk is not well presented in the media, citing issues 
with cleanliness and beeing overcrowded in addition to the supposed 
illegality of the market due to the ownership dispute. This might be 
related to rising property and rent prices, as well as processes of 
gentrification in the surrounding areas, since most of the visitors 
belong to lower income classes, not befitting the changing image of 
the surroundings. Even though the souk does not seem to be too pop-
ular with the upper classes, rare and interesting items can be found 
in some of the shops, making them a destination for collectors and 
hipsters as well.8

32. A souk divided
 Areas during the weekend 1:2000

33. The main souk
 Established stall structures

34. Informal stall
 Street vendors near the bridge over Beirut river

31. Structural development
 Permanent stalls during the week 2008 to 2011
 1:2000

until 2008 | main souk

until 2009 | new informal souk

until 2011 | street vendors and carts

Souk Old and New
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 35.  36.

Protests at Martyr‘s Square

Originally being just a narrow block between two roads, the Martyr‘s 
Square and the surrounding parking lots have been taken over by 
the 2019 protests, forming a larger unit, incorporating the streets that 
have previously devided the open spaces. While still uninviting, the 
protestors added various installments to the area, including a tent city 
that caters to a variety of needs, such as space for discussion, infor-
mation, as well as medical attention.9 At the entrances to the area, 
little stalls were set up, selling snacks and revolution supplies Q . All 
these installments helped creating a festival-like atmosphere that was 
characteristic for the early stages of the protests in fall and winter 
of 2019. The at first informal occupation of the space has become 
slightly more formalized over the course of the protests. Fences have 
been put up by the government to define the „official“ protest area 
and to control the number of people entering. Additionaly, soldiers 
have been positioned at those entrances.

36. During the revolution
 System of spaces around Martyr’s square
 1:5000

35. Before the revolution
 Martyr’s square and surrounding spaces
 1:5000

main public space

public space less used

public periphery and parking

Connection of Spaces

R

Q
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 37.

Occupying Public Space

While already heavily frequented on public holidays, the now even 
bigger square has become a popular space to hang out. The people 
of Beirut bring their chairs and shishas and create an outdoor living 
room, where they can meet up with friends, smoke and enjoy being 
outside R . Even spontaneous concerts have been held. Connect-
ing the adjacent parking lots, the protest zone has grown to a  public 
space of a size that can not be found elsewhere in the city, giving the 
unprecedented opportunity for public life to unfold beyond its usual 
borders. Even formerly unused infrastructure, such as the Metropole 
Cinema (The Egg) have been reclaimed as former borders became 
less meaningful. While opening these spaces for public use, others, 
such as the parliament area were closed off due to the fear of pro-
testors taking over governmental institutions, creating new borders 
throughout the city.

38. Revolution relaxed
 Beirutis claiming Martyr’s square
 

37. Revolution supply
 Street vendors at the edge of the protest area
 .

Q

R
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39.

The City’s Veins

The streets of Beirut, especially the big highways form the veins of 
the city, keeping it alive and busy. Beirut is heavily depending on cars, 
since no real alternative is available. The ever-present traffic keeps 
the machinery running, but is also suffocating the spatial freedom of 
the residents. Therefore, in every niche of this system, people have 
started implementing other uses and activities to the streets in various 
ways, coexisting with the traffic around them. The streets offer the 
only possibility to expand public life with the surrounding functions 
determining the use. But what if the citys’ veins were to be clogged?

Infrastructural Collapse

During the start of the revolution, protestors blocked roads and high-
ways, essentially bringing all traffic to a halt. Distances of normally 
less than an hour by car took multiple hours of travel while people 
got stuck wherever they were when the barricades were erected. The 
highways are such a major factor in Beiruts transportation network, 
that even nearby neighborhoods can not be reached by car without 
using them. This also meant that businesses, schools and offices 
were not able to operate. But the protestors were not done by simply 
blocking the roads. The highways themselves became public space 
stretching throughout the city, extending the public life otherwise hap-
pening in niches and alleys to sizes formerly unheard of, giving people 
a glimpse of what is missing in Beirut.2

The Streets’ Identity

Even with the revolutions future uncertain and more problems arising, 
it has become clear, that the streets of Beirut are equally as powerful 
as they are important. In Beirut, streets are not just ways of transpor-
tation, they contain a whole microcosm of urban public life, for which 
space has been further reduced over time. As long as no measures 
to create public space are taken, the streets will continue to serve as 
substitute, since even in uncertain times, people conquer as much 
public space as possible.

39. The two highway rings

highways

The two Highway Rings

40. Street blockades turned into furniture 
 by Philippine Harb
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Controlling Beirut

Open Access Spaces of Beirut 

Beirut, a home for more than two million people,3 was once known  as 
“Paris of the Middle East,” [...] a fashionable holiday destination to many 
Europeans and Americans [...] and also publishing and entertainment 
capital of the Arab world”.4 However, the city has undergone a major 
change in last 30 years, due to political and sectarian problems, that 
affected many aspects of Beiruti everyday life including the loss of many 
public and open access spaces. These kinds of spaces are crucial in the 
city urban structure, as they build the city’s identity and are considered 
important meeting points, that are significant in citizens’ integration.5 
Shortage of public spaces in Lebanon’s capital is mostly resulting from 
poor urban planning, lack of spatial regulations, people’s knowledge of 
their rights to the city and the high importance of open access spaces.6 
Insufficiency of open access spaces in the city gives the ones that are 
already existing much more focus and relevance, as they are considered 
essential meeting points 

Beirut, the capital of Lebanon, is a city of various 
religious, cultural, political and economical groups. 
Such a diversity of inhabitants makes the city more 
vital and enrich social interactions. Unfortunately,
in the case of Beirut, these diversity frequently 
leads to sectarian conflicts. One of the biggest and 
very tragic consequence of the conflicts was the Leb-
anese Civil War in 1975, lasting until 1990.1 In sit-
uations such as war or other political tensions, the 
authorities‘ response was the omnipresent surveil-
lance of open access spaces. However, control over 
public places was visible long before the Civil War, 
when even the urban layout of streets and squares it-
self was designed to facilitate quick and direct con-
trol over the site.  
In recent years Beirut was seeing different securi-
ty statuses,in part strengthened by the Civil War. 
Thereafter the public spaces were shaped by the con-
trol of the Syrian military forces, the outbursts 
of violence between 2004 and 2006 2 and various pro-
tests. Most recently, the ongoing political corruption 
caused demonstrations, which started in October 2019, 
leading to further security measures that once more 
limited the accessibility of open spaces in the city.
In this paper we will look closely at soft design 
strategies and harder security measurements taken by 
the government to keep its citizens safe, but also 
under control and watched over.

Kamila Bak
Rita Berisha
Anna Grimm

01. Closed  gate  to  Horsh  Beirut
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02. Map  of  selected  controlled  areas  in  Beirut

Controlled areas

The Green Line

The Ringroad

The Nejmeh Square

The Martyrs’ Square

Horsh Beirut

The Green Line

The Ringroad

Selected Controlled Areas in 
Beirut

 02.
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Vectorworks Educational Version

Vectorworks Educational Version

03. The Fakhreddine Street and abandoned hotels

04. The Nejmeh Square and closed area    
 surrounding

05. The Martyr’s Square and demonstration’s area

06. Horsh Beirut, fence and the gates

and the only areas, that people can get together without consuming 
anything. But in a city like Beirut, still highly divided through sectarian 
conflicts, open access spaces are also treated as a political arena. As 
a consequence, they are thought to be focal points to arising conflicts 
and are highly controlled and supervised by the government. In this 
paper, we will focus on three types of open access spaces, different 
of scale and usage: streets, squares and parks. The places we have a 
closer look at are the Green Line, the Ringroad, the Nejmeh Square, 
the Martyrs‘ Square and Horsh Beirut (map 2), being some of the 
biggest and most representative public spaces in the city. Each of 
them is eminently under control of government and military to elimi-
nate the possible hazard of demonstrations and maximize awareness 
of protection and feeling of safety in the city. There are very different 
procedures taken by the authorities, that are to demonstrate their 
presence in average citizens’ day. As an example the surveillance 
points in the city overlooking the streets, closing squares when politi-
cal tension arise and guarding the parks.7

 05.

 03.  04.

 06.
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Beit Beirut

The Horsh

Park

Downtown

Vectorworks Educational Version

Vectorworks Educational Version

 07.

The Green Line 

Taking a look at Beirut’s history, the ruling of the Ottoman Empire, the 
French Mandate, the Independence of Lebanon, while still maintaining 
a close relationship with the US-Government, we see that control over 
public spaces has always been an undetachable part of the city.8 One 
of the main events that lifted Beirut’s controlling behavior to a higher 
degree was the Civil War. The marks that it left behind still follow and 
relatively define the city’s current situation when it comes to securing 
safety and keeping peace in Beirut. 

In 1975 the city became a territory of war and the Green Line, that was 
created on the Damascus Road, divided Beirut into the Christian east 
side and the Muslim west side.9 This 8 km long strip of land became 
a no man’s land, which has contributed to the fact that it is called the 
Green Line, as vegetation grew there in the absence of traffic.10 Muse-
ums, schools and many other public buildings that adjoined this line 

07. The  Green  Line  Explained

The Fighting Area

The Green Line

Control Points

The Green Line

Sight Connection
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 05.

were extremely damaged and this urbicide led to the fact that many 
of them were changed in function and used as bunkers, shields for 
sniper fire and as storage spaces for weapons. This way not only did 
they fall victim to the war but they were used as instruments of it. The 
line that went all the way through the city, was a broadly controlled 
ground with many checkpoints on its both sides. They were con-
stantly controlled by the militias in order to entirely supervise the area 
and made sure that no one was able to cross the line without being 
seen.11 

People who experienced this time, state that the easiest way to cross 
the road was to stay as close as possible to the exterior walls of the 
buildings and try to avoid other people.12 That seems to be a very 
dangerous option but these walls were the only barriers protecting 
people crossing from the sniper’s sight. And many Beiruti need to 
take it, as the buildings close or along the Green Line, were the only 
ones that many of the citizens were able to afford.13 08. The  Representation  of  War  in  the  Beit  of   

 Beirut  today

 08.
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Beit Beirut

Vectorworks Educational Version

Vectorworks Educational Version

Even 10 years after the Civil War ended the Syrian soldiers were still 
seen on certain checkpoints in this area, that showed how the super-
vision strategies used during the war were still present in Beirut long 
after the war ended.14

How Did the Presence of the Green Line Affect the Present 
Beirut?

The process of supervision, after the Civil War, shaped the daily expe-
riences of getting around in Beirut. Few of the buildings, such as the 
Beit of Beirut (image 08), are kept in their state of war, as a ruin full of 
bullet holes and as a living monument. They are standing as a symbol 
and are showing the scars of the war in order to remind citizens of the 
past. They give a concrete example of the importance of the militia 
and the control points, which exist today, and show why they are still 
needed for Beiruti’s own safety and well-being. It is indisputable that 
the reason behind high and harsh level of control at this time, was the 
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 09.

09. Zoom In: A  closer  look  to  the  situation  on  the  
 Green  Line

The Fighting Areas

Public buildings as military check points 

Zoom in: The Green Line

The Vegetation

war. It was a form of assurance that the two opposing sides of the city 
would not meet. But it also represents the foundation of the mental-
ity that Beirut’s government still has today. The methods used at this 
time, such as hiding in the buildings and using them as shields and 
control points, even if not in the same violent manner, are still used by 
the government today. As it claims to protect its people and avoid the 
hazards of another social conflict and misbehavior.
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 11. 10.

10. Holiday  Inn 

11. Burj  al  Murr

The Fakhreddine Highway

A strategy that survived the Civil War was the utilization of buildings 
as outlook posts. A very common strategy of the governments to keep 
the city calm is to imply that there is someone watching over public 
spaces. This could be done with cameras, security guards or military 
presence in the street. This surveillance might not always be repres-
sive, but the quantity of control in one particular case in Beirut was 
striking. 
 
When we visited Beirut, one area, close to the Zaitunay Bay, concern-
ing this topic stood out. It is a dense quarter of high-rise buildings, 
built by starchitects, which shape the skyline, the most prominent 
ones are Beirut Terraces by Herzog & de Meuron and Foster and Part-
ners‘. Beiruti and tourists come here mostly to stroll along the bay, go 
to the restaurants and enjoy the view of the sea. 
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Beirut Terraces

3Beirut

 12.

12. View from the towers, 

Burj al Murr

Fakhreddine Highway

view from the towers

View from the Towers

The ambiente is exclusive, but many flats in the high-rises are empty 
for most time of the year. Since a lot of windows of the apartments are 
dark at night, the former Holiday Inn, an abandoned building on the 
plot next to Beirut Terraces, does not stand out much in the evening. 
 
The Holiday Inn building (image 10) is a bare shell of concrete, and 
its facade was perforated by bullets during the Civil War. The building 
has 32 floors and was planned with a rotating restaurant on its top.  
 
Standing next to the Holiday Inn, we saw the Burj al Murr tower 
(image 11), the high-rise built as a residential tower of 35 floors, which 
is also empty, and was similarly affected by the war. The two buildings 
are situated on two different corners of the main highway of Beirut, 
called Fakhreddine. As we walked along the highway, soldiers crossed 
our view regularly, standing in a nearby café or inside small security 
booths. 
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Security Booth

Security Booth
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 14.

13. Fakhreddine  highway

14. Holiday  Inn  military  zone

Holiday Inn Military Zone

Spending more time having a closer look at the seemingly abandoned 
buildings, we realized, that the military presence on the street was not 
a coincidence, becasuse the buildings themselves are used as military 
bases. About 10 tanks were parked on the first floor of the Holiday Inn 
(image 14). 
 
Both Burj al Murr and the former Holiday Inn were used as sniper tow-
ers during the Lebanese Civil War, because of the good overview they 
offer over the adjacent area, mainly the highway. One of the conflicts 
was later called the „Battle of the Hotels“,15 since the different militias 
were trying to gain control over the buildings. The control over the 
towers still seems to be very symbolical, as it is kept in charge by the 
military until today. 
 
The high-rise buildings offer a good overview of the area of the high-
way below (image 12). This high military presence changes public 
behavior. The soldiers are having a closer look at people taking pho-

Private ground appropriated by the military
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 15.

15. Burj  al  Murr  military  zone,

Private ground appropriated by the military

Burj al Murr Military Zone

tos of the buildings. While photographing close to them, phones and 
cameras are inquired in order to search for photographs regarding 
military presence, despite the fact that the buildings are still privately 
owned. The Holiday Inn belongs to a Kuwaiti and a Lebanese owner,15 
who did not yet decide about building‘s future. These in fact private 
buildings, occupied by military, are therefore influencing the public 
space of the streets around them. The area around the street does 
not seem to be a place to meet casually since security measures are 
tight. 
 
There is another aspect, that might be interesting concerning this area 
of the city and the protest situation that is occuring right now. The 
highway that passes directly in front of Burj al Murr and Holiday Inn 
is frequently being closed down by protesters to gain attention. They 
add roadblocks and demonstrate on the streets to make their protests 
inconvenient for people who think that the protests do not concern 
them. The barriers are erected in regular distances on the highway.
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 16.

The Ringroad

The infrastructure of the road was used during the Lebanese Civil War 
to separate the population and the role of public street spaces was 
also crucial during the war. 

“Suddenly, gunfire exploded on the street outside, and dozens of peo-
ple scurried into the café to take refuge from the battle.... The street 
was suddenly deserted. Beirutis have broken all records for getting 
out of the way on time. It is incredible to see how quickly a street 
swarming with people can be transformed into ghostly emptiness.”16

As already mentioned, the streets were dangerous zones during the 
Civil War. To get from one place to another, there was always a cer-
tain risk travelling with you. On the other hand, Beirut is a very car 
dependent city, where streets are very significant. Besides walking, 
commuting by car is the main mean of transportation since there is 

16. View  from  the  ‘‘Egg’’
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 05.

almost no public transport system in the city. Thus the primary high-
way system is the element that connects the remote areas of the city 
with its centre. It also encloses the Beirut Central District, the heart of 
Beirut filled with public institutions and entertainment areas, and also 
the hotspot of several protests. The highway as an enclosing element 
is a physical barrier17 separating the inside and outside of Beirut‘s 
Downtown and regulating access to it. This makes the highway infra-
structure a highly vulnerable area in the city, what is especially visible, 
when protesters block the highway. Security measures around this 
area were already tightened during the conflicts of 2004 to 2006. 
Commuting through the city changed due to the installation of bar-
riers, blockades, checkpoints and the rerouting of traffic flow.18  The 
highway was not designed as a space of high security measures but 
because of its location, on districts‘ boarders, it is used to show mil-
itary presence and supervision and to watch over who is entering or 
leaving the area.

17. General  Foaad  Chehab  highway

 17.

Regularly Checked 
by Officials

Regulary Blocked 
by Protestors

Regular
Security Stop
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Grand Serail

Parliament Building

 18.  19.

Modern barriers of the Nejmeh Square

The Nejmeh Square

Some sites in Beirut were designed with focus on security problem, 
and a good example is the Nejmeh Square. Governmental buildings 
like the Lebanese Parliament Building are situated adjacent to this 
square. The Grand Serail, the government palace, is also nearby. This 
makes the area a high risk zone with a need for overview and super-
vision of governmental security forces. Moreover the city centre has 
been designed to be protected, from its very start in the 9th century, 
by the city wall surrounding it (image 18). The walls have been dis-
mantled in the 19th century after the city has grown in size. Today, 
the city centre is being fortified in almost the same place, securing 
the area around the Nejmeh Square (image 19). After its destruction 
during the Lebanese Civil War the space was redesigned in a similar 
layout to the design of the French Mandate. In the square‘s layout, 
one can already see a soft security strategy implemented into its 
design. The star-shape of the square and the streets gives a good 

18. Historical  map  of  Beirut,  1943 

City wall

Historical map of Beirut
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 20.

overview over the area from its central point, leaving almost no space 
unsupervised. It is also hard to gather large groups of people on the 
square since it is not very big and does not have wider street spaces. 
The buildings around the square also covers the central governmental 
building from possible hazards. 
Typical for high security zones are the long distances between access 
point to the quarter and the buildings of importance, that show how 
blast zones are implemented into the design. This zones restrict 
access to the buildings, and are located between the point of interest 
and a possible point of detonation. Kirstin Monroe in her book „The 
Insecure City“19 connects this approach with the Civil War: „During 
this time, as during the protracted civil and regional war (1975–1990), 
the vehicular bomb was the signature means of violence: in almost all 
cases, individuals were killed or injured while driving, being driven, or 
passing by cars. With every car imagined as a possible bomb, “the 
rules of the road changed”.20

19. The  Najmeh  Square

20. The  Najmeh  Square  and  gates

Gates

Guarded area

Nejmeh Square Gates

Shopowners security measures



54 Kamila Bak, Rita Berisha, Anna Grimm

 21.

22. The  barricades  in  the  Nejmeh  Square  on  
 2020-01-18

 22.

When political tensions arise, harder security strategies such as 
fences, checkpoints and security guards were added on the top of 
soft design security strategies in the square. The entrance to the area 
around the Nejmeh Square was first restricted „after security threats 
by extremist organizations“.21 During the Garbage Crisis in 2015, 
security measures where tightened, adding metal barriers, heavy 
concrete blocks and restricted entrance for visitors in order to prevent 
protests on the square. For many companies around the square that 
also meant a shut down. The protesters marched towards the square 
anyway.22 Security was also tightened during election phases, in 2016. 
„Employees had to walk to reach their offices downtown, as all the 
vehicles were banned from entering the area. Security forces set up 
metal detectors along the streets around Parliament as army helicop-
ters could also be heard hovering overhead“.23 On the last day of 2017, 
the square was reopened for the public for a New Year’s Eve cele-
bration with music, fireworks and dancing  after a “decline in security 
threats”.24

21 on 2019-11-23

on 2020-01-18

on 2020-01-23

Status of the Nejmeh Square 
Gates

22

23

21. The  barricades  in  the  Nejmeh  Square on
 2019-11-23   
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 23.

After that, the square and the surrounding area has been gradually 
closed again. At first, only foreign tourists were allowed to enter the 
area, while Lebanese residents were mostly denied. The classifica-
tion of residents as a potential thread shows how the class society in 
Lebanon works. At the beginning of the 2019’s protests, the area sur-
rounding the Nejmeh Square has been completely closed for visitors 
in order to prevent demonstrations in front of the parliament. The area 
was protected by high fences with gates on each entrance. In case of 
an event that requires tighter security presence, soldiers are lining the 
gates and barricades are erected.
The security measures were even more enforced during the outburst 
of violence between protestors and the military in January 2020. The 
gates on the entrances of the area around the square were not just 
closed, but barbed with wire and steel frames. More crowd barriers 
were added on January 18, 2020. On January 23, concrete blast walls 
were erected. (image 21, 22 and 23) Owners of stores around the area 
also started to secure their windows with metal sheds. 23. The  barricades  in  the  Nejmeh  Square  on  

 2020-01-23,
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Nejmeh Square

Martyrs‘ Square

Mohammed-al-Amin Mosque

 24.

 25.
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The Martyrs’ Square

The Martyrs´ Square’s design reveals a different approach on secu-
rity design. Before the war the square was a vivid meeting point with 
green spaces, aligned by restaurants and shops. After its destruction 
during the war it was redeveloped in the 2000s by joint-stock com-
pany Solidere. The area was kept as an open space, mainly used as 
a parking lot ever since the war. Design strategies that would lead to 
more interactions, like benches, cafes or green spaces were left out, 
eventually planned with the expectation that people would not linger 
around there and would use the square as the parking lot. Neverthe-
less, it is still one of the most spacious areas in Beirut and therefore it 
was recently used as a central spot for the protests of October 2019.

Beirut, 2019-11-22 

It was the Independence Day in Beirut and the city was celebrating. 
On that day the protests of October 2019 already lasted for a month 
and there was still little reaction from the government’s side, even 
though the demonstrators were meeting every day at the Martyrs’ 
Square. We, a group of german architecture students that visited for 
a workshop, arrived only a couple of days before the Independence 
Day. On November 22 we visited the protests. A military parade, that 
usually takes place on the seafront near the Martyrs´ Square got relo-
cated to the defence ministry.25 The space around the square did not 
seem to be a suitable environment during the protests.

We entered the Martyrs‘ Square by walking down Bechara el Khoury 
Street passing “The Egg”, a former cinema, now abandoned and used 
as a symbol of the protests in many photographs. Most people enter 
the square from the same side as we did, the direction of the General 
Foaad Chehab highway. 

The main protest camp is situated between this round brutalist build-
ing and the Mohammed-al-Amin-Mosque. The camp is fenced, and 
visitors enter it through an entrance tent. The tent is the first small 
barrier when entering the protests, with security guards having a 
look at who is coming in. At the exit of the camp on the side of the 
Mohammed-al-Amin-Mosque there is another gate that can be closed 
in case of an outburst of violence. 
While we are standing on the square’s corner, there is a group of 
Soldiers next to us. The scene on the square itself looks rather 
relaxed. There are people cheering towards a parade that is passing 
the square, others, mostly elderly women, are sitting on plastic chairs 
in the shadows of the buildings. Security forces are not visible in the 
middle of the protests. However after we walked by the demonstra-
tions and left them on the side of the Waygand Street, there is a clear 
presence of military. The soldiers align the street next to a small park. 
The military trucks and more CCTV alike cameras are visible. This 
implies that the Government strategy is to keep all the entrances to 
the Martyrs’ Square under careful observation, in order to calm down 
the manifestations, and close down the surrounding streets in case of 
unrest. 

25. The Independence Day on the Martyrs’  
 Square  in  2020

Protest area

Protests on the Martyrs’ 
Square on 2019-11-22

24. Protests on the Martyrs´  Square on  
 2019-11-22 
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26.

Stage

Protest Camp

The Egg
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Horsh Beirut

Due to extremely heavy urbanisation of Beirut and private investors, 
who put their own interest above the ones of Beirut’s residents, the 
green spaces in Beirut are remarkably scarce. What is first visible in 
the already existing gardens, private or public, is fencing topped with 
sharp elements. Another feature are the guards standing at every 
entrance glimpsing at every one that is about to enter the park. Every-
thing is aimed on keeping people, especially kids playing inside, safe 
and free from verbal and physical violence. In addition, the majority 
of municipally owned gardens are opened for public only for a certain 
amount of time during the days. The purpose of this closure, given by 
authorities, is preventing from public drinking, vandalism and inappro-
priate behaviour.26 Horsh Beirut, Horsh el Snoubar, Pine forest,27 the 
biggest public park in Beirut, has a very troublesome history of acces-
sibility, but today it has its gates opened to almost everyone for some 
time of the day.

26. The  Martyrs’  Square  with  protesters’  tent

Main Entrance

Privileged Entrance

Privileged Entrance

Jamal Abdul Nasser Street

Omar Beyhum Street
November 22 Street

 27.



61Controlling Beirut

The park was once a vast forest of pine trees, a remarkable green 
space at the time in south of Beirut. Over years it shrinked in size and 
in 1960s28 became an official public park owned by municipality. The 
park was extremely destroyed during the Lebanese Civil War, which 
has resulted in the closure of the park for reconstruction and refor-
estation. The park remained accessible for another 25 years only for 
the privileged few, who gained the permission to enter,29 as authorities 
feared to expose this oasis of peaceful greenery to everyone. As an 
aftereffect the park was erased from citizens memory for almost 40 
years. Thanks to the exceptional efforts of one of the Beirut’s NGOs, 
Nahnoo, Horsh Beirut was gradually reopened to general public in 
2015.30 Already prior to the reinstitution of the park, the NGO sug-
gested a scheme and structure of protection and monitoring of space 
to restrain visitors from unwanted actions and created a behaviour 
control charter to be followed strictly when using the park. 

27. Plan  of  Horsh  Beirut

28. Horsh  Beirut  entrances 

29. Horsh  Beirut  south  entrance 

30. Horsh  Beirut  north  entrance

31. Horsh  Beirut  gates  and  guards

 31.29.

28.

 30.
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Charter’s paragraphs include the park as a no-armed zone and do 
not allow setting fire in it on any purpose, as well as determine areas 
restricted to walk in. Violation of rules would be fined severely.31 
Present day Horsh Beirut is a very well maintained, gated public park, 
opened to the public on weekdays between 7 am and 1 pm and on 
weekends between 7 am and 3 pm.32 What all together provide 46 
hours a week of peaceful leisure to its visitors.

There are three main entrances to the park area, although only the 
east entryway serves for the general public, the others remain closed 
and are privileged, private entrances. At the gate there is a special 
guardhouse, security booth, for the military guards controlling the 
access to the park. But already in 16./17. century Horsh Beirut had 
been redesigned in a grid-like way, that the rows of trees allow to 
see through, in order to provide better supervision measures.33 As an 
outcome, the entry gates are located in positions, where the range of 
visibility is supposedly the widest. 

32.-36. Horsh  Beirut’s  security  measures

 36. 35.

 32.  33.  34.
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As the guardhouse at the main entrance is protected by security 
guards, it is not possible to make photos of it. The whole park area is 
surrounded by a more than 2m high fence that is additionally topped 
with sharp elements. Restricted opening hours also make it difficult 
for an average Beirut’s citizens to visit the park as it is mostly open on 
typical working hours.

Visiting Horsh Beirut on sunny November’s Sunday it was very striking 
to see how vacant it was. There are groups of people walking and sit-
ting along the main routes or making small picnics close to them, but 
in the park as a whole, there were not many visitors. Horsh Beirut is 
the biggest green space in Beirut, and in our opinion, it should bring 
much more people inside its gates as it has a lot to offer while spend-
ing your free time there. On the other hand, all the measurements 
taken by authorities to maintain Horsh Beirut nonviolent and secured, 
are leading to visitors feeling (over)protected, safe but also watched-
over. 

37.-40. Horsh  Beirut’s  vacancy

 40.39.

 37. 38.
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Not Always Open Access Spaces of Beirut

The control over open access spaces has been seen in Beirut for 
a long time, its starting point was before the Civil War or even the 
French Mandate. The different circumstances, conflicts and wars, that 
the city was facing over years, caused this gradually increasing need 
for protection and limitation of Beiruti’s freedom. What today, intensi-
fied by the protests ongoing in the city, resulted in the presence of the 
military and police forces in even seemingly unpolitical places: com-
mercial streets, squares and parks. 

The strategies used to secure and control public spaces are diverse.
Already the original design of many of Beirut’s parks and squares, 
with their clear grid and axes, shows that control was forecasted, 
way before the fences in many places were built. Some spaces are 
being closed by physical barriers, when the political tensions arise, 
like Nejmeh Square and its surroundings, or opened only during a 
specific time of the day, like Horsh Beirut. The anticipation of terrorist 
attacks leads to more serious measures like blast walls, constructed 
to endure detonations. 
The sizes of the parks and gardens are also shrinking so that they 
are easier to keep an oversight over. Moreover many of them have 
guards standing next to entrances and the opening hours are reduced 
to only few hours a day. Streets, as they are more difficult to keep 
in control, are supervised by outlook points and many checkpoints, 
with military standing there even today. For example the towers were 
used because of their advantage of height in order to see as much as 
possible from the area below them. The observation is frequently con-
nected to the presence of guards and soldiers, that show their power 
in a very unequivocal way. The clear separation of population and 
control over passage is another measure to regulate larger entities 
of people, visible in the way the Ringroad is managed. Not all adjust-
ments in the control sphere are managed in a spacious manner, e.g. 
the rules implemented in Horsh Beirut.                                                  
      
Private open spaces are always gated, protected or even watched 
with CCTV like cameras 24 hours a day. Although these measures 
of safety that are also visible, just like in the public parks or squares, 
are not usually questioned or frowned upon. It is self-explanatory that 
they are there to keep the people safe, make sure that they behave 
properly and that no trouble or crime of any kind is caused, and if so, 
that the person at fault is caught as fast as possible. The awareness 
of being looked after by someone, may as well make people feel more 
comfortable when being in public, especially when the political and 
social situation in Beirut is very alarming. 

Tanks, soldiers and checkpoints may be the government’s way of 
demonstrating its power and keeping people protected, but they also 
symbolize the war and the city’s violent past. The aspect of observa-
tion might get even more complex and relevant in the age of Big Data 
when the monitoring and prediction of actions of the general public is 
apparently getting easier.
All the measurement taken to control and keep Beiruti safe have 
influenced how the city is functioning today but also how the Beirut’s 
citizens will behave in public spaces in the future. 
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2

Ecological Beirut? How 
the Trash Crisis Interferes 
with Eco-Systems

Flora and Fauna in Danger?

In our chapter we want to highlight the consequences, that the trash 
crisis has on the eco-systems in Beirut  and what that means in the daily 
lives. To get a better understanding of these consequences we firstly 
wanted to take a look at the existing flora and fauna. We also wanted to 
look at the interaction the human kind had with the animals and how the 
pollution of the water and consumption all aligned in a cycle. Secondly 
we want to look at the water and air quality and what consequences it 
had on daily life. At this point it was specifically important for us to com-
pare our data of Beirut and Lebanon with Germany and other countries to 
get a better look at what the specific data means for us. At the end of our 
research we want to determinde whether the pollution really does have 
a huge effect on the eco-systems not or if it is not as bad as it seems at 
first glance.

Since the nation wide trash crises in 2015, due to 
the closing of the main Landfill of Beirut, the situ-
ation has not improved. This trash crisis is not only 
a poiltical problem but also a social, health and 
ecological problem. Since the beginning of this cri-
sis the government failed to implement a new strat-
egy for the solide waste managment and dumping and 
bruning trash in the streets became normal.1 Result-
ing from this, Beirut has one of the worst states of 
water and ocean quality,2 the air pollution rates are 
sky high3 and trash and other toxins are being washed 
into the sea without any filtration.4 How bad is the 
situation really and how does it show in daily life 
and in the air and water quality? How do these re-
sults compare to Germany?

Roksana Caglar
Fiona Schmitt
Melanie Wank

01. River Dumpsite, Aravinthan Umapathy, Nov 2019
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04. Cycle of trash, authors own illustration, 2020

Cycle of Trash 

As you can see in our graphic about distribution of animal species 
(pic. 05), there live 4.486 species of animals in Beirut. Most of it lives 
in the sea. The study also examines the effects of wastewater dis-
charged into the sea and finds out that pollutants in the sea are 
increasing.5 These pollutans have a bad impact on biodiversity. The 
wastewater from industry and residential flows unfiltered in the 
sea and contaminate the animals, the water and the coast. The fish-
erman angle these infected fish6 and sell them to supermarkets and 
restaurant, so the humans eat them and get sick. But we humans are 
responsible for the wastewater, and so a never-ending trash cycle is 
formed. The rain, coming from the sea, falls back on the land as pre-
cipitation and it becomes a nutrient for the native flora. Around 2.600 
different species7 are located in Lebanon. These also gets eaten by 
an animal, which is probably eaten by human and so there is a sec-
ond cycle of trash.
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POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT
WASTE TREATMENT

ECOLOGICAL CONSEQUENCES

1995

1997

1998

1999

2000

2002

2003

2006

2015
2014

2016

2019

- Sukleen 
  to provide waste
  collection in GBA

- Emergencyplan for 
   SWM accepted
-  MoE bans waste 
    incineration 
-  Actionplan aproved 
   to close 
   Bourj Hammoud dump

- Sukleen to operate 
  the Naameh Sanitary 
   Land�ll under 
   a 10year contract
- Sukleen for waste sorting and 
   composting facilities on a 10 year contract 

- National stragedy 
   for SWM
- Plan suspended 
   over political 
   turmoil and 
   pupblic 
  opposition

-  Sukleen 
   contract 
   extended 
   for six month

- Law 444 determines 
  land�ll standards and 
  encourage recycling
- Decree 9093 provides 
  the municipalities 
  with funds for the 
  disposal of solid waste

-  Start of the 
   tender for the 
   construction/
   operation on 
   the land�lls
-  Feasibility stud for 
    marketing organic 
    compost and recyclable 
    materials 

- Adoption of 
SWM-Budget

- Feasibility study completed; 
  consultant prepares 
  tender documents 
  (approved in 2017)
- law 251appointing 
  prosecutors and 
  investigative judges for 
  environmental a�airs
- extention of Naameh 
  operation by one year
- Sukleen is collecting 
  garbage from 266 
  municipalities, 13x 
  the size of the original 
  coverage area

- Naameh land�ll closes, 
  Sukleen contract ends, 
  crisis erupts
- outputting of 
  international tenders 
  for SWM-Contracts
- Ministry approacer EU 
  to help prepare EIA 
  guidelines for incinerators; 
  plans were completed in 2017

- Plan to end 
  crisis and 
  phase out 
  emergency state
- emergency plan 
  by temporarily transporting 
  waste in Beirut and 
  Mount Lebanon 
  to Naameh land�ll

- SWM roadmap 
  presented to 
  Prime Minister 
  Saad Hariri
- Cabinet adopts roadmap

2010

- Extention of 
  Sukleen 
  through 2013
- Introdution of 
  waste to energy 
  plan, renews 
  commitment to 
  2006 plan

- Ten doctors believe that the 
   waste management
   cause stench and disease
- Pollution of drinking water
- Garbage is lying on the streets 
 - Reopening of Bourj Hammoud Land�ll;

  to level waste to gain land from the sea
- During storms, tons of rubbish are 
   washed up on the beach
- waste incineration plants 
   cause health problems
 

- Leachate �ows into the sea 

- Waste was dumped on sanitary land�lls; poisened gas and garbage �ows in water
- Waste causes unpleasent smell
- Garbage pile up on streets
 

Sorry, we‘re 
closed You 

STINK!

Political Development

It all starts in 1980s when Sukleen later called Averda gets the con-
tracts of waste disposal authority. The company has the monopol
of waste. Apart from the construction and commissioning of the sani-
tary landfills as an emergency plan nothing really happend.8 The 
dumphills began to grow because there is to much garbage for the 
incinerators. Jad Chaaban, an associate professor of economics at 
the American University of Beirut with expertise in agricultural, envi-
ronmental and natural resources economics, has an nice solution for 
this problem: “[There is] a lot of waste, you can’t burn it because it 
smells very bad, you need to dump it somewhere and there is very 
little land available. ... Let’s also [gain] land from the sea. So it’s a 
win-win for them.”9 The extensins of the contracts and the stacked 
garbage sacks in streets causes the waste crisis in 2015. Many people 
protaste with the “You stink!” campaign. But did they a really good 
solution develop afterwards?06. Timeline political and enviromental development,  

 authors own illustration, 2020

05. Beautiful Beirut / Dirty Beirut, Collage, 
 authors own illustration, 2020 
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POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT
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 06.

Environmental Impact 

First of all we want to mention the problems with landfills: gas and 
toxic substances get in touch with the sea. So there is no opportunity 
to go swimming or even to fish. Earlier we explained that the pollu-
tion in the sea is rising and one of factors are the exposion to waste. 
Another point are the incinerators which pollute the air and make 
people sick. But that’s not all - the smell is an impertinence. “When 
they burn we can’t breathe.... We’ve had to go to the hospital because 
of this.”, says Mohamed, Kfar Zabad, (February 16, 2017).10 The smell 
is strentghen by the tons of rubbish in the street and the government 
has no satisfying solution. When storms came up and blow the waste 
on the beach, campaigns started by inhabitans begin to clean the 
beach by collecting the waste. The tap water in Beirut is not drinkable, 
because is is so dirty that people can get sick. So there is not alone 
an environmental impact also an economic one because people have 
to buy their drinking water.11
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Water Quality and the Ocean Health Index

Water is an invaluable natural ressources and needed in all aspects 
of daily life. To see whether and how the pollution is having an effect 
it is crucial to look at the water quality. For this topic we looked at the 
Ocean Health Index, which is a collaborative initiative to research the 
oceans health and predict possible future actions to protect marine 
systems and improve the future progress.
The index measures the score of 220 countries and territories. The 
different factors range from biodiversity, coastal protection to tourism 
and recreation, covering a variety of aspects. The Ocean Health Index 
in Lebanon is one of the worst in the world, with a score of 46 out of 
100. The only two factor ranged relatively high are the biodiversity and 
the costal livelihood and economies. It definitely lacks in the factors of 
tourism and sense of place. Lebanons ranking in comparison to other 
states in the world and the average score is very low. 

07. Water quality diagram and comparison, 
 authors own illustration, 2019
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Spatial Interpretation of the Ocean Health Index

As a city at the coast and a large potencial in this area Beirut lacks 
quite a lot of place of sense and quality in tourism and recreation. 
There is no real identity connected to this part of the city and the eco-
sytems are not being protected enough. One of the last landmarks 
at the coast is the Rouche Rocks. On the other hand are the coastal 
livelihoods and economies, that are ranked quite high. East of the city 
center, right next to the boarder to the governmental district of Mount 
Lebanon, is the lage industrial port. The opportunities for fishing are 
also quite good even though the options are shrinking due to the 
privatization of the coast. One point in which Beirut and Lebanon are 
ranked quite low is the cleanness of the water. This aspect is directly 
effected by the leaking landfills and toxins. 

08. Spatial interpretation of the Ocean health Index,  
 authors own illustration, 2019
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09a/b. Enviromental influence and its effects on the  
     algae, authors own illustration, 2020
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Where is it Safe to Swim at Berut’s Coastline?

When thinking about where to go swimming in Beirut peole would 
suggest going by the Riviera-Ain Mreisseh beach. According to 
results of a survey released by the Lebanese Council for Scientific 
Research (CNRS) the coastal area of Beirut is the most polluted zone12 
of the whole Lebanese coastline. Beirut has three beaches in total 
as shown in the picture on the right: Riviera-Ain Mreisseh, Manara, 
Ramletal-Baida12 (following in order from north to south). The northest 
of Beirut’s three beaches is current the only safe beach12 where peole 
don’t have to worry about their kids and spending calm freetime in 
this hot region. Except this beach the other two are heavy polluted 
which bacteria and not qualified for swimming and fishing.12

Green algae (Chlorophyta)
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What are the Drivers Causing Beirut’s Bad Water Quality?

Marine and coastal ecosystems are current under heavy pressure 
due to human activities. Not obvious in people’s minds are the small 
inhabitants of Beirut’s ecosystem - the algaes - living in the dept of 
the sea, in upper water surfaces or on the shoreline suffering under 
ecological consequences in the wake of changing livehood. To explain 
the environmental drivers we first have to take a look at the macroal-
gae diversity. 
A survey of Investigation of seaweeds by the Faculty of Pharmacy of 
the Lebanese University in Beirut discovered 94 species of algaes13 
growing along the Lebanese coast. Their biological importance and 
pharmaceutical use for medicine due to their good characteristics as 
antiinflammatory, antibacterial, antiviral, antioxidant, antitumoral are 
not to ignore.13 There are also a part of our food diet.13 The map on the 
right illustrates the spread of the three most prevailed algae groups - 
green algae, brown algae and red algae in four areas.13 On the basis 
of the diversity of algaes we visualized the scale of ecological condi-
tion in several areas. A quite large amount of seaweeds was spottet 
at Manara Beach. Military Beach has the smalest amount of algaes. 
That shows the badest environmental condition. When we take a look 
outside of Beirut to the south along Lebanese coast to Saida, the 
numbers are even less. In comparison Barbara in the north of Beirut 
shows the best water conditions with a large amount of algaes.

The most noticeble recent driver over the last years is the climate 
change. Due to changing maritime environment and higher water 
temperature the spread of new invasive algae species is noticeble in 
the last years. These species steal more and more living environment 
of other maritime inhabitants.14 More important drivers that affect the 
coastal and maritime ecosystems are habitat loss14 due to urbanisa-
tion of the coast by building more and more resorts and extending of 
land over to the water, degradation14 and pollution.14

Water pollution develops in consequence of indutrial, domestic and 
agricultural waste. Most shocking is the illegal open dumping of solid 
waste14 at the coast that flows directly into the sea because the coun-
try doesn’t know where to put all the waste. Shipping and fishing are 
also hudge influence for the ecosystems.

Another affective factor is the air pollution due to traffic on the roads 
near by the coast which spreads toxic gases for the maritime and 
coastal environment - animals and plants15. As pictured in the map 
and shown in the last pages there a several drivers causing industrial 
activities in middle of Beirut and in the north next to Bourj Hammoud 
Landfill is a huge problem for Beirut’s living enviroment including 
Flora, Fauna and Beirut’s citizens. Humans interventions are the big-
gest trigger for all the drivers shown above.
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 10.

10. Air pollution and real estate prices,   
 authors own illustration, 2020 
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 11.

11. Consequences for everyday life, authors own  
 illustration, 2020

Air Quality and Pollution 

The mix of emissions due to traffic and industry are very dangerous 
for the human health. Especially people living in nearby areas where 
open burning is common are heavly in danger risking a range of short 
and long-term health problems. There are constally touch with the 
toxic gases. The only solution is moving away and leaving the most 
affected neigborhoods. Since the waste management crises began 
in 2015 numerous cases of heart diseases, cancer, skin diseases, 
asthma and respiratory illnesses developed over time - a part only 
temporary.16

As we can see on the map on the left page, the most expensive living 
areas are at the coast and in the Solidere district and have low con-
centrations of pollutions. In cheaper and low income parts of the city 
the pollution us also higher, also due to open burning of trash. 
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Conclusion

In Conclusion one can see that the effects of the waste crisis and 
failure to establish a system for the solide waste management and its 
resulting pollution is having a huge effect on daily lives. Beirut’s loca-
tion a the coast and the various fishing activities resulting from this 
are being disturbed by the continuous pollution of the water. One of 
the old fishing ports, at the edge of Bourj Hammoud right next to the 
two new landfills, is very polluted.
The Ranking in the Ocean Health Index is getting lower each year and 
the landfills close to the airport and in Bourj Hammoud are leaking 
toxins into the ocean and releasing unhealthy gases. The effects on 
daily life are also very noticeable. The beaches in Beirut are the most 
polluted in whole Lebanon and it is not safe for swimming and fishing. 
These changes in the enviroment are most noticable in the macroal-
gae diversity. Something that for us often goes unnoticed in the ocean 
are small algaes that have a hige impact on the oceans eco-system. 
Pollution because of solide waste dumping and toxin releases are 
changing the enviroment and allowing some species to take over. To 
stop a development, that is replacing the existing bio diversity it is 
important to keep the ocean and air as clean as possible and instal a 
managment system that protects the enviroment. 
The Flora and Fauna is also in a bad shape due to the pollution. The 
different animal species are mainly living in the maritime habitat and 
are effected very much by the increasing pollution. In addition to this 
the government is failing to insatll a real solide waste managment to 
solve those problems. There should not be any new landfills in the 
ocean and there should be a reorientation towards renewable ener-
gies and new ways to use the trash. On top of that we know, that 
there is a huge potential in recycling, since a large part of Beiruts 
trash is recycable.17 Right now it is just laking the logistic infrastruc-
ture to sort the trash.

12. Beach with trash, Julian Raup, Nov 2019 

 12.
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Interactions of the Beirut’s Urban 
Fabric and Refugee Areas on their 
Intersections

Historic Background of the Migration in Beirut 

Beirut is the capital of Lebanon, a small country in South-West-Asia. 
Its demographic growth and changes are influenced by the differ-
ent phases the city went through over the centuries. We base our 
research only on the migratory movement during the 20th century. The 
independence years between 1942 to 1975 after the French Mandate 
caused a rapid demographic and economic growth for Beirut.1 During 
this period waves of low-income refugees and migrants from the own 
country hinterland came to the city. In 1948 the creation of the state of 
Israel caused many displaced Palestinian refugees to come to Leba-
non’s capital.2 During the Lebanese Civil War from 1975 to 1990 not 
only refugees and migrants were faced with losing their homes also 
many Lebanese citizens were displaced.3 In fact of the separation into 
Muslim and Christian Beirut after the war many were displaced based 
on their political and religious opinion.  

Beirut has been and still is influenced by migration. 
Refugees and migrants coming to the city have a huge 
impact on the structure and urban fabric of the city. 
Due to political unsteadiness there is no official 
migration policy. As a result many migrants do not 
have permission to work or even own property which 
forced them to either illegally settle down on for-
eign ground or live in refugee camps run by organisa-
tions like the United Nations Relief and Works Agen-
cy. On basis of this special situation we analysed 
whether there are interactions between refugee areas 
and the surrounding urban structure or if those areas 
are segregated from each other. As well migrants and 
refugee camps can be divided up into different types 
which we will compare to each other in this chapter.
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Tobias Moritz

01. Perspective into a refugee camp street
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02. Location of inoffical and offial camp areas in Beirut 

Inoffical camp 

Offical camp

Urban fabric near Shatila camp

Refugee camp Burj Baranjeh

Illegal settlement areas at the coast line

Camp Areas in Beirut
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Germany: 

232 per square kilometers

Beirut: 

20 604 per square kilometers

Illegal Settlement: 

18 000 per square kilometers

Shatila: 

22 000 per square kilometers

Burj Barajneh: 

40 000 per square kilometers

Lebanon: 

583 per square kilometers

fifty times enlarged

one-hundred times enlarged one-hundred times enlarged one-hundred times enlarged

 03.

03. Comparison of population density in Germany, 
 Lebanon, Beirut and selected refugee areas

planned for

official population based on UNRWA data

estimated actual population

Density Comparison

Population Density in Beirut and Refugee Camps 

Beirut is not only the capital of Lebanon; it is also the country’s larg-
est city with a population close to two million citizens.4 The unofficial 
estimation in the greater areas says up to four million citizens. The 
population density breaches approximately more than 20 000 individ-
uals per square kilometer.5  The main problem of making statements 
based on data to the populations density of Beirut and the camp areas 
is the absence of public data. For example the United Nations Relief 
and Work Agency for Palestine refugees in the near east (UNRWA) 
“does not claim to represent the actual number present in the country 
as, for example, Palestine refugees may have left over the years and 
UNRWA does not track the habitual movement of refugees out of its 
fields of operation.”6 The number of refugees living in the camp areas 
nowadays is explicit higher than the number for which the camps were 
originally planned for. The high density has a big impact on the living 
conditions, infrastructure and built structures of the refugee camp 
areas. 

100 residents 
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Vectorworks Educational Version

Vectorworks Educational Version

 05.

 04.

Rural to Urban Migration (After 1943)

The independence in 1943 after the French Mandate has changed 
Lebanon to the commercial and financial centre of the Middle East.7 
Beirut became the location for many multinational companies during 
the period from 1950 to 1970.8  Those alternations affected many 
Lebanese families living in the outlands of Beirut to leave their villages 
and come to the city in search for employment in factories. The indus-
trial sector located its new factories near the growing slum areas in 
the eastern suburbs of the city.9 The cheap workforce mainly lived in 
slums, squattered inside camps or informal settlements. It was diffi-
cult to get a housing permission for those families because of factors 
like the area which they settled, their religious affiliation, the earlier 
trajectories of members of their family, tribe or village.10

05. Interaction between camp area and urban fabric

04. Rural to urban migration
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Camille-Chamoun-Stadion Shatila Urban Structure Martyrs Cemetery (Islamic Cemetery)
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 06.

Urban Fabric Around the Shatila Refugee Camp  

The Shatila refugee camp was established in 1949 for Palestine ref-
ugees in the southern suburbs of the city.11 Since its establishment 
the initial number of compromised units it was planned for has grown 
tenfold. The one square kilometre footprint of the camp area has been 
existing for over 70 years, but the surrounding structure of the city 
makes it impossible to expand the camp for new refugees and low-in-
come workers. Therefore the residents built upwards making the area 
common for its narrowed streets and up to seven storey buildings 
which are blocking out the sun in the streets. The not existing building 
and property regulations in those areas induced the now characteris-
tic structure of buildings and streets. On the one hand the area is not 
isolated by specific surrounding boundaries. On the other hand, it is 
noticeable how the structure on the outlines of the camp slowly trans-
lates into more organised infrastructure and building complexes. Over 
all the structure of the camp and the surrounding city fabric slowly start 
to merge and Shatila becomes part of Beirut.

06. Section A-A’ 

07. Urban fabric near the Shatila refugee camp 

Hospital or pharmacy 

Store and market 

Coffee shop
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Football field

Restaurant
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 09.

09. Interaction between camp area and urban fabric

08. International refugees

 08.

International Refugees (In 1920, 1948 and Today)

The 20th century brought in most instances Armenian and Syrian 
refugees (1920s) and Palestinian refugees (1948) to Beirut.12 Armenian 
and Syrian refugees first came to Lebanon from their areas of origin 
because of the massacres of the World War I. Armenians who came 
to Beirut were permitted to built up permanent housing structures 
after the Catholic Church fought for official citizenship for the refu-
gees.13 Many of the Syrian refugees reside illegally in Lebanon due to 
the fact that they are unable to register with the UN Refugee Agency 
(UNHCR).14 Because many of them are living illegally in the country 
and their freedom of movement is restricted by the authorities, it is 
difficult to find employment.15 Both the establishment of the state of 
Israel in 1948 and also nowadays the Syrian Civil War forced many 
Palestinian refugees in search of safety to flee to Lebanon. Due to not 
being a formal citizen in Lebanon they are unable to claim the same 
rights, to  gain a job or inhabit property than other foreigners in Leba-
non.
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 11.

 10.

Refugee Camp Burj Barajneh in the Urban Structure of the City 

Burj Barajneh is a refugee camp established in 1949 also in the south-
ern suburbs of Beirut’s city. Initially it was planned for approximately 
3,500 people.16 The number has been increasing rapidly in the past 
years. Dependent on the rapid demographic growth, the building 
structure and infrastructure were modified randomly which caused 
a high density of buildings with small narrowed and labyrinth streets 
in the whole area. The camp is clearly framed by three traffic roads 
in the west, the north and the east. Those infrastructural boundar-
ies allow no direct interactions with the surrounding areas. Only the 
boundaries in the east and south contribute to integrate the outer 
fringe of the camp into the urban landscape. In this part the dense 
building structure slightly opens to distinguish the urban continuity 
between the camp and the surrounding environment. Since today Burj 
Barajneh still is a segregated district, which is controlled by private 
security services and with two main gates you can get out or access 
the camp.

11. Refugee camp Burj Baranjeh and the surrounding 
 urban structure

10. Section B-B’ 
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 13.

Displaced People Trough and After the Civil War  (1975 - 1990)

The Civil War not only had a big impact on the political structures of 
Lebanon and the city of Beirut but also brought great changes in the 
demographic and geographic structures of Beirut suburbs. The con-
flicts between slum dwellers and military in charge caused massacres 
and deportations of the residents.17 The slums and camp areas of the 
southern suburbs were razed to the ground.18 The post war years were 
then marked by projects which should help the refugees to return 
to their original places of residence in the city.19 But the other hand 
the reconstruction and modification of the building structures and 
infrastructure caused another wave of displacement for some com-
munities.20 That is why those people were forced to find another place 
to live. Mostly they appropriate private land to build up new housing 
structures illegally.

13. Interaction between camp area and urban fabric

12. Displaced people through and after the Civil War

 12.
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 15.

Illegal Settlement Areas on the Coast Line   

After the war many parts of the city and its suburbs were severely 
destroyed or damaged. In conjunction with the reconstruction of the 
city the entire coastline in the west of Beirut became new space for 
displaced communities and refugees after the war. The new emerging 
settlements mainly occurred illegally in violation of building codes, 
construction codes and property rights regulations.21 The occupied 
area on both private and public land is framed by the airport area in 
the south, the municipal boundaries in the north and to the east by 
big traffic roads. Often referred to as a part of the “belt of misery”22 
the area is marked by consolidated multi-storey buildings with 
barely a visible limit to the actual beach line. Missing structures like 
infrastructure or electricity also cause the lack of integration into the 
city fabric. Most inhabits do not even have the chance to get out of 
the camps to get a job or education. 

15. Settlement structure on the coastline 
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The Three Steps of Interactions

Being a refugee in Beirut makes you face many problems. Its kind of 
like you do not exist. The reasons for migration are very different and 
influence in which area the migrants try to settle down. Furthermore 
the backgrounds of the migrants have also an impact on the structure 
of the areas and how they integrate or border to the surrounding city 
fabric.
Especially people from the nearer outback of Beirut came into the 
city to find a job because the income in rural areas is low. They settle 
down in camp areas like Shatila, which are pretty good integrated into 
the urban fabric to work in factories or run their own markets inside 
the camps. Compared to the two other areas Shatila is located nearer 
to the city center. Even though there are some structural borders like 
the Sports Stadium on the one side and bigger streets on the other 
side we can assume that the residents of the camp area do interact 
with the facilities nearby. Shatila more and more develops to a public 
market area. Particularly tourists try to get a deeper insight into the 
narrowed streets which are full of life. With its mixture of many differ-
ent ethics and backgrounds the camp tells the story of what life inside 
a refugee camp really is like.

Religion always will be a subject of conflicts. That is why many people 
were forced to flee from their home. Beirut also has its own difficult 
history in terms of religion, in fact the conflict between Christian and 
Muslims. Most of the religious refugees settle down in segregated 
districts like Burj Barajneh. This camp is managed by the UNWRA and 
was originally planned for Palestinian refugees. Today it is home for 
more than just migrants from one nation or religion. Because of this 
circumstance they are still facing trouble inside the camp area. To 
segregate those conflicts from the outside city the borders were con-
trolled by private security services, causes that Burj Barajneh became 
a almost independent town inside the city with its own infrastructure 
and supply system to work independent from the rest of Beirut. The 
two main entrances to Burj Baranjeh limit as well the possibility of 
interaction and integration to the city nearby.

Refugees who were forced by war inside and outside of Lebanon to 
immigrate to Beirut do not have any property or chance to work in 
the city. They have no other choice than illegally take possession of 
unused land near the coastline. Those areas do not have any kind of 
structure or are run by a system. The living conditions are really bad 
and the crime rate is extremely high. That is why interaction between 
the refugee area and the urban fabric nearly does not exist. No one, 
not even the owners of the property want to get inside these areas.
Each type of those refugee areas has a different interaction into the 
surrounding city. It reaches from tourist attraction down to completely 
illegally and criminal slums without any connection to the city. 

The three areas we analysed in this research showed us in the first 
place that all different types of refugee areas have an big impact on 
the surrounding city. The different interactions between camp area 
and surrounding city are primarily affected by the outlines of the camp 
area. Infrastructure mainly traffic roads are the main reason why res-
idents of those areas can not and do not leave the camps. This fact 
is also the only common factor all of the three areas we compared 
shared with each other.

16. Life inside a refugee camp
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101Reclaiming Beirut: Propagation of a Movement  

Reclaiming Beirut:
Propagation of a Movement 

From Passivity to Activity

Beirut, a city with a very long and diverse history, has been develop-
ing into a demonstration hot spot since October 2019. People have 
been blocking streets, public squares, have been demonstrating 
in front of political institutions or have been occupying abandoned 
buildings. In a way they have reclaimed the space that was taken 
away from them by the state and given to private land owners. This 
development can also be observed in the Lebanese contemporary 
art scene. Artists have been interventing and raising awareness for 
political issues through different sorts of media in Beirut‘s supposedly 
public spaces. Lately, the October Revolution has sparked an increas-
ing number of artists to create and spread their work around locations 
of the protests. This chapter aims to look at how the public takes a 
stand through different kinds of interventions and thereby converting 
the streets, Beirut’s original public space, into a showroom of change.

City of privatisation. Political failure and state 
corruption. Few public spaces. There have been many 
reasons for Beirut‘s citizens to be dissatisfied.How-
ever, recently the cumulation of all above and the 
elimination of these problems caused a societal shift 
from the public in the role of a passive bystander to 
someone who is actively taking charge of the situa-
tion. This has been the case for quite a while in the 
exclusive Lebanese art scene. Most recently, however, 
the general public decided they have had enough and 
have started protesting directly against the politics 
of the state. The streets of Beirut have transformed 
into a showroom of the public‘s desire for change, 
and are being moulded back into their original pur-
pose, a public space.

Jonie Benoufa
Giovanni Böwer
Cara Hähl-Pfeifer 

01. Protests during the 76th Lebanese Independence  
 Day on Martyr’s Square
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02. Map of Beirut comparing public with private space  
 and notes on the city

Beirut Public versus Private Spaces

Public green space in Beirut compared to oth-
er metropolitan cities in percentage2

Public parks

Beirut New York London

Private parks

Privatised land

27% 33%2%
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 03.

03. Revolution hand in Martyr’s Square

Scars of the Past

Historically Beirut‘s main public spaces were the streets. Small 
unplanned spaces like street stalls and their outside seating were 
seen as public. Then the 15 years lasting civil war began and today 
the city is not what it once used to be. 
Before the war Beirut was a mono-centric city with the vibrant Central 
District and a historic core.1 During the war, however, there was a shift 
that turned Beirut multi-centric.1 Main public spaces such as the his-
toric core (today known as Downtown) became shooting zones. These 
“neutral“ spaces had the great potential of becoming public spaces 
again after the war as no specific ethnic group took ahold of them. In 
2006 a reconstruction plan was decided on by the municipality2 and 
instead of the city centre rebecoming what it used to be, “a popular 
historic, cultural space adorned with local merchants and street ven-
dors, (it) was morphed into a high-end commercial centre with luxury 
brands that only an elite minority could afford.”2
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12.12.19, 20:05| Holidays in the Sun

Seite 1 von 2https://www.tsakhi.com/holidaysinthesun

HOLIDAYS IN THE SUN
Security Barriers

“Yesterday is but today's memory, and tomorrow is today's dream.”
                                                                              - Gibran Khalil Gebran

‘Holidays in the Sun’ is a series of the most apparent security barriers invading our urban life, reinterpreted into socially conscious
interventions for public use in city environments. A barrier of nature responding to the lack of greenery in public spaces and a barrier of rest
responding to the lack of seating areas in public spaces.

Exhibitor | Beirut Design Week x Adorno @beirutdesignweek and @adorno.design
Location | Beit Beirut Museum, Beirut, Lebanon 
Date of Completion | June 2018
Team | Tessa Sakhi, Tara Sakhi, Elie Harb
Contractor | Joe Habchy
Photos | T SAKHI, Taym Karelsy & Tony Elieh @tonyelieh

Available for online purchase on Adorno Design Collection.

Back to works

T SAKHI

NEWS
ABOUT
WORKS
SHOWS
COLLABORATORS
PRESS
INSTAGRAM
CONTACT

! "
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The Few Public Spaces that were Included Deemed Uninviting 
and Small

Today one of the biggest issues the population struggles with is pri-
vatisation. All over Beirut former public areas are being sold to private 
investors and landowners. Especially the coastline, which according 
to Lebanese Law actually belongs to the public is step by step being 
fenced off and no longer accessible for everyone. This is due to cor-
rupt politicians who also serve as private investors.3 

The Streets as a Showroom for Art

Due to the lack of state-given infrastructure, there is a very active 
self-organising art scene in Beirut. Over the past decade artists’ col-
lectives and independent, non-profit associations have constructed 
an alternative infrastructure for the making and exhibiting, document-
ing and archiving of the contemporary arts.5

04. Military barricades transformed into seatings
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 04.

DOWNTOWN

RAOUCHEH

GEMMAYZEH

BCD

HAMRA

MANARA

ART IS by the Popular Front 
for the Liberation (2013)

A march on the Lebanese 
Independance Day 
inspired by the words 
written on banners 
including ‚ART IS‘. For ex. 
‚ART IS SALVATION‘, 
‚ART IS HOPE‘.It imitated 
and decoded the 
language used in public 
demonstrations in 
Lebanon.

Holidays in the Sun by 
TSakhi Architects (2018)

Barricades are transfor-
med into urban furniture 
and want to draw 
attention to the lack of 
urban space, urban 
seating  and greenery by 
using pieces of the old 
security infrastructure of 
the city.

Ali Abdallah by an graffiti 
artist (2013)

An homage and sign of 
empathy towards all the 
homeless in Beirut after 
the passing away of the 
well-known homeless 
man Ali Abdallah in a 
very cold night in Beirut. 

There is no Sea in Beirut 
by the French and Orient 
Institut (2015)

An performative and 
innovative city walk 
starting at the AUB to 
Manara, passing by  
historic sites realted to 
the sea. This performan-
ce tells a story of a city, a 
harbor and public space 
in search of an identity.

Fractions of Memory by 
Nada Sehnaoui (2003)

This large installation 
takes hold of the 
collective memory, the 
public spaces and the 
reclamation of it. She 
asks: “Do you have any 
memories of daily life in 
Downtown Beirut before 
the war started in 1975?“

Corniche Extended by 
AUB architecture 
students (2012)

The design of a flying 
piece of sidewalk, in 
shape of an old train car, 
that can transport you 
despite the private pier to 
restricted spaces. A flying 
public space in the 
private sphere.

 05.

The Temporary Art Platform (TAP) wrote a toolguide about art in pub-
lic space in Lebanon with advice on things like how to deal with legal 
regulation and restriction, vandalism or even political parties that may 
be in the way by raising questions such as: “How and to what extent 
can art projects address politically fragmented public spaces like 
those existing in Lebanon?”5 TAP is also currently working on a data-
base of already realised projects, which can be used as inspiration 
and reference. 

The large number of carried out projects shows how experienced 
Beiruti are in creating art interventions. They use it as a means to start 
a conversation about lack of social infrastructure and privatisation 
due to corruption, which can be observed as one starts to place these 
projects on a map. Most of the interventions took place in an area 
with political controversy.5 The coast (such as the Corniche Prome-
nade) and Downtown are particularly affected, most likely because of 
privatisation politics and the thereof lack of public space.

05. Examples of different artistic interventions in  
 Beirut 2000-2019 and their accumulation in      
 political controversial areas 

Performance

2D - Art

Installations

Artistic Interventions as an 
Expression of Public Opinion
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“Welcoming City Design Studio” - A Case Study

A rather successful series of interventions was conducted 2012 by
students of the American University Beirut (AUB) as a part of their 
architecture course.7 “Welcoming City Design Studio” explored 5 
cases of privatisation along the Corniche, each with a different per-
spective on the matter. It helped residents discover and engage in 
public space and its meaning. 

For one of the interventions, called “Corniche Extended”, the stu-
dents built a piece of sidewalk and put it on rails in order to “fly” over 
a private pier (one of many nowadays).7 The sidewalk was taken from 
the Corniche itself, which is Beirut’s seaside promenade and till this 
date a popular hotspot for spending freetime close to the sea. The 
Corniche counts as one of Beirut’s most successful public spaces 
although there is not a large number to compete with.3 

07. Interventions from the project “Welcoming  
 City Design Studio” by AUB students

1

3

2

4

5

1. The Lighthouse   
A business man bought 
land in front of a lighthou-
se and built a large tower 
on it, which blocked the 
tower‘s view of the sea. A 
new lighthouse had to be 
built afterwards.

3. Air Rights                  
A chair rises up a pole 
and allows its passenger 
to observe a hidden, 
privatised piece of land. 
Owner wants to build on 
top of it but must con-
vince an adjacent living 
family to sell part of their 
house first.

4. Out Of Place Anaban-
doned house hidden be-
hind plants in an elavated 
position, which the owners 
are planning to demolish. 
Students built a staircase 
from the streetlevel and an 
idyllic, relaxing area with 
sea-view.

5. Nature‘s Calling               
A private garden with a 
seating area below the 
ground, which allows one 
to look horizontally at the 
surrounding flowers. A pu-
blic phone placed aside in 
the green emphasises the 
odditiy of the privateness.    

 07.

Pedestrian walk line

Location of the projects

New Perspectives on Beirut 
Through a Walking Performance

AMERICAN UNIVER-
SITY OF BEIRUT

RAS BEIRUT

HAMRA

CORNICHE EL MANARA

AIN 
EL-MRE-
ISSEH

2. Corniche Extended  
The students built a hover-
ing piece of a pavement 
to transport people to 
restricted spaces such as 
a private pier, one of many 
in the area. They used an 
old, derailed wagon.

06. Illustrations of art interventions as seen in 
 figure 5
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08. Corniche Extended

The entire installation could only be reached if the visitor trespassed 
through a fence, as the public is generally not allowed to enter the 
pier due to “health and safety concerns about sea spray rendering the 
pathway slippery and dangerous”.7 The students, however, avoided 
this issue by hovering over it.

This is only one example of a wide range of interventions that shows 
how extensively people are looking at the perception of public space 
in the eyes of the public or the government and how bizarre the 
experience can be if a space that was taken for granted for decades 
suddenly is no longer accessible by ordinary means.
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RESPECT EXISTANCE OR 
EXPECT RESISTANCE

CAN WE PLEASE 
PUT THE SMART PEOPLE

 IN CHARGE NOW?
MERCI

THE POWER OF THE PEOPLE

 IS STRONGER THAN 

THE PEOPLE IN POWER

YOU AIN’T GOT

NONE UNLESS

YOU GOT FUNDS

HUN

YEA SEX IS GREAT 

BUT HAVE YOU EVER 

FUCKED THE SYSTEM
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The October Revolution

The 17th October 2019 marked the beginning of a new kind of revo-
lution that brought together citizens with different political, religious, 
social and cultural affiliation who agreed on one thing: The existing 
regime needed to fall. Caused by the affirmation of a new tax-law, 
this revolution showcased the need for one basic human right: public 
space.
It all started when people decided to park their cars on the highway 
and began marching. This way the demonstrators not only cut off the 
city of its main mean of transportation but also retaught themselves 
how to walk. In Beirut there is no culture of strolling through the city in 
order to get around. Most of the people usually take the car, because 
the city lacks infrastructure for pedestrians. This shows the impor-
tance of streets as a transportation instrument and how the protestors 
essentially blocked Beirut’s traffic veins, turning it dysfunctional.

10. “Beit El Cha3eb” = “House of the People”, built by  
 protesters on Ring Road

09. Examples of demonstration slogans from the  
 October Revolution

 10.
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GEMMAYZEH
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HAMRA

Mir Majid Arsalan Highway

BACHOURA

PATRIARCAT

George Haddad Highway

After a while the demonstration became a self-sufficient system with 
own infrastructures that provided everything from food, beverages, 
hookahs and demonstration items, medical service and psychologi-
cal help, talks and lectures about the political situation, to raves and 
concerts and so on.

The protesters also built a living room ‘without walls’ with a carpet, 
sofas and a fridge in the middle of the road and called it „Beit El 
Cha3eb“, which translates into “the House of the People” for pro-
testors to rest if they were drained from the action. In a way the 
demonstration truly transformed the streets into a huge living room 
where people played football, tennis, card games, did yoga or held 
concerts. At night, when the light were low, people created fireplaces 
or lit up the area with their phones and cars. Lara Bitar wrote 2019 
on Twitter: „The House of the People will host you for free for as long 
as you‘d like. B(reak)fast and morning yoga provided. Location: Ring 
Bridge.“8

 08. 11.

Locations of Protests in and 
around Downtown

The Egg

Central Bank

Martyrs Square

Ring Bridge

Nejmeh Square

Mohammad Al-Amin Mosque

Khalil Gebran Garden

“public space“

parking space

Demonstration

Parliament

Grand Theater

Riad El Solh Square

11. Protests in Beirut in October 2019-January 2020  
 and the expansion of squares into parking spaces
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12. The Egg as an icon of the Revolution 

People occupied old, abandoned buildings and repurposed them 
as centres for talks, lectures, concerts and raves organised by aca-
demics, students and artists. One of these „Icons of The Revolution“2 
became “the Egg”. A cinema built before the civil war, which remained 
one of the last artefacts of that time in Downtown that had not been 
torn down and been replaced by a new building up till today. Called 
“eggupation” by those protesting, the Egg was climbed, painted and 
many academic lectures took place. 

Slowly, the squares in Downtown, which before the 17th October were 
mostly empty and poorly-conceived zones became what they were 
suppose to be all along: a vibrant centre and a public space. Mariam 
Hammoud described it 2019 in Beirut Today „ironically, contested 
spaces became spaces for contesting“.2 Riad el Sohl square, Martyr‘s 
Square and Ring Road were transformed into the main frequented 
and therefore most powerful locations.

 12.
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Martyr‘s Square as a Hub for Change

Looking at infrastructure for vehicles one can observe many parking 
places in Downtown especially close to public squares such as Mar-
tyr‘s Square. It is surrounded by three major parking places adding 
up to around 37.000 m2 solely available for vehicles. Compared to that 
the Martyr‘s Square only takes up about 1300 m.2 Considering that, 
the parkings essentially served as an expansion of many plazas like 
Martyr‘s Square during the Revolution, which at times (e.g. the 76th 
Lebanese Independence Day on the 22nd November 2019) was so well 
visited that individual protests in different locations in and around 
Downtown connected to a single, grand demonstration.
Even though artistic interventions in Martyr’s Square were not uncom-
mon before the October Revolution of 2019 (e.g. Fractions of Memory 
by Nada Sehnaoui in 20035) they have ever since increased signifi-
cantly. In fact it was almost like the demonstrations were feeding into 
the creativity

 13.

13. Demonstration on Martyr’s Square showing how  
 surrounding parkings serve as an expansion 
 of the square

Public demonstration

Parking space

Archaelogical excavation

Art and Protests on 
Martyr’s Square

RING ROAD

EGG
REVOLUTION HAND

ART MADE OUT OF PROTEST’S CAMP-

SITE DESTRUCTION CAUSED BY 

HEZBOLLAH AND AMAL MOVEMENT 

SUPPORTERS ON 29/10/2019 

MARTYR STATUE
MEDITERRANEAN SEA

MOHAMMAD AL-AMIN MOSQUE

RIAD EL SOLH

Artistic exposition

The Egg as a reclaimed building

Protestor’s crowd joining from other
demonstration hotspots

MARTYR’S SQUARE
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14. Graffiti on and in front of the Egg

creativity and drive of artists, inspiring them to draw, paint, spray, 
create sculptures and graffiti. Large amounts of the latter appeared on 
streets, squares and abandoned buildings. Especially the paintings on 
walls of mosques, cathedrals and governmental institutions were a 
very controversial topic (as there is a fine line between art and vanda-
lism). It nevertheless showed what kind of creativity the Revolution 
has sparked among the creative scene and how artists in their turn 
have fuelled the demonstration by inspiring with their work. 

Action = Reaction, Privatisation = Intervention

Artistic interventions and political protests next to each other on a 
map of Beirut indicate a clear correlation between people‘s dissatis-
faction with the political situation and the locations where they assem-
ble to show resistance: Areas that have been privatised - like most 
beaches - or are in risk of privatisation, areas with inadequate public 
spaces like Downtown or parks that have specific opening hours

 14.
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like Horsh Beirut. They have almost all been site to some sort of politi-
cal or artistic intervention. The extent and amount of interventions that 
have so far taken place in the city prove that Beiruti have a very strong 
sense of citizen responsibility and ownership and are not to be under-
estimated. They are reclaiming the space that legally belonged to 
them but was illegally taken away and are at the same time completely 
committed to the issue.3 
“Reclaiming urban public space, means reclaiming it in every sense, 
reclaiming the right to walk, to stroll, to loaf, to sit alone, to hang out 
with others, to wander, to get lost, to be visible, to be invisible, to 
use a toilet, to just be, in all those spaces, at all hours.”10 “Reclaim-
ing Space” was the source of power and endurance behind a lot of 
artistic interventions and certainly still is for the October Revolution. 
Only because people transformed the streets, the squares, buildings 
or parking lots into their personal living rooms, they are still out there 
protesting for their right to public space, accessibility to the coast and 
a new political system as we speak. 15. Correlation of protests and art interventions and  

 privatised land

Political protests!
! Artistic action

(area with limited public access)
Privatised land

Locations of Protests and Art 
Interventions Compared to 
Privatised Land

DOWNTOWN

BCD

HORSH 

PRIVATISED BEACH
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Higher, Bigger, Faster, More:
Religious Buildings as 
Indicators of Power in Beirut

As one of the oldest cities in the world, Beirut 
looks back on more than 5000 years of history.1 Due 
to its advantageous location between the east and the 
west, at the crossroads of maritime trading routes, 
it has always been an important place for exchange 
- exchange of goods as well as exchange of culture. 
Thirteen layers of history underneath Beirut Downtown 
bear witness to multiple civilizations2 - and the rise 
of a new civilization often equally meant the rise 
of a new state religion. Regarding its geo-political 
location, it is no wonder that Beirut was constant-
ly torn between the big religions of the east and 
the west: Islam and Christianity. While in one era 
the conquerors came from the east, they were removed 
by leaders of the west in the following time peri-
od. Consequently, some old religious buildings were 
transformed and some new ones added to shape city and 
society according to the rulers beliefs. Over time 
a total of 18 different recognised sects3 acummulat-
ed, most of them belonging to either one or the oth-
er confession and therefore seperating the city into 
two bearings. While these sectarian differences have 
digged a deep trench through Beirut during the late 
Civil War,4 the ongoing conflict has been subtly vis-
ible for ages: churches and mosques - as represen-
tatives of the religions to the outer world - were 
built to demonstrate power. But how did that mani-
fest? And is it still true today?

Lena Karrer
Di Mu
Ondrej Sedlak

01. Collage of various religious buildings in Beirut 
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03. Political map. The former three voting districts, 
 showing the percentage of people who voted for
 christian or muslim politicians

02. Photograph of a church

Christians in the area

Muslims in the area

Christian majority

Muslim majority

Percentage of People

Politics: a Mirror of Religion

With Lebanon‘s independence in 1943 came a new political system, 
which turned out to be confessionalistic. Therefore, religion and pol-
itics are closely linked in Lebanon. For the election of the parliament, 
Beirut was traditionally split into three different sectors (before the 
Doha agreement). Today, Beirut II has been distributed among Beirut 
I and III but voters from the three districts are still registered in official 
papers. The political map shows that west Beirut is mainly dominated 
by Muslims, while the Christianity makes the majority of society in the 
east. This resembles and reflects the distribution of the two bearings 
during the Civil War from 1975 to1989 - but also the distribution of 
religious buildings as seen on the following pages. All in all, the city 
fabric displays the religious attitude of society via their representative 
buildings - and in Lebanon, this also displays the political power.4, 5, 6, 7
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04. Names and location of various mosques 

Area of Islam influence

Locations of Mosques in the city

The Muslim World

List of Mosques

1. Rahman
2. Shatila
3. Aein Al Mrayseh
4. Al Majidyyeh
5. Khaled Ibn Al
6. Hamra
7. Tabbara
8. Al Kantari
9. Emir Munzer
10. Al Omari
11. Emir Assaf
12. Mohammad Al Amin
13. Al Khodr
14. Kouraytem
15. Al Kassar
16. Al Farooq

17. Al Imam Ali Bin Abi Taleb
18. Al Salam
19. Al Sultan Mohammad 
      Al Fateh
20. Salim Salam
21. Al Basta Al Tahta
22. Burj Abi Haidar
23. Khalya Saudiya 
24. Basta Al Fawqa
25. Khatam Al Anbiyaa
26. Ibad Al Rahman
27. Beydoun
28. Sidani
29. Farhat
30. Osrat Al Taakhi
31. Boubiss

32. Jamal Abdel Nasser
33. Al Arab
34. Al Dana
35. Imam Sadiq
36. Al Imam Al Sadek
37. Matar
38. Al Dawa Al Islamie
39. Al Mahdi
40. Al Hasanian
41. Sayeda Zeinab
42. Kazem
43.Al Qaem
44. Great Prophet
45. Sayyed Al Awseyaa
46. Al Radouf
47. Arab
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05. Names and location of various churches

Area of Christian influence

Locations of Churches in the city

The Christian World

List of Churches

1. St. Rita
2. Saint Mary’s Orthodox
3. Ras Beirut Evangelical
    Baptist Church
4. First Armenian Evangelical
5. St. Elias Maronite
6. All Saints Internaional
    Congregation
7. St. Louis Cathedral
8. Saint George Greek 
    Orthodox Cathedral
9. St. Elias Greek Catholic
10. St. Nshan
11. Evangelical Church
12. Saint Georges Maronite 
      Cathedral
13. St. Elias & St. Gregory
14. St. Maroun Maronite 
      Catholic
15. Saint Nicholas  
      Greek Orthodox
16. St Antoine Catholic
17. Maronite archdiocese

18. St. Joseph
19. St George Rmeil Greek 
      Orthodox Church
20. St Michel Maronite 
21. St. Jacobs Armenian
22. St. Gregoir
23. Armenian Orthodox
24. National Evangelical 
      Baptist Church
25. Jesuites Churche
26. St. Joseph
27. Beshara Church
28. Mar Mtanios Maronite
29. Notre Dame de Abrine
30. Our Lady of Lebanon
31. St. Dimitrios Greek
      Orthodox Church
32. Basilica of Our Lady 
      of the Miraculous Medal
33. St Haroutyoun Church 34. 
Church of God
35. Sayidat Al Ataya
36. Saydet el Doukhoul

37. Sayidat Al Intical
38. St. Afram Syriac 
      Orthodox Church
39. Beirut Nazarene
40. St Elie
41. Baptist Evangelical
42. Sayidat Al Najat
43. Assyrian Church
44. Notre-Dame de 
      L’annuciation
45. Free Evangeligal
46. Holy Spirit Church
47. St. George 
      Assyrian Church
48. Notre-Dame de Lourdes
49. Brethren Church
50. St. John
51. Alkiama Great Othodox
52. The National Ev.
      Church of Hadat
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06. Historic timeline of Beirut. Showing different eras
 and builings built

Christian dominated

Muslim dominated

Beirut through the Ages

Ancient Beirut 

The ancient Beirut - or Berytus, as the Romans called it - had been 
known as an important seaside port since the Phoenician era. It was 
conquered and assimilated to the Roman Empire in the mid-first 
century BC, functioning as a base for veteran soldiers. Together with 
various architectural and structural interventions, the foundation of 
the first Christian temple in Beirut was laid. The Anastasis Church was 
first destroyed by an earthquake in the mid-sixth century AD. Built up 
again in the twelfth century, it was destroyed and resurrected several 
times again. Today, the Cathedral of Saint George Greek Orthodox 
is built on the exact same spot, making it the oldest extant church in 
Beirut.6, 8, 9, 10 

The Middle Ages 

In 635 AD, Beirut was conquered by muslims for the first time. Though 
apparently no extant mosques date back to that period, it is the first 
change from Christianity to Islam Beirut undertook. About 500 years 
later, Beirut became part of the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem and 
the Christians prevailed again. The first mosques can be dated back 
to the 1290s, an era of muslim rule by the Mamluk Sultanate. How-
ever, the Al Omari Mosque was originally a romanesque cathedral 
from 1150. 2, 6, 8, 10, 11
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 06.

Ottoman Era 

The vast majority of mosques and churches that can be dated, were 
constructed during the rule of the Ottoman Empire, a traditional 
muslim civilization. This might be the reason mainly mosques were 
built in the first 300 years of rule. Beirut was only a small town in 
the extended Empire, but with the beginning of the 19th century, it 
developed a closer trading relationship with continental Europe. Fur-
thermore, the city became a sanctuary for Maronite refugees during 
the 1860 Lebanon conflict. Both circumstances and the fact, that 
the Ottoman power declined, could explain the increase of building 
churches during the second half of the 19th century. 2, 6, 8, 10

After World War I 

With the downfall of the Ottoman Empire in 1918, the Christian-in-
fluenced era of the French Mandate began. It was the last time, one 
religion clearly had the upperhand in Beirut. In 1943, Lebanon became 
independent, but still religions remained part of the now parlamen-
tary system as it splits political and institutional power proportionally 
between the different sects. Though equal on paper, the struggeling 
for supremacy continued, resulting in the Civil War. 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 10
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 11.

 1

11. Location of mosques and churches 
 and their estimated area of influence

Area of Muslim influence

Area of Christian influence

Location of important mosques

Location of important churches

Beirut in Two Religions
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St. Louis Cathedral

Emir Munzer Mosque

Al Omari Grand Mosque

Emir Assaf Mosque

St. Elias Greek 
Catholic Cathedral

Saint George Greek 
Orthodox Cathedral

Al Nourieh Shrine 
(Lady of the Light) 

Saint Georges 
Maronite Cathedral

Mohammad Al Amin 
Mosque

 12.

12. Zoom In 1: Downtown Beirut and its important  
 religious buildings (not in scale)

Downtown Beirut: where the 
Highest Density and Mixture of 
Religious Buildings is Found

Layers of a City 

Looking at the map that shows churches and mosques all over the 
Beirut region, this is the spot where the areas of influence overlap. 
Furthermore, the density of religious buildings is extremely high, 
oftentimes two or three right next to each other, which suggests that 
they have to compete with each other for members and visitors. Tak-
ing further into account that the oldest mosque and the oldest church 
as well as the newest mosque are found within 400m2 - together with 
several other mosques and churches - one can conclude that these 
buildings function more as a representative symbol than as simple 
place of worship.
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St. George
Greek 

Orthodox

Al Omari
Emir Assaf

Emir Munzer

St. Elias
Greek Catholic

Al Majidyyeh

500 AD 1291 1594 1633 1700 1844

From Low to High

Comparing the mosques and churches of Downtown Beirut regarding 
their rise, it is striking that new buildings try to surpass the previous 
building of the opposite religion. This leads to an exceptional increase 
of height over time. And while the number of buildings is obviously 
increasing too, each religion equally tries to at least establish a proper 
balance in the area, if not turn it to advantage. In addition, facades 
get more complicated and detailed the younger they are, though this 
might be traced to the changing architectural styles. 

14. Timeline of Beirut. Showing religious buildings and
 their facades over time (in scale)

Churches

Mosques

Increase of Height over Time

13. Photograph of Mohammad Al Amin mosque and 
 St. George Maronite church
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 14.

St. Louis
National 

Evangelical 
Church

St. George Maronite

St. Elias and 
St. Gregory

Mohammad al Amin

1868 1870 1884 1928 2008

From Rivalry to Harmony?

In 2016, the St. George Maronite cathedral finally got a bell tower. 
Originally planned to be 75 meters high, it now raises only 72 meters - 
exactly as high as the minarets of the neighbouring Mohamad Al Amin 
mosque. Archbishop Matar states that this “was a dream since con-
struction” and now displays the “message of coexistence”.12

But the fact, that the tower was only realised eight years after the 
construction of the Mohammad Al Amin mosque, points to the con-
clusion that it had something to do with the dominating appearance of 
the latter. While now both buildings appear equal, the question arises 
wether the ongoing religious conflicts might lead to a top up in the 
future. As space in the inner city is rare, the increase of already exsit-
ing buildings might be the new approach to demonstrate power.
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15 Photograph of the Mohammad al Amin mosque
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Shopping in Beirut:
Commercial and Social Evolution 
of Shopping Structures

Souks in Beirut: Hamra and Beirut Souks

In an oriental city like Beirut, nothing can bring people together like 
souks, especially in a city centre. The morphology of souks has an 
open character and it consists on a ramified structure that affects a 
big area in the urban fabric by having multiple commercial streets in 
the souk. Souks in Beirut can have different characters. It can be fixed 
or ambulant. Ambulant souks are called Bazar, and it's where they 
promote selling local products like souk Al-Ahad or souk Al-Tayeb. 
In Beirut, Hamra street and Beirut Souks are part of Beirut's identity 
when it comes to shopping. Hamra which is a commercial centre of 
the city had complementary functions to Beirut Souks that knew a 
tragic past. Because of the fighting during the civil war, shops in the 
Souks were destroyed. Its destruction affected christian and muslim 
merchants alike.1  
Today, a new project emerges on the ashes of the old Beirut Souks 
letting the Beirutis divided regarding the new social aspects that the 
commercial structure offers. Beirut witnesses a political instability 
which influences the security of the city and land prices. The first map 
shows the property prices in Beirut in relation with secured areas. 
Those secured areas are defined by the presence of visible security 
measures like barricades, roadblocks or army personnel.2 
According to the map, we observed that the areas where the land 
prices are high, the streets are more secured. Also, the two main 
secured areas are Downtown and Hamra.3 Because of their security, 
Downtown and Hamra are supposed to promote the access to all 
Beirutis from different backgrounds.

All the Lebanese are aware of the changes of the im-
age and identity of their city since the civil war 
(1975-1990). Since then, they are more touched by the 
massive changes that transform Beirutis social life. 
Beirut is a city of contrast. It is perceived by ev-
eryone as a succession of divided places around re-
ligions and social classes. We are specifically inter-
ested in the perception of the dwellers of their city 
by having a closer look at the places where politics 
and religions stay out of the door and divisions van-
ish, places of interactions between all social class-
es. Those places consist on the different shopping 
typologies That Beirut offers which are: 
1. Souks: A street market in Arabic countries where 
people buy and sell goods. 
2. Shopping malls: A specifically built covered area 
containing shops and restaurants. 
Our concern is to see how those places can polarize 
society and how they can unite or divide Beirutis.

Diana Altounji
Maram Batta
Oumaima Belaadel

02. Shopping structures in Beirut.

01.  Beirut's identity: Despite the contrast, the sea 
 and leisure places remains the magnets that
 converge Beiruties from differents 
 backgrounds.

 02.
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 03.

1
2

  1 
  2

Hamra District

Beirut Souks

> 6000 USD/m2

3000- 6000 USD/m2

< 3000 USD/m2

Secured landmark

Secured street

Land Price and Security in 
Beirut

03. The areas where the land price is high are 
the most secured.
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 04.

Commercial center

Shops

Restaurant and cafe

Commercial and Social Spots in 
Hamra

The Evolution of Hamra District

The economic centrality of the Hamra district is an example of the 
geographical evolution of the commercial spaces of this city. There-
fore, the Hamra district was a tourist, commercial and business 
district. It was the most visited street by the region‘s top intellectuals, 
artists, poets, writers, and singers.4 The Hamra district has also ben-
efited from this redeployment of activities. Following the destruction 
of the downtown souks, many commercial and service activities were 
established in Hamra. But from 1984, the massive influx of refugee 
populations from southern Lebanon, who illegally occupy apartments 
and offices, stopped the commercial development and changed 
the image of the neighbourhood. As a result, until 1990, Hamra was 
marginalized compared to other Beirut commercial spaces, which 
were then growing. Among Beirut‘s shopping streets, the Hamra 
district has regained a strategic place. In the agglomeration, it still 
represents one of the highest concentrations of commercial activities 
and services.5 In addition, Hamra is a neighbourhood where various 
communities live side by side and offers a multitude of shopping pos-
sibilities ( clothes, food...). 

04. Hamra: The commercial street's 
influence in the urban fabric.
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 06.

1516

Ottoman empire French mandate Independance Civil war Solidere

1920 1943 1975 1991 1994 2009

Beirut Souks before 1975

In the historical center of Beirut, there was a souk like most traditional 
middle-eastern cities. These souks used to be a traditional Arab-
style market. It is a public urban space characterized by a social and 
religious mix, concentration and multiplicity of activities. In 1969, the 
Souks of Beirut were divided into three sectors : the old souk, the 
modern souk, and the wholesale goods animated by the variety of 
trades with ownerships who represented various classes and groups 
that inhabited the city. In addition, they were framed by various 
churches, St. George (Greek-Orthodox), St. Elijah (Greek-Catholic), St. 
George‘s Cathedral (Maronite), and also two mosques including the 
Great Mosque of Beirut (Mohamad Al-Amin Mosque). This souk was 
therefore a place of great diversity. 

The old souk, “Souk al-Franj” functioned 
as Lebanon’s biggest fruit, vegetable and 
flower market.

The modern souk ( Souk al-Tawileh and 
Souk al-Jamil ) there were fashionable 
boutiques and haute-couture houses, 
(actual Beirut Souks).

Souks Typologies in 1969

Wholesale Souk: Import and export 
(Fabrics,iron, tools,marine, carpets, 
food...)

Mosques:
M.A.M: Mohamad Al-Amin Mosque.
A.G.M: Al-Omari Grand Mosque

Churches:
St-E: Saint-Elijah
St-G.O: Saint George (Greek-orthodox)
St-G.M: Saint George Cathedral (Maronite)

06.  The different types of souks before the civil war.

05.  The evolution of the urban morpholoy of Beirut
 Souks and Downtown.

 05.
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08. Beirut Souks 2019

07.  Beirut jewellers and goldsmiths market  
 1966

Beirut Souks after 1990

During the war (1975-1990), the Souk was badly damaged. How-
ever even the 80% of the buildings and structures that survived the 
civil war were demolished and led to a Tabula Rasa. In 1994, Rafik 
Hariri confess that the city-center is his private land and real estate 
company, Solidere (Société Libanaise pour le developpement et de 
la reconstruction d). It takes charge of the reconstruction, without 
recourse to financial assistance from the state. The new complex 
Beirut Souks is built by Solidere on the site of the modern souk. 
The old souk has become an archaeological park while the whole-
sale souk has disappeared. The destruction of the souks and their 
contemporary reconstruction allow us to reflect on a new stage of 
reconstruction of the city. The memory of the place was radically 
erased to create a new one.

 07.  08.
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Social Evolution of Beirut Souks

The social connection changed, before the civil war, Downtown 
Beirut was a city-of-contrasts, which mixed together the clean and 
unclean, the ugly and beautiful, and the smelly and the perfumed.6 It 
was a social urban centre that regroups a variety of activities, such 
as hotels, sidewalks cafes and souks. In the old souks the social life 
between the owner and the customer was intimate and guarantee 
trust. Moreover, the owner is generaly himself the producer, importer, 
vendor and also develops a friendship with his clients. Otherwise, 
after the Tabula Rasa, Solidere wanted to have a perfect picture of the 
downtown. Instead of being the gathering place of all Beirutis from 
all backgrounds, it is now an exclusive space for appropriate people 
only.7

Moreover, the Beirut Souks became the new units of retail rented 
by international companies and local distributors, their aims are the 
rich people because they offer luxury brands, this led to the chang-
ing of relationships between the customer and the vendor. But also, 
the Souks changed their character while being modernised. The new 
Souks follow the contemporary structure of globalization where there 
is no longer any relationship between the buyer and the merchant, 
due to many intermediaries processes of trade from production to 
selling point.8 The character of the new Beirut Souks is more like 
a mall. One important difference between the pre-existing and the 
reconstructed souks is the increased scale and size of the new shops, 
which are more characteristic of the mall.

09. Franj Souk, 1970.

 09.
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The Mall: New Gathering Spaces 

In 2003 the first mall (ABC Achrafieh) was introduced to the city 
of Beirut. The mall is an urban shopping area containing various 
shops. Due to the lack of public spaces the mall to become a popu-
lar gathering spot for Beirut’s citizens. It guarantees a weatherproof 
leisure place. Because of the problematic electricity situation that the 
average Lebanese must face, people gather in malls when even their 
homes become an incomplete place. In winter the mall will be heated 
and in summer it will be cooled. WiFi and electricity are also available 
for free.9

Activities such as meeting friends, doing sports, going for walks, 
having a coffee, an argileh or simply relaxing are the main leisure time 
activities in Beirut. All these activities are represented in malls. Beiruts 
malls have an extended purpose through a lot of free time offers. A 
study of ABC Mall users refers to this result: only 35% of the visitors 
have the intension of purchasing anything,10 whereas the actual pur-
pose of a mall is purchasing needed items. The rest of the visitors 
have the intension to amuse in the mall. 

Highway

Sea side road

10.   City Center Mall: Sheltered
 1966.

 10.
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Main Commercial Sites in Relation to Political Areas

The location of Beiruts malls is influenced by political areas. The map 
of the most active commercial sites in Beirut shows that these loca-
tions are not spread fairly in the city. Also, we can see that there are 
no active commercial areas with a lack of “security“ (page 6). When 
superposed with the map of the most active commercial sites related 
to the political divisions, we can see that areas with a mixture of polit-
ical parties represent the restricted political areas and cause some 
danger due to the clashes of different political views in certain areas.
This means malls grant everyone security despite their political views 
and unite the people of Beirut. They are not only a leisure space for 
adults but also grant children fun places like i-Play,11 a trendy indoor 
mall playground which keeps kids occupied in a fun yet educational 
way. While parents shop or sip a coffee their children face new adven-
tures, daily activities and workshops.
Moreover, there are green parks inside the mall, that aren’t covered 
with roofs, which are highly visited, because of their connection to the 
restaurants, cafes and the children’s playgrounds. They are outdoor 
parks but still in the middle of the mall allowing all kinds of people to 
gather. The survey about the usage of the shopping mall12 proofs that 
around 80% of the time Lebanese teenagers go to the mall with the 
intention of only having a walk knowing that they will not purchase 
anything. The mall becomes a new gathering and leisure space in Bei-
rut, which is accessible for everyone, no matter which political view 
they support.11.  Active commercial sites in Beirut in

 relation to political areas

Mar Elias street 

Beirut Souks 

Gamazye 

Sodeca 

Achrafieh Dunes

Verdun 730 

ABC Verdun 

ABC Achrafieh

Aishti Shopping Center 

Saifi Plaza  Concorde Bldg

City Center Beirut 
Towa Beirut 

Al Hamra street 

11.

Mall center 

Commercial area

restricted political areas

Active Commercical Sites in 
Beirut in Relation to Political 
Areas

Lebanese forces and Kataeb 

Hezballah and amal movement 

Mostaqbal and amal movement 

Communist party

Socialist party and mustaqbal movement

Syrian socialist party and amal movement 

Parties:

Restricted area
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Financial Affordability 

Most citizens can’t afford the goods that are sold in the expensive 
and foreign shops of Beirut’s malls. After the introduction of the malls 
in Beirut, people decided to invent new affordable Souks like Souk el 
Tayeb:13 the market is held every saturday in Downtown Beirut at the 
Beirut Souks and wednesday in Clemenceau at the Gefinor Center.
Their mission is selling local and affordable goods. Small-scale 
farmers and producers are supported. Also, the local community 
development initiatives are being pushed. The consumption of goods 
is connected to research, education about food traditions and heri-
tage, organic and healthy lifestyle to produce valuable products and 
keep traditional recipes. That created platform is supposed to bring 
people of different regions, origins & beliefs together around a shared 
goal. 
According to Souk el Tayebs website over 60 producers from all over 
Lebanon are being hosted by the market with their different food 
products as well as traditional and special handmade crafts every 
week. The target audience are all the people who want to support 
Lebanon’s economy and learn more about different heritages and 
traditions. The market is also ideal for citizens who cannot afford 
shopping in malls. This Souk represents the opposite of the mall, that 
focuses on selling expensive foreign products and being distanced 
from the manufacturing process, eventhough the market is held 
around malls sometimes. 
Souk El Tayeb’s goal is celebrating the food and traditions that unite 
communities to bring people of different regions and beliefs together. 
The market protects the interests of the small farmers and produc-
ers to enable them to compete with industrial and globalized trading. 
Furthermore, a strong social relation between customer and producer 
arises; some customers even call the owners like members of the 
family as a gesture of trust and connection.  

12. Bazar in Beirut.

12.
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OUTDOOR SOCIAL LIFE 
Al-Hamra in 2011

STREET VENDORS
Al-Hamra in 1972

BAZAR
Burj Hammoud 2019

INDOOR SHOPPING 
Beirut Souks 2019
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13.

INDOOR SOCIAL LIFE 
ABC Verdun

INFORMAL SHOPPING 
Dawra, 2019

TRADITIONAL SOUK 
Burj Hammoud, 2019

SHOPPING MALL
ABC Verdun, 2019
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Different places and different commercial structures in Beirut means 
the difference in prices. Commercial streets and small shops are more 
affordable than malls. This also affects the gathering places such as 
cafés and restaurants. In our map we are taking the example of Shi-
sha as a social connector in Beirut to see how it can divide people 
when it comes to the price. Smoking shisha is a common activity in 
Lebanon and is practiced by all kinds of citizens: the rich and the 
poor, the young and the old, men and women. 
The map shows that the prices depend on the different kinds of 
commerce. The commercial structures affect the area because of the 
different targetgroups, widening the gap between rich and poor. 
It also shows how divided the city is, when it comes to prices and 
being able to afford products from different areas and different 
commercial structures. 

Price Differences through Commercial Structures and Areas

14.  Comparing price differences through  
 commercial structures and areas

Mall center 

Commercial area

restricted political areas

Price Differences of 
Shishas in Beirut 

Mall center 

Commercial area

13.  Different shopping possibilities  
 in Beirut and their social aspects 

14.
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15.

Social and Economical Aspects of the Lebanese Revolution

The Lebanese revolution, which started in October 2019, affected 
the solidarity and the awareness about the economical situation and 
made markets like Souk el Tayyeb and Souk el Ahad more popular. 
Citizens want to support local producers and strengthen the failed 
economy. 
After the recent Thawra 2019, mass demonstrations paralyzed central 
Beirut. Citizens have not only taken to the streets to air their displea-
sure with government corruption but also have established new public 
spaces. They gather to socialize on rare spaces. These spots not only 
become social and revolutionary but also commercial spots. People 
smoke shisha, drink coffee, eat corn on the cob, kaak and shawarma 
purchased from the food carts that have sprung up in the area for the 
occasion of the Lebanese revolution. New commercial spots arise, 
which unite the people. During the revolution, the Breirutis are claim-
ing a city without corruption and takeover of politicians. With their 
acts, they are developing a different vision of the society that touches 
directly the citizen.

15.  Socializing during the  
 Lebanese Thawra, 2019
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The Coastline´s Privatisation: 
Status Quo and Development

Development of the Privatisation

In 1889, the port of Beirut became one of the most important trade 
centers and transhipment point between Europe and the Middle 
East. To withstand this development, the port was modernised and 
expanded. This was carried on to the city during the Ottoman rule 
and extensive modernisation measures with a western orientation 
were carried out. In the course of this, traditional districts that did not 
meet modern standards were demolished. In their place, new projects 
emerged during the French colonial period. In addition, the ground 
was classified and registered for the first time. At that time the coastal 
plots belonged to individual families and there were no clear rules on 
accessibility and ownership of the beach, so everyone had free and 
unrestricted access to the coast.

Over the next decades there were several changes in the law and 
decrees that favoured privatisation and building. This situation wors-
ened during the civil war as there was no stable government and 
especially politicians used their power to appropriate land. As a 
result, an unbelievable number of major construction projects have 
been approved and implemented along the entire coastal area, which 
to this day drastically limits accessibility. Meanwhile the majority of 
the coastal land has been privatised. Most of them belong to large 
international real estate companies, wealthy families, the military and 
municipal institutions such as the American University of Beirut. 

Beirut is the capital of Lebanon, located on the  
eastern Mediterranean coast with a 22 km long  
coastline. Today, the natural rocky coast can hard-
ly be used by the local population for recreation and 
leisure activities. This is a particularly serious 
shortcoming. About two million people live in Beirut, 
most of whom have only partial access to the coast. 
The main problem here is the ongoing and increasing 
privatisation of coastal land, which has been encour-
aged by various legislative changes. In addition, the 
use and size of coastal land has changed dramatical-
ly. This has historical and above all political rea-
sons.

Tim Schönberger
Helen
Schrettenbrunner

01. Changing of the coast
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 02.

Parcellation of the Plots

Rafiq al Hariri  
(Premierminis-
ter till 2005)

Average citi-
zens of Beirut

1          Ajram Beach

2          Maison de l´Artisan

3          AUB Beach

4         Riviera Beach

5         Manara Beach

6         Bain Militaire

7         Long Beach

8         Sporting Club

9          Dbaibo Cafe

10        Abandined Structure

11        Petite Cafe and Bay Rock Cafe  

12        Al Dalieh

13-14   Mövenpick Hotel and Resort

15        Grand Cafe and Bayt Ward

15-23   Ramlet al Baida
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02 Distribution of the ownership at the coast

City owned

Military owned

Family owned

Bahr Real Estate Company (REC) (Hariri)

Sakhrit al-Yamama REC

Coastline Plot Owners

Merriland REC

Achour Holding

Kempinski Hotels

Corniche

Ownership of the Privatised Coast

Many capital-owning politicians are (partly) owners of these real 
estate companies. Particularly noteworthy is the Bahr Real Estate 
Company, which was owned by Rafiq al - Hariri. He was prime  
minister at the time of the civil war. This business is continued by 
his son Saad al - Hariri, who was also Prime Minister until Octo-
ber 2019. 

In 1925 Law 144 was passed, which grants every Lebanese 
citizen the right to use the coastal area freely and at any time. 

However, several laws and regulations have since been intro-
duced which have enabled and even encouraged the acquisition 
and development of coastal land. The 1954 Master Plan prohib-
ited any kind of construction work in zones 9 and 10 in order to 
protect the natural vegetation and public needs. Zone 9 stands 
for maritime public areas with natural rock formations. Zone 10 
had been jointly owned by various families since 1920, each of 
which was allocated only very small plots of land in the coastal 
area. At that time there were no physical boundaries separating 
private from public and access was possible for all. Decree 4810 
of 1966 allows for the large-scale development of these plots. 
It states that the land adjacent to the sea can be used privately, 
with the exception of zone 10 and some restrictions: „on condi-
tion that the government approves the nature of the tourism and 
industrial sectors of the economy.  Additionally, the decree allows 
any resort owner to use three times the surface area of the resort 
plot to construct a marina.“
  
In the same year, decree 4811 was issued, which amends the  
regulations for zone 10. This has allowed the development of pri-
vate land throughout Zone 10, which stretches from Bain Militaire 
to Ramlet al Baida. After the civil war, investors are appropriating 
the families, plots and long stretches of beach belonging to the 
individual parties are being created, which are being extended 
further and further into the public areas. For example, 3 large 
real estate companies, all of which belonged to Rafiq al-Hariri, 
bought most of the land on the Al Dalieh coastal section. Al 
Dalieh was historically a cultural place of the Lebanese popu-
lation where religious festivals and weddings were celebrated. 
used by Beirut families and fishermen for everyday activities.

In order to protect this important space for the public, this  
section of land was classified as non-building in 1940. In this 
case Hariri used his political power to buy up the land. This was 
done under the pretext that investors and wealthy tourists were 
needed to rebuild the city after the civil war. His vision was to 
develop Beirut into a modern metropolis with many resorts and 
other major construction projects. Why subsequent laws favour 
this. For example, Law No. 402, which multiplies the permissible 
building share for a hotel on properties with more than 20,000 
m². As a result, land prices have risen many times over and 
projects have to be multi-million dollar to be successful. This 
favoured wealthy and large corporations and is carried out at the 
expense of the population and public space. 

Avenue de Paris/ General de Gaulle
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Judically Influences on Privatisation

In 2002 the government passed the environmental law 444, which 
states that every Lebanese citizen is allowed to enter the beach. 
This is currently also possible in principle, but only on the last pub-
licly accessible beach section, Ramlet al Baida. This is just over one 
kilometre long and on average about 70 meters wide, this seems to be 
quite a lot at first sight. However, if one takes into account the popu-
lation of about 2,000,000 people, each would theoretically be left with 
4. 2 cm² of the beach area.

In 2012 Abir Sasouk-Sasso explained how some decrees and laws 
have enabled and favoured their creation. The Bain Militaire site, 
which was used as a military base during the French colonial period, 
is also in Zone 10. After the withdrawal of the French, the site and 
buildings were converted into a resort with luxurious facilities such as 
a pool complex, restaurants including chalets and sports facilities. 03. Timeline on the development and influces of laws  

 and decrees



159The Coastline´s Privatisation

GSEducationalVersion

2017200219951971195419201888

Beirut becomes a

port city. Linking

Europe to Greater

Syria

VilayetOttoman period

1894

1860-1915

Osmanien period

1894

1517-1860

French colony

1915-1943

Independancy

1945-1970

Civil war

1970-1989

Independancy

1990-2000

Modernization

and renewal of the

city

Building law of the

heights

Master Plan for

the city,

constructions in

zone 9 and 10 are

forbidden

First land

registrations

1966

Decree 4810 and

4811 were

established

Law 402 was

established

1925

Order No. 144

defines the beach as

as public domain

Environment law 444

free access to the sea

as a right for every

lebanse citizen

Decree 14914 limits

the use of zone 10

to maritim activities

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Now

2000-2019

justice discussion on

Eden Bay

D
e
cr

e
e
 4

8
10

La
w

 4
0
2

Period of time

Year of change

Duration

Changes

P
e
rc

e
n
ta

g
e
 o

f 
p

ri
va

ti
se

d
 g

ro
u
n
d

 a
t 

th
e
 c

o
a
st

However, only senior officers are permitted to use it. „This plot is 
located in Zone 10 of the 1954 Beirut Master Plan, where land use is 
specified for sporting, maritime, swimming,entertainment, and  
restaurant activities. The surface exploitation factor is limited to 
fifteen percent [...]. However, the Bain Militaire’s complex is entirely 
constructed on maritime public domain. It thus cannot benefit from 
Decree No. 4810 and its amendments, which grant the right to exploit-
within conditionsmaritime public domain to private property owners 
with plots adjacent to the sea. Consequently, bain militaire is an 
entirely illegal enterprise.“ Previously this area was farmed by families 
who lived nearby.

Amount of 
privatised land

03.
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Judically Influences on Privatisation 

At the southern end of Al Dalyieh, a huge luxury hotel complex was 
built in the year 1988; the Mövenpick Hotel. A complex with pools, 
large rooms and other high quality facilities. During the civil war the 
military declared the area a military zone and expelled the local fish-
ermen. The Al Daher family then bought the property under the name 
of Merriland Real Estate Company. Prime Minister Hariri grants certain 
privileges to the family and issues the building permit by presidential 
decree. This violates decree 14914 of 1966 which states that only 
10% of the land may be built on. As well as against Decree 4810 and 
Decree 169 of 1998, which stipulates that 25% of the land must be 
made accessible to the public in the form of parks and gardens. Ram-
let al Baida is currently the only publicly accessible sandy beach in 
Beirut and its surroundings. In 1940 the French decided that this part 
of the beach should not be built on. The master plan of 1954 states 
that everything on this section between road and sea should be made 
accessible to the public. The Bahr Real Estate Company illegally 
appropriated a large part of the beach properties of Ramlet al Baida. 
Since the real estate company is closely linked to leading politicians, 
there has always been a danger that this local recreation area will be 
further and further reduced.

The first step into this disquieting future is the construction of Lan-
caster Eden Bay at the southern end of Ramlet al Baida beach. The 
Achour Real Estate Company bought two adjoining plots of land to 
reach the necessary area of 20. 000 m² (Law 402) to build a higher or 
larger resort. During the construction period, eight violations of build-
ing and environmental regulations were identified. 

Twice as much floor space was built on as approved. Furthermore, 
the hotel was brought to the waterline up to 2 meters instead of the 
allowed 20 meters. In the building applications, the lower two floors 
were designated as underground parking. In the finished state, 
however, there were more hotel rooms accommodated here, which 
suggests that this was planned from the beginning. A major campaign 
was launched against the construction of the hotel and a court case 
was filled, which initially brought about a halt to construction. This 
was circumvented under the pretext of renovation work. In 2017, a 
further construction stop was imposed, which would result in a fine 
of $100,000 per day if not complied with. In addition, a study of the 
construction project was requested. Without justification, however, the 
building permit is issued one month later. 

Since the construction of the hotel the police presence on the beach 
has increased. The policemen tear down small self-built huts, kiosks 
and umbrella and chair rentals, which deprive the local population of 
their livelihoods, and beach goers are forced to go to more expensive 
cafes and hotels. The politicians justified this measure by saying that 
the self-made stands were a security problem and destroyed the aes-
thetics of the beach. 

04.  Violation of the laws and decrees

Violation of the publicly accessibility

Violation of the building law

Violation of the allowable build up area

Violation of the Law

Violation of order maritim public domain

Profits from Decree 4811

Profits from Decree 4810
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06. Zoom In 2: Distribution of usage and costs for
 using

Development of Usage and Accessibility

Historically, the coastal area with its natural rock formations and 
beaches was a recreational area for the people of Beirut. Many fish-
ermen with their families the area offered a home and livelihood. It 
was also an important area for wildlife with its reefs and breeding 
grounds. Over the last decades the population and animals have been 
displaced to make room for gigantic hotel complexes, which are run 
by leading politicians. Wealthy tourists now use the place that once 
belonged to the inhabitants of Beirut and so the use of the coastal 
area changed drastically. 

When Beirut’s port became more important and the government 
wanted to expand it, a large four-lane road was built along the entire 
coast for the transport of goods. This separated the city from the 
port, creating the first major barrier to the coast. 05. Distribution of usage and costs for using

Entrance fee per day/person (2019)

Location of Hotel/ Resort

Location of Café/ Restaurant

Accessibility and Costs

No accessibility

Accessibility
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07. Accessibilty of the beach
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Development of Usage and Accessibility

From the port to the beach Ramlet al Baida, is a promenade for 
pedestrians and cyclists, known as the Corniche. As a result of this 
measure, free access to the coast was largely blocked.

Along this promenade, huge hotel complexes, cafés and restaurants 
in an unbelievable density developed between the street and the 
coast, as mentioned above in the text. According to AUB Professor 
Abir Saksouk-Sasso, five illegally built resorts come within one kilo-
metre of each other. These plants are each fenced in with wire mesh 
and partly with barbed wire or separated by high walls. They can only 
be entered or crossed for a fee. These developed plots are the only 
connection to the sea, which makes it practically impossible to reach 
the coast without paying for it. As a certain clientele is desired, the 
owners set the entrance fees extremely high.

08. Distribution of sandy beach space

4cm²/
Person

2 million people living in Beirut

10% for 
the 
people of 
Beirut

Beaches at the coast of Beirut

 08.
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10. Zoom In 1: The artficial coast in the center of
 Beirut

Development of Usage and Accessibility 

A fee of 20. 000LL (12€) up to 45. 000LL (30€) per day per person 
is charged to enter the facility. The majority of the population can-
not afford this luxury. The average net income is just over €900 per 
month, whereby a monthly rent for a one-room apartment in a suburb 
is already around 450 €. This leads to more and more segregation and 
local recreation becomes a privilege of the rich.

The beach area accessible to the population is increasingly restricted, 
polluted and crowded. This has happened, for example, at the coastal 
area al Dalieh, where there is a 377-metre long fence with barbed wire 
and can only be crossed through a small hole. For years, a large num-
ber of breakwaters have been standing there, which were originally 
needed for the expansion of a port. 
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11. Conclusion of the privatisation of the coast

Real Easte 
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However, as the investors have withdrawn from this project, there is 
no further use for them, so they have been stored in public space for 
an indefinite period of time. The qualitative local recreation area is 
also reduced by the increasing waste load. Due to this excessive and 
incorrect waste disposal the water quality is decreasing and the habi-
tat for many marine organisms is destroyed.
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11.

Huge buildings 
are placed at 
the coast

Mostly 
hotel 
complex-
es 

They´re 
reducing 
the acces-
sible 
beaches

for the 
people of 
Beirut

The gap 
between rich 
and poor is 
growing

Destroys the livelihood of 
the animals in the sea

Leads to inaccessible 
beaches

Destroys the plants in the 
sea

In conclusion the consequences of the privatisation of the coast 
are the destruction of the tradition of Beirut with it´s buildings and 
local jobs. As well as the livelihood of animals and plants of the sea 
is drastically shrinking and the local population has one remaining 
opportunity to go to the beach without paying a high fee. The  
public spaces are more and more a privilege for the upper society. 
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Where Does the Trash Go?
Solid Waste Management 
in Beirut

Origin of the Problem: Corruption

Nowadays Lebanon is listed the 138th least corrupt country in the 
world out of 1801, this has a history back to the second world war.
After Lebanon became independent in 1943, the economy was built 
on about thirty families who had enriched themselves during the 
period of the merchant republic. Those families held monopolistic 
control over a big part of the countries economy. During the civil war 
between 1975 and 1990 corruption increased2 and public institutions 
were subverted and became spheres of control of warlords. Hence 
many institutions in Lebanon act without governmental or parliamental 
checks and balance. Besides, the two major institutaions, managing 
the post-war restoration of Lebanon, were and are strongly conected 
to single ministers, taking their private benefit.3

In Beirut every few years a subliminal smouldering 
problem finds its way to public awarness and becomes a 
full-scale crisis. Then overloaded landfills definitely 
reach their limits, trash piles up in the streets and 
random dumpings in the city and the urban hinterland 
become more frequent. In short: the country is shaken 
by a trash crisis.
In Lebanon there is no sustainable governmental 
treatment of waste. Therefore the population has to 
worry, in varying intensity, about a question we are 
not confronted with in our daily lives.
-Where does the trash go?-
To comprehend and debate this topic we have to con-
sider the origin of the problem, its characteristics 
and the possibilty for Beirut to overcome this peri-
odical crisis.

Vivien Kind
Theresa Klingler
Carolin Thomas 

01. Child standing near garbage
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Bourj Hammoud landfill
Bsalim landfill

Naameh landfill

Historical Development of Waste Management in Beirut

The origins of the waste crisis started while the Lebanese civil war, 
from 1975 to 1990.4 One of the most affected areas is the district 
Bourj Hammoud, where governmental agencies and other groups 
started dumping garbage on a spot really close to the residential 
area.5 The ecological impact of this site was drastically heightened 
by accepting the dumping of toxic waste shipped by European coun-
tries.6 By the end of the war, tons of waste had piled up there and the 
uncontrolled dumpsite started being used as an official landfill. By 
1997, the dumpsite had far exceeded its capacity and had become 
an environmental and public health risk.7 In May 1997 the Cabinet 
advised the closure of the landfill, but the government delayed the 
implementation.8 After protests, the government responded due to 
pressure from the communities and the Cabinet, therefore the Bourj 
Hammoud landfill was closed in July 1997.9

Instead of developing a sustainable solution to the waste management 
crisis, the government opened a new landfill as a temporary short 
term site, the Naameh-landfill.10 18 Years later, in 2015, the Naameh 
landfill was finally closed, after reaching its capacity multiple times.11 
Even after this closure, no efforts were made to rehabilitate the land-
fill or to recreate an integrated waste management plan for Lebanon. 
This is why it ultimately led to the eruption of the garbage crisis.12
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Bsalim landfill

Naameh landfill
Costa Brava landfill

The former waste disposal company Sukleen had no place to put 
the tons of garbage and was forced to halt operations. For months 
the rubbish was mounting in streets and especially in the suburbs 
huge piles of rubbish developed.  This led to mass demonstrations 
that quickly escalated into riots. The demonstrators were calling for 
an ecological solution and the downfall of the political system under 
the slogan “you stink”. The waste crisis became an uprising, which 
led the government to promise to come up with a four-year plan to 
develop a working waste management system for Lebanon. However, 
this plan is still not existing.13 Tired of the government’s failure, many 
commercial recycling initiatives and NGOs were founded to improve 
the waste issue.14 Recycle Beirut und Live Love Recycle are part of it. 
In 2016, the landfills Bourj Hammoud and Costa Brava, both directly 
to the sea, were opened again as a temporary solution, operating until 
today.15 In 2019 the new Minister of the Environment presents a waste 
master plan for Lebanon. Nevertheless it still does not seem to be an 
eco-friendly solution. The talk is about converting some of Lebanon’s 
960 illegal dumps into sanitary landfills and which of the 1,370 illegal 
quarries can be converted or used as landfills.16 But there is no talk 
about recycling, let alone reuse and reduction.
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02. Timeline of waste development

GSEducationalVersion

EG

 02.

2015 2016 2019

closure of the 
Naameh landfill22

garbage crisis23

„You Stink“ pro-
tests24

founding of 
Recycle Beirut25

Reopening 
of the Bourj 

Hammoud and 
the Costa Brava 

landfill26

waste 
master plan28

2018

founding of 
Live Love Recycle27



176 Vivien Kind, Theresa Klingler, Carolin Thomas

06. 
Naameh Sanitary 
Landfill

05.
Costa 
Brava 
Landfill

 03.

Bourj Hammoud 
Landfill

Jdeideh Landfill

04. Bsalim Landfill

Landfill

Population density people per m2

80k+
40-80
28-40
22-28
18-22
15-18
  2-15

GSEducationalVersion
GSEducationalVersion
GSEducationalVersionGSEducationalVersion

GSEducationalVersion
GSEducationalVersion
GSEducationalVersion



177Where Does the Trash Go?

05. Zoom In 2: Costa brava Landfill

03. Landfills in Beirut region

04. Zoom In 1: Bsalim Landfill

Bsalim Landfill for inert waste is located a couple of 
kilometre east from Beirut on the northern side of 
Nahr El Mot valley. The Landfill opened up in April 
1998 and coveredan area of about 45,000 m². Its 
volume capacity consists of 1 million m³ and itwas 
expected to accommodate about 730.000 tons of 
waste.17

The Costa Brava landfill was opened in April 2016, it 
is one of the two landfills that have been advertised 
by the Lebanese government as a solution to the 
trash crisis that lebanon went through in 2015. It was 
a temporary alternative to the Naameh landfill which 
was closed 2015. The landfill has a size of 16.3 hect-
ares and rises up to 55m above sea level. The waste 
is estimated at 6 million m3 and consists of municipal 
solid waste, industrial waste, and hospital waste.18

Naameh Sanitary Landfill is located about 15km 
south of Beirut and 4km from the coastline of Leb-
anon. Since it came into operation in 1998, the 
Naameh Landfill has been receiving much more 
waste than originally planned.Initially the landfill cov-
ered 120,000m² and received 2 million tons of waste 
in two cells. In 2001 Cell 3 was build with 62.000m² 
and in 2006 expanded by an additional 25.000m². 
The Landfill received on average 1,955 t/d and 2,300 
t/d in 2010.19

06. Zoom In 3: Naameh Landfill
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Where does the Trash Go?

According to researchers from the American University of Beirut, 
77 % of Lebanon’s waste is either openly dumped or sent to landfills 
even though the reasearch shows that more than 80 % could be com-
posted or recycled. It is everony`s personal choice to whether treat 
waste or to dispose it in other ways. Not all trash can be burned, for 
example metals, glass and other inert materials. The Failing to burn 
the proper materials will lead to the production of excess volumes of 
toxic fluid and ash which will be released into the atmosphere and 
therefore inhaled by inhabitants within a radius of four kilometers. 
A campaign launched by Human Rights Watch hopes to raise aware-
ness about the serious public health crisis. „Where did the trash go?“ 
is asked by billboards for the campaign and then comes the ominous 
response: „It‘s in the air you breath.“20 2015 the government began 
collecting rash from streets only to dump it in the sea. Political activ-
ists estimate that about 850 million tons have beendumped [status 
june 2019].21 Libanon has more than 60% organic waste and more 
than 15% inert waste, but if it is not seperated from the rest of the 
trash it often ends up in a landfill.22Progress can be made through 
active sorting to increase the quality of possible compost derived, 
and recycling in order to decrease the amount of unusable waste.

07. Where does the trash go?

 07.
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Recycling in Beirut

After the garbage crisis’ peak, several NGO’s started to run their busi-
ness to collect and recycle the rubbish. One of the first was Recycle 
Beirut, which established in 2015.28 The garbage was collected, sep-
arated and sold to recycling factories as recyclable parts. However, 
a lebanese blogger, Gino Raidy, claimed that Recycle Beirut is just 
another corrupt and profit oriented company. Workers, mostly syrian 
refugees, sort the rubbish without proper protection. The cost for a 
single collection is about 10 $, which is too much for many lebanese 
people29.
The EU and UN seem to be Raidy’s opinion and didn’t fund Recycle 
Beirut, but other organisations, such as Live Love Recycle.30 Live Love 
Recycle started as a kickstarter project. Now it is employing over 
400 people. They developed an app in which households can order 
a collection of their already sorted rubbish.31 At first the service was 
free, now in order to become self-sustainable Live Love Recycle is 
charging 2 to 3 $ per collection.32 The collected rubbish is transported 
to Arcen Ciel. It’s a NGO which has created a national strategy for 
waste management and opened two sorting centers in Lebanon.33

08. Recycling in Beirut region

Recycling companies

Recycling industries

Sorting points 

Recycling bins

Arcenciel:
Founded in 2010 
Arcenciel developed its own rooftop garden and opened 
sorting centers for recyclable waste. They are known 
for running hospital waste treatment centers and their 
products produced on their dairy farm.25

Beeatona:
Founded in 2008 
Beeatoona has launched a project for battery recycling 
in schools of Lebanon, Jordan and Tunisia. Their aim is 
to engage students of 50 schools in each country in the 
sorting and collecting of household batteries and raising 
awareness on environmental health risks associated with 
disposal of batteries.23

Ganatch:
Founded in 2015
Ganatch set up a sorting facility and offer a subscription-
based collection service throughout Beirut and 
Mount-Lebanon.27

Recycle Beirut:
Founded in 2015
Recycle Beirut are merging two problems, the waste crisis 
and the refugee crisis, into one solution. They employ 
refugees at a living wage to pick up, sort, and process 
recyclables for the Beirut area.26

Zero Waste Act:
Founded in 2011
Zero Waste Act promotes an waste management 
hierarchy emphasizing the six R’s - Reduce, Reuse, 
Recycle, Respect, Responsibility and Recognition. Their 
program especially encourages students to separate their 
daily waste and become active and responsible citizens of 
their communities.24

 08.
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Beirut´s Waste Compared to Hamburg´s 

With a view to making this far-off topic more tangible the following 
paragraph compares several aspects to a place better known to us.
Due to the comparable population figures of the city of Hamburg 
(about 1.850.00034) to the region of Beirut (about 2.200.00035) Ham-
burg is appropriate for this aim.  

The fundamental difference regarding solid waste treatment is the 
role of sustainability for the government. Whereas in Germany there 
are statutory recycling goals based on European Abfallrahmenricht-
linie 2008/98/EG,36 in Lebanon there are none. The only regulation the 
Lebanese law knows came in 2018 turning open dumping and burning 
illegal.37 As we learned in the paragraph about recycling the work in 
this sector in Beirut is almost exclusively done by private camps. 

Therefore, the large difference of the recycling rates is not surprising. 
In Hamburg the recycling rate is 25,3%,38 disproportionally low in the 
German averageF, but vice versa compared to Beirut, having a recy-
cling rate of only 8%.39 Looking at the composition of the waste this 
rate seems irritating noticing that the share of easily treated organic 
waste is about 60% higher than in Hamburg.40,41 In Hamburg the high-
est share of the waste composition is equally made by organic waste 
and paper and cardboard,42 which are both considered easy to recy-
cle. In one aspect the condition for proper waste treatment in Beirut is 
even better then in Hamburg. The total waste consumption per capita, 
with a figure between 0,9 and 1,2 kg per day,43 is slightly lower than 
the generated waste per capita of 1,27 kg per day44 in Hamburg.

Conclusion: Perspective for a Future Waste Management

Recapitulatory one can say that despite the large effort of a small part 
of the population, consisting of private, buisness and NGO initiatives, 
to establish a more sustainable waste treatment, there is no long-term 
overcoming of the problem on the horizon. A change this big cannot 
be made without governmental action following those who started 
to initiate inspiring change. Without a serious strain to overcome 
the current practice of solid waste management, the cyclic histor-
ical development suggests the repetition of another critical phase. 
Hopefully the work of the population can give the impetus to the 
government.

09. Comparison Beirut - Hamburg
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