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Historical Review

The Lebanese coast is one of the most
urban areas under pressure in the Arab
countries. During this last decade, the
reconstruct ion of  Lebanon was
concentrated around Beirut and the
Lebanese coast. At the end of the first
reconstruction boom of Lebanon in 1996,
half of the 220-km coastal line was
urbanized. Today, the coastal area
accommodates 2,4 million inhabitants,
mostly concentrating inside Beirut
Metropolitan Region (BMR). The BMR
stretches between Damour and Amshit
on 60 km of coastal strip, and between
the sea and the mountains till more than
1.000 meters of elevation.

The rebuilding boom of Lebanon was really
intensive and short. It corresponds to the
investment flows at the beginning of the
1990. This period witnessed the end of
the civil war and correlated with the
financial and real estate explosion bubbles
in Japan, North America and Europe. The
boom of reconstruction of BMR represents
around 16.000 new buildings between
1991 and 1995 "Indicateurs de la
reconstruction", Lettre de l'ORBR, 10,
Beirut, CERMOC, 1998. This volume is
equivalent to a megalopolis urban dynamic
observed in Paris or Moscow region.

During this last decade, the country
consumed more than 30 million tons of
cement. Building permits were given for
more than 140 millions of square meters
of built area. This strong dynamic of
development reached a peak similar to
the one before the war. Beirut recovers
quickly its traditional place in the huge

investments on real estate, due to
particular comparative advantages, but
also due to several myths (lack of space,
stability of land prices, land upgrading,
and appeal of the country for the Arabs,
etc.).

The characteristic of a liberal economy is
to proceed by stops and goes. After four
years of intensive activit ies, the
investments stopped. Peak of the prices
happened in 1993; the highest rate of the
investments was reached during 1993 and
1994. In 1995, thousands of cranes were
shaping the skyline of the metropolis. But
in the beginning of 1995, several
newspapers had related complaints from
developers. The lack of investments
stopped the projects in 1996. The limited
effects of the economic redevelopment on
family incomes reduced the capacity of
the market. New financing programs,
introduced by banks and developers, were
proposed to increase people’s affordability
threshold. The Israeli attack of 1996
occurred at a time when the real estate
market was already witnessing a
recession.

There are several explanations to the
market difficulties: for one, the market is
not regulated and a lot of developers,
bankers, and private owners had difficulties
to understand the demand. Second, lack
of information, market studies, statistics,
and the large number of projects made
by non-professional developers as well
as the systematic competit ion of
developers onto the same products create
overproduction on several market
segments. Third, the instability in the region
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and the lack of long term loans limit the
possibilities to finance long-term projects.

In 1996, at the end of the boom, 60.000
office, shop, and dwelling units were empty
in the BMR. It is estimated that the volume
of built-up requires around four of five
years of economic redevelopment for
absorption. The next real estate boom will
not be so far and, perhaps, will be
connected to new regional conditions.

Diversity of architecture in Lebanon

This huge production gives a large sample
on the state of the art of architecture in
Lebanon. With more than 5.000 architects,
large urban dynamics and a strong
diversity of actors, the general production
is extremely heterogeneous. There is no
dominant style. Vernacular style is mixed
with imported styles coming from all over
the world: Arabic, American, European,
Chinese, Japanese, African, modern, post-
modern, neoclassical, Lebanese pastiche,
hybrid, regionalist…. All the attitudes and
sensitivities are possible in a context of
large mobility of architects and investors.
Some projects are sophisticated and
fashionable. Others used the architectural
preservation of old buildings to experiment
with new architectures. Several old
Lebanese houses and buildings dating
from the French Mandate period were also
preserved to create picturesque
landscapes in a booming city. So, one of
the meanings that one may derive out of
this large experimentation is connected
to the open views of the Lebanese
society.
There were l i t t le reactions from
professionals and intellectuals concerning
the quality of architecture Round-table on
Architecture of Reconstruction, organized
by Huybrechts E. (ORBR-CERMOC) at
Architects and Engineers Order of Beirut,
4 March 1998.. Few researches are
focused on Lebanese architectural heritage
(end 19th century; beginning and middle
20th century), and nobody is making any
deep analysis to well understand the

meaning of the present architectural
production. The profession didn't
implement any means for a constructive
debate on architecture in Lebanon. No
more, there exists any Architecture review
giving meaningful critical analysis on
Architecture in the country. So the general
discourse may be described as follows:
"let us make what we want" and "let us
look on what you are doing." This
discourse reinforces the absence of any
analysis and interviews with the authors
of the projects. Researchers prefer to be
involved in an ideal past, selecting only
good projects on this period and
developing comparison between the "good
past" and the "bad present production".
If we analyze other periods of architectural
production in Lebanon, we can find also
a large diversity of styles with different
level of quality in the projects. Polluted
architecture is not a specificity of today.
Comparison and analysis on the networks
and the professional trajectory of architects
will give a lot of elements leading to a
d e e p e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e
reasons/dynamics of the present type of
production.

Presently, the word in fashion in Beirut is
"eclecticism". This word appears as a
mask to avoid explanation of the systems
of references used by architects in their
works presently and before. Lebanese
architecture is not more eclectic than other
architecture in the world. Eclecticism is
not an operational concept for research.
The common issues of "tradition" and
"modernity" are not sufficient to explain
the main representations of actors involved
in the design and construction process. A
problematic and methodologies have to
be introduced in the academic works. Field
researches have to be directed on the
present production of architects, engineers,
designers and investors.

There are the seven Lebanese universities
(Lebanese University, Académie Libanaise
des Beaux-Arts, American University of

Beirut, Arabic University, St-Esprit de Kaslik
University, Lebanese American University,
St Joseph University) concerned in
architecture able to organize this type of
researches?

Future developments on the coastal
area of Lebanon

With a global density of 130 m2/inhabitant
on urban land area (including airport,
roads, services but not built urban areas,
parks, industries, shops, housing,
harbor…), 23% of the coastal area (strip
of 8 km wide) is already urbanized, and
no more than 6% of Lebanon is also
urbanized today. If we compare with other
main cities, Beirut metropolis (240 km2)
has the same global density than
Barcelona, Singapore and several
European cities Huybrechts E., "Densités
beyrouthines", Lettre de l'ORBR, 9, Beirut,
CERMOC, 1997.. It is not as dense as
Hong-Kong or Cairo for instance, and
nevertheless not less dense than African
or American cities.

The Construction law allows to built on
every place in the country with 0,8 and
0,9 % of FAR On “planned” areas one can
find allowed density reaching an FAR=6.
Despite claims that try to prove the
contrary, the urban planning law is really
modern. I t  a l lows lot  d iv is ions,
development companies, expropriations
for public interest, and public companies
for urban management. Unfortunately, the
zoning regulation, in the present, is
covering no more than 20% of the national
space.

The contents of the existing construction
law and urban regulation are the main
responsible of the actual chaotic
landscapes. Urban development is based
on weak zoning concerned mainly with
density principles and short of elements
dealing with a better control of the urban
landscape. The general effect of urban
zoning narrows down the concerns of

 102

 Architecture and Urban Developments on the Central Lebanese Coast



investors and landowners to exploit to the
maximum the allowable built-up area.

To understand well the stake of the
development on the coastal area, nine
scenarios were produced for the Lebanese
government ECODIT-IAURIF, Regional
Environmental Assessment report on the
Coastal Zone of Lebanon, Beirut, CDR,
1997. It is a grid crossing three scenarios
on urban development and three scenarios
on env i ronmenta l  management .

Urban development scenarios

 Stagnation 

a) urban surfaces + 35%=+ 14.00 hectares

b) population growth =1,5%/year,

c) GDP = 0%

Sustainable development

a) urban surfaces+50% =+20.000 hectares

b) populat ion growth = 2%/year

c) GDP=3,5%/year (present development)

High development

a) urban surfaces +90%= +36.000hectares

b) population growth = 3 %/year

c) GDP = 5,6%/year (Plan horizon 2000)

In these scenarios, we postulate that the
global urban density will be the same as
today in the next 20 years, because of the
strong difficulty to reduce the present urban
and construction regulation concerning
density. If it has to be produced between
one-third to 90% more of urban spaces in
the next 20 years, the main question will
not be what kind of architecture in a weak
control and multi-referenced society, but
what kind of landscape we want on this
coastal area.

How can we manage all these new areas?
Well-managed areas by development
companies are the best way to produce
control landscape. But it needs high skilled
people. This solution will cost a lot of

money. It will be possible only when it is
applied to the most profitable areas.
Conversely, it is not possible to apply this
solution on overall 36.000 hectares of the
new urban areas. Most of the new
urbanized areas will be managed by the
urbanism rules (Urban planning law,
Construction law and zoning regulations).
Existing and Future development
companies (Solidere, Elyssar, Metn-nord
and Linord) will cover 1.040 hectares-
comparing 14.000 to 36.000 hectares for
the totality of urban development for the
next 20 years. These development
companies will be concerned with 2% of
the land market in the most dynamic
perspective, or 6% of the land market in
the stagnation development scenario.

These perspectives give relativity on the
punctual efforts made by the architects
and urban designers to enhance the
coastal landscape. Architecture and urban
design of quality needs costly and high
qualified skilled people. Public and private
investors are not able to finance this high
quality for most of the developments.
In this respect, the future development will
probably be similar on several points to
the existing trend: sporadic high quality
architecture mixed with common
construction and vernacular architecture;
mix of functions; disappearance of natural
and agricultural landscapes; diminution of
urban heritage with concentration of the
latter on the most valuable sites…

Conclusion

Building and urban regulations will be an
important factor that will affect the quality
of the future urban landscape. The
magnitude of the urban change is at a
different scale than the scale of operation
of architects. Architects are overwhelmed
by the huge dynamics of development.
The current discourse confuses the quality
(or its lack of) of the present landscape
with the quality (or its lack of) of the
production of architects. For example, the
architect Henri Eddé, previous minister of
Public works in the beginning of the

seventies, increases the number of floor
l imit  for bui ldings el-Achkar E.,
Réglementations et formes urbaines : le
cas de Beyrouth, Cahier du CERMOC
n°20, Beyrouth, CERMOC, 1997 without
any analysis on the effect of this increase
and any measures on the ways to manage
this change of rule. The result was the
chaotic landscape we can observe today.

In order to well-manage the environment
in which new buildings are produced,
architects have to be encouraged to
intervene more on urbanistic issues. This
tendency/concern will necessitate the
development of more controls and urban
design guidelines- especially if these
architects want to preserve sensitive sites
and their projects to benefit from a better
quality environment. This means a change
of attitude from Architects making pressure
against planning and regulation to
Architects making pressure for more
planning and regulations. More planning
is one of the ways that will lead to a
better integration of any kind of
architecture in Lebanon.
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