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Reconstruction of Nahr el-Bared Refugee Camp 
Tripoli, Lebanon 
 
 
I.  Introduction   
 

This post-war reconstruction project involves the rebuilding of the Nahr el-Bared Refugee Camp 
(hereafter NBC) on its original location following its destruction during an armed conflict in 2007. 
Established in 1949, the camp is located 16 kilometres north of the city of Tripoli in northern 
Lebanon. It covers an area of 196,303 square metres and before its destruction housed 20,542 
Palestine refugees. The objectives of the project have been to rebuild the camp in a manner that 
preserves the social fabric through maintaining the camp’s pre-destruction neighbourhood layout, 
while delivering improvements to the urban environment. Implemented according to a phased 
approach of eight packages, of which two have been completed and a third is under construction, the 
project involves the reconstruction of 5,223 homes, 1,696 commercial units, the UNRWA compound 
which housed education and health services, and infrastructure. The project was largely community-
driven and has followed a participatory methodology throughout the stages of design and 
implementation by UNRWA (United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near 
East). 
 
 

II.  Contextual Information   
  
A.  Brief historical background 
 

The NBC is one of 12 Palestine refugee camps in Lebanon, and of 58 camps in the region (Jordan, 
Syria, Lebanon, West Bank and Gaza Strip), which house Palestine refugees displaced as a result of 
the 1948 and subsequent Arab-Israeli conflicts. The residents of the NBC originate from several 
villages located in the Lake Huleh area of northern Palestine. The Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) 
controlled the camp until 1969 when they withdrew their forces from the area. Similar to the 
situation in other refugee camps, the NBC has suffered from overcrowding and lack of public spaces. 
The layout of the camp has followed the footprint of the tents provided 65 years ago during the 
initial establishment of the camp and the built areas have had to expand within the boundaries of the 
original camp at the expense of public space, alleyways and roads which, over decades, have become 
increasingly reduced and narrow. 
 
During the summer of 2007 a three-month war took place between the Lebanese Armed Forces and 
Fatah Al-Islam, an extremist group that originated outside the camp but which by 2007 had 
established itself within. Government estimates put the number of deaths caused by the conflict at 
226 members of Fatah Al-Islam, 179 Lebanese soldiers and 50 civilians. The war also resulted in the 
destruction of 95% of the camp and surrounding areas as well as the UNRWA compound, and forced 
the displacement of 26,000 individuals (5,000 families). This figure is composed of 20,542 Palestine 
refugees who had resided within the official camp (also referred to as the “Old Camp”) in addition to 
approximately 5,500 individuals (mainly Palestine refugees but also including approximately 1,000 
Lebanese) who were displaced from the adjacent areas (also referred to as the “New Camp”). As of 
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2013, natural population increase during the past six years has caused the number of displaced to rise 
to over 27,000. 
 
Over 17,000 of those displaced relocated to the camp’s adjacent areas while nearly 8,000 moved to 
temporary accommodations in the nearby Beddawi Palestinian Refugee camp. Others were dispersed 
to areas in and around Tripoli or to other locations throughout Lebanon. As the United Nations 
agency mandated with the protection of Palestine refugees, UNRWA committed to managing the 
camp’s reconstruction, while simultaneously undertaking a relief and recovery programme which has 
included the provision of temporary accommodation and cash subsidies for temporary renting. 
 
Despite the socio-economic exclusion experienced by the communities of Palestine refugee camps in 
Lebanon and in neighbouring countries, the camps simultaneously embody notions of Palestine 
refugee identity, persistence and hopes of a just and durable solution to their refugee plight, 
including return to Palestine. The reconstruction of the NBC is therefore intimately associated with 
the unique socio-political historic and present situation of the Palestine refugee population in 
Lebanon that gives a distinctive symbolic, social and political significance to their camps. More 
specifically, the destruction of the camp was widely viewed by the Palestinian residents as a threat to 
their right to remain a cohesive community until such a date when their right to return to Palestine be 
fulfilled. This fear was grounded in the past experiences of Palestine refugees in Lebanon that have 
included the destruction of other camps that have never been rebuilt (for example, Nabatieh and Tal 
el-Zaatar Camps). 
 

B.  Local architectural character 
 
Lebanon’s historic function as a “gateway” to the Middle East has left it with a rich mixture of 
architectural styles. Present-day architectural forms in the local region include flat-roofed concrete 
constructions. The population of the immediate surrounding area is mainly Muslim (Sunni) and 
therefore mosques are a common feature of the local area. Until the establishment of the camp, the 
whole area was arable land with Tripoli constituting the major urban hub. Tripoli itself has a 
significant historic urban centre, mostly Mamluk masonry architecture. However, modern Tripoli is 
dominated by modern 1960s and 1970s architecture with low-rise residential buildings and a small 
number of iconic architectural projects, such as the Tripoli Municipal Stadium. 
 

C.  Climatic conditions 
 
The local area has a Mediterranean climate with mild winters and hot summers. The coldest month is 
January (average high temperature of 14°C) and the warmest months are August and September 
(average highs of 30°C). The driest month is July (0.2 millimetres precipitation) and the wettest 
month is January (142.9 millimetres precipitation). 
 

D.  Site and surroundings 
 
The NBC is located directly next to the Mediterranean Sea, in a largely agricultural area. The area 
directly adjacent to the camp, which also suffered substantial damage during the 2007 war, is densely 
populated with Palestinians as a result of gradual population overspill from the original camp, and 
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also includes a minority Lebanese population. This area has experienced mass unregulated 
urbanisation since 1969 when the LAF ceased to control the camp, as noted. The departure of the 
army instigated many Palestinians to relocate from the increasingly crowded camp to its adjacent 
areas, where many bought property “informally” (before a law change in 2001 outlawed Palestinians 
from owning or inheriting property). 
 
Following the 2007 war, today the LAF controls access to the camp and its adjacent area, and 
Palestinians and visitors are required to show identity papers upon entry and exit. The reconstruction 
of the adjacent area has posed a particular challenge since it occupies an ambiguous location that 
falls neither within UNRWA’s mandate nor fully within the jurisdiction of the local municipality. 
Consequently, Palestinian refugees living in the adjacent area have received little assistance besides 
limited cash compensation from NGOs. 
 

E.  Topography 
 
The Mediterranean Sea lies to the west of the camp, while urban areas adjoin the camp’s north and 
east sides with el-Bared River bordering the camp to the south. The site slopes gently towards the sea 
with the UNRWA compound, housing education and health services, located beside the shore. The 
camp’s principal road/street runs roughly through the middle of the camp and was in the past (before 
the construction of a replacement trunk road bypassing the camp) the principal transit route linking 
northern Lebanon and Syria. The site is generally level and has a dust/gravel floor (being replaced by 
a concrete floor during reconstruction). The reconstructed site is generally 1 to 2 metres higher than 
the original site due to the intentional backfill of the site to protect archaeological remains (more 
about this later). 
 
 

III.  Programme   
 
A.  History of the inception of the project 

 
The project was initiated by actions taken by the project’s two key organisational stakeholders - the 
Nahr el-Bared Reconstruction Commission for Civil Action and Studies (NBRC) and UNRWA. In 
addition, the project’s inception was enabled by facilitative actions taken by the Lebanese 
government (GoL) through the Lebanese Palestinian Dialogue Committee (LPDC), the government’s 
department responsible for Palestinian affairs. 
 
As the conflict developed during May and September 2007, and the possibility of no return was 
becoming increasingly likely due to the scale of destruction, members from Nahr el-Bared 
community organised a spontaneous demonstration outside the camp, demanding their return in spite 
of the war. The Lebanese security forces stopped the demonstration and at least two Palestinians 
were reported killed. This event served to galvanise the community’s aspiration to return to the camp 
and provided the beginnings for community action which materialised into the establishment of the 
NBRC. 
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NBRC 
 
The idea to reconstruct the camp on its original site was initiated in August 2007, while the war was 
still continuing, with the formation of the NBRC. This was a community-based grassroots committee 
composed of volunteers and activists from within the camp’s community, in addition to a minority of 
external volunteers. The NBRC was born out of the conviction that it was vital that the 
reconstruction process be informed by local knowledge of the camp’s social, cultural and economic 
structures and dynamics. To this end, the NBRC established a set of Reconstruction Principles and 
Guidelines, which stipulated the community’s vision to which the reconstruction process should 
adhere. 
 
Additionally, beginning in July 2007, the NBRC undertook a process of mapping and recording the 
camp’s pre-destruction layout, including the location in the camp of each family, as a foundation on 
which to base the reconstruction. It is important to note that much of the mapping was undertaken 
before UNRWA or any other international actor had considered the camp’s reconstruction. The 
majority of the international actors were at the time preoccupied with the provision of relief to the 
displaced camp residents. 
 
UNRWA 
 
Upon the cessation of armed conflict, UNRWA -specifically its Infrastructure and Camp 
Improvement Programme/Unit assumed responsibility for leading the reconstruction effort. Noting 
that the NBRC had already taken the lead in planning the reconstruction, UNRWA made the 
decision to partner with the organisation in order to ensure a depth of community participation 
during the reconstruction. In mid-2008 the two organisations signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) that provided a framework for joint management of the planning, designing 
and implementation of the reconstruction. This project represented a real departure from the day-to-
day work of UNRWA, which is usually focused on the provision of relief and social services and 
limited shelter improvement interventions. To engage in this reconstruction programme required a 
great degree of flexibility and innovation on the part of UNRWA. 
 
UNRWA and NBRC collaboration 
 
Building on the initial mapping undertaken by the NBRC, during 2008 UNRWA and the NBRC 
jointly carried out a nine-month process to record and map what previously existed (the social, 
spatial and urban conditions) in the NBC prior to September 2007. This process included property 
surveys, interviews with families, community workshops and desk studies. The mapping was 
founded upon baseline information provided by an existing UNRWA map which had identified the 
size of each block and which had been created a few years earlier in preparation for a new 
infrastructure project in the camp. During the mapping process, families from each block were asked 
to come together to help map exactly where each one of them had lived in relation to their 
neighbours, what assets they used to have prior to the conflict, including the type and size of their 
apartment, the number of people in each apartment and their village of origin in Palestine. Similar 
information was collected on non-residential assets, such as the locations, sizes and use of 
commercial properties and community buildings (for example, mosques and NGO offices). 
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Verification of this information (for example, of the size of the apartment or building) was possible 
because all families resident in a particular block had to fit inside the area that had been previously 
mapped out during the previous infrastructure survey. Verification also included workshops and 
arbitration meetings with residents. 
 
This information, combined with the NBRC’s Reconstruction Principles, formed the basis of an 
urban/architectural concept that was refined into a Master Plan that divided the reconstruction project 
into eight phases or packages (see. The development of the Master Plan was achieved through the 
participation of the NBC community (including the politically driven “popular committees” and 
local civil society organisations) by means of extensive consultation on preliminary designs at each 
of the various levels of reconstruction (camp, neighbourhood, street, building and apartment). 
Architects visited every family to discuss the design of their apartment. In the cases where families 
could not attend the camp, architects travelled to their locations of displacement in order to consult 
them on their house designs. 
 
The development of the Master Plan also included the participation of the project’s external 
stakeholders, including the GoL, LAF, LPDC, Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) and the 
international donor community. The Master Plan was first presented to the GoL by UNRWA in 
February 2008. This was followed by a period of discussion between the GoL (represented by the 
LPDC) and UNRWA regarding a range of issues important to the reconstruction, including street 
dimensions and the deduction percentages of plot areas/total built areas required to increase the 
percentage of open space in the camp. Once agreement on these issues had been reached between 
UNRWA and the GoL, the proposals were presented to and endorsed by the Popular Committees of 
Nahr el-Bared and by the PLO representative in Lebanon, Ambassador Abbas Zaki. The Master Plan 
was approved by the GoL on 13 May 2009. Notably, this is the first time in the history of Lebanon 
that the government has had oversight on the urban environment of a Palestine refugee camp. On 20 
May 2009 the GoL waived the need for a construction permit for the whole of the NBC, as long as 
the buildings are within the restrictions of the Master Plan, excluding the UNRWA compound. 
Approval for the latter was granted on 1 April 2010. 
 
Government of Lebanon (GoL) 
 
On 23 June 2008, the LPDC collaborated with UNRWA to hold an International Donor Conference 
in Vienna, at which the Master Plan was presented. The conference mobilised funding for the 
initiation of the project (for more details of funding see Section V B), including donations to enable 
the GoL to purchase from private owners the land on which the NBC camp is located. 
 
The LPDC, which was established by President Siniora in 2005 with a mandate for addressing the 
status of Palestine refugees in Lebanon, played an important role in advocating the wishes of the 
Palestinian refugees to return and rebuild their original camp. This was important given that at the 
time a number of proposals were being promoted by various actors, ranging from settling the NBC 
Palestinians in their then-present places of displacement (mostly in other refugee camps), to 
rebuilding very temporary structures to accommodate them on the original NBC site. 
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B.  How were the architects and specaialists chosen? 
 
The overwhelming majority of the project’s lead architects and specialists have affiliations with 
either UNRWA or the NBRC respectively. The key community architect (Ismail Cheikh Hassan) 
was a volunteer and a founding member of the NBRC who, along with other volunteer architects 
from Beirut, dedicated his time to work with representatives of the NBC community in order to 
support them to realise their vision of reconstruction. Upon UNRWA’s initial involvement in the 
project, he was brought into contact with an UNRWA architect (Muna Budeiri) who believed in the 
value of a community-driven approach and who played the leading role in facilitating UNRWA’s 
intervention in the project and its collaboration with the NBRC. As the project gained momentum, 
UNRWA subsequently introduced to the project a number of design and supervision architects 
(including Abdel Nasser El-Ayyi and Aditya Kumar, who each played leading roles as heads of the 
Design and Planning Unit). 
 

C.  General programme objectives 
 

UNRWA identified the following objectives for the reconstruction process (these are consistent with 
the NBRC’s Reconstruction Guidelines): 
• the reconstruction of the NBC and the UNRWA compound at its original location, in accordance 

with principles and guidelines agreed upon with the community and GoL; 
• the reconstruction of residential and non-residential units in the same neighbourhood pattern as 

before, with common area improvements and infrastructural installations; 
• the improvement of residential units from their previous formulation, allowing proper ventilation 

and open public space; 
• the re-housing of all those Palestine refugee families who lived in the camp prior to its destruction 

in 2007; 
• the reconstruction of the UNRWA compound with its various services and installations at its 

former location adjacent to the sea. 
 
D.  Functional requirements 

 
As reflected in the above objectives, the primary functional requirements of the project were to 
rebuild the camp in a manner that reconstructed the previous social fabric, while delivering 
improvements to the camp’s urban environment. The operation required major efforts to mobilise the 
community and to engage them in the various phases of the design and implementation. This was 
particularly challenging during the initial stages since many residents did not take seriously the 
notion that the camp would be rebuilt. 
 
There was also a requirement to excavate the site for any archaeological remains, document the site 
and then bury the remains under a protective layer before casting the foundations for the buildings 
(see Section V A 1). A further requirement was to rebuild a range of social services buildings housed 
within the UNRWA compound, including six schools and the camp’s health clinic. In addition, the 
camp’s infrastructure networks needed to be rebuilt and major upgrades made to the previous 
infrastructure systems. As noted, given the size of the project and the nature of the challenges 
(including the archaeology), the project was divided into eight implementation packages in order to 
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facilitate the return of residents back to the site immediately upon completion of each section. 
Consequently, much of the reconstruction has had to take place in an inhabited site, a situation that 
has raised its own challenges. 
 
 

IV.  Description  
 
A.  Building data 

 
The total area of the NBC camp is 196,303 square metres. Despite the camp’s overcrowding (with a 
density of 1,160 people/hectare), it has not been an option to enlarge the camp’s area during the 
reconstruction project. The project entails the reconstruction of 5,223 homes, 1,696 commercial 
units, the UNRWA compound which houses education and health services, and primary and 
secondary infrastructure. The project’s objective of delivering urban improvements means that the 
camp’s reconstruction entails a 23% deduction of the pre-conflict camp’s total built area. As a 
consequence of these adjustments, the total ground floor area of the reconstructed camp is 118,697 
square metres and the total combined floor area is 380,418 square metres (see table below). 
 
Area per package 
 

Package 1  
Total site area: 17,409 m² 
Ground floor area: 10,194 m² 
Total combined floor area: 34,610 m² 
Package 2  
Total site area: 29,514 m² 
Ground floor area: 19,279 m² 
Total combined floor area: 62,857 m² 
Package 3  
Total site area: 28,214 m² 
Ground floor area: 13,392 m² 
Total combined floor area: 48,071 m² 
Package 4  
Total site area: 23,626 m² 
Ground floor area: 14,223 m² 
Total combined floor area: 47,944 m² 
Package 5  
Total site area: 35,394 m² 
Ground floor area: 22,166 m² 
Total combined floor area: 67,565 m² 
Package 6  
Total site area: 19,330 m² 
Ground floor area: 12,255 m² 
Total combined floor area: 38,630 m² 
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Package 7  
Total site area: 27,769 m² 
Ground floor area: 17,539 m² 
Total combined floor area: 52,885 m² 
Package 8  
Total site area: 15,047 m² 
Ground floor area: 9,649 m² 
Total combined floor area: 27,856 m² 
Total  
Total site area: 196,303 m² 
Ground floor area: 118,697 m² 
Total combined floor area: 380,418 m² 

 
B.  Evolution of designconcepts 
 
1.  Response to physical constraints 

 
Physical constraints have constituted a key challenge to the project. At the core of this challenge has 
been reconciling the twin objectives of preserving the camp’s pre-destruction neighbourhood layout 
and social fabric, while concurrently upgrading the urban environment within the predetermined area 
of the camp. The objective of improving the camp’s environment was deemed a key outcome given 
the substandard living conditions that characterised the pre-destruction camp, including narrow 
alleyways (on average 1.5 metres wide), lack of open spaces, poor access and damp and dark rooms. 
Spatial constraints have further been exacerbated by requirements of the LAF that alleys between 
residential blocks be significantly widened – wider roads were deemed necessary in order to allow 
security vehicles easy access into the camp. 
 
In order to increase ventilation, natural light and access, the project has entailed increasing the non-
built proportion of the camp from 12% to 35%. This has been achieved through a range of measures, 
including re-allocating a percentage of “private property” as “public space”; ensuring that residential 
blocks, while varying in size and proportions, do not exceed 2,500–3,000 square metres; constructing 
wider alleyways (4.5–6 metres wide); and creating more semi-public and semi-private spaces within 
the new blocks through internal courtyards that also provide light to the back rooms of buildings. 
These design features were agreed upon after lengthy consultations with the refugee community, 
which have included open days, workshops and 1:1 scale mock-ups of proposed new public spaces. 
 
The increase of public and open space has necessarily entailed a reduction of private refugee plots by 
33,850 square metres and of the area of ground floor buildings by 22%. This reduction in the camp’s 
urban footprint has presented its own challenge given that refugees’ private space was already 
extremely limited. The project’s architects have responded by developing a progressive formula for 
calculating the area by which each family’s plot has been reduced, premised on the notion of social 
justice: the larger the plot, the higher the percentage of deduction, ranging from 0% for small plots 
up to 37.2 square metres, to 35% for plots larger than 100 square metres. 
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Deductions of the plot area have been compensated vertically by increasing the number of floors of 
buildings. This has resulted in an increase in the average number of floors per building from 2.47 
pre-destruction to 3.30 post-reconstruction. This increase of storeys (up to a maximum of four) has 
been facilitated by the construction of stronger foundations and has allowed the maximum deduction 
to which each plot is subject to be limited to 15% of the original plot area. In addition, the project 
incorporates minimum acceptable standards adopted by UNRWA based upon the living space 
required per person as follows: 1 person unit = 37.7m; 2-3 person unit = 50.2 m²; 4-5 person unit = 
56.7 m²; 6 persons and above = 72.9 m². Consequently, the pre-destruction houses of families that 
did not meet these standards have been upgraded during the reconstruction. 
 

2.  Formal aspects 
 
The reduction in the pre-destruction’s urban footprint, and the compensation for this achieved 
through vertical expansion, have resulted in an interesting massing which is consistent with 
surrounding urban areas and Islamic costal settlements. Two layouts have been designed for each 
apartment type (one-room apartment, two-room apartment, three-room apartment, and so on). 
Particularly interesting is the reintroduction of roof terraces, which have become part of the 
community’s tradition over the years because of overcrowding. In a built-up camp environment 
where public space is limited, roof terraces provide an important private outdoor space for families, 
particularly for women and children, and can be used as a garden or as a space for weddings, 
funerals and other family gatherings. 
 

3.  Landscaping 
 
The original plans anticipated a degree of landscaping, particularly relating to alleys and public 
courtyards. However, lack of resources have necessitated that this be postponed to later stages. Yet 
the inhabitants have already independently begun landscaping the open areas and adding their own 
personality to the buildings.  
 

C.  Structure, materials, technology 
 
1.  Structural systems 

 
The structural system that has been chosen for the project is based on the building system that had 
been predominantly used by the refugees themselves in incrementally building their camp over the 
past few decades. This system is composed of cast-in-place reinforced-concrete columns, steel 
beams, slabs and CMU blocks (Concrete Masonry Units) for the walls. External wall thickness is 20 
centimetres, with adjacent walls 15 centimetres each (creating a total thickness of 30 centimetres 
plus a 5-centimetre air space). 
The construction has been done in a manner that allows each building to expand vertically 
independent of the adjacent building. This represents a conscious decision to allow families to extend 
their structures in order to accommodate increases in family size that occurred during the 
displacement and which can be expected in the future. Vertical expansion also ensures that each 
extended family can remain housed within one building, avoiding the need for different families to 
share buildings. The flat roofing involves a bitumen waterproof membrane system, and the roofs 
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have also been used to house water tanks. Raft foundations have been used which, as noted, have 
been designed to allow future vertical expansion reaching a total of four floors. 
 

2.  Materials 
 

The primary materials used are: 
• crushed and compacted rock aggregate (for backfilling); 
• reinforced concrete; 
• steel beams; 
• cement blocks; 
• concrete slabs; 
• bitumen (roofing); 
• local granite to pave staircases; 
• ceramic tiles for kitchens and bathrooms. 

 
3.  Construction technology 

 
The project planners and architects have consciously opted for low/traditional construction 
technology in order to generate maximum employment opportunities for the Palestinian refugees 
themselves. 
 

4.  Building services, site utilities 
 
The project remains under construction and currently UNRWA’s Supervision and Implementation 
Office complex is located adjacent to the site. Although the whole site is served by a sewage system, 
the waste is dumped directly into the sea with no treatment. It should be noted that this is an issue for 
the whole region and not just for the NBC. As noted in Section VA 1, a treatment system is in the 
process of being installed as part of UNRWA’s reconstruction of the camp’s infrastructure. 
 

D.  Origin of technology, materials, labour force, professionals 
 
Materials have been obtained from various sources throughout Lebanon under the responsibility of 
the contractor in question. This has included backfill material in accordance with the instructions of 
the Department of Antiquities. Foundation materials have also been sourced from outside the camp 
due to the fact that it was not deemed economically viable to recycle and reuse the rubble from the 
camp’s destroyed buildings. Other externally sourced materials include new construction material, 
including aluminium for window frames and steel bars for window protection. 
 
The 2007 conflict decimated the economy of the NBC, with unemployment currently standing at 
41%. As such, UNRWA has consciously sought to link the reconstruction with socio-economic 
recovery in the camp by offsetting unemployment among Palestinian refugees through requiring 
construction contractors to employ Palestinian labourers wherever possible. Today, Palestinians from 
within the NBC community constitute approximately 80% of total labourers involved in the project. 
UNRWA originally targeted a higher percentage of Palestinian labourers, with the Package 1 
contract originally stipulating that 90% of the labour force should be sourced from the Palestinian 
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community. However, key challenges have been a shortage of Palestinian manpower in certain 
skilled construction jobs, in addition to security restrictions imposed by the Lebanese Armed Forces. 
Although UNRWA managed to improve the situation through the active use of its Employment 
Services Centre, contractors have continued to find it difficult to fulfil quotas of Palestinian 
employees. 
 
In line with the phased implementation design, UNRWA has overseen a phased contracting process, 
involving the preparation of tender documents, tendering and the awarding of contracts. During the 
initial stages of the project, and driven by the pressure to rebuild and return some of the community 
back as quickly as possible, UNRWA contracted one large Lebanese firm for the entirety of Package 
1 (P1). However, this led to the P1 phase suffering from poor project management and delays in 
implementation on the part of the contractor, who ended up subcontracting much of the project to 
other smaller contractors and in the process compromising quality and oversight. This led UNRWA 
to reduce the initial scope of the contractor’s workload by removing 40 buildings from P1 and 
tendering them directly to other contractors, as well as contracting a series of smaller firms to 
complete finishing works in P1. 
 
During P2, as with P1, adjustments were made to contracts, reducing the contractor’s scope. 
However, P2 was again marked with poor contractor performance and mismanagement. During the 
P3 phase, UNRWA has incorporated lessons learned from the previous packages by contracting 
smaller block-sized contracts in order to more closely monitor contractor performance and quality. 
This has led to a more streamlined and closely controlled process and it is anticipated that this model 
will be followed in subsequent packages. 
 
 

V.  Construction Schedule and Costs   
 
A.  History of project design 

 
As noted above, the camp’s reconstruction has been designed according to a phased approach 
involving eight geographical areas or “packages”. While such an approach was chosen primarily due 
to funding and management capacity constraints, UNRWA also deems the approach to allow lessons 
learned from earlier packages to be incorporated into the reconstruction of subsequent packages (for 
example as in the case of contracting, as described above). In addition, the phased approach has 
allowed the return of displaced people as quickly as possible as families have been moved back into 
the site as soon as their properties are completed. This fast return system has served two purposes. 
First, it has helped reassure the refugees of UNRWA’s (and the Lebanese Government’s) intentions 
to rebuild the camp. Second, it has reduced the relief costs that UNRWA is paying to support the 
refugees while in displacement away from the NBC (approximately 70% of the displaced refugees 
from the NBC live on rental cash subsidies from UNRWA which amount to 150 USD per month per 
family). 
 
In addition to the preparatory stage as detailed in Section III A, the reconstruction of each package 
has involved the following stages: pre-reconstruction, reconstruction, and handover. The details of 
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each stage are outlined below. It should be noted that because each package is at a different stage of 
completion, the below phases have been implemented in parallel. 
 

1.  Phases of reconstruction followed for each package 
 
Pre-reconstruction phase 
 
In April 2008 the GoL commissioned contractors to conduct a preliminary assessment on 
structural damage and UXO (Unexploded Ordnance) contamination. Following this 
assessment, between October 2009 and March 2010, contractors in collaboration with the 
NGO Handicap International removed half a million cubic metres of rubble and 12,506 pieces 
of UXO from the site. 
 
The discovery of archaeological remains during the rubble removal led the Directorate 
General of Antiquities (DGA) to order a process of excavation and documentation of any 
revealed archaeological remains. Inevitably, this led to delays in reconstruction as the process 
was delayed temporarily due to a political impasse over the value of the archaeological find 
and the best method of preservation. Eventually, the decision was taken to cover the 
archaeological remains following excavation and documentation, requiring a one-metre 
backfilling of the entire camp and a major modification of the foundation and infrastructure 
design, at significant cost to UNRWA. In addition to the setbacks resulting from the 
requirement to protect archaeological remains, a key challenge has been designing the 
interface between the NBC and its adjacent areas in a manner consistent with the stipulations 
of the Master Plan and GoL requirements. 
 
Reconstruction phase 
 
For each package, the reconstruction phase has involved the construction of foundations (raft 
foundations); structural building (columns, slabs and masonry walls); and finishing works 
(plastering, tiling, glazing, waterproofing, wiring, plumbing). 
 
In addition to residential construction, fundamental to the project has been the re-
establishment of a new camp infrastructure network. Prior to its destruction, like most 
Palestine refugee camps in Lebanon, the NBC lacked dedicated systems for storm water 
drainage, and adequate water supply to homes and had limited electrical and communications 
connections. The reconstruction has been undertaken with the intention of providing 
infrastructure that will not require major upgrading for 20 years. 
 
 
Infrastructure upgrades have included the improvement of road and pedestrian networks, in 
order to re-establish the NBC’s previous importance as an economic hub for the area. The 
main road through the camp has been widened to 12 metres to absorb heavy through-camp 
traffic and to increase the parking capacity for shoppers in the souq and commercial street. 
Secondary roads have been widened to six metres in strategic areas near the souq to facilitate 
more space for shoppers. Infrastructure reconstruction additionally includes networks for 
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water supply, storm water, sewage, electricity and telecommunications. The upgrades will 
also connect the infrastructure of the NBC with the surrounding areas and with a major GoL 
project to install a waste water trunk-line along the coast that will connect to the new Tripoli 
Waste Water Treatment Plant. 
 
Handover phase 
 
Handover to the residents occurs as soon as individual apartments are completed. Once 
families have returned, UNRWA withdraws its rental cash subsidy. 
 

2.  Summary of progress 
 
The first two packages have been completed while P3 is currently under construction (see table 
below). The first 700 families returned in April 2011, while by June 2013 the number of family 
returnees is projected to be 1,400. The return of a further 705 families is financed, while UNRWA 
still requires financing for the reconstruction of the homes of over 3,000 families. 
 
The reconstruction of infrastructure networks has been completed in parallel to the reconstruction of 
the buildings. In an effort to improve efficiency, during P3 secondary infrastructure has been 
included in the construction contractor’s scope of work, while primary infrastructure connections 
remain the responsibility of UNRWA’s main infrastructure contractor. 
 
Construction of the UNRWA compound has consisted of the completion of three schools in April 
2011, including a secondary education facility. A further two schools are nearing completion, while 
just one school remains unfunded and its construction is conditional upon UNRWA’s securing of 
funding for Packages 5 to 8. In addition, the camp’s health centre is currently under construction in 
the UNRWA compound. The facility includes modern medical equipment, examination rooms and 
other medical needs spread across 1,400 square metres of built area. 
 

3.  Reconstruction schedule by package 
 

Package 1  
Commission July 2007 
Design start/completion July 2008/December 2008 
Construction start/completion December 2009/August 2011 
Occupancy April 2011 – September 2011 
Package 2  
Commission July 2007 
Design start/completion October 2008/August 2009 
Construction start/completion August 2009-March 2013 
Occupancy June 2012 – June 2013 
Package 3  
Commission July 2007 
Design start/completion February 2009/September 2012 
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Construction start/completion December 2011/February 2014 (in progress) 
Occupancy April 2013 – March 2014 (planned) 
Package 4  
Commission July 2007 
Design start/completion July 2009/November 2012 
Construction start/completion February 2013/March 2014 (planned) 
Occupancy March 2014 – April 2014 (planned) 
Package 5  
Commission July 2007 
Design start/completion April 2010/July 2013 (planned) 
Construction start/completion March 2013 (planned)-May 2015 (planned) 
Occupancy May 2014 – June 2015 (planned) 
Packages 6, 7 and 8  
Commission July 2007 
Design start/completion December 2012/September 2013 (planned) 
Construction start/completion July 2013 (planned)/August 2015 (planned) 
Occupancy July 2014 – September 2015 (planned) 

 
B.  Total costs and main sources of financing 
 
1.  Overview of costs 

 
The most recent projections set the overall cost of the project at 336,154,001 USD. Currently, 
171,154,001 USD has been financed, leaving a shortfall of 165,000,000 USD. Thus, securing 
funding for the remainder of the project remains a critical concern. The table below shows the costs 
of each of the project’s completed or near-completed packages to date. 
 

Package Cost (USD) 
Package 1  
Total initial budget 16,556,556 
Cost of land Donated by the government 
Total actual costs (without land) 16,517,435 
Actual cost (per square metre) 525 
Package 2  
Total initial budget 24,581,675 
Cost of land Donated by the government 
Total actual costs (without land) 25,257,079 
Actual cost (per square metre) 513 
Package 3  
Total initial budget 27,428,781 
Cost of land Donated by the government 
Total actual costs (without land) 26,024,540 
Actual cost (per square metre) 525 
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2.  Breakdown of expenditures per activity (USD) 
 
The table below indicates the breakdown of expenditures in terms of the project’s activities. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 Pre-reconstruction activities:  
  Pre-reconstruction activities  15,160,024 
  Subtotal 15,160,024 

2 Construction of units:  
 Packages 1-8 (including A0)  30,062,580 
 UNRWA compound (schools, clinics, offices)    7,435,904 
 Subtotal  37,498,484 

3 Infrastructure:  
 Infrastructure  3,271,831 
 Retaining walls               0 
 Subtotal 3,271,831 

4 Contingency:  
 Contingency  2,050,591 
 Subtotal 2,050,591 

5 Supervision and design:  
 Design/housing  1,292,422 
 Design/infrastructure     700,170 
 Supervision and management  2,602,242 
 Subtotal 4,594,834 

6 Household furniture:  
 Household furniture 1,663,450 
 Subtotal 1,663,450 

7 NMU management cost:  
 Staff salaries and allowance  11,010,303 
 Overtime         52,426 
 Staff travel         55,251 
 Equipment, furniture, and other capital cost       237,984 
 Utilities and other operational services       929,672 
 Others              508 
 Subtotal 12,286,143 

8 Communication and visibility:  
 Communication and visibility        57,618 
 Subtotal        57,618 

9 Reserve:  
 Reserve                0 
 Subtotal                0 
 Subtotal 76,582,976 

10 Programme support cost:  
 Programme support cost   4,789,102 
 Total 81,372,078 
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The two charts below show the proportion of expenditure per activity during different periods of the 
project. The first chart shows expenditure between 2008 until the second quarter of 2012. The second 
chart illustrates projected expenditure between the second quarter of 2012 and the project’s planned 
completion at the end of 2015. As can be seen, while the first five years of the project have entailed 
significant pre-reconstruction costs, this is projected to decrease to zero in the forthcoming three 
years, as the majority of expenditure is devoted to reconstruction. 
 
Pre-reconstruction and reconstruction costs incurred (2008 to second quarter 2012) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Projected reconstruction costs (third quarter 2012 to fourth quarter 2015) 

 
 

3.  Breakdown of financing per donor 
 
The table below shows the financial contributions received to date by the project from each donor. 
 

Donor Contribution (USD) 
Australia  1,219,307  
Austria  655,939  
Belgium  2,917,347  
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Brazil  200,000  
Cyprus  139,240  
Czech Republic  32,998  
Denmark  1,986,145  
European Union  11,969,107 
Finland through MDTF  137,167 
France (AFD)  1,225,490 
Germany 250,842 
Iceland  50,000  
Italy  1,347,709  
Japan  2,458,415  
Malta  31,600 
Netherlands  2,027,000  
Norway  1,010,287 
Norway through MDTF  1,427,119  
OPEC Fund for International Development (OFID)  6,250,000 
Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO)  2,205,877  
Republic of Korea  300,000  
Saudi Arabia (SFD)  35,000,000  
Spain through MDTF  8,163,863  
Sweden  1,157,575 
Switzerland  1,772,686  
UK/DFID  125,990  
USA  85,000,000  
Welfare Association/Cayan 2,092,298  
Total  171,154,001  

 
C.  Maintenance costs 

 
Because the majority of the project is not yet completed, a full indication of maintenance costs is not 
available. Contractors are responsible for maintenance up until one year following completion, after 
which responsibility resides with the users. The construction technology used is readily available in 
the area and to the inhabitants. In fact, some of the inhabitants have already been required to spend 
money addressing small problems such as dampness or falling paint, while others have added 
significant extensions to their homes. UNRWA is responsible for maintenance of camp 
infrastructure. 
 
 

VI.  Technical Assessment   
 
A.  Functional assessment 
 

This is a very unusual project of substantial complexity that possesses significant political, economic 
and social values. The reconstructed NBC fulfils a critical and essential function, allowing the 
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22,000 camp population to return to their pre-war lives and thus to end their period of displacement, 
which for many has been characterised by severe poverty, poor living conditions, and exclusion from 
basic educational and health services. Within the context of Lebanon this represents a major 
breakthrough in the relationship between Palestinian refugees on the one hand and the Government 
of Lebanon and certain political parties on the other. 
 

B.  Climatic performance, response to environment 
 
As noted, the project significantly increased the camp’s lighting and ventilation in comparison to the 
previous camp. This was achieved through reducing the footprint of the buildings, in addition to 
increasing the width of roads and alleyways. The low cost nature of the construction has meant that 
little attention has been paid to thermal insulation. However, the massing of the physical fabric 
involving the series of courtyards and alleyways helps provide a comfortable temperature during 
both winter and summer, making good utilisation of the architecture itself. The camp’s variation in 
heights of buildings provides variety in a dense urban context and allows for better natural light. 
Central heating is not provided and in the short spells of cold weather the inhabitants rely on gas and 
electric fires. The fact that all adjacent walls are made of double bricks with a gap between them 
helps in terms of both heat insulation and isolation of noise between neighbours. The requirement to 
provide a 1–2-metre site-wide landfill in order to cover the archaeological remains has led to the 
camp possessing a higher elevation, which has helped in terms of rain and waste water drainage. 
 

C.  Response to treatment of water and rainfall 
 
Although the concreting of the alleyways and courtyards (a requirement because of the landfill) 
helps to keep the public space clean, it also prevents the ground from absorbing water. This was 
initially problematic during periods of high rainfall since the original waste water design was unable 
to deal with the volume of water which was consequently channelled. This problem has now been 
rectified for subsequent packages. 
 

D.  Response to the natural environment 
 
The project’s main adaptation to the environment is the massing of the blocks in such a design that 
creates alleyways and courtyards that help to provide a cooler atmosphere during the hot summer 
days. Similarly, almost all roofs in the camp have visual access to the sea, thus providing the 
inhabitants a badly needed space for recreation and enjoyment of nature. 
 

E.  Choice of materials, level of technology 
 
As noted above, the traditional construction system utilised has been chosen with a view to ensuring 
the participation and employment of the local community. In addition, traditional cast-in-place 
structures which that flexibility of design were preferred over precast systems, given that the 
buildings were custom designed and based on the requirements of individual families. In addition, 
the fact that each building has its independent structural system allows individual families to adapt 
their buildings in the future should they wish, independently of their neighbours. 
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F.  Response to, and planning for, emergency situations 
 
The reconstructed buildings feature seismic reinforcements as part of the design, with the staircase 
well acting as the central reinforcement unit and place of shelter in the event of an earthquake. No 
war shelters were built either above or underground. The widening of the alleyways now allows 
emergency vehicles and fire-engines, in addition to security vehicles, access to the majority of the 
camp. 
 

G.  Ageing and maintenance problems 
 
Residents have indicated that the initially reconstructed areas suffered from a range of small 
problems related to poor design and building quality. Among the concerns cited were design issues 
such as very narrow staircases, in addition to quality issues including isolated cases of dampness and 
inadequate quality of finishing works such as painting. 
 

H.  Design features 
 
As noted, the project has involved increasing public space in the camp that was previously lacking. 
Such spaces include courtyards, play areas, community meeting halls and other areas. The project 
has also recreated on their original location the camp’s pre-destruction community landmarks – for 
example, mosques, schools and NGO offices – in order to foster a sense of identity and to encourage 
community acceptance of the reconstructed camp. 
 

I.  Impact of the project on the site 
 
The reconstruction of the camp has resulted in an increased proportion of the camp being accessible 
by vehicles than previously – security access has been a key prerequisite of the LAF. Reflecting 
community desires however, the width of roads finally agreed upon (average 4.5–6 metres) is 
substantially narrower that the 15 metres initially stipulated by the GoL and LAF. 
 

 J.  Durability and long-time viability of the project 
 
The long-term viability of the project can be confidently anticipated given the essential social and 
economic functions that the camp fulfils for its users. The key immediate challenge is to secure 
funding to allow the reconstruction of the remainder of the camp. 
 

K.  Interior design and furnishing 
 
As noted, UNRWA assists returnee families to furnish their homes through providing a furniture 
grant paid to each family upon the handover of the homes. 
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VII.  Users   
 
A.  Description of those who use or benefit from the project 

 
The project’s beneficiaries form part of the 260,000–280,000 Palestine refugee population residing 
in Lebanon that has historically faced social, economic and political exclusion. According to a 2010 
Socio-Economic Survey of Palestine Refugees in Lebanon, carried out by UNRWA/American 
University of Beirut, 63% of the working-age Palestinian population are unemployed, two-thirds 
exist below the money metric poverty line, while Palestinians as a whole are excluded from more 
than 30 professions. 
 
In the specific case of the NBC, the destruction of the camp has left many of the NBC’s former 
residents financially destitute, the majority relying upon relief payments from UNRWA. The 
destruction of the camp has eliminated livelihoods and, as noted, current unemployment stands at 
41%. The destruction of the UNRWA compound in which UNRWA’s only health centre, schools 
and NGO buildings were situated, severely affected the community’s access to health and education 
services. The camp’s destruction has also had a profoundly negative impact on the surrounding areas 
due to the consequent fall in economic activity. 
 

B.  Response to project by clients, users, community, etc. 
 
1.  What is the popular reaction to the project? 

 
Residents have overwhelmingly indicated their approval of the camp’s reconstruction, citing their 
preference of returning to the camp over remaining in displacement. Concurrently however, a 
minority have articulated concerns. A common frustration has concerned the slow speed of 
reconstruction. Other complaints have included quality issues as well as cultural/design concerns. 
Specific complaints have included claims that balconies have been constructed in such a way that 
jeopardise people’s privacy and that bathrooms inappropriately open directly into living areas. 
 
A further grievance concerns the loss of private space that has occurred due to the reconstruction 
design’s increased open space. While residents appreciate the extra space that they have received via 
extended vertical building, some feel that this does not fully compensate for the horizontal space that 
they have lost. 
 
 

VIII.  Persons Involved   
 
The project has been driven by collaboration between two organisations: 
• UNRWA (primarily the Camp Improvement Unit, and the Planning and Design Unit within the 

project management unit. Support from UNRWA Headquarters, Amman, and UNRWA Lebanon 
field office); 

• Nahr el-Bared Reconstruction Commission for Civil Action and Studies (NBRC). 
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Within these two organisations, it has been possible to divide the project personnel into three 
categories in terms of the level of their involvement: 
 
• Project personnel who have played leading roles: 

 
Name Role 
Muna Budeiri planner; deputy Director and Head of Camp Improvement Unit, 

UNRWA 
Ismail Cheikh Hassan architect and planner; co-founder of Nahr el-Bared 

Reconstruction Commission for Civil Action and Studies, and 
volunteer community planner and architect 

Aditya Kumar  architect and planner; Head of Design and Planning Unit, 
UNRWA 

Abdel Nasser El-Ayyi architect and planner; acting Head of Design and Planning Unit, 
UNRWA 

 
• Project personnel who have played significant roles: 
 

Name Role 
Ghassan Ghafoor urban design/participatory package design 
Rana Hassan advocacy/urban design/participatory package design 
Hanane Yazigi  advocacy/GIS specialist 
Adeil Bahloul  community liaison/validation 
Mohamad Maw’id community liaison/validation 
Jamal Al Dali community organisation/validation and liaison 
Hala Al Asir  UNRWA compound 
Jamal Friejeh  commission founder – validation and community arbitration 
Fathi Rabih commission founder 
Hussam Cha’ban  commission founder – data analysis 
Raidah Wehbeh  commission founder – community surveying committee 
Samah Badr  commission founder – community surveying committee 
Mahasin Mahmoud commission founder – community surveying committee 
Imtiaaz Loubani  commission founder – community surveying committee 
Hasan Mawid   
 

commission founder – community surveying committee and 
mapping 

Ahmad Ma’ari  commission founder 
 

• Project personnel who have played important but not key roles: 
 

Name Role 
NMU Design Unit- Architects and Designers 
Rim Sabalbal  participatory block design 
Jenan Diab  participatory block design 
Jihad Farah  participatory block design 
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Patrizio Jellici  participatory block design 
Marie-Josee Anjoul  participatory block design 
Saba Innab  participatory block design 
Lyne Jabri participatory block design, camp extensions and advocacy 
Nada Sabbagh  participatory block design 
Rim Sabouneh  participatory block design 
Yasmine Lutfi El-Haj 
Ahmed  

design 

Maen Alzaher current head of Design Unit 
NMU Design Unit-Technical support –GIS and AutoCAD 
Nibal Abdulrazzak  GIS/AutoCAD technician 
Hanan Suleiman  AutoCAD technician 
Majdi Zeid  AutoCAD technician/access data base 
Mahmoud Ahmad  AutoCAD technician 
Abdel Karim Meri  AutoCAD technician/access data base 
Alia Hamdan  mapping 
Validation support 
Loai Tannous  validation /camp extensions 
NMU design Unit-Design support for construction 
Nadine el-Marouk  architect-design/site coordination 
Hussam el-Jazzar  structural engineer-design/site coordination 
NMU-Construction management and site supervision 
Mahmoud al-Ghadban  construction manager 
Daoud Korman  construction manager 
Sebastian May  contract manager 
Charles Higgins  project manager 
Mohammed Abdel A’al  acting project manager 
Lebanon Field Office Support 
Salvatore Lombardo 
 

previous Director of UNRWA Affairs Lebanon/external and 
internal support for the project 

Roger Davies 
 

deputy Director of UNRWA Affairs Lebanon/external and 
internal support for the project 

UNRWA HQ(A) support 
Karen Konning 
 

previous UNRWA Commissioner General, leadership of 
UNRWA/fund raising 

Issam Miqdadi 
 

infrastructure and camp improvement programme director/external 
and Internal UNRWA support of the project and infrastructure 
design 

Rafiq Al Abed  infrastructure design 
Akram Abuamira  infrastructure design 
Salah Ismail  structural design 
Ali Alsayyed  site support UNRWA 
Numan Abu Hammad  site support 
NBRC 
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Kamleh el Wannas  commission founder – community surveying committee 
Tayseer el Sayid  commission founder – community surveying committee 
Ahmad Waked  commission founder – community surveying committee 
Ahmad Nimr  commission founder – community surveying committee 
Ibrahim Hamid  commission founder 
Hasan Mihyi el Deen abu 
ali  

commission founder 

Imad Oudeh  commission founder 
Zeidan Wehbeh  commission founder – community arbitration 
Najib Oudeh  commission founder 
Khaled Maw’id  commission founder – community surveying committee 
Rabih Salah  commission founder – advocacy campaigning and community 

organising 
Racha Najdi  commission founder – advocacy campaigning and community 

organising 
Marwan Ghandour  design feedback in early stage of project 
Habib Debs  design feedback in early stage of project 
Mona Fawaz  consultations on camp extensions Ismail 
Imad Bashir  camp extensions 
Maher Abu Samra  media consulting and advocacy 
Amro Saedidine  camp extensions and advocacy 
Najwa Doghman  camp extensions 
Nadine Bekdache  advocacy posters and illustrations 
Muzna Masri  advocacy and community organising consulting 
Partner NGO/Institutions 
Department of Urbanism 
and Planning Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven 

technical and knowledge-based support 
 

LPHU Lebanese 
Handicapped Union  

standards for accessibility 

Other partners 
Government Of Lebanon  host government 
Key person/ Consultant 
Salim Al-Khazen 
 

project manager of consultant (Rafiq Alkhoury) for the 
preparation of detailed design and tender drawings 
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Model of Nahr el-Bared Refugee Camp.



Aerial view of the refugee camp before (left) and after (right) the conflict in 2007.

95% of NBRC and its adjacent area (pictured) was destroyed during the war in summer 2007 between 
the Lebanese Armed forces and Fatah Al-Islam.



The final design was the outcome of a highly participatory process. Under the leadership of the 
Project Design Unit, a range of participatory mechanisms were utilised including individual family 
consultations, workshops and open days.

The 2nd package before and after the reconstruction, with circulation plan and public spaces.



The reduction in the pre-destruction’s urban footprint, and the compensation for this achieved through 
vertical expansion, have resulted in an interesting massing which is consistent with surrounding urban 
areas and Islamic costal settlements.

Elevations.



 Among the project’s urban improvements is the creation of open public spaces.

The reconstruction  has involved widening the pre-destruction average road width in the camp from 1 
metre to between 4.5-6 metres, facilitating greater ventilation and natural light.



The residents have already begun to personalise their neighbourhoods with artistic designs.

The flat roofing involves a bitumen waterproof membrane system, and the roofs have also been used to 
house water tanks.



In a built-up camp environment where public space is limited, roof terraces provide an important private 
outdoor space for families, particularly for women and children, and can be used as a garden or as a 
space for weddings, funerals and other family gatherings.

The construction has been done in a manner that allows each building to expand vertically independent 
of the adjacent building. It is a conscious decision to allow families to extend their structures in order to 
accommodate increases in family size. 




