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Patchwork City 
The Civil War that lasted a good 15 years up until the early 90s has contributed greatly 
to the ever-changing dynamics of the urban fabric in Beirut. It produced spatial erasures 
of neighborhoods and eradication of certain slums, and broke certain linkages within the 
city as a whole.  Neighborhoods that had previously been entwined were suddenly 
broken across political and sectarian trajectories. This erasure was consolidated 
through a process of postwar reconstruction, which happened to further alienate certain 
communities and marginalize them from the future vision of the city.  
The recovery of Beirutʼs physical condition was, in itself, a dividend, selective of the 
neighborhoods to intervene on.  While some areas were neglected, others were 
developed extensively, creating a patchwork of different fabrics in the city. 
The Beirut summerLab intervenes in El Khoder area that has suffered tremendously 
from the war, and has since been neglected. Situated by the port and where the train 
station once existed, it has seen industrialization slowly take over, radically changing its 
perceived image and shadowing its residential parts. The neighborhood itself, home to a 
mix of populations, has been sliced along sectarian and political boundaries through 
groundbreaking conflicts during the war, while the survivor and existing population has 
arguably still unable to recover from them.  Furthermore, the neighborhood was 
distanced from Beirut along a highway during the 50s, with minimal and hostile 
accessibility measures to the rest of the city. 
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Through interactions with the residents and local stakeholders, design research, tactical 
interventions, and systems mapping, the workshop will expose the participants to the 
complexity of the different community narratives, determining their socio-spatial 
parameters and measuring their presence, interactivity, interdependence and 
independence within the spatial contours of the neighborhood. The activity will provide 
an understanding of the dynamics, foundations, values and systems that these 
communities have produced. The participants will then collaborate with the purpose of 
creating spatial interventions that respond to different issues that emerge during the 
research phase, and provide an outlook to development.  These may include informality, 
connection to the rest of the city, perceived image, the relationship between the 
industrial and the residential, the impact of the port on the historical coast, community 
needs, cohesion, acceptance and openness… 
Participants are asked to assert the identity of the neighborhood as an urban 
acupuncture, to flourish ideas from particular perspectives and on different scales. The 
plan should emphasize the long, middle and short term processes and outcomes of 
interventions. 
The projects that emerge out of the workshop are encouraged to be realistic and 
implementable, providing a ground base for intervention on the neighborhood. 
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LOCATION 
Medawar district falls within East Beirut, and within the capitalʼs municipal 
boundaries.  It covers the area between the hills of Ashrafieh down to the Mediterranean 
Sea, just adjacent to the port. Some of the most prominent neighborhoods within 
Medawar include Mar Mikhael and Karantina. 
In the 1950s, a wide seaside highway was constructed, slicing Medawar, to connect the 
north of Lebanon with Beirut. This highway is now one of the most congested and key 
arteries leading into the cityʼs historic core.  Subsequently, pedestrian access to areas 
within Medawar, such as El Khoder, was highly severed, excluding them from the rest of 
Beirutʼs fabric. 
This particular secluded area of El Khoder just along the port is considered by the cityʼs 
inhabitants to be totally industrial, with factories and warehouses of various sizes found 
around the residential blocks and along the highway. Its northern boundary has been 
continuously redefined since the 1920s as the port of Beirut expanded over multiple 
phases, claiming the shore bit by bit, until the neighborhoodʼs access to the 
Mediterranean Sea was cut off. 
To its east is the Beirut River, now running in a concrete channel, paralleled by a 
highway, furthering the neighborhoodsʼ segregation from the rest of the city. 
In a city that has little to no open public spaces, a distinct feature of El Khoder is its 
public garden in the heart of the neighborhood and an informal football field created by 
the neighborhood youth. 
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SOCIOPOLITICAL COMPOSITION 
Medawar has always been home to a variety of sects and ethnicities.  Following the 
Armenian genocide of 1915, more than 10,000 Armenians resettled in and around 
Medawar in the early 1920s, and till now have a prominent presence in the district. Right 
by El Khoder is the neighborhood of Karantina, which, due to the Armenian influx, was 
transformed into the first slum in Beirut.  As the Armenian population began searching 
for more permanent residences, the temporary houses in Medawar welcomed other 
migrant and transient communities, including Kurds, Palestinians, Syrians and 
Lebanese from other regions of the country.  
Having once been a suburban area, Medawar was an ideal place for Beirutʼs local and 
migrant workforce, within close proximity to the financial districts of Beirut and still rather 
affordable.  Within El Khoder, there has been groups of Sunnis, Shias, and Christians, 
most of which are of Beiruti origins and owners of the lands by inheritance.  
El Khoder residents have little interaction with the world beyond the highway.  Many of 
the employable are unemployed, and a few of the educated have not completed formal 
education.  Job opportunities in the neighborhood are scarce, and many would need to 
leave the neighborhood to find employment.  The majority of those in schools attend a 
public school in a nearby neighborhood.  There had been a public school in the 
neighborhood which received students from the Muslim, Christian and Armenian 
communities, and it was shut down a few years ago. 
During the Civil War, El Khoder neighborhood, along with those around it, was deeply 
affected.  With such an ethnic and sectarian diversity, it managed to fall victim in a war 
loaded with sectarianism.  This district suffered from the Karantina Massacre of 1976, a 
brutal marker in the history of modern Beirut that took the lives of many and left the 
majority in a critical situation. 
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CIVIL WAR AFTERMATH 
After the war, the once diverse neighborhood became a patchwork of exclusive and 
isolated communities.  The reconstruction of the Beirut Central District was operated by 
the development company Solidere.  During the reconstruction, Solidere had plans to 
redevelop El Khoder which is considerably close to the central district, but because of 
property ownership and difficulty to take over, the plan fell through. 
The buildings still suffer bruising from the war and residents of different sects barely 
communicate. The neighborhood gets little attention from the municipality, and is barely 
recognized by the majority of the Lebanese population. The assigned identity to the 
neighborhood, associated with the nearby industrialized land, port, slaughterhouse, 
junkyard, and the marking massacre of the Civil War, have all contributed to further 
stigmatizing the residents. With very little attention directed towards it, the pressing 
psycho-social, economic, cultural and environmental needs overwhelm the 
neighborhood, without being matched with appropriate resources, furthering its 
geographical exclusion from Beirutʼs dynamic urban fabric. 
In recent years, neighborhoods in Medawar district including Mar Mikhael have 
transformed to serve for the creative and entertainment scene in Lebanon.  With this 
gentrification striking one area at a time in this part of Beirut, prices rise, identities 
change and populations shift.  El Khoderʼs peripheries have started witnessing such 
changes, with new apartment buildings on the rise and a number of warehouse 
transformations into art galleries and nightclubs. 

  




