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AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS OF 

Joyce Abou Moussa     for Master of Urban Design 

Major: Urban Design 

 

Title: Adopting Food as a strategy for urban reconnection in Heritage Sites: the Old city 

of Baalbek 

 

Baalbek presents the typical urban problematic of a vernacular city in proximity to a 

world heritage site. Throughout distant periods of the history up to the twenty-first 

century, four spatial entities defined the urban structure of Baalbek, while being 

constantly reshaped by various socio-economic factors: the archeological site; the dense 

residential fabric extending mainly along Ras Al-Ain road; the Ras Al-Ain site with its 

water source and natural landscape; and the vast agricultural fields surrounding the city.  

Each of these entities operates according to different spatial, economic and socio-

cultural modes, constituting settings that are weakly connected. This thesis exposes the 

problematic of disconnection between the archeological site, the old city, Marjet Ras-

Al-Ain and the agricultural fields on three levels: space, heritage and economies.  

First, the disconnection of heritage layers, forms and practices; Second, the 

disconnection and lack of spatial integration between the old city, its green open space 

and the archeological site, as well as the disconnection of open public spaces due to an 

imposing vehicular infrastructure, Ras Al-Ain Street among others; Third, the disjointed 

cycles of food production and consumption; and Fourth, the disconnection between the 

tourist and community's economy; is the urban condition and problematique I aim to 

tackle in this thesis. 

 

The hypothesis is that a greater spatial and economic integration and connection 

between the different entities of the city will lead to a viable and sustainable 

development. This physical, economic and socio-cultural connection based on a viable 

economic tool -the local food production and consumption- would reactivate the old 

city, while increasing its livability and enhancing its economy. 

 

The thesis aims to achieve that by proposing a comprehensive connection between the 

four entities, spatially, economically and culturally through a series of linkages along 

Ras Al-Ain Street, based on the theme of food.  

In this thesis, Heritage is the context; Infrastructural breaks are the problematique and 

catalysts for the design intervention; and Food Cycles is the adopted concept of 

intervention that would rehabilitate Baalbek and celebrates it as a living heritage and 

bridge the physical breaks within this old city. 

 

Through a holistic approach to the context, this thesis aims to develop an urban design 

intervention that converts this vehicular infrastructure into a vibrant urban corridor, 

intersecting with three vibrant nodes: the archeological site and its vicinities as a start 

point; the market place and its public square as a central node; and the Ras-Al-Ain Park 

as an end point. By adopting such a strategy, Baalbek becomes a city where visitors and 

locals intersect and interact in different seasons for different communal and spatial 

urban experiences; a city celebrated as a whole in its cultural heritage; rather than a city 

with a physical heritage fixed in space and time. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Problematique 

Baalbek is a city in the north-east of Lebanon situated within the rural Bekaa Valley region, 

86 km east of Beirut, the capital. The city is located on two main historic trade routes, one 

linking the Mediterranean coast to the Syrian interior and the other connecting Northern 

Syria to Beirut and South Lebanon. Today metropolitan Baalbek falls in a micro-region that 

includes the three adjacent villages of Younine, Douris, and Iaat, and acts as the 

administrative and economic capital of this region. 

Baalbek reflects the stratification of multiple historic eras, each marking and shaping the 

urban fabric incrementally. Baalbek, a poor rural settlement, began to play an important 

role as a cult and trade center in the Hellenic period. This role was further fostered when 

the Roman temples were constructed. Following its conquest by the Romans during the 

first century, Baalbek became the religious capital of the empire besides being a key node 

in the natural route between Damascus and Homs. The water canalizations in the city date 

back to that period. In fact Ras Al-Ain is the source of the spring water coming from the 

eastern slopes towards the temples site and redirected to the Basateen
1
. Under the Ayyubids 

and the Mamluks rule -extending from the 12th to the 16th century- Baalbek witnessed a 

                                                             
1 The Arabic nomination for 'Agricultural fields' 
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revival of its political and economic role, while growing within the Arab wall. Brought 

under Ottoman rule, the city expanded gradually outside of these walls, while declining as a 

major regional pole in the area.  

 

Due to these distant periods of Baalbek's history from the Roman period up to the twenty-

first century, four spatial entities can be identified in the urban structure of Baalbek today, 

while being constantly reshaped by various socio-economic factors.  

First, the archeological site dating back to the Roman period added to and modified during 

the Arab conquest; represents a physical heritage fixed in space and time. It is valued for its 

age, physicality and its nomination as a world heritage site. 

Second, the dense residential fabric extending from the citadel in three major directions 

following three major infrastructure lines (Along Ras Al-Ain water axis, the main road 

leading to Beirut, and the one leading to Hermel/Homos); revolves around a socio-cultural 

heritage based on socio-spatial practices in relation to agriculture, food production and 

consumption, traditional ways of living, and the dynamics of the daily life of the 

community; and holds as well an important architectural heritage dating back to the 

Ottoman and French Mandate period. 

Third, the Ras Al-Ain site -to the southeast of the temple- which is recognized for its water 

source and natural landscape; constitutes with its water springs and gardens, the only green 

public space through which the city breathes. 

Fourth, the vast agricultural fields that surrounds the city represents a productive landscape 

which is currently invaded by the urbanization process. 
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Each of these entities operates according to different spatial, economic and socio-cultural 

modes, constituting settings that are weakly connected. This thesis exposes the problematic 

of disconnection between the archeological site, the old city, Marjet Ras-Al-Ain and the 

agricultural fields on three levels: space, heritage and economies.  

 

First, the disconnection of heritage layers, forms and practices; Second, the disconnection 

and lack of spatial integration between the old city, its green open space and the 

archeological site, as well as the disconnection of open public spaces due to an imposing 

vehicular infrastructure, Ras Al-Ain Street among others; Third, the disjointed cycles of 

food production and consumption; and Fourth, the disconnection between the tourist and 

community's economy; is the urban condition and problematique I aim to tackle in this 

thesis.  

 

1.2. Research Question and Hypothesis 

Rehabilitating the old core of Baalbek, spatially, culturally and economically, while 

reconnecting it to the archeological site, and its natural and productive landscape, is the 

quest of this thesis. In this context, I formulated my research question as: how can a 

strategic design intervention, focused on a local economic tool which is food, revitalize 

spatially and economically the old city and celebrates Baalbek as a whole, as a site of 

cultural heritage encompassing the physical, social and the natural heritage? 

 

This question is investigated through the following sub-questions: how to link spatially, 

culturally and economically a vernacular core to a world heritage site, when both sites 
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operate according to different scales and economies? How to create linkages between a 

physical heritage and a socio-cultural heritage while preserving and strengthening both and 

creating hence a comprehensive city scheme? How to exploit urban voids [squares and 

urban parks] and urban breaks [infrastructure] to draw strategic connections within the 

urban structure and allow urban cohesion? 

          My hypothesis is that by creating a strategic connection between the world heritage 

archeological site, the old core of the city, and the natural and the productive landscape, 

along Ras Al-Ain Street, the old core will be rehabilitated spatially and economically. This 

physical, economic and socio-cultural connection based on a viable economic tool -the food 

production and consumption- would reactivate the old city operating as a background for a 

World Heritage site, while increasing its livability and enhancing its economy. 

In consequence, the thesis responds to three main questions.  

What to do?  → Rehabilitate 

How to do it? → Food and Urban Design 

Where to do it? →Urban Voids and Urban Breaks 

This thesis is not however about the intersection of three themes: food, heritage and 

infrastructural breaks. In this thesis, Heritage is the context; Infrastructural breaks are the 

problematique and catalysts for the design intervention; and Food Cycles is the adopted 

concept of intervention that would rehabilitate Baalbek and celebrates it as a living heritage 

and bridge the physical breaks within this old city. 
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1.3. Objectives and Significance 

The first objective of this urban rehabilitation scheme is to achieve an urban cohesion 

amongst the disconnected entities while reinforcing the spatial, cultural and economic 

potentials of each. In other words, the aim is to connect them spatially and economically by 

fostering a spatial spine and interdependency between the rural/agricultural economy and 

the tourist economy.  

 

The second objective is to sustain the local character and economy of the old city, its 

ecological qualities, culture and mix of functions and people by building on its socio-

cultural assets. This would rehabilitate the old core not only for its potential consumers -

tourists- but primarily for its producers -local people.  

 

 The third objective is to better integrate food systems in the city's daily dynamics, and 

reinforce cycles of food production and consumption. 

 

          The significance of this study is that it investigates the disconnection between the 

city, the archeological site and the productive landscape and explores ways of connection 

between these structures in order to allow urban cohesion. The study concludes with a 

strategy which breaks through the classical approaches that tended to link physically the 

temples' complex to the city, and deal with Baalbek from a different perspective: setting 

food as a catalyst for urban rehabilitation, linking the landscape, to the vernacular heritage, 

to the vibrant core of the old city. 
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1.4. Methodology 

The methodology aims to address the research question, and ensures the transition from a 

wider scale of analysis with multiple variables to specific unit of analysis; and hence, a 

transition from a strategy to a focused design. 

 

Framework of analysis and Strategy: the Old City of Baalbek 

Unit of intervention: Ras-Al-Ain Street and the Market Place 

Variables: Heritage and Tourism, Cycles of food production and consumption, Community 

practices 

 

The research is conducted through four phases, elaborated in four working months.  

          The first phase consists of data collection gathered from archival documents 

(historical maps, aerial photo from the army; maps from the municipality), published data, 

and field observations.  Visits to the field need to be done in different timing during the day 

and in different seasons and events. The more time one spends in the field, the more he 

builds trust with its users. 

 

          The second phase consists of analyzing the urban setting within its spatial entities, 

and specifically along Ras Al-Ain axis.  Through mapping tools, this urban setting is 

documented (land use, typologies, urban fabric characteristics, traffic, public spaces and 

usages, landownership) and analyzed.  Usage and street activities -walking, sitting, 

gathering and playing- will be mapped, in order to analyze the current space usages and 
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practices, and be able to propose adequate structures and spaces for these practices. In 

parallel with this analysis, I will proceed with the investigation of case studies and the 

literature review. 

          The third phase consists of interviews with key stakeholders in different public 

agencies such as Mr. Khaled Al-Rifai from the Ministry of Culture and the directorate of 

Archology, and Mr. Ali Haidar acting as the head of the regional DGU in Baalbek; with 

affluent families (Al-Rifai, Haidar…) and with the Awkaf. I use semi-structured interviews 

as they allow me to control the sequencing of the interview, permitting the flexibility of 

open-ended responses. On the other hand, I aim to engage people in casual conversation 

allowing me to observe, note and analyze the routine of the daily life. The objective is to 

understand their inspirations, needs and expectations from any touristic approach to their 

local habitats. In addition, profiling the tourists visiting the archeological site, the city and 

Ras Al-Ain is an important data that shouldbe retreived through interviews with the visitors.  

Accessing the field and being able to map, photograph and talk to the people, is quite a 

sensitive issue in Baalbek, given the high level of security that Hezbollah works on 

maintaining in the city. As I have done previously in my preliminary fieldwork, I will have 

to notify not only the municipality of my fieldwork in the area, but also representatives of 

Hezbollah so they are aware of my presence and the objective of my study.  

          The fourth phase of the research materializes with the proposed strategic intervention, 

reinforced by the recommended urban policies and design guidelines that respond to the 

previously stated objectives.  
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The outcome consists of scale drawings and three-dimensional representations with an 

explicative written thesis elaborating the design problematic, methodology, design 

guidelines, recommendations and implementation framework. 

 

1.5. Thesis Outline 

The first chapter of this thesis has introduced the main problematic as well as the research 

quest, objective and significance; and has outlined the methods adopted in the research.  

The second chapter explores the city throughout history in relation to its larger context; and 

exposes its urban growth in relation to changing urban ideologies as well as political and 

socio-economic factors. 

The chapter then offers an insight on the city's economy and the city's community, its 

demographic and social characteristics and the stakeholders it holds; followed by the 

planning framework that regulates the physical spatial production of the city, as well as the 

proposed projects and plans for the city. 

The third chapter offers a reading of the site in terms of heritage, physical characteristics, 

and the social, economic and political dynamics of the site. It exposes the problematic of 

physical, spatial and socio-cultural disconnection between three forms of heritage -the 

archeological site, the old city and the landscape- on three levels: space, heritage, and 

economies; and elaborates on the physical, spatial and socio-economic dynamics of each 

entity. 
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The fourth chapter presents the theoretical framework which grounds my analysis with 

theories and cases studies on how to define heritage and how to approach it; given that I am 

dealing with a site having multiple forms of heritage: the archeological heritage of the 

archeological site, the socio-cultural and urban heritage of the old city, and the landscape 

heritage of the agricultural fields and Marjet Ras-Al-Ain. 

The fifth chapter contextualizes first food production and consumption processes 

throughout history, and explores then the concept of home food production as a strategy to 

reinforce the cycle of food production and consumption. The chapter presents then local 

case studies on how food markets and home food production are used to reactivate public 

settings and reestablish connections with local communities and nature; with a particular 

emphasis on the marketing of the local food products in these markets. The chapter 

elaborates then a food based strategy ensuring a multi-layered connection between heritage 

forms, food production cycles, spaces and people, which rehabilitates the old city hence 

physically, economically, socially and culturally.     

The sixth chapter presents the design intervention based on the preceding analysis, 

framework and strategy. It focuses on a section of Ras-Al-Ain Street in interface with the 

market place and focuses as well on the market's Square. The chapter then exposes the 

institutional framework, meaning the implementation and management of the intervention. 

The seventh chapter concludes the thesis, identifies new horizons for further investigations 

and interventions in Northern Bekaa. 
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CHAPTER 2 

EXPLORING THE SITE 

 

This chapter explores in its first section Baalbek throughout history in relation to its larger 

context; and exposes its urban growth in relation to changing political and socio-economic 

factors. According to Bor Wallace, "Our forefathers created their urban environment, either 

by an evolutionary and often intuitive processes over time, or by a conscious single-minded 

design effort, in response to the needs and aspirations of their time''
2
. The objective is thus 

to comprehend the original assets of the place and their evolution into modern history prior 

to setting a rehabilitation strategy, and hence a design scheme for the city.  

The chapter then offers an insight on the city's economy and the city's community, its 

demographic and social characteristics and the stakeholders it holds; followed by the 

planning framework that regulates the physical spatial production of the city. 

 

2.1. Context 

Baalbek is a city in the north-east of Lebanon situated within the rural Bekaa Valley region, 

86 km east of Beirut, the capital. It develops on a surface of 3742 hectares, and it is 

surrounded by the vast agricultural plains of the North Bekaa region [figure 1]. Baalbek is 

located on two main historic trade routes, one linking the Mediterranean coast to the Syrian 

interior and the other connecting Northern Syria to Beirut and South Lebanon.  

                                                             
2 Wallace, Bor (1974). The Making of Cities. IBG-London, pp. 115. 
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Today metropolitan Baalbek falls in a micro-region that includes the three adjacent villages 

of Younine, Douris, and Iaat, and acts as the administrative and economic capital of this 

region, with 75,000 inhabitants and a density of 234 per hectare
3
; while the number of 

inhabitants of the city center is 4,500. 

 

2.2. Historical Evolution 

Baalbek occupied a strategic position in a fertile and well-watered region, overlooking a 

vast productive plain, among the most important towns throughout the history of cities in 

the Lebanon and Syria (Tripoli, Byblos, Beirut, Sidon, Damascus, and Homs). 

 

2.2.1. From the Pre-Hellenic period to the late 19th century: A melting pot of cultures 

 

          The first settlers in the region were the Canaanites, Aramaens, Neo-Babylonians and 

Persian. Yet, Baalbek shows no traces of them. Recent excavations in the Great Court of 

the Jupiter Temple from the Roman era, reveals the existence of a Tell containing evidence 

of human life back to the Early Bronze Age (third millennium BC). In the 1st millennium 

BC, the site developed into an agricultural village. The urban growth was hence related to 

natural and theological factors. In fact, the more people established permanent agriculture 

communities, the more they apprehended the climatic cycle and hence the interdependence 

                                                             
3
  All the estimates and statistics are retrieved from the unpublished report 'Cultural Heritage and Urban 

Development Project, Baalbek Urban Conservation and Design study' in 2002.  According to this report, the 
registered residents in Baalbek reached 61,000 in 1996. After estimating the annual growth until 2002, and 
adding to it the number of Palestinians refugees and displaced, the number of inhabitants reached 75,000. 
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of the sun, the soil and the rain
4
. To ensure the fertility of their lands and thus prosperity, 

the community constructed a temple dedicated for the worship of god Baal-god of sun- 

from which the city took its Canaanite name. 

 

          In the 4th millennium BC, Alexander the Great conquered the Near East, and hence 

Baalbek after being governed by the Egyptians who seized power over the Middle East. 

The city of Baalbek was referred to by the Greeks as Heliopolis- Helios, Greek for sun and 

Polis, Greek for City, ‘City of the Sun’, keeping its name's significance. In fact, the triad of 

gods Baal-Aliyan-Anat in the Eastern cult was equated with Jupiter-Mercury-Venus in the 

Roman western cult. The urban growth in this phase occurs in relation to shifting political 

dynamics: from a poor rural settlement in the Pre-Hellenic period, Baalbek the city rose 

under the Greek rule to play an important role as a cult and trade center in the Hellenic 

period. The presence of two water sources -The Orontes
5
 and Leontes

6
 rivers- further 

fostered this role by making the Orontes-Leontes valley a key node in the trade route 

linking many cities.  

          Following its conquest by the Romans during the first century, Baalbek became the 

religious capital of the empire with the construction of incomparable temples in scale, 

architecture and artistic details. These colossal constructions -Jupiter, Bacchus, Venus and 

Mercury temples- were built during more than two centuries. Starting this historical phase, 

                                                             
4
  Ragette, Friedrich (1980). Baalbek. Chatto & Windus, London. 

5 Known also for Al-Assi River whose water source runs northwards fifteen kilometers North of Baalbek. The 
river passes along ancient towns like Kadesh, Emesa (mod. Homs), Hama, Apamea, Qarqar, and Antioch, 
until it reaches the sea near Seleucia. 
6 Know also for Al-Litani River whose water source are to the West of Baalbek and flow South through the 
Bekaa valley, along Anjar and empties itself into the Mediterranean Sea near Tyre. 

http://www.livius.org/am-ao/antioch/antioch.html
http://www.livius.org/se-sg/seleucia/seleucia_pieria.html
http://www.livius.org/be-bm/bekaa/bekaa.html
http://www.livius.org/tt-tz/tyre/tyre_history.html
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the urban growth is no more limited to an urban fabric that extends and develops according 

to natural factors; but is directly related to the construction of the most celebrated 

sanctuaries of the ancient world.   

The construction of Jupiter temple
7
 initiated this two-century construction process, and was 

considered as a political act consolidating the rule of Rome and its state religion. This shift 

in ruling power induced not only an urban growth but also a change in the urban concept 

upon which the city was developed. The Romans had drawn an imposing plan for the city 

surrounding it with ramparts, towers and fortifications. The four city gates defined two axes 

across the city nearly at a right angle. They intersected at the Forum, the public square of 

the Roman city, over which the Umayyad Mosque was built. The north-west gate remains 

solely preserved from destruction due to its incorporation in the barracks built later by the 

Ottoman ruler Ibrahim Pasha. In terms of city planning, the Romans thought of the 

community as a whole religious, social and economic body. They integrated the temples 

into the city's daily dynamics, relating it to the forum; rather than planning these temples 

outside the city on a dominating hill
8
. This reflects the Roman notion of religion, which is 

not an independent function but one of the varieties of public functions
9
. The public 

functions included the 'Hammamat'
10

, the souks as well as other social facilities. The 

remaining of these urban structures is referred to today as 'Bustan Al-Khan'. 

                                                             
7
 The Jupiter temple was positionned as an extension for an existing courtyard dating back to the second 

millenium BC dedicated for the worship og god Baal. 
8 The Greeks approach for building the temples up on the hill, disconnecting the sacred spaces for cult 
practices from the agora -the square- where the political and philosophical discussions took place, as well as 
the market. 
9 Ragette, Friedrich (1980). Baalbek. Chatto & Windus, London. 
10 A communal bathhouse 
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Baalbek acquired theological and political importance with the construction of the temples' 

complex. The Romans built on the natural assets of the site to further empower Baalbek as 

trade center, in addition to being a religious and political capital. Constructing water 

canalizations from the source of Ras Al-Ain spring on the eastern slopes, towards the 

temples and redirected to the Basateen
11

, induced an urban growth related to the 

development of agriculture and trade. In fact, the presence of this water source in such an 

arid region further empowered the geographic centrality of Baalbek, and transformed this 

city into a natural and unique stop for travelers on the road from Damascus to Homs. The 

city was hence developed into a market frequented by caravans, business men and dealers 

from all countries who exported their products to distant regions
12

: from northern Syria to 

Damascus, Jerusalem, Saida, Tyr, and Palestine and vise versa. Urban growth was hence 

the outcome of a political prosperity and an economic wealth based on trade. 

The roman colony has left imposing remains, including the temples dedicated to Jupiter, 

Bacchus and Venus. Bustan al-Khan and the monumental staircase leading to the destroyed 

Temple of Mercury and the necropolis date back as well to the Roman period. 

 

          In the fourth century, the Roman Empire adopted Christianity as religion. Pagan 

worship was suspended and hence the construction of the temples at Baalbek. A large 

Basilica dedicated to Saint Peter was erected in the Great Court of Jupiter temple, using the 

temples' stones. The Acropolis was turned into a Christian sanctuary, and Venus temple 

                                                             
11 The Arabic nomination for 'Agricultural fields' 
12 Alouf, Michel (1941). History of Baalbek. American Press, Beirut, Lebanon. 
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into Saint Barbara church; yet with a continuing co-existence between Christianity and 

paganism
13

. 

 

          The city was conquered in the seventh century (637 AD) in the era of Umar Ibn Al-

Khattab. It then fell under the rule of the Ommiad (661-750) and remained in their hands as 

long as they governed. Under the Ayyubids and the Mamluks rule -extending from the 12th 

to the 16th century- Baalbek witnessed a revival of its political and economic role, while 

growing within the Arab wall. The Ayyubids built a citadel on the site of the temples of 

Jupiter and Bacchus, to defend the city from crusader attacks. According to the English 

architects Wood and Dawkins
14

, Baalbek was a small town of five thousands inhabitants
15

 

by that time [figure 2-3]. Over the next centuries, the city of Baalbek and its region were 

controlled by several Islamic dynasties. The citadel kept on being integrated into the daily 

dynamics of the city given that it was the military space through which this city was 

defended and kept safe; a governmental space from where this city was ruled; a structure 

with a direct connection to the space of worship, the Mosque. Under the Islamic dynasties 

rule, the city's monuments suffered from theft, war and earthquakes, as well as from 

numerous medieval additions. Of this citadel, which continued to be used during the 

Mamluk period, and the town that existed within, the fortification wall, a gate, the towers 

and the Ommiad mosque remain.  

 

                                                             
13 Ragette, Friedrich (1980). Baalbek. Chatto & Windus, London. 
14

 Wealthy English amateurs who set out a journey from Rome to Asia Minor in 1751 to further explore the 
Greek antiquities. Dawkins and Wood did not excavate anything in Baalbek, but restricted their work to the 
description of existing structures. 
15 Alouf, Michel (1941). History of Baalbek. American Press, Beirut, Lebanon. 



16 

 

          Brought under Ottoman rule, Baalbek was made a "Liwa" (prefecture) and annexed 

with other villages to the Liwa of Damascus. With this shift in the political and 

administrative structure, the city expanded gradually outside of these walls, while declining 

as a major regional pole in the area. By that period, Beirut turned into the port of Damascus 

vitalizing hence the Chtura-Anjar axis, further marginalizing Baalbek’s historic role. The 

temples' complex lost its previous functions and remained an abandoned archeological site 

witnessing centuries of history. In the last decade for the Ottoman Empire, an 

archaeological expedition was sent from Germany to Baalbek to excavate, restore and 

document the temple complex in 1898
16

. The expedition plan, drawn in 1902 by 

Schumacher [figure 4-5], remain up to this date the main reference for studying the ruins, 

as well as the only drawing translating the urbanization of the city and its relation to the 

temples' complex in the beginning of the twentieth century. The map shows the temple 

complex to the north-west, the wall of the medieval city, the open fields and Ras al Ain site. 

The residential neighborhoods lay as a connector between these main structures of the city.  

 

2.2.2. The first half of the Twentieth century: Geo-political and urban radical 

alterations 

The urban changes of Baalbek in the first half of the Twentieth century occurs in relation to 

shifting geo-political dynamics in the region as a whole, and shifting urban planning and 

design ideals. 

 

                                                             
16 Ghandour, Marwan (2006). On cities and designers: a Baalbeck Story. Theory arq . vol 10 . No 1.pp37-49 
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          In fact, the beginning of the Twentieth century witnessed the fall of the Ottoman 

Empire in the First World War (1914-1918). As a result, the map of the Middle East was 

redrawn by the French and British, and new nations were established. Lebanon emerged as 

a nation-state in 1910, while being under the French mandate for twenty years (1920-1943) 

before gaining its independence. The new boundaries of Lebanon as it is recognized now 

were drawn. These political transformations repositioned the city of Baalbek within the 

network of Lebanese cities, and hence weakened its tight relations with the inland cities
17

. 

 

          In parallel, these political shifts occurred with shifting planning and design ideals. 

The modern era in urban planning and design started with the sanitary infrastructural 

urbanism recognized with the interventions of Georges-Eugene Haussmann in Paris and 

James Hobrecht in Berlin between the late 19th century and the inter World War period 

(Hauck, 2011). Granted full authority by Bonaparte, Haussmann implemented his formal 

ideals of monumentalisation, axis formation, harmonization and greening while responding 

to sanitary aims related to water supply, canalization and flows of street traffic. On the 

other hand, the Berlin development plan of 1862 was limited to the designation of road 

networks and links for expansion areas, while land use and regulations within buildings 

were privately defined. Yet, both developments aimed at altering the urban configuration 

according to a new hierarchy of streets and nodes. 

While the church defined both a religious inner space and an outer public square in 

medieval cities, the Street became the urban element according to which the city was 

structured, and at the end of which the church stands as a landmark (Jacoby, 2012). The 

                                                             
17 What is now designated as Syria to the north and east. 
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poly-nodal network of public squares was hence reshaped by new urban lines connecting 

points of significance and extending to un-urbanized areas. This network of arterial 

connections followed a spatial hierarchy, whereby the urban boulevard, the avenue and the 

promenade restructured the city as a series of visual processions marked by the monuments 

and the harmony of the buildings. These urban lines connect at nodes conceived as traffic 

interchange/ roundabouts, serving as an urban square as well. 

With the industrial and urban development of cities around the world, efficient 

transportation systems and urban infrastructure (water canalization, power and gas supply, 

sewage) were the means for social and functional problems. This is when the concept of 

'Infrastructural Urbanism 'was developed as an 'engineering to provide solutions'
18

. This led 

to the disruption of the spatial continuity between districts, and the formation of undefined 

edges; as well as leftover spaces alongside or under these infrastructures (Graham and 

Marvin 2001, Levy 1999, Hauck, 2011). 

 

In Baalbek, similarly to other non-western contexts such as Aleppo, Cairo and Beirut, 

western urban ideologies were imposed first through colonialism, then through self-

imposed modernization (Saliba, 2012). The shifting in power from the Ottoman 

dictatorship rule to the French Mandate rule set new urban concepts around which the city 

should develop. These ideologies adopted the development of the infrastructure as a 

solution for decongesting inner- city traffic and facilitating the accessibility to the 

commercial and institutional central core of Baalbek.  

                                                             
18 Hauck, Thomas and Kleinekort, Volker (2011). Infrastructural Urbanism, Addressing the In-between, p9-17 
in Infrastructural Urbanism, Addressing the In-between. DOM Publishers, Berlin, Germany. pp.10 
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In fact, and during the forties, the practice of modern urban planning imposed zoning 

ordinances and planning schemes on historic city cores. These interventions envisioned 

modernity and progress in superimposing road networks on existing urban fabrics 

dismissing their realities and dynamics deemed as obsolete and insignificant
19

. These urban 

interventions aimed to raze the urban fabric of the past created by layers of people, tradition, 

culture and time, in the quest of functional, 'clean' and efficient cities accommodated 

primarily to the use of vehicles. In Baalbek, The French implemented the Modernist urban 

and architectural vision extracted from the European context.  

Two main roads were planned and structured -Bchara El Khoury and Ras Al-Ain- 

following a linear form, wide enough to accommodate vehicular circulation. Furthermore, 

an official street entry to the city was established by formalizing the Abdul Halim al-Hajjar 

street southwest of the city which extends to the Beirut- Damascus road [figure 6]. The 

objective was first to facilitate the mobility of tourism while minimizing the impact of the 

city residents on the flowing tourist traffic; second, to facilitate the accessibility to the 

commercial and institutional central core of the city
20

. These roads connect the tourists 

coming from the Beirut-Damascus road directly to the archaeological site and from there 

towards the entertainment site of Ras al Ain where tourists have their lunch in the 

restaurants that have developed there. On one hand, the north-south access
21

 road into the 

city created a solid barrier with no spatial identity between the city and the archeological 

                                                             
19 Daher, Rami (2005). Urban regeneration/heritage tourism endeavours: the case of Salt, Jordan ‘Local 

actors, International donors, and the state’. International Journal of Heritage Studies 11(4), 289–308. 
20

  Ghandour, Marwan (2006). On cities and designers:a Baalbeck Story. Theory arq . vol 10 . No 1.pp37-49 
21

  This road provides the entrance to the city from Zahle south and Hermel north. It radiates east to the 
different parts of Baalbek east where Ras el Ain is located. 
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site. On the other hand, Ras-Al-ain Avenue of 1400 meters long stretching from the ruins to 

the springs of Ras-Al-ain divided the town from north to south into two parts. The western 

part forms the Christian quarter where cultural facilities and hotels exist. The temples' 

complex that was once connected spatially and functionally to the urban fabric becomes a 

'musefied' element disconnected from the evolving dynamics of the city.  

 

          The development of rail network and other means of transportation made long 

distance journeys possible, and fostered the development of the city's middle -class suburbs. 

This urban sprawl was accentuated with the introduction of individual means of transport, 

the car; along with the introduction of telephone and electric power networks (Hauck, 

2011). The functionalist ideal of planning in that period of high modernization based itself 

on this new network of infrastructure and developed according to car-based urban concepts. 

In fact, and following the 4th CIAM Congress and the Athens Charter, principles for the 

"functional" city were set. The city was depicted as a machine with four segregated 

functions -living, working, relaxation and movement- considered each as an autonomous 

spatial entity connected by infrastructure lines. Infrastructure was hence regarded as the 

'connective tissue' of an 'organism' (Boyer, 1987; Chatzis, 1999); and as the 'unifying' 

element binding the metropolis into a functioning machine (Graham and Marvin, 2001, 53). 

In consequence, infrastructure became a vital tool structuring the urban visions in the 

fragmented functionalist city (Beuegard, 1989; Celik et al., 1994). In Baalbek, the city 

progressively witnessed the realization of new infrastructure which fostered new mixed 

residential and commercial redevelopment in the old city, beyond the Arab wall, which 
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destroyed it completely [figure 7-8-9-10]. The continuity in the urban fabric was hence 

disrupted by the twentieth-century urban concepts. 

          On the other hand, the French Mandate did not only dictate spatial and functional 

alterations, but also favored the centrality of capital cities over the peripheries. Hence, the 

geo-political changes on a regional scale induced socio-economic changes controlling the 

urban growth of a city on a local scale. The development of the trade and services sector, 

around which the center's economy revolved, marginalized the periphery zones which 

economies depended on the productive sectors -agriculture and industry. The discrepancy 

between the living levels in the center (Beirut/Mount Lebanon) and the periphery (the 

North, the South, and the Bekaa) became more acute.  This socio-economic marginalization, 

along with a very cohesive clan structure
22

, contributed to a less stable situation in the Caza 

of Baalbek and hence to a lack of private investments in its economy
23

. Furthermore, 

Baalbek was faced with a three-year drought crisis in the late fifties, which abolished the 

agriculture seasons and pushed some farmers to migrate towards the capital. In 

consequence, these socio-economic alterations limited the economic development along 

with the urban growth, and progressively led to the stagnancy of Baalbek.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
22

 This facilitated the disputes between clans who often resort to arms to solve their conflicts. 
23 Cultural Heritage and Urban Development Project, Baalbeck Urban Conservation and Design study, Final 
Report (July 2002). A.R.S Progetti unpublished report 
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2.2.3. The second half of the Twentieth century: Building Code, Civil war and Decline 

The urban growth in the second half of the twentieth century kept on being influenced by 

the reminiscences of the French Mandate practices, through law and decrees on the one 

hand and through a Master Plan and building code on the other hand, which were defined 

along a modernist vision.   

 

Along the functionalist ideals, the city needed to be standardized in a Master Plan where 

accessibility and traffic fluidity are the main objectives. These Master plans adopted the 

road network as "the armature" of urban planning; as well as the ideal solution for 

decongesting inner-city traffic and defining the extension lines for suburban growth 

(Graham and Marvin, 2001). Following this modern functionalist ideal, Master plans were 

also imposed on non-western contexts through colonialism and then through self-imposed 

modernization i.e. the two master plans proposed for Beirut and its suburbs within a twenty 

years interval (1943 - 1963) by the French urbanist Michel Ecochard; the first Master Plans 

in the 1930's proposed for Aleppo by the French Architects Danger and Ecochard as well; 

and the 1963 Master Plan for Baalbek which was based on the French Mandate 

interventions. These Master plans share a similar urban configuration with three main 

elements: the traffic arteries, the new city and the old inner city. The large avenues in 

particular with their modern services infrastructures were a tool through which colonial 

powers imposed order and control while emphasizing their wealth, power and progress 

(Graham and Marvin, 2001). Infrastructure served hence as a tool for social and spatial 

segregation. In this context, the term ‘infrastructural break’ denotes the traffic arteries that 
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were imposed on the urban fabric of inner cities, as well as the resulting leftover spaces and 

undefined urban edges.  

 

In Baalbek, two main happenings define this period.          

          On one hand, a decree was issued in 1955 dictating the clearance of all existing 

residences within the archaeological boundary that was drawn in 1939 so allowing the 

archaeological site to be visible from Baalbek entry road, Abdul Halim al-Hajjar Street. 

This reflects a modernist planning practice in Baalbek that has promoted the dominance of 

tourists over the residents, Ghandour argues: “The designer/planner adopted the view from 

the archaeological site towards the city rather than the daily view of the city space towards 

the ruins”
24

. This decree was regarded as a measure of monuments' protection, disregarding 

by that the socio-physical dynamics of inhabited quarters. This vision was best illustrated 

by the first-prize winning project of the Baalbek Masterplan competition of 1963 designed 

by one of the most influential figures in the Modern movement in Lebanon, Henri Edde. In 

his scheme [figure 11], the architect wiped out the existing neighborhoods to overlay a grid 

of square blocks, retracing the structure of a 'Roman City', and recreating the original 

environment of the ancient temples. In this scenario, the residents were relocated to modern 

building blocks to the North-East, so they do not affect the recreated historical city. One 

affluent neighborhood was preserved next to the temples as a reflection of how people used 

to occupy this space. This proposal translates the marginalization of the existing fabric in 

favor of the ancient archeology, and defines as well a policy of differentiation from the 

Syrian hinterlands. This power strategy aims to emphasize the new boundaries of the 

                                                             
24 Ghandour, Marwan (2006). On cities and designers: a Baalbeck Story. Theory arq . vol 10 . No 1.pp37-49 
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Lebanese state by creating a distinct urban and architectural identity for its cities. Edde 

elaborated that logic to its extremes and revealed Baalbek as an international cultural icon 

while eliminating representations of the local context. After the re-evaluation of this decree, 

the latter was not fully executed. Accordingly, the Qalaa neighborhood was frozen, 

whereby no building permits are issued, and no construction changes are allowed. The Law 

on Antiquities no.166/1933 provided protection measures for the archeological sites. The 

cooperation between the DGU and the DGA facilitates expropriation of the land 

surrounding the archaeological area, clamming to enhance protection measures according 

to the decrees no.13161/1963. This decree authorized the widening of the Abdul-Halim 

Hajar Street and the creation of a new road north of the Umayyad Mosque. The enlarged 

road emphasized the archeological site's isolation while increasing the traffic since it didn’t 

solve the circulation issue; on the contrary, it increased the traffic volume into the city. 

According to Ghandour, the power of the state was introduced within the private space of 

the neighborhood as the line drawn on the map segregated the ancient stones from the lives 

of the community. 

 

          On the other hand, the sixties witnessed the declaration of the urban regulations and 

the Building Law dictating building heights, setbacks and surface exploitations. New large-

scale building types with set-backs were inserted within the urban fabric, increasing its 

density and heterogeneity. The boundary between geometrically defined building blocks 

and smaller size irregular blocks defines the demarcation between the official modern 

building law regulations and the informal law that cannot be dated. “The informal law 
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designates socially accepted practices in space that guides building activity without 

dictating its form”
25

.  

 

With this growing detachment between the city and its archeological site, and the 

significant physical alterations in the urban fabric, the Baalbek International Festival was 

inaugurated in 1956 under the presidency of Camille Chamoun. The "Baalbek International 

Festival" foundation became one of the government institutions whose mission is to 

promote the archeological site, and reestablish Lebanon's cultural image through the 

performances of world's leading artists
26

. The festival performances were reinitiated in 

1996, after an interim due to the civil war (1975-1990), and a World Heritage Site 

nomination in 1984. 

In 1975, Baalbek witnessed deep alterations in its urban growth, on the social and 

economic levels in particular, due to the civil war.  

 

          The first impact of the war was the growth and blooming of illegal activities -hashish 

trafficking and goods smuggling- within the region and throughout the Lebanese-Syrian 

frontiers; given that the war weakened the presence of the State in the region. 

These illicit activities provided significant revenues for the traders and were hence reflected 

in the socio-economic conditions of Baalbek specifically, which became an attraction pole 

                                                             
25

 Ghandour, Marwan (2006). On cities and designers: a Baalbeck Story. Theory arq . vol 10 . No 1.pp37-49 
26 Artists interpreting classical music, opera, jazz, modern world music, Lebanese folkloric music, rock and 
pop music as well as ballet and theatre. 
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to the Cazas of Baalbek and Hermel with its employment growth
27

. However, this growth 

did not cover the heritage sites of the city, which remained neglected after the interruption 

of the excavations during the war. 

 

          The second impact materializes through the quantitative and qualitative demographic 

changes. Due to its stability compared to other Lebanese regions during the war, the Caza 

witnessed a demographic growth due to movements of displacement
28

. Yet, and due to the 

sectarian nature of the war, the Christians living in Baalbek migrated causing 

disequilibrium in the social structure of the city and depriving it from skills related to 

tourism (hostelry, restaurant and crafts sectors).   

 

The Israeli invasion in 1982 was accompanied with the appearance of Hizbollah as a party 

with a strict religious ideology aiming to fight the Israeli presence on the Lebanese territory. 

After the Taef convention in 1991, which put end to the war and restructured the State’s 

institutions, the Caza and its administrative capital Baalbek witnessed the interruption of 

drug culture and smuggling activities between Lebanon and Syria. These changes provoked 

an economic recession in the agricultural sector particularly with the concurrence of 

smuggled goods from Syria toward Lebanon, contrarily to the past situation.  

 

 

                                                             
27

 An employment growth on all levels: sanitary, education, economic (banking, trade, services), industry, 
agriculture, crafts. 
28 Cultural Heritage and Urban Development Project, Baalbeck Urban Conservation and Design study, Final 
Report (July 2002). A.R.S Progetti unpublished report 
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2.2.4. The beginning of the Twenty First century: a deteriorating urban environment 

In the last decades of the twentieth century, the size of Baalbek metropolitan region grew 

extensively due to population growth and economic prosperity as mentioned earlier. After 

the eradication policy targeting these crops in 1992, the economic base could not support 

the existing population surplus
29

. Hence, Baalbek constituted the first attraction for a large 

portion of regional rural migrants, being the administrative and economic hub of its 

surrounding environment; these migration flows increased the proportion of low-income 

inhabitants. Responding to these migration flows, the city expanded eastwards since the 

west is blocked by the archeological site and the land expropriated by the DGA, following 

main vehicular axes [figure 12]. 

 

The civil war, the demographic changes, the tenure conditions and the deteriorating 

economic conditions discouraged property owners from investing in the maintenance of 

their properties and have led hence to the degradation of the urban fabric. The resulting ad-

hoc urban growth led to inequalities in the environmental and housing qualities.  

In the last decade, the beginning of the Twenty first century, the historic city fabric 

witnessed large redevelopment and renovation operations aiming the 'modernization' of the 

way and quality of living.  

          In terms of heritage, the physical heritage dating back to multiple historical eras is 

being further degraded by the encroachment of unauthorized construction onto some sites. 

The archeological sites are poorly managed, with the only exceptions of the Qala’a and the 

                                                             
29 Cultural Heritage and Urban Development Project, Baalbeck Urban Conservation and Design study, Final 
Report (July 2002). A.R.S Progetti unpublished report 
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Ras Al Ain site; the areas of the roman public buildings, the Venus Temple, the Mercury 

Temple and Stairs, as well as the roman quarries are relatively neglected. These different 

heritage sites are isolated and disconnected by vehicular streets and recent urban 

development. The uncontrolled urban growth and inadequate land use in the surroundings 

of these sites threaten their existence and degrade their state. 

          In terms of mobility, Baalbek has issues of traffic congestion, lack of adequate 

parking facilities and pedestrians' mobility, being an important administrative, economic 

and touristic hub highly targeted. The vehicular infrastructure does not reply to the flows 

and pressure of traffic, causing acute congestion mainly at the intersections and accesses to 

different quarters in the city. the widening of existing roads or the opening of new road 

within the city center increases the traffic volume and thus traffic congestion. Trying to 

adapt the street pattern to the vehicular flows without modifying the circulation pattern is at 

the heart of this problem. 

          In terms of equipments, the city's physical infrastructure is underdeveloped with poor 

electricity, water and garbage installations. In fact, waste is collected by a truck, 

commissioned by the Municipality and is thrown in the old Roman quarry, in the monolith 

area. The CDR and the municipality are working on an alternative location. Water supply, 

which is managed by the Baalbeck-Hermel water authority, is a central environmental issue; 

given the scarcity of water
30

, the high number of illegal hook-ups to the state system, and 

the deteriorated distribution system built in 1960 which does not extend to the newly 

urbanized areas, and cause water losses. A water supply system study was commissioned 

                                                             
30 In 1995, Baalbeck water needs were at 100 l/day/capita. Baalbek is currently unable to provide these 
water needs and provides, in reality, barely 30 l/day/capita. 
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by the CDR (Council for Development and Reconstruction) to BTD
31

 as a part of the 

National Emergency Recovery Program (NERP), aiming to the construction of a new 

complete system of potable water including resources, reservoirs, and transmission lines 

sufficient to cover year 2015 demand, and eliminating illegal and damaged house 

connections. The report identifies local water sources that serve Baalbek city -including 

Ras al Ain spring- whose water is chemically acceptable from all scientific sources but 

contains bacteriological elements that can be eliminated with basic treatment.  

          In consequent, the vehicular accesses and the recent urban development induced a 

growing detachment between the city and its archaeological site and ruptured the spatial 

continuity within the historic urban fabric [figure 13-14-15], preventing cultural, physical 

and economic development of the city. Furthermore, the city and the archeological site 

operate on two different levels: the city operates according to local socio-economic 

dynamics, articulated by the society it holds; while the archaeological site responds to a 

distinct national and international context, is activated by a multicultural public and is 

overseen by a national public administration - The ministry of tourism and the DGA
32

. This 

difference in contexts renders the detachment even more acute. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
31  BTD (Bureau Technique pour le Developpement): “Environmental Review of Baalbeck Water and 
Wastewater Systems.” (Three volumes: (i) Water Supply System; (ii) Wastewater Treatment Plant 
Environmental Performance Review; and (iii) Archeological Survey and Chance Finding Procedures in the 
Drainage Area of Baalbeck Wastewater Treatment Plant.”), final version (reviewed), February 2002. 
32 Directoire Général de l'Archéologie 
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2.3. Baalbek' Population and Stakeholder Groups 

2.3.1. Demographic and Social characteristics 

 

The population of Baalbek is entirely Lebanese, except 5% of which Palestinians refugees 

and Syrians workers. With an equal gender distribution, the population includes a large 

portion of young people
33

, and thus a high percentage in the productive category 70%, 

compared to Caza rate which reaches 59% [Table 1]. 

 

Age Group Males Females Rate 

0-14 24.5% 24.7% 24.6% 

15-64 69.9% 70.5% 70.1% 

65+ 5.6% 4.8% 5.2% 
Table 1. Resident productive categories 

Looking at the population distribution, the population occupies the geographical space 

according to a sectarian distribution, similarly to the population distribution on the national 

level. Mainly Shiite
34

, the population is distributed as follows: the Sunnites in 'Hayy AL-

Qala'a', the Shiites in the 'Christian Quarter', the souk area and the Ras Al-Ain quarter, and 

the Christians in the 'Christian quarter'. As for the size of the household in the city, it 

reaches an average of 5 persons, reflecting a nuclear and independent nature of households; 

in opposition to the complex traditional structure of households.  

          The illiteracy rate is low compared to the rest of the country, with discrepancies 

between both genders
35

. This is due to the old presence of schools in the region
36

 and to 

                                                             
33

 42% are 19 years old or less, 10% are college age (20-24 years), and 27% are in the workforce. 
34 60% (Shiites), 35% (Sunnites), 5% (Christians) 
35 Illiteracy ratio in the city center reaches 5.3% ; 72% females and 28% males 
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their expansion since 1963 under the presidency of General Chehab who tried to limit the 

discrepancies between the center and the periphery. The percentage of those who follow 

studies at schools and universities is relatively high compared to the Caza's rates
37

. The 

similarity in percentages for both genders reveals a social phenomenon liberating the 

women and allowing her to pursue her education to higher levels. Yet, these high estimates, 

while translating a quantitative development, hide a poor quality of the educational sector 

given that most of the schools in the city are free of tuition. 

 

2.3.2. Stakeholders and related initiatives 

The stakeholder analysis informs the study and the design intervention in later stages, by 

offering a better insight into the power relations and interests of various stakeholders on 

different levels. This analysis induces four key subjects. First, which stakeholders influence 

what type of development; second, which stakeholders can be involved in the development 

process and how; third, which stakeholders will be affected positively or negatively; fourth, 

what is the strategy to adopt to enable the participation of all stakeholders. 

 

          2.3.2.1. Local Stakeholders 

The local stakeholders group the local public authority -the municipality of Baalbek- the 

Awqaf, the affluent families, Ngo's and political parties. 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
36 The first two schools in Baalbek were founded in 1861 (the catholic school and the evangelist school) and 
the first public school (Al Ruchdyia) 
37 The percentage of those who follow studies reaches 39 % from the total sample. The university students 
rate of the total sample whose age is over 20 years, is 25%. 
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          The municipal council values the cultural sites of Baalbek as an asset that should be 

exploited for tourism purposes. The municipality is cautious about people's desires for 

increasing exploitation coefficient of private property. Yet, and according to the Regional 

DGU, the municipality is granting dwellers illegal permits threatening the historic built 

fabric. In terms of landownership, the municipality owns all the interior public domain. In 

terms of political affiliation, active members in the municipality are Hezbollah active 

members. Despite its conservative ideology, this party has not opposed any development 

scheme within the context of the CHUD project, particularly the ones aiming tourism 

development.    

          The Awqaf owe various properties ranging from houses to religious buildings. The 

Catholic and Sunni Waqf are less involved in community development projects than the 

Maronite Waqf. In fact, the latter initiated a project during last year’s festival, selling local 

food products to visitors; the feedback of this initiative was very positive. 

 

          Affluent families in Baalbek group the Husseini, Haidar, Maalouf and Moutran 

Families. The affluent figures of these families value their city as a physical and socio-

cultural heritage, as the ‘Urban Conservation and Design Study’ published. In fact, the 

Husseini Family has proposed to attract visitors into the old town through its agriculture-

based products. This proposal would revive traditional culinary modes of production. 



33 

 

          There are over 100 Non-Governmental Organization -NGO’s- in Baalbek, of which 

ten that are only active according to the Municipality and the regional governorate
38

. All of 

them organize folkloric and political activities, yet none is fully active on the cultural issues.  

 

          2.3.2.2. National Stakeholders 

The national stakeholders group the Ministry of Tourism, the Ministry of Culture (DGA), 

and the DGU and its regional directorate; and the Council for Development and 

Reconstruction (CDR). In terms of landownership, the DGU and DGA own all 

archaeological sites and major roads.  

          The lack of efficient management and stagnancy of cultural heritage and tourism 

development is due to the virtual absence of the Ministry of tourism and hence the DGA; 

and the lack of its technical and human resources necessary for restoration work excavation 

and studies. However, and despite these bottlenecks, the DGA managed to preserve the 

archeological site from the armed conflicts and the unplanned urban development during 

the war particularly; and it is still accomplishing restoration and excavation works in the 

Qala’a and its vicinities. 

 

           The DGU is required according to planning law to pass all urban planning related 

issues of historical and significant sites to the DGA. The technical and human resources 

shortage prevent the DGA from covering all its duties. On the other hand, The DGU 

commissions some studies and Master plans to private offices, such as Dar-Al-Handasah, 

                                                             
38 Known as Ka’em Makam in the Arabic langage 
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given the lack and decline of its resources. These offices are not necessarily equipped with 

the suitable staff to undertake a Master Plan. The regional DGU in Baalbek is not playing 

its role as well, nor fulfilling its duties as the law dictates. In fact, the municipality, and 

given its political strength, trespass the regional DGU and grants legal and illegal permits 

for the dwellers. Hence, dwellers do not recognize the regional DGU as a reference in their 

building process as M. Haidar, head of the regional DGU, stated. The lack of coordination 

between the municipality, the DGU and the DGA; added to the political power the 

municipality holds onto its residents and the public institutions given that this public 

institution support Hezbollah, led to these bottlenecks. 

 

          2.3.2.3. International Stakeholders 

The International stakeholders group the World Bank and its organization working in the 

local context. On one hand, the CHUD project materializes the involvement of international 

stakeholders in Baalbek and emphasizes the different scales around which this city operates. 

On the other hand, the UNDP has been actively involved in community development 

programs in the Baalbek-Hermel region for the past decade. Initially aiming to help local 

framers with substitute crops after the eradication of illicit crops from the area, the program 

covers now a whole range of other development issues including tourism. 
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2.3.3. Property Ownership 

Two major patterns of the ownership exist in the city of Baalbek. First, the large domain of 

the Direction Generale de L’Archeologie (DGA) who owns almost the entire area between 

the Qala’a and the Moutran Square; second, the multiplicity of owners in the old city core, 

with small size private estates owned now by several members of extended families [Figure 

16]. Adding to these two large categories, some areas are owned by public such as the 

Ministry of Defense who owns the Gouraud Barracks and the municipality that has large 

shares in the market area.  Religious institutions -the Awqaf- have their shares too, which in 

part are being developed in the context of the CHUD: the Catholic Waqf property as a 

potential hotel in the Catholic complex, and the Maronite Waqf property on Bechara El-

Khoury Street as a future parking. 

According to the study elaborated within the CHUD project
39

, 83% of the residents in the 

study zone own their properties, and 78% of the owned properties are inherited. To note 

that some extended families owning several lots tend to live in the same neighborhoods; the 

latter would hold their names
40

. These high figures reflect a residential and demographic 

stability to a certain extent. On the other hand, the multiplicity of ownerships poses an issue 

nowadays since cases of inheritance and ownership are solved in courts
41

 and when 

families cannot afford this procedure. As argued previously, this complexity in the 

procedure discourages the residents from rehabilitating their house given that they are not 

the only beneficiaries. 

                                                             
39

 Cultural Heritage and Urban Development Project, Baalbeck Urban Conservation and Design study, Final 
Report (July 2002). A.R.S Progetti unpublished report 
40 Hayy Raad, Hayy el Moutran, Hayy el Solh, Hayy Bayyan 
41 Traditionally the subdivision of this inheritance was reached through informal agreements 
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2.4. Baalbek's Economy 

Baalbek bases its economic structure on four primary economic sectors [Table 2]. 

 

 City Center (%) Baalbek (%) Caza (%) 

Agriculture 0.3 6.7 32.8 

Industry/Crafts 17.4 26.5 22 

Trade 48.3 47.4 33.6 

Services 33.4 19 11 

% 100 100 100 
Table 2. The economic sectors 

          Agriculture has a large share in the economic sectors on the scale of the Caza given 

the large areas of agricultural land in the Bekaa plain. However, agriculture in the city of 

Baalbek has the lowest contribution to its economic base. This sector attracts only 21% of 

the working force. Underdeveloped infrastructure and mechanization as well as irrigation 

with polluted water weaken the sector even more. 

          The Industrial and handicrafts sector absorbs 25% of the working labor. This sector 

includes mainly construction, artisan products and small-scale manual labor firms that 

employ small numbers of people [garages, reparation of wheel and fabrication of heaters]. 

This sector also includes the handicrafts industry, with a 17.4% of the total establishments 

in the city center.  

          The service sector is one of the main drivers of Baalbek's economy, given that this 

city acts as an administrative center and a regional market place for the Caza. This sector 

attracts 54% of the working force, ranging from administration to health, education, army, 

banking, leisure and tourism. The leisure services -restaurants and hotels- as well as 

medical services represent more than two-third of the established services in the city center. 
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These leisure activities are closely related to the tourism activities revolving around the 

archeological site mainly. However, other leisure and cultural services are barely present in 

the city and the Caza. 

          The trade sector is the main sector on which the city's economy bases itself, 

representing 48.3% of the economic activities in the city center. The commercial 

establishments covers four main groups : food (28%) , clothes and shoes (30%), home 

appliances(18%), gifts and accessories mostly related to tourism activities (13%). 

Furthermore, marginal commercial activities have a relatively large share in this sector, 

such as street merchants selling fruits, vegetables, 'Ka'ak' and others selling coffee and tea. 

 

          Despite the high percentage of the productive category [Table 1], the labor force in 

the city center is estimated at 28.3%, rendering the productive group effectively weak with 

a relatively high unemployment rate. The minor participation of women in the economic 

activity renders the employment rate even lower, given the orientation of women towards 

very specific sectors such as education or public administration, where their monthly 

income do not exceed 500,000 LL. In addition, having seasonal and irregular activities such 

as farming and craftsmanship influences the employment rate. The latter is further 

weakened by the delay of young residents in entering the labor force, given that they insist 

on pursuing their studies. The majority of Baalbek's households can hence be defined as 

'low-income', with 66% of them under the poverty line and 5% middleclass and wealthy 

[Table 3]. 
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Monthly income (LL.) Number of households (%) 

Less than 500 30 

500<-- < 1 million 36 

1 million<-- < 2 million 29 

2 million<-- < 3 million 3.3 

More than 3 million 1.7 

Total 100 

Table 3. Distribution of households by monthly income 

 

As for the distribution of this labor force over the economic sectors, the majority of 

workers in the city center are employees in private and public sectors
42

, whereby the civil 

service absorbs the largest part of labor force and ensures hence social and economic 

stability. Besides, the share of agriculture, 8.3%, as an economic activity is remarkably 

high for a city [Table 4]. 

 

  

Activity Males Females Total 

Agriculture 7 1.3 8.3 

Industry & Crafts 8.7 1.3 10 

Trade 10 0.4 10.4 

Service 2.2 0 2.2 

Employee public sector 10 6.1 16.1 

Military service 8.3 0 8.3 

Employee private sector 7.9 3.5 11.4 

Senior liberal profession 3.1 0.9 4 

Middle liberal profession 23.1 3.1 26.1 

Others 2.6 0.4 3 

Total 83 17 100 
Table 4. Distribution of workers by economic activity 

                                                             
42 Civil servants (16.1%); military (8.3%); private sector (11.4%). As for middle liberal professions such as 
carpenters, taxi drivers, photographers, they represent 26%. 
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2.5. Proposed and Ongoing Projects 

In order to respond to the city's physical and socio-economic conditions, and aiming to 

rehabilitate this urban fabric physically and economically, a Cultural Heritage and Urban 

Development (CHUD) Project was developed. This project is implemented by the 

Lebanese Council for Development and Reconstruction (CDR) and financed by the World 

Bank. The CHUD vision, and as Joseph Saba -World Bank Country Director for Lebanon- 

states, "treats Lebanon’s cultural assets as economic assets and integrates them into the life 

of the community to achieve local growth."
43

 The main objective of the project is to finance 

conservation and urban rehabilitation in five secondary cities in Lebanon (Baalbek, Byblos, 

Saida, Tripoli, and Tyre); while adopting cultural tourism as an effective tool to develop the 

historic centers in concert with the local communities. While sharing this same broad aim 

across all CHUD projects, the intervention in each city varies according to local 

characteristics and potentials.  

 

The CHUD project dealt with Baalbek first in relation to its regional context and the assets 

that the latter holds, in order to achieve a cultural heritage and tourism development project. 

The urban conservation and design study -one of the components of the Cultural Heritage 

and Urban Development project- was commissioned to ARS Progetti
44

, an Italian 

consulting firm providing studies, designs and technical assistance in the fields of human 

development, cultural heritage, social and physical infrastructure.  

                                                             
43 Khalid S. Al-Hagla (2010). Sustainable urban development in historical areas using the tourist trail 

approach: A case study of the Cultural Heritage and Urban Development (CHUD) project in Saida, Lebanon. 

Cities 27, pp. 234 

44 http://www.arsprogetti.it/ 
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The project aims first to exploit unknown and varied archaeological and natural sites
45

in 

order to promote a form of eco-tourism connecting several urban and rural nodes in the area. 

Furthermore the project deals with the preservation and management of the archeological 

sites to enhance the visitor's experience on site. Baalbek would be hence considered as a 

node on a wider cultural and historical route, which exposes archaeological, religious and 

wildlife attractions in the Bekaa region.  

Second, the project envisions Baalbek as a 'cultural city', which can play a role in a wider 

national and international context, while responding to its local community.  

The second objective is hence to maintain the integrity of the archeological site while 

connecting it to the central historic urban area; to rehabilitate the historic city center while 

conserving the urban and architectural heritage, in order to enhance the livability of the 

urban environment for visitors and locals; and lastly to enhance community participation. 

Within this vision, Baalbek's heritage is considered as an integral feature of the urban life, a 

reflection of a local social history changing and adapting to current needs and practices, 

rather than an asset fixed in space and time.   

Third, the project deals with urban infrastructure improvements in order to develop the 

services for the local community and attract more visitors. Fourth, the project aims to assist 

public institutions, such as the Directorate General of Antiquities (DGA) and the 

Directorate General of Urban Planning (DGU), in strengthening their capacities, 

consolidating their institutional role, and hence preserving the cultural heritage. 

                                                             
45 The villages of Younine, Nahle, Douris, and al-Allak for example. 
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The project bases itself on two main types of intervention; the first dealing with the 

planning and building regulations, the second setting intervention strategies and projects for 

urban regeneration to be implemented by public or private actors. The section related to the 

proposed zoning and building regulations, which was approved and abided by starting 2004, 

will be discussed in the next section under the regulations section. On the other hand, the 

strategies and projects for urban regeneration targets two urban structures: first, the public 

open spaces, which are the nodes and paths of connection within the urban fabric and 

between the city and the archeological site, meaning the access points, the interface, the 

historical street pattern, Ras Al-Ain axis; second, the heritage buildings and complexes, 

which hold a potential for reuse [Figure 17]. The aim of these strategies and interventions is 

to create a system of places responding to local needs while attracting more visitors. Eight 

strategies were set along this broader concept, some were fully achieved, while others are 

on hold for reasons the municipality claim to ignore. The following exposes a part of these 

strategies. 

 

          Strategy One deals with the access to the city and hence the interface between the 

urban fabric and the archeological site. The strategy aims, through its five intervention 

points along this interface, to reorganize the vehicular and pedestrian access to the city and 

the site, while providing parking areas one the edges of this interface. The latter will 

constitute a spine of pedestrian paths bordered by residential and commercial functions 

with a continuous visual contact with the temples; breaking the rigid barrier between the 

ruins and the urban fabric [Figure 18]. One of the achieved interventions is the Moutran 

Square section, the main entry point to the city and the archeological site having an open 



42 

 

view on the ruins and the landscape. The Square is bordered by heritage buildings dating 

back to the Ottoman and French periods. The intervention attempted to address the 

increasing detachment between the city and its archaeological site by shifting the entrance 

to the center along an adjacent road, and creating a pedestrian area with touristic services in 

a space that used to be invaded by cars [Figure 19]. The square is set as an exit from the 

city center, where cars can only drive in one way out through a street reduced in width and 

on a lower level compared to the square [Figure 20]. The Hay el-Qala'a and Venus temple 

section is another achieved intervention. The informal square in front of Hay el Qala’a in 

direct connection with the temples was upgraded and reshaped; with the landscaping of the 

water channel descending from Ras Al-Ain, surrounding the Venus temple area 

underground, and coming to the surface again in the redesigned square. In order to 

rehabilitate the commercial front, incentives were given to relocate activities such as car 

repair workshops to be replaced with tourist-oriented activities: coffee places and souvenirs 

shops. The streetscape was rehabilitated to define pedestrian paths and the road descending 

from Moutran Square towards the archeological site was closed to traffic and open only for 

shops delivery. However, the rehabilitation of the vernacular houses was limited to a 

physical maintenance; knowing that the proposal suggested a reuse of these houses for 

family-scale businesses for food catering and handicrafts [Figure 21]. 

While aiming to ensure a smooth transition into the city and drawing visitors into the inner 

urban spaces to involve them in other activities, this strategy could not fulfill its aim to the 

fullest. The users of this interface today -mainly tourists- unfortunately remain within its 

boundaries and do venture into the old city or even to the Ras al-Ain site at the fringes of 

the city. 
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          Strategy Two aims to rehabilitate the historic street pattern in order to re-establish a 

network of connection between the archeological sites and focal points of activities in the 

city for both residents and visitors [Figure 22]. This strategy stresses on the visual 

connection from and to the city. The upgrading and rehabilitation of the proposed sections 

were executed. Two key sections are to be stressed on. The first is the ascending path 

linking the Catholic Church complex to the Mercury temple hill, which exposes heritage 

buildings from different periods and types. The operation was limited to a physical 

upgrading and the adaptive re-use suggested for the heritage houses is not yet executed. 

The second is the Souk el-Moutran; the old Souk can be traced back on the 1900 map. It 

departs from Moutran Square to the Market place and it was the most important 

commercial street before the opening of the Abdul-Halim Hajjar Street under the French 

Mandate. The rehabilitation of this souk aimed to revive this spatial and economic 

connection after it had lost its architectural and commercial interest due to recent 

development. After its rehabilitation -streetscape, urban furniture, facades renovation, and 

drainage- the souk accommodate local handcrafts and touristic products, restaurants and 

cafés, furniture makers as well as clothes shops. 

          Strategy Three aims the re-use of heritage buildings in order to re-activate the urban 

fabric through new meanings and functions [Figure 23]. The only achieved proposal within 

this strategy is the rehabilitation of the Catholic Church complex dating back to the 

nineteenth century. The complex is characterized by its coherence in materials, 

architectural style and by its spatial layout. The church, the bishop’s house and the French 

cultural center are the three buildings deemed as functional and were preserved in their 

initial state. The intervention aims the re-activation of a space invaded by cars and the 
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creation of a network of squares bordered by re-used and new buildings. Demolition of 

existing structures with no architectural value, such as a garage, a warehouse, an old 

cinema, enlarged the open public space and offered empty spaces for a new restaurant 

building integrated in their context
46

. The three buildings bordering the quarter towards 

Moutran Square are currently under restoration and plans have been undertaken by the 

property owner -the catholic church- to convert them into a hotel and tourist facilities. The 

courtyard of the largest building is designed to be the node of connection between Moutran 

Square and the complex's Square [Figure 24]. Today, the realized scheme do not comply 

accurately to the proposed one in terms of design pavement and plantations; besides, a 

public garden -Saint Barbara garden- was inaugurated this year within the square in the 

section f2.5 designated on the map.  

One of the interventions proposed within this strategy is the rehabilitation and re-use of the 

1938 Gouraud Barracks on the northwestern edge of the city; the largest complex of 

buildings in Baalbek. The complex accommodates today 30 Palestinians refugees' 

households. The intervention aims to rehabilitate the main buildings that used to host the 

headquarters and the dormitories for the troops and the officials. Additions to the other 

service buildings are suggested along in respect with the architectural features of the space. 

A mix of administrative and cultural functions is proposed: the administrative activities are 

relocated from the Serail, reducing hence the traffic in the central area of the city; new 

cultural uses are proposed, such as universities, research institutes, etc, to promote the city 

as a cultural place [Figure 25]. This intervention is not yet achieved due to social issues: a 

                                                             
46 The new building won’t exceed the present height and be aligned with the church. 



45 

 

large number of refugees' families occupy the barracks. The evacuation process approved 

by the Ministry of Refugees should be now implemented by the 'Caisse des Deplacés'.  

The rehabilitation and re-use of mud brick vernacular houses is another focal intervention 

in this strategy [Figure 26]. The proposal is a combination of physical upgrading, training 

programs to the residents, and micro-credit loans for developing small-scale visitor oriented 

services managed by the owners such as bed-and-breakfast, restaurants and artisan's 

workshops. Though being key in representing Baalbek through its living culture, this 

intervention is not achieved yet. 

          Strategy Four aims the rehabilitation of the Ras El Ain Street, by reshaping the water 

channel and making the water visible again. Creating sidewalks on both sides of the road, 

the width of the street will be reduced slowing down the speed. Ras Al-Ain Street will turn 

hence from a vehicular corridor to a shaded promenade bordered by the water course. This 

intervention has not been achieved yet. 

 

          In consequence, the CHUD intervention was not up to the challenge of economic and 

spatial rehabilitation, since it achieved physical renovation rather than urban rehabilitation, 

having minor impacts on the economy of the old city; given the several bottlenecks it faced 

on the local and national level. The municipality states that the CDR and the council of 

ministers are disrupting the execution of the proposed interventions claiming financing 

problems. Furthermore, the CHUD operation was supposed to provide technical assistance 

to help municipalities achieve revitalization and management of the historic center, as well 

as tourism development. This crucial component of the CHUD project was initiated but not 

yet applied which explains in part the stagnancy of the project's outcome.  
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2.6. Planning Framework 

This section aims to understand what currently regulates the space production in the city of 

Baalbek. As argued previously, it is the 1950's building law regulations that introduced a 

new typology of buildings and spaces in the city. This law specifies exploitation ratios and 

hence a formal envelop in which the building should fit, creating geometrically defined 

blocks with specific heights and set-backs from the street and adjacent lots. 

The main issue with these modern regulations is the context in which they are inserted in: 

an organic urban fabric with narrow winding alleys developed according to social practices 

and values. Even the incremental additions to the existing fabric still abide by this informal 

law in some sections of the city, particularly in Hay Al-Soloh; where the courtyard is 

exploited to accommodate extensions. This locally agreed-upon law defines the street as the 

only shared domain through which people may interact and overlook each other; while 

defining a two meters outdoor space in front of any opening to ensure proper natural light 

and ventilation. In an attempt to modernize the city, protect its archeological site and 

regulate the production of space, the modern urban and construction law, resulting from a 

top down process, has unthought-of implications on the social and spatial dynamics of the 

city. In fact, a building edified according to modern regulations in a vernacular urban fabric, 

with setbacks and standardized height, opens visually to the surrounding lots and may 

violate the privacy of the courtyard or the residential units; in addition to being physically 

disintegrated in its context. 
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A Master Plan Study, carried out in December 1998 by Dar Al-Handasah
47

, identifies a 

Central Action Area in need for a specific code and planning regulations. This area 

encompasses first the archaeological sites; second, the whole urban fabric within the 

perimeter of the ancient Arab walls; third, some urban corridors and buffer zones along the 

main axis, which connect the archaeological sites to the urban fabric inner to the walls. 

 

In 2002, the Baalbek Urban Conservation and Design Study -and as a one of the objective 

of the CHUD project- elaborated a new zoning and a building code that set the planning 

framework for the Central Action Area defined earlier [Figure 27]. Areas at the fringes of 

this Action Area will be abiding by the guidelines of the proposed plan for the region of 

Baalbek prepared by Dar al Handassah. The Master Plan
48

 issued in 2004 aims first an 

overall protection and rehabilitation of the historic urban fabric, while connecting the latter 

to the archeological site; second, it develops guidelines for new development integrated in 

the existing environment; third, it aims at protecting the archeological site by controlling 

haphazard urban development that threatens its surroundings. These objectives are fulfilled 

by setting a building and restoration code, regulations for land uses, exploitation and 

parcelization. The central Action Area was zoned as follows [Figure 28]. 

 

1. Historic and traditional urban fabric [ZH] 

The protection of the traditional urban fabric is ensured through the protection of the 

existing parceling scheme, which defines the street pattern and the configuration of the 

                                                             
47

 Dar Al-Handasah is an international enterprise in the fields of engineering, planning, design and 
implementation of development projects in the Middle East, Africa and Asia since its beginnings in 1956. 
48 The Master plan, its zoning and building code were retrieved personally from the DGU in 2010. 
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buildings. Land Pooling and reparcelization are not hence allowed
49

. The latter is only 

allowed where existing buildings do not conform to the existing property limits; and with 

lots that are relatively larger than their neighboring plots into smaller lots of areas close to 

the average of ten of the adjacent plots. 

The protection of this parceling scheme, and hence the multiplicity of small lots, guarantee 

multiplicity of owners which empowers the social base of this fabric. The adapted 

regulations were based on the informal guidelines of the building process in the 

neighborhood, regarding the field of vision and height criteria. 

 

Regarding the interventions, no new buildings are allowed. With the exception of 'heritage 

buildings' whose restoration and rehabilitation are mandatory, existing buildings can only 

be rebuilt on the existing plots without setback on road, side limits and back limits. The 

exploitation ratio should remain the same, and the building height should be the same as the 

adjacent heritage buildings if any, or the average of adjacent buildings, with a maximum of 

8.5 m. However, no section of the building may overlook the adjacent lot or any part of its 

living spaces; openings are only allowed on the street with a minimum of 4.5m clear ‘field 

of vision’.  The facade composition and the roof shape and materials should be in 

compliance with the prevailing character of the surrounding heritage buildings in 

materials
50

, technique and alignment.  

                                                             
49

 Yet two or more plots can be gathered within the same intervention in an area that does not exceed 400 
m2, and provided that the shape of each plot and the built-up area are maintained as existing. 
50 No concrete surfaces are admitted; Facades tiling is not allowed, but in natural stone finished manually; 
Opening frames must be manufactured with wooden materials. 
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Regarding the landuse, all uses are allowed provided that they are coherent with their 

context, such as residential, commercial and handicraft, restaurants and cafés, hotels, 

private and public offices and cultural activities; while no industrial activities are allowed if 

they produce heavy traffic or pollution of all types. 

 

2. The central market area and The Gouraud Barracks [Zone ZC and ZG] 

These two zones have been identified in order to set a planning framework for two strategic 

interventions: rehabilitation and re-use of the Gouraud Barracks and the redevelopments of 

the central market area. 

In the market area, only commercial, handicraft small shops, cafés and restaurants, facilities 

related to the market activities are allowed. No sound or air-polluting industrial or artisan 

activities are admitted. Regarding the interventions, the maximum height for new buildings 

is 8,5 m with no setbacks on street; while setbacks on side or back limit is required. The 

surface exploitation ratio is set at 60%, while the remaining surface has to be managed for 

covered and open public pedestrian alleys and spaces. 

On the other hand, the Gouraud Barracks complex is designated as a cultural and 

administrative center in which only educational, research, cultural and administrative 

activities are allowed. All buildings are to be rehabilitated with no demolition. New 

constructions are only allowed to form an organic composition with the existing buildings, 

with a surface exploitation ratio of 30% and compatible heights. 

 

3. A number of heritage houses of different periods and architectural typologies, and a 

number of vernacular houses and neighborhoods [zone ZP].  
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Interventions in the preservation zone abide by specific regulations regardless of the zoning 

regulations. This detailed code
51

 protects the heritage buildings from demolition, and 

preserves the open spaces that surround them, while guiding the rehabilitation process. The 

buildings in this zone are classified in two categories P1 and P2, abiding each by a set of 

regulations concerning rehabilitation and additions. 

Category P1 groups individual buildings or complexes of higher architectural quality, 

which maintains the spatial coherence of the urban fabric. These include stone
52

 and rubble 

stone/mud houses in the Qala’a and Hay Al- Soloh areas for example. 

Category P2 identifies buildings or parts of buildings that completes and enriches the urban 

fabric. It includes rubble stone buildings still preserved within larger complexes. The 

preservation of these buildings relies on their users and their funding. Rehabilitation 

operations are required with the same traditional materials and building techniques. 

Buildings without heritage value in the protection zone can be demolished and rebuilt in the 

same position and volume, without exceeding the area's height average. 

 

Regarding the building uses, all uses are admitted for P1 and P2 provided that they are in 

compliance with the typological and architectural characteristics of the building and its 

environment. Such uses are residential, commercial and handicrafts small shops, 

administration, private and public offices, restaurants and cafes, hotels and tourist 

accommodation, cultural activities; No sound or air-polluting industrial or artisan activities 

                                                             
51 Review appendix 1. Specific Building Code 
52 Skaff/ Habeeb Basha al Moutran House, the Samaha and Moutran houses, the Rifai houses 
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are admitted. Regarding the physical intervention, no demolition and rebuilding are allowed; 

only restoration or rehabilitation interventions are admitted in both categories.  

 

4. The archeological areas and their surroundings [Zones ZAR and ZPP] 

These zones are Non aedificandi areas where no new constructions are allowed, and include: 

the Qala’a main core, the Venus temple, the Mercury temple, remains of the Arab Wall, 

Qobbat al Sa'din (Mamluk mosoleum  and Qobbat al Amjad. 

The rehabilitation interventions of existing buildings in the protection zone ZPP are 

restricted to technical and hygienic equipments, with no vertical and horizontal addit ions. 

 

5. Parks and public open spaces [Zone ZPS] and Areas for public parking [Zone ZPA] 

ZPS include green areas to be preserved such as Ras Al-Ain Park. ZPA defines the parking 

zones set outside of the commercial core to lessen the traffic congestion in the city center. 

In both zones no new buildings are allowed; urban furniture is allowed to enhance the 

quality of these public spaces such as pergolas and shading and sitting devices.  

 

6. Recent urbanization [Zone ZU] 

This zone is divided in two sub-zones, 2A and 2B, with different prescriptions concerning 

only building height, setbacks and surface exploitation. The definition of this zone is as 

important as the definition of protection and preservation areas since it ensures the 

transition from the Central Action Area abiding by a specific code, and the larger area 

abiding by the proposed plan for the region of Baalbek prepared by Dar al Handassah. 
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The regulations in this zone allow all uses as long as they are compatible with their 

environment such as residential, commercial and handicraft, restaurants and cafés, hotels 

and tourist accommodation, private and public offices and cultural activities; with no sound 

or air-polluting industrial or artisan activities.  

In addition, the existing parceling scheme is preserved by restricting land pooling and 

reparcelization
53

. Regarding the construction, no section of the lot or the building within it, 

except for the highest roof, is allowed to overlook the interior of a neighboring lot or any 

part of the living spaces built in any neighboring lot along the side and/or back limits of the 

lot [Figure 27]. 

 

 

                                                             
53 Redevelopment projects are allowed over two or more plots, provided that the intervention area does not 
exceed 800 m2 and that no heritage building is included 
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Figure 1. Location Map. Source: Ragette, Friedrich (1980). Baalbek. Chatto & Windus, London. 
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Figure 2. Baalbek as seen by Henry Maundrell in 1697. Source: Ragette, Friedrich (1980). Baalbek. Chatto & 

Windus, London. 

Figure 3. The walled city of Baalbek by Robert Wood in 1757. Source: Jidejian,  Nina (1986). Baalek, 

Heliopolis "city of the sun". Dar Al-Machreq Publishers, Beirut 
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Figure 4. 1902 Schumacher plan. Source: Municipality of Baalbek
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Figure 5. Urban fabric and Built-up areas in 1902 according to Schuhmacher plan. Source: Cultural Heritage 

and Urban Development Project, Baalbeck Urban Conservation and Design study, Final Report (July 2002). 

A.R.S Progetti unpublished report 
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Figure 6. The French Mandate planning intervention. Source: Base map retreived from Ragette, Friedrich 

(1980). Baalbek. Chatto & Windus, London. 

 

Figure 7. Aerial view of the Acropolis taken on February 1935. Source: Jidejian,  Nina (1986). Baalek, 

Heliopolis "city of the sun". Dar Al-Machreq Publishers, Beirut
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Figure 8. 
Aerial view of the Acropoli from the North on February 1935. Source: Jidejian,  Nina (1986). Baalek, 

Heliopolis "city of the sun". Dar Al-Machreq Publishers, Beirut 

Figure 9. 1937 Arial View. Source: Military arial views 
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Figure 10. Baalbek plan in the midth of the Twentieth century. Source: Ragette, Friedrich (1980). Baalbek. Chatto 

& Windus, London. 
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Figure 11. Edde winning competition proposal. Source: Ghandour, Marwan (2006). On cities and designers: a 

Baalbeck Story. Theory arq . vol 10 . No 1.pp37-49 

Figure 12. Baalbek map in 1990. Source: Al Moustakbal 
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Figure 13. Arial View in 2002. Source: Municipality of Baalbek
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Figure 14. Schematic representation of the urban fabric in 2002. Source: base map retrieved from the 

Municipality of Baalbek 
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Figure 15. Changes in urban fabric and Built-up area 1902 – 2002. Source: Cultural Heritage and Urban 

Development Project, Baalbeck Urban Conservation and Design study, Final Report (July 2002). A.R.S 

Progetti unpublished report
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Figure 16. Landownership. Source: base map retrieved from the Municipality of Baalbek 

 

 Figure 17. CHUD general concept. Source: Cultural Heritage and Urban Development Project, Baalbeck 

Urban Conservation and Design study, Final Report (July 2002). A.R.S Progetti unpublished report 
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Figure 18. Strategy One: The interface between the Qala'a and the city. Ibid 

 

Figure 19. Moutran Square Original State. Ibid 
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Figure 20. Moutran Square Executed Intervention. Ibid 
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Figure 21. Hayy Al-Qala'a Original State and Intervention. Ibid 
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Figure 22. Strategy Two: Rehabilitation of the Historic Street Pattern. Ibid 

 

Figure 23. Strategy Three: Heritage Building Adaptive Reuse. Ibid 
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Figure 24. The Catholic Complex Oiginal State and Intervention. Ibid 
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Figure 25. Gouraud Barracks Planned Intervention. Ibid 

 

 

Figure 26.The Vernacular Quarters. Ibid 



71 

 

 

Figure 27. The Central Action Area Components. Ibid 
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Figure 28. Master Plan for the Central Action Area. Source: Directorate General of Urbanism 

 

Figure 29. The Building Code. Source: Directorate General of Urbanism 
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CHAPTER 3 

READING THE URBAN STRUCTURE 

 

Baalbek reflects the stratification of multiple historic eras, each marking and shaping the 

urban fabric incrementally. Due to these distant periods of Baalbek's history from the 

Roman period up to the twenty-first century, four spatial entities can be identified in the 

urban structure of Baalbek today, while being constantly reshaped by various socio-

economic factors. First, the temple complex dating back to the Roman period added to and 

modified during the Arab conquest. Second, the dense residential fabric extending from the 

citadel in three major directions following three major infrastructure lines (Along Ras Al-

Ain water axis, the main road leading to Beirut, and the one leading to Hermel/Homos); 

Third, the Ras Al-Ain site -to the southeast of the temple- which is recognized for its water 

source and natural landscape; Fourth, the vast agricultural fields that surrounds the city 

[Figure 1]. 

 

This chapter aims at understanding this urban structure in terms of heritage, physical 

characteristics, and the social, economic and political dynamics of the site. It is considered 

as a comprehensive analysis on which I can base an intervention that responds to the 

existing context, its people and its dynamics. 

The chapter exposes the problematic of disconnection between the archeological site, the 

old city, Marjet Ras-Al-Ain and the agricultural fields on two levels: space and heritage. 

These entities are spatially are physically disconnected by the vehicular infrastructure -Ras 
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Al-Ain Street among others; and represent as well disconnected forms of heritage. Heritage 

holds in each entity a specific meaning and practice: the archeological heritage of the 

archeological site, the socio-cultural heritage of the old city, and the landscape heritage of 

the agricultural fields and Marjet Ras-Al-Ain. In the following I elaborate on the physical, 

spatial and socio-economic dynamics of each entity. 

 

3.1. The Qalaa Site. An archeological heritage          

The archeological site represents a built heritage fixed in space and time. It is formed by the 

Temple of Jupiter, remarkable for its 20 meters high columns surrounding an elevated 

platform of 15 meters; the adjacent temple dedicated to Bacchus with impressive 

dimensions and abundant decorations; Bustan Al-Khan with the vestiges of the souk and 

hammamat; the Temple of Venus challenging the grandeur of the other temples in its 

original round layout and exterior dynamic design; the stairway carved in the rocks leading 

to the destroyed Mercury Temple on Cheikh Abdallah Hill [Figure 2-3]. 

The first view one has of Baalbek is the six Corinthian columns of the Jupiter temple 

[Figure 4-5]. The complex is valued for its age, monumentality and its nomination as a 

world heritage site in 1984. The nomination bases itself on its outstanding artistic value, 

Criterion (i)
54

 and (ix)
55

 of the world heritage sites criteria, celebrating Baalbek as one of 

                                                             
54 Criterion (i): The archaeological site of Baalbek represents a religious complex of outstanding artistic value 
and its majestic monumental ensemble, with its exquisitely detailed stonework, is a unique artistic creation 
which reflects the amalgamation of Phoenician beliefs with the gods of the Greco-Roman pantheon through 
an amazing stylistic metamorphosis. Source: http://whc.unesco.org 

 
55 Criterion (iv): The monumental complex of Baalbek is an outstanding example of a Roman sanctuary and 
one of the most impressive testimonies to the Roman period at its apogee that displays to the full the power 
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the most spectacular archaeological sites in the world, valued for its exceptional 

architectural and religious significance. The UNESCO considers the entire town within the 

Arab walls, as well as the south-western quarter extra-muros between Boustan el Khan, the 

Roman works and the Mameluk mosque of Ras-al-Ain, as providing an essential context 

for the nomination. 

 

The archeological site is also the location of the annual Baalbek International Festival for 

the performing arts which was initiated in 1955 [Figure 6]. A new museum, inaugurated in 

1998, was created in the underground galleries of the Temple of Jupiter and in the Ayyubid 

tower near the Temple of Bacchus. The museum is designed to highlight the historical 

value of the site and its monuments to the public.  

The temple complex is a major tourist destination in the region and a primary one in 

Lebanon, visited mostly by foreigners. It attracts an estimated 80,000 visitors yearly, half 

the yearly visitors of archeological sites in Lebanon. In the recent years the visitor’s 

number varied drastically [Table 1]. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
and wealth of the Roman Empire. It contains some of the largest Roman temples ever built, and they are 
among the best preserved. They reflect an extraordinary amalgamation of Roman architecture with local 
traditions of planning and layout. Source: http://whc.unesco.org 
 

Table 30. The Qalaa Visitors 1996-2000. Source: Cultural Heritage and Urban Development 
Project, Baalbeck Urban Conservation and Design study, Final Report (July 2002). A.R.S 
Progetti unpublished report 
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Looking closer to the tourism packages made in Lebanon and Syria, one notices that 

Baalbek is mainly part of the Syrian journeys; thus most of the non-Lebanese visitors 

groups would visit the city's archeological site and head to Syria or another Lebanese city 

to spend their night
56

. 

This is due in part to the poor tourist infrastructure, which consists of four restaurants, one 

larger, luxurious hotel, the Palmyra Hotel, and a worldwide known historical “hotel de 

charme”, near Moutran Square facing the archaeological site; as well as four motels for 

low-income tourists: Al Shams (souk artery, connected to the Hay el Qala’a), the Shouman 

(off the Venus temple), the Hotel Jupiter (Khalil Moutran square), and the Ras el Ayn Hotel 

(right at the periphery). Their strategy to attract tourists consists of networking with similar 

pension in Syrian and Lebanese towns
57

. 

The conservation and management of this national heritage are ensured by the DGA which 

have the full authority to control all construction and restoration permits.  

Locally, the host community of Baalbek is not benefiting from the revenues of the tourism 

activity. In fact, the tourist circuit in Baalbek is limited to one loop: Prior to arrival in 

Baalbek, organized tours drop tourists off for a short break in Chtaura for food and 

beverages. Shops and cafeterias in Baalbek do not benefit from these short visits. Upon 

arrival, visitors often visit the temples and leave. There is no visitor-related activity area 

other than the few local handicrafts located in the tourist stop next to the Qalaa’. 

Furthermore, the Baalbek International Festival, launched in 1955, is one of the most 

                                                             
56

 Cultural Heritage and Urban Development Project, Baalbeck Urban Conservation and Design study, Final 
Report (July 2002). A.R.S Progetti unpublished report 
57 Cultural Heritage and Urban Development Project, Baalbeck Urban Conservation and Design study, Final 
Report (July 2002). A.R.S Progetti unpublished report 
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important annual cultural festivals in the country. It plays a vital role in promoting the site. 

However, city residents see marginal benefits from the festival: visitors to the festival tend 

to visit the city for the evening of the performance and then leave. Festival organizers are 

attempting to partially remedy this situation by setting the ticket prices to locals at a very 

low rate (LL10, 000), and weaving the benefits of the opening night to the municipality. In 

addition all personnel related to local sales and stage constructions are recruited locally. 

The major issue remains that Baalbek archeological site -The Qala'a- continues to be 

viewed as a singular monument in the city of Baalbek rather than a node in a wider cultural 

context embracing the Roman public buildings, the Venus Temple, the Mercury Temple 

and Stairs, as well as the roman quarries; and a node in a wider regional network of 

associated sites in the Caza of Baalbek, rich in both physical and natural heritage, holding 

potentials for ecological tourism [figure 7].  

 

 

3.2. The Old City. A socio-cultural heritage and a commercial hub 

 

3.2.1. Spatial Analysis 

                     In terms of urban morphology, the old city is formed by a dense residential 

fabric, which is vernacular. It follows a complex organic pattern of streets with varied 

building shapes intricately interconnected.  

Regarding the patterns of lots subdivision, most of the lots have small sizes -200 sq.m in 

average- and were probably defined in a later stage subsequent to constructions with the 
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establishment of a land registry. This pattern shows in the vernacular neighborhoods, the 

market area and the first residential extension around the Umayyad Mosque. Lots gradually 

increase in size in the extension zones where they reach several thousands. 

 

The resulting network of winding streets and culs-de-sac enrich the urban experience 

through unexpected vistas at each corner of the street, and the absence of a perceived 

ending of the route. On the other hand, and as explained previously, modern urban and 

building regulations set a geometric land division with defined building blocks abiding by 

defined setbacks and exploitation ratios. The resulting linear wide streets cut through the 

vernacular fabric, and define a different spatial morphology where the void dictates the 

mass; as opposed to the vernacular spatial configuration where the mass defines and 

structures the void. The modern morphology started to develop along the vehicular axis 

within the old city, and extended outside the boundary of the Arab wall, while 

progressively replacing the vernacular morphology particularly in between Ras Al-Ain and 

Bechara Al-Khoury streets [Figure 8].   

The most radical cut into the traditional fabric is drawn by Ras Al-Ain Street of 1400 

meters long stretching from the ruins to the springs of Ras-Al-Ain and dividing the city 

from north to south into two parts; the western part delimited also by Abdul Halim Al-

Hajjar Street, forms the Christian quarter where cultural facilities and hotels exist.  

The intersection of organic patterns and linear forms shapes in one part a square: Sahat Al-

Serail. It is one of the rare open public spaces in the old city; however it is weakly 

connected to both nodes: the archeological site, and Ras-Al-Ain Park, being isolated by a 
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large-scale vehicular infrastructure Ras Al-Ain Street. It is defined by the Serail building to 

the south; by the municipality and the historical Umayyad Mosque to the north; by modern 

residential buildings of five floors to the east; by the market structures, the historical El-

Souk Mosque and two heritage buildings from the French Mandate period to the west 

[Figure 9]. This square is currently invaded by circulating and informally parked cars, 

which have the priority over the pedestrians crossing to other parts of the old city or buying 

their needs from the market. Hence, this space does not operate as a 'saha', a space for 

gathering, wandering and several public uses [Figure 10]. 

          In terms of built heritage, the city still features several clusters of vernacular houses 

known as "hayy" that need to be rehabilitated given their deteriorating physical conditions. 

These houses (Iwan/Courtyard house) [Figure 11] are built with rubble-stone walls and 

wood slabs roofs
58

 covered with mud, which is in need of constant maintenance. Many of 

these houses were developed around a courtyard, with rooms and services incrementally 

built and added. Although mostly abandoned now, the houses are sound, especially because 

of their thick walls
59

 (60cm wide) that provide thermal insulation in all weathers. Inner 

walls usually accommodate, in their thickness, carved-in storage spaces, such as the 'yok' in 

which mattresses are stored during the day, or the 'taboot' for food storage and ornaments in 

the wall. These vernacular mud and stone houses are a potential attraction as vernacular 

heritage due to their scale, form, volume, texture and material. These characteristics shaped 

houses that responded perfectly to variable climates: materials furnished by the 

                                                             
58

 Wood was brought from a local kind of solid tree, “lezzeib,” or poplar (“hor”) 
59

 The walls were first plastered with a mixture of hay and mud, and painted in white. The finishing of the 
walls (talyiss) is made out of crushed white stone, which is dipped into water and applied like paint with a 
rug. This process is done at least once a year and is considered women’s work. Source: Yazbeck (2009) 
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environment, combined with the wall thickness; semi-open areas protecting from wind and 

sun and ensuring cross-ventilation combined with ventilation openings below the roof. Hay 

Al-Qala'a located in the vicinities of the archeological site, and Hay Al-Soloh located in the 

northern residential area within the limits of the ancient Arab wall; represent this type of 

vernacular heritage. 

 

Hay el Qala’a, adjoining Moutran Square and the Maronite Church complex, presents 

issues of multiplicity of ownership and rigid planning regulations dictating the preservation 

of the neighborhood as is. The maintenance being constantly essential and demanding, 

families in the area tend to leave their houses and use them as storage spaces; these families, 

originally farmers, move to the Basateen area where they build houses on their farming 

lands. The abandoned houses are left to the poorest of people, mainly Syrian workers 

working in the construction industry. Hence the urban regulations, the displacement of the 

inhabitants and the change in the social fabric deeply impact the quality of living in this 

neighborhood and hence its physical state. 

On the other hand Hay Al-Soloh is still highly preserved due to the preservation of 

traditional practices. In fact, the Al-Solh family owning this neighborhood prioritizes land 

sales to family members to strengthen its social networks. Yet, the original houses have 

been added to in order to accommodate the family growth. The added concrete structures, 

though not regulated by a construction code, reply to a local informal law preserving the 

spatial configuration with low-height and maximal lot exploitation, as well as the open 

courtyard typology. 
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This urban fabric still hosts a neglected architectural heritage dating from the Arab, 

Ottoman and French Mandate periods, in spite of destructions brought by the massive 

redevelopment of the traditional urban fabric [Figure 12]. This rich heritage includes 

religious buildings such as churches and mosques, as well as residences. The latter are 

stone houses mainly with red tile roofs and a triple arcade on their street elevation; such as 

the Habeeb Bacha el Moutran house with its monumental walls and large courtyard from 

the Ottoman era, and the large houses located in the Christian quarter and along Ras Al-Ain 

road, as well as a number of houses owned by the Rifai family. The religious heritage 

includes the renovated Grand Umayyad mosque with its courtyard opening on the back 

street; the mosque located behind the municipality, borrowing its interior columns from the 

Qala'a; Souk mosque located on Ras Al-Ain street; the old Maronite and Orthodox 

churches located within on complex and the Catholic church located in another and built in 

1830 under the Ottoman rule. The religious monuments also include the Qobbat al Sa'din -a 

Mameluk mausoleum-located outside the Gouraud Barrack, and the Qobbat al Amjad - an 

Ayyubide dome- located at the city's entrance. Hay Barbara, or the Christian quarter, is a 

blend of the vernacular and the nineteenth century heritage exposed in this section. This 

neighborhood extends between the Kahlil Moutran Square up to the Mercury temple hill, 

and it organically grew from the Catholic Church complex. Most of the Christian families 

have either sold their houses to newcomers or developers or have deserted them and hence 

were occupied by refugee families. Many of these houses were replaced by new mixed-

used structures built according to the present building code, while the section with the path 

leading to the Mercury temple stays relevantly intact yet damaged. 

 



82 

 

3.2.2. Social Dynamics and Networks 

The spatial configuration of the city responds to social values and practices attached to 

privacy and protection through a separation of public and private spaces. In other words, 

the organic morphology responds to an informal law designating accepted practices in 

space. Thus, the city of Baalbek constitutes a succession of transitions between open, semi 

open and closed places - the street/ the square, the alley, the courtyard respectively- which 

are also linked to the social hierarchy of public, semi public/semi private and private spaces 

within the urban structure [Figure 13]. 

These four spatial elements - the square, the street, the alley and the courtyard- present four 

typologies of open spaces, each articulated by a particular set of social and spatial practices. 

The following elaborates on a square, a street, an alley and a courtyard in the old city and 

reflects on the transition between the public and the private realm [Figure 14]. 

          Al-Serail square [Figure 15], though not operating as a square as previously argued, 

is a space where people targeting different destinations intersect; residents targeting the 

market strolls where women bargain and share their daily routines and where shopkeepers 

socialize on their front doors; street vendors wandering around the old city and calling upon 

their merchandise; men crossing the square to access the mosques for prayer; residents and 

visitors from the suburbs targeting the Serail and the municipality to make official papers 

and deal with legal issues; and eventually people moving to different sections of the city 

traverse this square by foot or by car. In addition, there are a couple of women who daily 

sell milk and milk products on the corner of the Square for 25 years now. In fact, 'Oum 
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Majed'
60

 has a couple of cows in the backyard of their houses, which constitute their 

income generator. They proudly state that they grow the best lettuce in the area as well, 

which they sell along with the milk.  

This space, being central to the market, to the religious spaces as well as the administrative 

ones, holds major potentials to become a central open space rehabilitating spatially and 

economically the old city. 

          Ras Al-Ain Street [Figure 16], while physically inducing an infrastructural break 

within the old city, does not create a social boundary or a functional and economic 

disconnection between the eastern and western sections. Street vendors' carts merge with 

taxis, mini buses and cars, whereby drivers socialize with shopkeepers alongside the street 

when the traffic slows down. The transversal pedestrian crossings from one side of the 

street to the other as well as the longitudinal moves along the street and its ground floor 

shops activate the space; however these soft moves are dominated by the vehicular 

circulation. 

          Walking through an alley in Hay Al-Qal'a, connecting the archeological site to Ras 

Al-Ain street, and through another alley connecting Al-Serail square to Bechara Al-Khoury 

street, one can still hear the distant noise from the street and the muezzins' calls five times a 

day. Yet one starts to experience the transition into a more private space partly appropriated 

by the inhabitants of the neighborhood. The alley presents wooden and steel items 

belonging to the carpenter having his workshop on the ground floor; children playing in the 

                                                             
60 It is a local way to name women according to their oldest sons: the mother of Majed 
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shadows of their houses away from vehicles; man playing 'Tawleh'
61

; women wiping the 

space in front of their doorsteps as if this section of the alley is an integral part of the house 

itself; and two women selling plants and flowers from all kinds in front of their houses. The 

Bayyin Family -the brother Mohammed and his two sisters- were awarded by the 

municipality for the visual and spatial regeneration they induced in this vernacular quarter 

with their flower market appreciated by all the visitors [Figure 17]. 

          The courtyard [Figure 18] is an open introverted space spatially and 

programmatically central to the residence occupied by the entire family members
62

. The 

walls, defining this outer space, shape the several rooms of the house, each having one door 

opening into the courtyard. As discussed previously, the courtyard can be modified through 

the addition of units mainly for services such as a kitchen or a bathroom, in order to meet 

residents' need. One moves from the alley to the courtyard through a gate defining the 

boundary between the public/semi-public and private realms. The courtyard provides the 

house with a comfortable internal environment with a hot dry weather. Within the 

courtyard, women moves freely protected from the neighbors and passers-by sights; it is the 

space where they gather to do the laundry, prepare their meals, share their stories over a cup 

of coffee; it is the space where the extended family or the neighborhood's women gather for 

homemade food making and stocking, know for 'Mouneh' in the local language.  

          In terms of heritage, the old city revolves around a socio-cultural heritage based on 

socio-spatial practices in relation to agriculture, food production and consumption, 

                                                             
61

  The Arabic word for 'Tables' referring to a class of board games similar to backgammon. 
62 Ghandour, Marwan (2006). On cities and designers: a Baalbeck Story. Theory arq . vol 10 . No 1. pp37-49 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Board_game
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traditional ways of living, and the dynamics of the daily life of the community. The old city 

of Baalbek is well known for a community life that revolves around communal public 

practices: planting and harvesting their agricultural fields, selling the agricultural products, 

and maintaining their agriculture lands; constructing and sustaining mud and stones houses; 

food manufacturing and stocking ("Mouneh") in courtyards, and sharing these everyday 

practices and events on the roofs, in the old paths and within the courtyards.  

The food heritage of Baalbek is as significant as its physical heritage, and dates back as far 

as this physical heritage dates. When Ibn Batutah visited Baalbek in 1355, he described the 

city as being surrounded by gardens and orchards similar to those in Damascus. "There are 

cherries called 'Habb- Al- Muluk' (King's cherries), such as found nowhere else", he writes. 

"There is too a kind of Dibs, which is a syrup made from raisin and they add thereto a 

powder which makes it harder […] From it is made a sweetmeat called 'Al-Halawah' by 

putting in Pistachios and Almonds. This sweetmeat is called 'Al Mulabban'"
63

, he further 

adds. 

The food heritage of Baalbek is characterized by the Baalbakiya plate, or the so-called 

'Safeha' made out of meat enrolled by bread and cooked in the oven [figure 19]. One can 

buy perfect 'Safeha' along the butcher's market, prepared instantly in the nearby bakery. 

Similarly to all rural areas, the culinary traditions in Baalbek are much recognized for the 

'Mouneh'. The word comes from the Arabic word 'mana' meaning storing. It is an old food 

tradition consisting of the annual processing of vegetables, fruits, grains, crops, spices and 

                                                             
63 Jidejian,  Nina (1986). Baalek, Heliopolis "city of the sun". Dar Al-Machreq Publishers, Beirut, pp.77 
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dairy products according to seasonal availability; involving sometimes a whole community 

or neighborhood (Yazbeck 2009). The products are later stored away in the pantry -'oodet 

el mouneh' and are consequently consumed all year long; they ensure winter's survival, as 

the old women state. The main purpose of this durable process is to transform foods that 

will perish inevitably into consumable ones, preserving hence basic food groups. Today in 

Baalbek, and similarly to other rural areas, preparing each and every single type of 

'Mouneh' item is less frequent; specially that this storing process relies on harvesting 

labored lands, which are relatively scarce and of low productivity given the poor 

mechanization. This hence increases the importation of goods and thus their prices, which 

pushes households to wait for the cheapest economical value to buy their goods to make 

'Mouneh', in case these goods were of good quality. 

These home-preserved pantry items are of a wide variety in Baalbek and differ occasionally 

from one village to another. Local recipes are enriched and elaborated through the 

interactions with neighboring countries. The techniques range from pickling and sun drying 

to fermenting and distilling [figure 20]. 

Fruits: cherries, apricots, figs, pumpkins, strawberries, mulberries are the typical fruits 

turned into jams and syrups when doable, according to specific procedures and techniques. 

In addition, grape is turned into a tick molasses known for 'Dibs' or sweet grape. The 

'Mouneh' producer uses the grapes as well to turn it into the national drink 'Arak' by 

fermenting and distilling the grapes through an alembic
64

. 

                                                             
64  The alembic is an alchemical still consisting of two vessels connected by a tube. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alchemy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Still
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Vegetables: The first recipe to preserve vegetables is soaking in a pickling solution of water, 

salt and vinegar. Cucumber, cauliflower, pepper, carrot pickles are the common products of 

this technique. The second recipe is reducing vegetables' water after drying them in the sun, 

in order to produce a tick paste, such as tomato paste. The third recipe consists of 

preserving vegetables in virgin olive oil; 'Almkdos' is one example, being an eggplant 

stuffed with walnuts and peppers and soaked in olive oil. 

Vines leaves: Conserving vine leaves is an ancient local culinary tradition. It consists of 

gathering the vines leaves in spring, wiping and cleaning each, and finally packing the 

leaves in an airtight glass kept in the dark for months. Prior to cooking, the vines leaves 

need to be blanched in salted boiling water before filling and rolling them into what is 

known for 'warak 'inab'. 

Olive: the harvest season of olive is amongst the most important seasons for Baalbek 

farmers, producers and consumers as well. Besides preserving olives in airtight glasses as a 

whole grain, olives are turned into oil and preserved in glass or steel jars in a cool, dark and 

dry place. 

Herbs and flowers: When dried, aromatic herbs such as 'Zaatar' are used in traditional 

recipes given that they add an exceptional flavor. Wild flowers, hand-picked also, are dried 

to create a healthy hot drink for cold winter nights.  

Meat: The traditional recipe for meat preservation is known for 'Awarma', which consists of 

one-third meat combined with two-third fat. Traditionally, a fat-tail sheep was fed 

excessively for months to become three times its size with a tail full of fat known for 
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'Liyye'. Mid-September, the sheep was slaughtered and the by-product -the fat and the 

meat- were sufficient for one whole year. Today, 'Awarma' in Baalbek is not prepared for 

the sake of preservation, but for the taste this recipe holds. However, and as one of the 

farmers stated, there are no households that still produce 'Awarma' according to this 

traditional way, which is time and money consuming nowadays: buying 'awarma' freshly 

from the butcher is more practical and cheaper. One of the typical traditional plates using 

this product is eggs fried with 'Awarma' in the 'Fakhara' -a local pottery recipient.   

Dairy products: the abundance of milk in one specific period of the year made our ancestors 

elaborate ways to preserve it. Techniques range from drying, preserving in oil and clay jars 

as well as goat skin. Recipes include preserving 'Labneh' balls in olive oil, a recipe known 

for 'Labneh mka'zaleh'; the making of 'Kishek', which is a combination of milk and 

'Burghol'
65

, turned into a powder used with potatoes and meat to prepare a delicious 

'Keshek' soup; the making of 'Shanklish', which are fermented cheese made from the 

whey
66

 of yogurt in the form of tennis balls. 

Wheat: Grinding one's wheat is a tradition that is currently rare in Baalbek. Households buy 

wheat to make the traditional thin bread using a local oven known for the 'Saj'. The 'Tanoor' 

bread represents another technique of baking in brick ovens; the 'Tanour' is composed of all 

types of cereals such as wheat, barley, corn and others. 

                                                             
65

  Burghol is obtained after grinding the wheat in a relatively large size compared to the grinded wheat used 
to make bread. Burghol is used in the local popular dish 'Tabbouleh', and might be used as a main 
component in other dishes such as 'Burghol 'a banadoura'  
66 Milk Serum is the liquid remaining after milk has been curdled and strained 



89 

 

Grains: being a vital element in the Lebanese cuisine, grains such as lentils, beans, peas, are 

bought in large quantities and stored. Prior to storage, grains are exposed to the sun during 

several days in order to eliminate bugs, and are then carefully filtered to keep the good ones. 

Today, the socio-spatial practices revolving around food production and consumption have 

been weakened and marginalized by modern and capitalist lifestyles revolving around 

consumerism and increasing individualism. With mass production of processed food and 

the reliability on cans products, there is no urgent necessity of preserving one's winter foods. 

The 'Mouneh' process -when it occurs in Baalbek- is a mean to preserve a culinary heritage 

for some; for others, 'Mouneh' is a sustainable strategy to produce food for winter's 

consumption and avoid food waste; while a considerable section of the residents make 

'Mouneh' to ensure abundance of food in times of political instability. Yet, the city still 

holds several neighborhoods, particularly the vernacular ones, where these communal 

practices are still vibrant and need to be preserved. A large number of residents are still 

keen on making their 'Mouneh' rather than consuming market products, and are passing this 

food-making knowledge to the younger generations. Celebrating this culinary heritage, the 

ministry of tourism in collaboration with the municipality of Baalbek produced a recipe 

booklet exposing the most popular recipes in Baalbek. This initiative was financed by the 

Italian ministry of Foreign affairs. This booklet is intended to offer to visitors and cooking 

lovers the opportunity to discover the local cuisine and 'take home a zest of Baalbek taste'
67

 

[Figure 21]. 

                                                             
67 'Enjoy Baalbeck Food, cook Baalbeck style', booklet distributed on the way out of the archeological site. 
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Besides Mouneh making, the socio-spatial practices revolving around food materialize 

during weddings, Ashoura, Ramadan, Al-Adha, Christmas and even funerals. These 

occasions and festivities activate a social network of support through food gifts such as 

fruits and sweets, and invitations over lunch/diner to celebrate. Four particular occasions 

are to be noted. At Al-Adha, families slaughter a sheep in the memory of Abraham who 

was ready to sacrifice his son in the name of God. The extended family gathers around a 

table rich in its components including meat, rice, stuffed wines leaves, 'tabouleh' and the 

Lebanese Meze
68

. In weddings, the Muslim families celebrate the bride's Henna
69

 night 

prior to the wedding around a lunch or dinner table with the bride's female friends and 

family. The third particular event is the first holiday a family celebrates after losing one of 

its members. The family would go up to the cemeteries where they receive people 

mourning, and offer a bitter coffee with 'Ma'moul' -a cookie-like pastry stuffed with dates 

and nut paste usually homemade and consumed by both Christians at Easter and Muslims at 

Eid. Lastly, at Achoura, families offer 'kamhiyeh' in their houses, which is steamed wheat 

offered with sugar and nuts on top. One would notice families, shop owners, the 

municipality and Serail employers offering their visitors a well-known basic local sweet: 

the biscuit combined with a sweetmeat called 'raha'. The most significant activity in this 

occasion is the initiative the well-off families undertake. Members of well-off families 

make food, specifically the chicken and rice plate, and distribute it along the 'kamhiyeh' and 

                                                             
68  A selection of small dishes served in the Mediterranean, Middle East and Balkans as breakfast, lunch or 

even dinner, with or without drinks. It is usually served at the beginning of all large-scale meals. 
69 The powdered leaves of a tropical shrub, used as a dye to color the hair and decorate the body. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mediterranean
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_East
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balkans
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'Biscuits with raha' in the city's street. This action emphasizes the strong ties this 

community holds and how these ties actually materialize in the street via food sharing. 

 

3.2.3. The Economy 

The concentration of different commercial, administrative, institutional activities makes the 

old city core a very active one on the local and regional level [Figure 22]. The old city has 

always been activated economically through its commercial hub: the 'souks' [Figure 23]. 

The market area is defined by Abdel Halim Hajjar Street, Ras Al-Ain Street and the Serail 

Square [Figure 24]. This center houses small scale retail commercial activities [Table 2], of 

which the vegetables and meat market [Figure 25-26]. These commercial activities are 

accommodated in their largest section in shops that are rented mostly from private owners
70

 

[Figure 27]; the rest develops along a pedestrian path - Souk Al-Me'beh- under light 

structures protecting from sun and rain. The shops open from 6 in the morning till 7 at night, 

while vegetable shops open non-stop given that vegetables are freshly delivered in the early 

morning hours. The presence of "dirty" activities, such as butcheries and slaughters, 

exposing their merchandise along the sidewalk makes hygienic conditions very severe. 

These issues increase air pollution and noise in the area.  Though the municipality has 

achieved some infrastructure improvements such as water drainage and sidewalks, the 

property owners are requesting a renovation scheme similar to the one realized in Souk Al-

Moutran. 

                                                             
70 Rent rates vary from the old rent of 10$/month to the current rent rate of 200$/month 
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In the past years, and with the acute congestion of traffic within the Square, the 

municipality relocated the vegetables and fruits carts wandering in-between cars to the 

backyard of the Serail. Though this backyard lot is large and spatially accommodates all the 

carts, it disturbed the system around which the vendors operated. These vendors 

complained about the relocation to a spot that is quite hard to locate and notice: 'Abou Ali' 

for instance expressed its wish to be re-integrated into the market space where they frequent 

more clients and hence increase their revenues [Figure 28 a]. 

With its diversified retail base and concentration of facilities and services, this core meets 

the needs of local population. It also attracts visitors from Beirut and Mount of Lebanon, 

who visit Baalbek on the weekends and buy their meat and 'Safeha' from the market. 

Furthermore, the market hosts the first and oldest restaurant in Baalbek: Al-Ajami where 

one can enjoy traditional local dishes [Figure 28 b]. This center sustains local needs and 

activates the local economy through the cycle of food production and consumption: a 

production of food that occurs in the adjacent or distant agricultural lands in the city, the 

Caza or the national and international territory; and a consumption that takes place in the 

market place.   
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3.3. The Agricultural Fields and Marjet Ras Al-Ain. A landscape heritage 

The landscape heritage encompasses a productive and an aesthetic landscape: The 

agricultural fields surrounding the archeological site, and Ras Al-Ain site -Al-Marjeh as it 

is locally known.  

 

          Historically, the presence of the Ras al-Ain spring at the highest point of the Bekaa 

Valley and whose water flows northwards into the Assi (Orontes) River and southwards 

into the Litani (Leontes) River, in an arid region gave it a geographic centrality for travelers 

in the area [Figure 29].  Ras Al-Ain was hence the catalyst for the development of 

Number of 

Shops 

Activity 

25 Butchery 

11 Clothes, shoes and 

tissues 

10 Vegetable shop 

10 Bakery and sweet 
shop 

8 Dairy products 

5 Spices  

5 Home Appliance and 

devices 

3 Money exchange and 

jewelry 

7 Miscellaneous 

84 TOTAL 

Table 2. Shop activities in the market 


























































































































































































































































