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Escalating land prices, urban densification and real estate speculation are 

promoting the agglomeration of small parcels in prominent locations into high-rise 

developments targeting a privileged segment of society. The resulting urban form consists 

of individual tall structures acting as gated residential towers isolated both from each other 

and from their surroundings, and lacking in district scale communal facilities, open spaces 

and a lively pedestrian realm.  

This thesis takes as case study Sector 35 in Ras Beirut, Lebanon, an upscale 

residential district undergoing intensive tower development radically changing its physical 

fabric and social and economic structure. Starting from the premise that production of 

exclusive vertical developments by the private sector constitute an irreversible trend in 

neo-liberal economic contexts, the aim of this thesis is to re-assess high-density urbanism 

through a sustainable design approach.  

This is achieved by investigating relevant case studies in international contexts on 

how to improve market-based development practices by injecting sustainable urban forms. 

The thesis will provide a set of urban design guidelines and development scenarios for the 

remaining developable lots and blocks in Sector 35 which are responsive both to market 

demand and the attributes of place making in terms of district identity, walkability, mixity 

of uses, and the quality of open spaces.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A. Problematic context    

Rapid urbanization, real estate speculation, global mobility and the booming of 

mega-projects are increasingly transforming the urban fabric of our cities and radically 

changing their social and economic structure. Almost everywhere in Beirut, smaller 

parcels, often in prominent locations, are being bought and agglomerated by big 

developers resulting into monolithic developments targeting a privileged segment of 

society.  

This thesis will take as case study Sector 35 in Ras Beirut, a coastal high-end 

neighbourhood undergoing intensive tower residential development. The resulting urban 

form consists of individual tall structures acting as gated upscale residential towers isolated 

both from each other and from their surroundings, and lacking in district scale communal 

facilities, open spaces and lively pedestrian streets. This is also leading to the tearing down 

the low-rise buildings from the Ottoman, French Mandate and Modern periods, which 

dramatically alters the character of the neighborhood and the diversity of its social 

structure. This ongoing dynamic brings forward three complementary issues impacting the 

neighborhood on both the social and spatial levels:  
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¶ Absence of communal life and street activity  

Behind the luxurious apartment buildings, Sector 35 lacks walkable areas, active 

frontages, commercial/mixed-use functions and communal facilities, such as 

gathering hubs, that encourage interaction between city dwellers and their urban 

surrounding.  

¶ Deterioration of Open Spaces 

Open spaces are limited to abandoned vacant lots awaiting development, residual 

agricultural land, and private institutional spaces within school and university 

properties.   

¶ Lack of visual permeability and blockage of sea views   

The development of the remaining vacant lots into residential towers will further 

increase the blockage of sea views and the lack of visual permeability between the 

upper and lower part of the district. 

 

B. Thesis Problematic and Question 

Starting from the premise that escalating land prices and high-density vertical 

development are irreversible trends in neo-liberal economic context, the purpose of this 

thesis is to improve the future development of sector 35 in light of place making attributes 

in terms of district identity, walkability, mixity of uses, and the quality of open spaces. 

Accordingly, the thesis intends to answer the following questions: 
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> How to reshape the physical fabric of gated-tower districts by rethinking their 

urban layout and building typologies to promotes social exchange and sustainable 

urban form?  

> How to recast existing zoning regulations into detailed district plans that provide 

flexible densification and massing guidelines responsive both to market demands 

and the qualities of community living. 

 

C. Thesis significance 

The significance of this thesis is to acknowledge that urban densification through 

tower development is a global trend for accommodating the increasing population 

concentration in inner city districts (Marcuse, 2000). This has amplified the consciousness 

among architects, planners and developers to design urban places that promotes social 

exchange within gated high-end districts.  

By learning from case studies in diverse cultural and economic contexts, this thesis 

contributes to rethinking market-based development practices by injecting sustainable 

urban forms with a special reference to the Lebanese context. 

 

D. Methodology and Structure: from urban design studio to thesis 

The thesis is based on an urban design studio conducted at the American University 

of Beirut-Spring 2014, entitled ñInner-City Districts in Flux: Urban and Landscape Design 

Strategies for the Ras Beirut, Sector 35ò. 
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The studio establishes an urban-scale assessment to Ras Beirut context which aims 

to improve the quality of the physical urban environment and reinforce the identity of place 

through design interventions. It revolves around five main key considerations: 1) 

Sustainability, which builds on the siteôs intrinsic resources to promote more sustainable 

development. 2) Connectivity, which integrates the study area to its context. 3) Identity, 

which draws specific characteristics of the site to strengthen the local identity or to 

envision a new one. 4) Community, which ensures a community-based development 

strategy that reflects local views and complies with different stakeholdersô interests. 5) 

Implement-ability, which insures the feasibility of an urban design framework on the 

legislative and entrepreneurial levels. 

After assessment, urban investigations follow a comprehensive and sustainable 

approach, that targets the social, institutional, and economic dynamics impacting urban 

form. The design progress emerges new sustainable development patterns in site and 

surrounding city context. It articulates intervention strategies that preserve the social 

diversity and economic mix of the area and enhance the social experience for the benefit of 

all segments of the population, including the current residents, businesses and users. The 

studio entails developing a set of urban codes and design guidelines for the upgrading of 

the public domain and the regulation of private development, which contributes to the 

quality of urban life and sustainable environment. 

In order to develop the studio into thesis, the research revolves around three 

complementary parts:  
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The first part retraces the process followed in the urban design studio entitled 

ñInner-City Districts in Flux: Urban and Landscape Design Strategies for the Ras Beirut, 

Sector 35ò, which defines the study area boundaries and a preliminary design problematic 

statement that sets the overall goals and objectives for the study. The aim of this phase is to 

reach a critical understanding of the dynamics of change affecting the study area and to 

define opportunities and constraints that provide an urban development framework, 

leading to initial design intervention. 

The second part takes a critical distance from the design studio outcome and 

develops on the theoretical as well as the methodological frameworks deduced from the 

fields of Urban Densification and Sustainable Urbanism. The literature review further 

explores different case studies related to the two disciplines and extracts key design 

principles and recommendations of relevance to the thesis objectives. Based on theoretical 

findings and a comparative assessment of the different case studies, various design 

concepts are highlighted to improve the initial design approach and proposal. 

The third part constitutes a critical attempt at reflecting on the initial design 

proposal in light of the lessons and strategies learned from the theoretical and case studies 

investigation. The result is a revisited urban design proposal and intervention to be later 

applicable in similar inner city contexts (see table 1). 
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Table 1: Thesis structure 
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CHAPTER II 

URBAN AND LANDSCAPE DESIGN STUDIO 

 

A. Location and site 

Sector 35, which is an urban segment of Ras Beirut is commonly referred to as the 

Manara area. It is located at the western edge of Dar Mreisse District, according to the 

cadastral areas of Municipal Beirut, and sharing a part of the cityôs coastline with its 

vibrant public corniche (Fig.1). However, the boundaries of Sector 35 are an example of 

how conceived administrative limits, defined by governments, often fail to overlap with 

perceived borders through peopleôs practices. The sector is defined as Jal al baher, Ain 

Mreisse or Ras Beirut depending on the identifiers, if they are old residents or new comers. 

Today, the area is a dense urban district of upscale residential towers characterized by the 

highest land prices in Beirut due to its waterfront location and adjacency to the American 

University of Beirut (Khalaf & Kongstad, 1973). 

 

Figure 1: To the right: Cadastral districts of municipal Beirut, to the left: a close-up view 
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B.  Contextual analysis  

1. Historical and spatial development 

This section assesses the historical densification through a chronological study of 

its shaping dynamics and the resulting types of urban morphology and building typologies 

(Fig.2).  

 

a. From a garden farming to a dense urban residential area 

As an exclusive residential area with a mixed land use patterns, Sector 35 has 

undergone a full cycle of urbanization in the short span of 20 years, which offers an 

interesting instance for a case study in rapid urbanization or zone in transition. 

Since the 1920s, Sector 35 went through four successive stages of progressive 

densification: the rural, suburban, peri-urban and urban stages. Each stage left its impact on 

the morphology of the area in terms of ecological processes, building types, parcellization 

and land use patterns, etc. in response to the increase in population and the changes in 

zoning and building laws.  

 

i. Rural period (Pre-1920-1928)  

During the rural period ending roughly in the 1920s, Sector 35 was a garden 

farming community with scattered farm houses on big agricultural lots. This period was 

largely associated with the establishment of the Syrian Protestant College (later to become 

AUB) in 1866 along with the installation of the tramway line linking Beirut downtown to 

Ras Beirut. 
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ii.  Suburban period (1930-1942)   

The presence of AUB impacted both the pattern and speed of urbanization and the 

social composition of the area. The proximity to the sea and the well-established English 

speaking community around the university and its hospital, transformed Sector 35 into a 

heterogeneous ethnic and religious neighborhood, with a horizontal skyline; traditional 

suburban villas and walk-up apartment houses were the predominant building types. These 

building developed mainly along Bliss Street (1936 map) then expanded northward 

following the descending topography toward the sea. 

iii.  Peri-urban (1959-1980) and Urban period (1980-today) 

Starting with the peri-urban period, Sector 35 started losing its horizontal sky-line 

with the introduction and development of mid-rise elevator apartment buildings. This trend 

continued through the 1980s until now leading to the construction of residential towers 

with an optimized lot occupancy and building envelope following the existing zoning 

regulations (Sector 35 falls in zone 5). 

 

b. Growth dynamics and morphological changes  

i. Physical patterns of densification: 

The changes in the physical layout of the sector over years are manifested in its 

three main components which are; the waterfront including the coastal strip and the 

corniche, the intermediate zone with the flat, the hill area and the upper zone along Bliss 

Street (Fig.3).  
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The urban growth started with a linear densification in the upper zone along Bliss 

Street and moved along topography to reach the middle flat zone. The urban layout 

consisted of small agricultural lots subdivisions within big size blocks, delimited by tight 

pedestrian paths.  

The sector at that time was open to the sea front which was an open public space 

inclusive for all. Later, moderate density started in the intermediate zone with variations in 

the built form profiles and streets definitions. Than, higher built-up density arised with the 

beginning of areal densification in the intermediate area and the infill process in Bliss area 

(Fig.4).  

The Sector reached a complex spatial structure formed of a network of street grid, 

small to medium lot sizes and a higher rate of constructions. 

ii.  Social/Economical dynamics: 

The social and economic construct of Sector 35 is one of the elements constituting 

its diversiýed identity. It begun with institutional facilities constituting main generators for 

people migrating to the area. The American University of Beirut was the ýrst institution to 

be established in 1866, followed by the International College and the American 

Community School. Their presence, over years, constructed the social structure of the 

sector, constituting the higher and the middle-income class along the emergence of Anglo-

Saxon in life style community.  

The process of urbanization which resulted in its heterogeneous ethnic and 

religious composition was at the base of changing the land uses from agricultural to mixed 
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use land patterns. With commercial activities and services that started to develop along 

Bliss Street, more developers were commissioned to build in the sector for its strategic 

location and its potential to be developed into a high-end residential neighborhood.  

iii.  Legislative dynamics: 

Block developments are shaped by two main factors: zoning law and 

landownership. Starting with inherited family deeds to the 1930 cadastral plan and the 

unplanned urbanization to the 1968 Beirut zoning, a building law was established to 

regulate urban patterns. The building regulations went through different modifications 

including the increase of FAR (floor area ratio) due to the mounting demand of land 

development. Today, the urbanization of the sector has been regulated more through the 

free play of market forces than through deliberate planning or urban zoning (Fig.5). 
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Figure 2: Densification process: spatial and ecological development through time. 



13 

 

 

Figure 3: Development of Sectorôs three main zones 

 

Figure 4:Densification patterns 
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Fig. 5: Building regulations in respect to zone 5 (Source: Reglementation et Formes 

Urbaines: Le Cas de Beyrouth) 

 

A further detailed reading of the shaping forces of densification are illustrated in 

the below matrix (see table 2). 
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Table 2: Densification patterns 
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c. Resulting character zones and building typologies 

Below are explicative drawings that illustrate the current characteristics of the three 

main character zones including building types (Fig.6), the three areas stress on: (see Fig.7 

&8). 

¶ The link to the seafront is not well defined and often nonexistent. 

¶ The absence of visual permeability towards the sea is due to high-rise 

constructions. 

¶ The limited density in the middle lower-flat area is due to vacant lands, waiting for 

development opportunities. 

¶ The continuous constructions of gated towers in the hill zone discourage communal 

principles. 

 

Figure 6:  Mixity of building types based on periods of progressive densification 
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Fig. 7: Diagrammatic cross section 

 

 

Figure 8: Explicative detailed section 
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2. Community, policy and market appraisal  

This stage revolves around stakeholdersô analysis the purpose of which is to 

articulate a strategy for community-based development which reflects the views and 

aspirations of the local inhabitants, and the interests of developers. Beyond interviews with 

individuals and institutions, the thesis develops a critical understanding of the legislative 

framework and the market dynamics underlying the current and future transformation of 

the site. 

 

a. Community-based study 

Three main groups of residents are identified by their conception of the 

neighborhood identity, each one expressing a sense of belonging to Sector 35 (Fig.9). 

Group 1: Resident of Ghawi block: belongs to the original inhabitants of Sector 35, so-

called Awlad Al-Manteqa, dating back to Pre-Ottoman times.  

Group 2: Resident of Bliss block: belongs to Ras Beirut residents, so- called late comers 

based on their arrival to the area following the urban development along Bliss Street.  

Group 3: Resident of Life Style Block: belongs to new comers or towers inhabitants who 

are unknown to their neighbors, and can only be described by their income levels. 

The assessment is first conducted through a set of a socio-spatial mapping in the 

form of mental maps, drawn by the informants with some of their statements, providing an 

overview about their different life-styles and surroundings (Fig. 10). Following are 

structured interviews which focus on the informantsô daily practices and activitiesô 

location, as detailed in Table 3. 
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¶ Assessment results: The extracted findings from the groupsô mental maps and 

interviews strongly relate to the main thesis problematic context, mainly 

concentrated in the total absence of activities and communal life in the sector. 

1) Ghawi Block:  - the relevance of juxtaposition with neighbors overlap with family 

relations, - the neighborhood consists of surrounding towers, Riviera hotel and sea 

edge, - surrounding green spaces are replaced by towers, -new towers community 

do not interact with existing residents. 

2) Bliss Block: - the neighborhood consists of AUB, towers, Riviera hotel, staircases 

and sea edge, -ventilation is an important aspect associated with older building 

types, -stop removing greeneries and destructing old buildings, -to pedestrianize the 

sector. 

3) Life Style Block: - the neighborhood consists of surrounding towers, Riviera hotel 

and Arabic Saudi embassy with no reference to sea edge, -view is the most 

important feature, -isolation from neighborsô contacts and noises. 

 

Fig. 9: Mapping the 3-informantôs location 
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Fig. 10: Informantsô mental maps. (Source: ñSpatial Flexibility and Social Intensityò) 
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Table 3: Informantsô structured interviews 
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b. Legislative framework and market dynamics 

Policy wise, the high-rise constructions disregard urban design concerns, which 

aims to reflect the targeted clients demand for elitist segregation1, which is radically 

changing the morphology of the residential blocks. This trend is translated in the loose 

Lebanese legal framework allowing for exceptions to the building code and to the zoning 

through the Grands Hauteurs or the Grands Ensembles applications to the Higher Council 

of Urbanism (Khalaf & Kongstad, 1973), (see Table 4). 

Market wise, with the market mechanism regulating land uses, the prices of lands 

increased stimulating the opportunity for developers to profit from land property prices 

(Fig. 11). According to Guillaume Boudisseau2, the sector has a prestigious real estate 

market profile, and the highest land prices in Beirut, calculated by Built Up Area 

(meter/air). For example, the development of the same unit size in Sector 35 and 

Downtown is similar based on the following formula:  

ñThe price of Land + The price of construction + The profitò 

In Jall el baher: 6000$+1500$+2500$    =     Downtown: 5000$+2500$+2500$ 

The fact that the size of units in Sector 35 (570-700 m2) are triple the average size of a 

Beirut apartment (250m2) explains the concentration of new investments on high-rise 

luxury constructions in the area, which increases its susceptibility to change with time. 

                                                 
1 Alaily Matar, 2010. 
2 Conversation in class with Guillaume Boudisseau, Director of Research and Consultancy, RAMCO, 

18/03/2014. 
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Table 4: Zone 5 building regulations and building exceptions 
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Fig. 11: High prices of existing and undergoing high-rise apartments 

 

3. Character and connectivity appraisal 

This section presents a general study on Sector 35 land use, townscape and traffic 

analysis, as well as a strategic investigation on issues of identity, legibility and 

permeability in provision of allocating a strategic intervention site. 

a. Land uses, user groups and character zones 

Land uses in Sector 35 are divided into: Governmental, institutional, residential, 

commercial, and parking areas. Residential buildings are heavily located in the low-flat 

area and the hill zone and distributed along Bliss Street, the institutional are concentrated 

at the eastern entrance of the sector, while there is a lack in commercial functions. The 

main target groups are the sector residents (high-rises and mid-rises inhabitants), the 
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institutional groups (AUB and IC students and teachers), and the tourists (corniche users), 

which all connect to the low-flat area (Fig.12 &13). 

 

Fig. 12: Land use distribution 

 

Figure 13: User groups meeting in the intervention site 
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b. Ground floor land uses, spatial practices and frontages 

The mapping of ground floor uses and spatial practices shows a lack in retail and 

commercial functions, where Riviera is the only existing hotel in the neighborhood. The 

frontages analysis adds a huge lack of activities on the coastal line and lower frontages of 

the intervention site (Fig. 14, 15 &16). 

 

 

Figure 14:Ground floor land uses 
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Figure 15: Socio-spatial practices  

 

Fig. 16: Frontages analysis 
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c. Legibility, building heights and conditions 

The legibility analysis is based on the overlapping of building heights, visual 

corridors and topography, with the allocation of existing landmarks and nodes.  

It shows a lack in townscape elements and nodesô visual representation. These 

weaknesses offer a potential opportunity to reshape these elements, by organizing 

intersections which allows people for a better spatial reading and strengthens their mental 

image and their sense of place (Fig. 17).  

The overlap of building heights and building conditions results a potential to 

remove low bad-conditioned buildings mostly located in the intervention site (Fig. 18 

&19). 

 

Figure 17: Legibility study  
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Figure 18: Building heights  

 

Figure 19: Building conditions 
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d. Streets hierarchy and characters 

Mobility in Sector 35 is investigated in relation to vehicular/pedestrian conflict, and 

streets hierarchy. Most roads are of a vehicular use; there is mainly the coastal line that 

comprises high traffic lanes at peak hours including public transportation and Bliss street 

which connects the sector to its surrounding neighborhoods. On the level of urban 

connectors, pedestrian passages and staircases are disconnected or blocked, which weakens 

the use of streets network and discourages walkability (Fig. 20 &21).  

 

 

Figure 20: Streets hierarchy  



31 

 

 

Figure 21: Streets charactersô map  

 

e. Open space networks 

Open spaces are sites of public gathering and socio-cultural interaction and 

expression, in the case of Sector 35 they are privatized lands in majority unplanned or left 

behind (Fig. 22, 23 &24); they are divided into: 

¶ Corniche and maritime: the corniche forms a blend between a public strip open to 

public use sanctioned by the law and private appropriations of the waterfront 

invading the sea front restricting physical access and limiting the experience of the 

public space. 
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¶ Residual spaces: they are deteriorated areas left unplanned in between existing old 

and new fabrics. 

¶ Semi-public spaces: they are lands privately owned by the government which 

includes a sport field or parking lots. 

¶ Landscapes: they are divided into spontaneous and managed green spaces in the 

form of let overs. The rest are managed landscapes used for institutional purposes. 

(see Fig. 25). 

 

Figure 22: Open space typologies 

 

Figure 23: Public and private spaces 
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Figure 24:Spatial distribution per ownership 

 

 

 

Figure 25: Landscape management 
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C. Diagnosis and strategic plan 

1. Synthesis: constraints and opportunities 

A synthesis on constraints and potentials generates a better understanding of what 

limits future interventions and translates opportunities into design tools. 

Constraints are divided into physical/visual barriers like tall buildings and tight 

street enclosures, and security measures in the form of military and institutional functions 

(Fig. 26 &27). Physical and visual potentials are in the form of existing vacant lands, 

nodes, and visual corridors that overlap with street grid and topography. On the level of 

functions, institutions are important attractive points and crowd generators to be of use in 

the design phase (Fig. 28). 

 

Fig. 26: Constraints in sections, perspectives and sea front elevation 
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Figure 27: Security measures 

 

 

Fig. 28: Rendered potentials 
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2. Action area and vision 

The design concept aims to regulate future massing, control the townscape, the 

urban form, the building envelope and private developments. The design envisions a 

counter proposal to the free-standing scenario manifested in the hill zone, by proposing a 

perimeter block approach that promotes a master plan of mixed use development founded 

on rational land distribution strategy and workable development program. The design aims 

to re-integrate the community and revive social connectivity and walkability, maximize 

open spaces, and insure a better quality of living (Fig. 29). 

 

Figure 29: Conceptual masterplan framework 




















































































































































































