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ABSTRACT 

OF THE THESIS OF 

 

Reine Fawaz Chedid  for  Master of Urban Planning and Policy 

      Major: Urban Planning and Policy 

 

 

Title: Landlordism in Hamra: Studying Urban Dynamics Through the Lens of Beirut’s 

Housing Rental Market  

 

This thesis explores how the changing pattern of property ownership among 

landlords in the neighborhood of Hamra (Beirut, Lebanon) influences conditions of 

urban inhabitance and, in turn, urban transformation. Hamra is known for its large 

number of tenants as well as being home to a diverse group of residents, including 

students, university professors, elderly individuals, refugees, and migrant 

workers. To investigate Hamra's transformation, this research adopted the 

framework of landlordism, a relational approach to studying housing rental markets 

as the product of landlord-tenant relation (Hochstenbach 2023; Shiffer-Sebba 2020). 

Those relations are understood in the context of a wider interplay of economic, legal, 

and social determinants that impact who has access to the neighborhood and under 

what conditions. The research further located these patterns in relation to 

neighborhood life cycles, particularly the changing patterns of landlords’ profiles. 

The findings revealed that landlords have significant effects on the neighborhood, 

which, in the absence of a concerted neighborhood strategy or public policy, 

effectively explains the unfolding transformations of Hamra, which appear to be 

pulled in several directions—all while likely explaining, at least partially, what has 

been described as the “neighborhood decline” evidenced in the dilapidation of its 

building conditions and public infrastructure. 

  

Methodologically, the thesis developed a case-study approach that explored 

landlord-tenants' relations by investigating the profiles of landlords and tenants, the 

types of relations set in place through landlordism, and their impacts on changing the 

neighborhood profile and living conditions. The study mostly relied on quantitative 

methods based on data collection conducted in the summer and spring of 2023. 

Fieldwork included a survey of all 687 buildings in Hamra, followed by a statistically 

representative sample of interviews with tenants (244 surveys using the "City of 

Tenants" platform (a Beirut Urban Lab map-based knowledge platform) and the 

analysis of all available property records for the area (530). In addition, the analysis 

relied on several existing datasets at the Beirut Urban Lab, previously published 

research, archives, and online resources. 

  

By studying "landlordism" in Hamra, the thesis findings provide valuable insights 

about the influence of urban rental markets on conditions of urban inhabitance and, 

more generally, urban transformations which, in turn, contribute to efforts aimed at 

achieving housing justice. Indeed, the thesis findings can inform activists and 

decision-makers about the realities faced by tenants and landlords, helping them 
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develop more effective responses to housing issues. This research also informs 

policymakers about the impacts of existing policies and modes of interventions that 

can promote fair and sustainable housing practices, benefiting both tenants and 

landlords in urban contexts. 

  

The thesis is part of a larger project exploring housing justice in Beirut (Lebanon) at 

the Beirut Urban Lab. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Strolling along the streets of Hamra, one is struck by the discontinuities in the 

neighborhood’s built fabric. This contrast is not a celebration of diversity; it is a 

reflection of the inequalities that are happening in the neighborhood. Here, you find 

abandoned heritage buildings biding their time for investment, dilapidated structures 

housing refugees in bad conditions, upscale developments forming enclaves for the 

elite, and vacant large-scale buildings reminiscent of Hamra's glory. 

This conflicting spatial condition translates into diverging perceptions of Hamra 

among the neighborhood’s residents and visitors. Some view Hamra as a site of 

gentrification, where changes in demographics and infrastructure reflect economic 

shifts. Others see it as the vibrant heart of Beirut, a place teeming with cultural and 

social life. Still others view it as a makeshift refuge for displaced populations. These 

diverging perspectives underscore the overlapping forces that shape Hamra's ongoing 

transformations and the complex realities shaping its past, present, and future. 

Since the 1970s, Hamra has been recognized for a relatively high percentage of 

tenants among its residents, as well as the diversity of the resident groups who inhabit it 

(Relief Center and UN-Habitat Lebanon 2020). Today, these residents include students, 

university professors, elderly individuals, refugees, and migrant workers with varying 

periods of tenure and conditions of inhabitance (City of Tenants Platform 2020). The 

diversity of tenant groups and the divergence of their trajectories make the rental market 
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an important entry point to study the determinants of Hamra’s unfolding 

transformations. 

This is what this thesis sets out to do, specifically by relying on the concept of 

landlordism to approach housing and neighborhood transformations. More specifically, 

the thesis aims to study how 'landlordism'—understood a as a complex interplay of 

economic, legal, and social relations—is a determinant of neighborhood transformation 

by impacting who has access to the neighborhood and under what conditions, and by 

connecting the neighborhood life cycles with the changing patterns of landlords’ 

profiles.  

 

1.1. Theoretical Framework: Rental Markets and Neighborhood Change  

Neighborhoods serve as the foundational units of urban and suburban life, 

shaping the experiences and opportunities available to residents (Quercia and Galster 

2000). Understanding the mechanisms and drivers of neighborhood transformation 

offers insights into various social, economic, and environmental phenomena (Murray 

2021, Mallach 2008). While many studies of neighborhood transformation rely on 

census-driven data and other quantitative indicators, the dynamics of social 

relationships that shape urban change are often neglected (Schwirian 1981).  Little 

research has focused on “relational networks” and how interactions among community 

members shape urban transformations. One way in which this bias can be corrected is 

through the lens of rental markets where “landlord-tenant” relations provide a valuable 

entry point to further our understanding of urban dynamics. Indeed, by examining how 

rental markets evolve in specific neighborhoods, researchers can gain insights into how 

neighborhoods change through: patterns of residential mobility (Desmond 2012; Rosen 
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2014), housing affordability (Desmond and Wilmers 2019), and the distribution of 

rental housing options. Such factors, in turn, inform our understanding of housing 

inequalities, displacement, segregation, poverty, crime, eviction, discrimination, 

exploitation, vacancy, and other issues associated with neighborhood change.   

Despite the importance of rental markets in securing housing for the urban 

majorities, the academic literature paid comparatively less attention to rent as a 

modality of housing acquisition during the first decades of the new millennium (Gilbert 

2008), likely due to the “market enablement paradigm” that has dominated housing 

policy since the early 1990s (World Bank 1994) by centering homeownership as the 

policy approach. However, the decline in housing affordability and the subsequent 

reduction in opportunities for owning a home, have sparked a renewed focus on rent 

(Hochstenbach 2023; Shiffer-Sebba 2020; Decker 2023; Rosen et al. 2021). Studies that 

have looked at housing rental markets have typically chosen to focus on one group of 

users (either landlords or tenants). Most studies have approached tenants as a vulnerable 

group, looking for example at rent affordability (e.g., percentage of income that goes on 

rent) (Desmond and Wilmers 2019; Fields et al. 2016) and tenants’ living conditions 

and rights (Desmond et al. 2015; Weinstein 2020). Studies of rental markets have also 

looked at housing discrimination (Rosen 2014; Thorat et al. 2015) and eviction 

(Desmond 2016; Gomory 2022; Arku et al. 2011). Undoubtedly, placing a significant 

focus on tenants is imperative for grasping the challenges and needs of those who 

occupy rental properties. This focus however misses another group of actors in the 

rental market, landlords, sometimes also referred to as the “supply side" of housing.   

In recent years, landlords’ practices and the effects of landlords’ choices on 

housing rental markets has received an albeit modest attention. Researchers have 
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investigated the diversity of landlords' profiles, looking at how these differences 

influence property management practices and tenants' access to housing (Shiffer-Sebba 

2020). Moreover, scholars have scrutinized how landlords' decisions regarding property 

management directly affect the maintenance and overall condition of properties (Travis 

2019). Finally, by bringing landlords and tenants together, or studying “landlordism”, 

scholars have also revived a relational, class-based approach to the study of housing 

market that approaches landlords and tenants by scrutinizing the arrangements that tie 

them together and exploring how such arrangements, in turn, may affect neighborhoods 

(Hochstenbach 2023; Gomory 2022; Kupka et al. 2021). The latter approach is key in 

allowing the study of rental markets to shed light on patterns of neighborhood change.   

What is landlordism? “Landlordism” refers to a process “through which 

individuals or entities become landlords by granting others the privilege of inhabiting 

residential spaces over a certain period in exchange for benefiting from an increase in 

their capital” (Allen and McDowell 1989 p.50). Rather than studying one group of 

market actors or another, landlordism locates the landlord/tenant relation at the center of 

its attention. This framework of analysis allows research to further locate the 

landlord/tenant relation within a social, economic, and legal context that influence the 

dynamics between, on the one hand, property owners known as the “landlords”, and, on 

the other hand, home seekers or “tenants” (Shiffer-Sebba 2020, Kumar 2001). 

Moreover, rather than isolated relationships, legal, social and economic relations form 

an intricate web of reciprocal influences. For example, economic considerations, 

encompassing property values and market conditions, influence the legal frameworks 

that regulate landlord-tenant relationships. Simultaneously, legal structures, delineating 

rights, and responsibilities, impact economic practices and shape the social dynamics 
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within communities. Conversely, social factors, such as community expectations and 

broader societal norms, reciprocally affect both economic and legal dimensions.   

A “relational approach” to the study of housing rental markets builds on a 

classic Marxist literature that locates the landlords/tenant's relation within a wider class-

based understanding of urban transformations.  It has enabled scholars, for example, to 

study the role of landlords as “gatekeepers” of specific neighborhoods (Shiffer-Seba 

2020). Others have also described landlords as influencing neighborhood change by 

analyzing how eviction practices impact the populations of targeted neighborhoods. For 

instance, Rosen (2014) examines how the actions of private landlords (what she called 

organized entities) contribute to the “marginalization” of neighborhoods. This study has 

contended that landlord strategies serve as a mechanism in exacerbating poverty 

concentration within neighborhoods, a phenomenon she terms "reverse selection” 

(Rosen 2014). This proposition implies that landlords, not tenants, hold considerable 

power in choosing both the residents and their locations within neighborhoods, thereby 

perpetuating socio-economic inequalities. In addition, Desmond and Gomory (2023), 

argue that landlords’ rental management practices, including tenant screening, frequent 

eviction filings, and neglecting property maintenance lead to the “concentration” of 

crime in specific properties and neighborhoods. Similarly, Kupka et al. (2021) found 

that the actions of landlords play a significant role in the “creation” and “perpetuation” 

of underprivileged neighborhoods. This is exemplified through the concept of the 

"poverty business" involves renting subpar housing at inflated prices, paid for with 

housing subsidies, and thereby exploiting the housing needs of marginalized social 

groups.   
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This research aims to study how 'landlordism,' as a complex interplay of 

economic, legal, and social relations, is a determinant of neighborhood transformation 

by impacting who has access to the neighborhood, under what conditions, and how 

neighborhood life cycles are affected by the changing patterns of landlords’ profiles." 

The research is specifically interested in extending the application of this framework to 

municipal Beirut (Lebanon) where the power of landlords is bolstered by weak city 

authorities, a quasi-vacant regulatory framework, and a high level of informality 

governing landlord/tenants’ relations.  

The findings reveal that landlordism has significant effects on the neighborhood 

of Hamra, which, in the absence of a concerted neighborhood strategy or public policy, 

effectively provides an explanation for the unfolding transformations of Hamra. 

Landlordism seems to pull the neighborhood in different directions—growth, decline, 

and stabilization—and thus explains, at least partially, what has been described as the 

“neighborhood decline” evidenced in the dilapidation of its building conditions and 

public infrastructure.  

 

1.2 Thesis Scope: Landlordism in Hamra 

This thesis studies neighborhood transformation through an in-depth 

investigation of the changing conditions “landlordism;” in Hamra, an area of Beirut 

known to include a sizable percentage of private rental housing at least since the 1950s 

(Khalaf 1973). This neighborhood was chosen as a case study since Hamra is 

recognized with its high percentage of tenants, as well as a neighborhood with a 

relatively diverse group of residents (Relief Center and UN-Habitat Lebanon, 2020) 

including students, university professors, elderly individuals, refugees, and migrant 
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workers (City of Tenants Platform, 2020). The fact that this neighborhood houses a 

wide variety of tenants helped  in explaining the multiple segments of Hamra’s rental 

market, which provides an excellent lens through which to approach the study of 

landlordism’s role in urban transformations. In addition, Hamra has been subject to 

rapid transformation in the past two decades, as will be profiled in Chapter 3, making it 

an adequate case to investigate the effects of landlords in inducing neighborhood 

transformation.   

 

1.3 Research Question and Argument 

The thesis asks: How does landlordism, defined as the social, legal, and 

economic relations that bind specific landlord/tenant pairs, determine the conditions of 

housing acquisition (for whom and how), and consequently the patterns of 

neighborhood change in a city governed by unregulated transactions?  

The thesis shows that in the context of Beirut where public agencies have 

largely retracted from their regulatory roles, landlords are playing a critical role in 

determining urban transformations along the three axes of gentrification, stabilization, 

and neighborhood downturn. As the main “gatekeepers” who decide who comes in and 

who is evicted, landlords are thus playing a central role in urban change and their 

practices go a long way in explaining the conflicting spatial patterns that determine 

Hamra. 
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1.4 Research Significance 

The research conducted under the framework of "landlordism" is a part of the 

broader initiative led by Professor Mona Fawaz's Housing Justice team at the Beirut 

Urban Lab. This thesis intersects with three key research projects: The City of Tenants, 

the BBED (Beirut Built Environment Database), and forced population displacement 

study (BUL). By analyzing patterns of property ownership alongside tenancy security, 

the project aims to enhance the understanding of rental housing markets, especially in 

cities with limited regulations and enforcement, where various vulnerable groups 

struggle to find adequate housing without sufficient public support.  

This research is important for several reasons. First, it sheds light on the 

complex dynamics of landlord-tenant relationships, which are often influenced by 

economic, legal, and social factors. Understanding these dynamics is essential for 

addressing challenges and inequalities within the rental housing market, contributing to 

efforts aimed at housing justice. Second, the research informs activists and decision-

makers about the realities faced by tenants and landlords, helping them develop more 

informed and effective responses to housing issues. By providing insights into response 

venues, the research contributes to the development of policies and interventions that 

promote fair and sustainable housing practices, benefiting both tenants and landlords in 

urban contexts. 
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1.5 Methodology 

To study how landlordism is a determinant of neighborhood change, this thesis 

takes for case study the area of Hamra in Beirut (Lebanon). The research develops a 

case study approach that explores tenants/landlords' relations by investigating the 

profiles of landlords and tenants, the types of relations that are set in place through 

landlordism, and their impacts on changing the neighborhood profile and living 

conditions. To this end, the study relies mostly on quantitative methods of data 

collection based on direct fieldwork such as surveys, mapping, and direct observations. 

It also relies on previously published research and online resources.  

 

 

1.5.1. Data Collection 

The study adopted for the boundaries of the area or neighborhood referred to as 

“Hamra” the limits taken by earlier studies (UN-Habitat 2020) to allow for comparative 

work (Fig 1.1). The initial data collection stage relied on conducting a comprehensive 

survey of the entire research area. The primary goal was to ascertain the nature of 

occupancy for each building. This involved collecting data to determine usage for each 

building, particularly identifying those buildings that are designated for residential 

rental. Understanding the distribution and concentration of rental properties within the 

neighborhood was crucial for subsequent phases of the research.   
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Figure 1.1: Hamra Neighborhood Boundaries (Thesis Research) 

 

The first full survey yielded a count of 687 buildings for the entire neighborhood 

defined as “Hamra” at the time of the survey (Summer and Spring 2023). Of those 

buildings, 443 are residential, the rest are either office or commercial buildings (Fig 

1.2). The bulk of these buildings was developed during the modern expansion of Beirut 

(1940-1975), prior to the outbreak of Lebanon’s civil war in 1975. Thus, among these 

residential buildings, 72% of the residential buildings were built prior to the Civil War, 

11% were constructed during the war period, and 12% were built after the war ended. 

These residential buildings comprise a total of 6,439 residential units. The survey 

further found that 40% (2,588) of these units are tenant-occupied, 26% (1,649) are 

owner-occupied, and 27% (1,719) are unoccupied. In addition, 7% (446) were 

inaccessible during the survey, although the buildings were not fully vacant (Fig 1.2).  
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Figure 1.2: Residential Buildings and Buildings with Rented Units (Thesis Research) 

 

The study also assessed the physical conditions of buildings within the surveyed 

perimeter of “Hamra”. This evaluation aimed to categorize residential buildings based 

on their observable characteristics, leading to a classification in three distinct categories: 

good, average, or badly dilapidated conditions. Buildings described to be in “good 

condition” had well-kept exterior façades, relatively fresh paint, maintained landscapes, 

and intact windows, displaying minimal damage if at all. Those in average condition 

displayed moderate signs or aging like weathered paint or minor cracks, needing some 

maintenance but maintaining functionality. Finally, structures in poor dilapidated 

condition exhibited visible neglect, with peeling paint, broken windows, and noticeable 

deterioration, often lacking maintenance and displaying signs of aging. Some of these 

buildings needed critical repair. 
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1.5.2. Surveying Tenants 

Once the buildings primarily intended for rentals were identified through the 

initial fieldwork, the research employed the "City of Tenants Survey," a survey form 

created by the housing team in the Beirut Urban Lab. This survey was designed to 

gather specific information from tenants residing in Hamra.1 The strategy adopted 

involved targeting one apartment within each of the identified buildings found to 

include housing rentals. By surveying one apartment unit within each buildings, the 

research aimed to obtain insights into the tenant demographics, housing conditions, 

tenure arrangements, satisfaction levels, and potentially other relevant factors pertaining 

to living experiences. Surveying one apartment per building allowed for a diverse yet 

comprehensive representation of the tenant population within the neighborhood. This 

approach sought to capture a broad spectrum of experiences, considering the variability 

that might exist among different rental units and their occupants.  

In total, 244 surveys were conducted with tenants in Hamra, based on one 

apartment in each residential building. The findings of this survey are fleshed out in 

Chapter five that profiles the neighborhood tenants. 

 

1.5.3. Identifying Property Owners: Property Titles and Building Permits 

Understanding the ownership structure of the rental properties in Hamra is 

crucial for a comprehensive analysis of landlordism. To acquire this information, I 

embarked with the help of researchers in the Beirut Urban Lab, on a data collection 

process aimed at identifying and documenting the ownership details of the 

surveyedrental units by buying property titles for buildings and individual apartments. 

 

 
1 Link to “City of Tenants” Platform: https://cityoftenants-aub.hub.arcgis.com/ 
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Given the size and cost of the dataset, and the difficulty of accessing data at a time 

when public agencies’ workers are mostly on strike, it was necessary to employ a 

sampling strategy to effectively gather information without overwhelming resources or 

time. The sampling process involved selecting a subset, or sample, of rental units from 

the larger pool of available apartments for more focused data collection.  

 

 

To obtain a representative sample of the rental stock, the study adopted the 

stratified sampling method, ensuring a robust 99% confidence level with a 5% margin 

of error. Considering a population of 2,588 residential units, the resultant sample 

comprises 530 units. These units form the subset used to examine the owners of these 

apartments. This sample is stratified based on two variables—the building’s 

construction year and the distribution of the units across the whole neighborhood. The 

choice of construction years as a variable is rooted in an acknowledgment of the civil 

war (1976-1990) as a pivotal moment in the neighborhood's transformation when 

numerous property transfers and population swaps occurred. Consequently, this 

research adapted the below timeline to reflect distinct periods: Pre-civil war (pre-1920-

1975), civil war (1976-1990), and post-civil war (1991-Present) (Table 1.1). 

Accordingly, property titles were obtained for those 530 units to know the 

information needed for the ownership structures discussed in the other sections. In 

addition, due to issues in buying property titles of buildings that have conflicts, the 

research was also based on going to the archives of the municipality to get the needed 

During Civil War After CivilWar After 2004 Total

Pre-1920 1920-1943 1944-1975 1976-1990 1991-2004 post 2004 Total

7 44 279 82 23 95 530

Pre Civil War 

Table 1.1: Stratified Sampling (Thesis Research) 
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information. The municipality often maintains records, documents, or historical data 

related to properties within its authority. By accessing these archives, we aimed to 

retrieve the necessary information regarding property ownership, titles, historical 

records, or any relevant documentation that could shed light on the ownership structures 

of the identified units.  

 

1.5.4. Data Analysis 

The thesis methodology then consists of confronting the data about landlords 

and tenants in order to derive an analysis of the effects of landlords on the 

neighborhood transformation. The thesis begins therefore by profiling landlords and 

tenants to identify profiles that affectively reflect the patterns of neighborhood 

transformation. The task started from a thorough review of the literature to identify 

factors pointed out by the literature. It also confronted these factors with direct 

grounded observations of the landlord-tenant conditions in Hamra. The findings are 

highlighted in Chapter 4. The final step consisted of studying relationally landlords and 

tenants by combining pairs of landlords/tenants and comparing profiles and conditions 

of tenancy, and ultimately “types” of rental markets (e.g., formal/informal, 

secure/insecure) to derive the influence of landlordism on neighborhood transformation. 

These findings and the detailed methodology are available in the Chapter 6.   

 

 

1.6. Thesis Outline 

The thesis is divided in six chapter. Following the introduction in this chapter, 

the next chapter fleshes out the literature on current research about rental markets, 

focusing mostly on landlordism. Chapter 3 outlines the case study, introducing 
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thoroughly the neighborhood of Hamra, the case study of this thesis. Chapters 4 and 5 

profiles respectively landlords and tenants. Chapter 6 brings the analysis together. The 

concluding chapter makes recommendations about studying neighborhood 

transformation.  

  



 

 

 

 

26 

CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

This chapter covers the literature that frames the research of this thesis. The 

chapter begins by surveying the literature that has studied landlords. It then moves to 

explain the concept of landlordism and to articulate the importance of locating this 

study within a context of heightened informality. The last section relates landlordism to 

the study of urban transformations.   

 

2.1.Studying Landlords 

2.1.1. Landlord Types and Logics 

By definition, landlords are individuals who let a home and/or apartment or room 

they own to another person in exchange of a payment in the form of cash or otherwise. 

The key to landlords’ power is their hold over property, a power that locates them in what 

Gilderbloom (1989) has described as a “privileged position”. Property rights establish the 

individuals or entities with the legal authority to access and use a specific asset, and they 

define the conditions under which the asset can be transferred (e.g., giving, trading, 

selling, and bequeathing) (McCrone and Elliott 1989).    

Despite this common definition, landlords do not constitute a homogeneous 

group. Indeed, in any market, profiled landlords display multiple backgrounds, 

motivations, and practices (Shiffer-Sebba 2020). Understanding the range of differences 

among landlords is crucial for gaining a comprehensive understanding of the private 

rental housing market. Scholars have approached the study of landlords by looking at 

their individual profiles, the way they hold property, and the size of their holdings. Studies 

have also added additional indicators shown to influence landlords’ behavior, including 
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the investment objectives, local proximity to tenants, the motivation behind property 

acquisition, and more. This section fleshes out the attributes used to study landlords. They 

will be applied to the case study in Chapter 4.   

The most common way in which the housing literature has classified and studied 

landlords is the size of their property portfolio that was found to significantly influence 

their interactions with tenants and market practices. For example, through studying 

landlords in the US, Gilderbloom (1985) classified landlords into three groups (Large, 

Small and Amateurs) based on their property portfolios: "Large-scale Professionals" own 

over 100 units, "Small-scale Professionals" hold 5-100 units, and "Amateurs" possessing 

less than 5 units. Using a similar criterion to study landlord in the US, Decker (2023) 

distinguished between "Professional" and "Mom-and-Pop" landlords, revealing 

differences in rental strategies between the two groups. The study found that professional 

landlords, those with larger portfolios, are more likely to resort to eviction for rent non-

payment, whereas Mom-and-Pop landlords, with smaller holdings, employ stricter tenant 

selection methods but are more lenient with evictions.    

Apart from property size, scholars emphasize landlords' "investment object" as 

crucial in understanding their behaviors towards tenants. Kumar (2001) categorizes 

landlords based on their motivation to engage in rental housing production. Therefore, he 

classified three groups of landlords ranging from subsistence to petty-capitalist landlords. 

On one end of this spectrum, the creation of rental housing involves converting use-values 

into exchange-values and is called subsistence landlordism. On the opposite end, the 

production of rental housing is specifically geared towards generating exchange values, 

to increase and perpetuate capital value through landed property, known as petty-

capitalist landlordism. In between these two extremes on the low-income rental housing 
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production spectrum, there exists a category where the production of rental housing is not 

driven by subsistence needs nor the desire to expand capital value, which is termed petty-

bourgeois landlordism.    

Another criterion to the study of landlords is geographical proximity. Studying 

rental patterns in the Dutch context, Hochstenbach (2023) expanded the classification of 

landlords based on the size of their property holdings by adding geographical location 

and investment location. Hochstenbach (2023) argues that this relationship operates in at 

least two directions. Initially, when landlords invest in buy-to-let properties, it signifies 

the capital's deployment in specific destinations. Subsequently, the flow of rent from 

tenant to landlord establishes an ongoing movement of capital across various spaces. 

Accordingly, Hochstenbach (2023) argued that the movement of landlord capital, 

involving property investments and rent collection, appears highly fluid but remains 

strongly connected to specific and fixed regional geographies. Hence, landlord choices 

are not only guided by financial considerations but are also shaped by the specific 

geographical settings at local and regional levels (Hochstenbach 2023).    

Moreover, Hochstenbach's (2023) found the size of holding to matter 

considerably in the analysis, and the study therefore classified landlords in two groups: 

"Large-scale landlords'' and "Small-scale landlords." His study emphasized that the 

geographical distribution of landlords, or "landlord geographies," varies among these 

distinct landlord categories and the portfolios they oversee. The research indicated that 

most private landlords tended to own properties in the geographical vicinity of their own 

residences. This tendency is clear among small-scale landlords, but it is also evident 

among larger-scale landlords.    
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Scholars also differentiated between landlords based on their pathways to 

property ownership. Shiffer-Sebba (2020) identified "deliberate landlords" as landlords 

who had acquired property intentionally as investments and "circumstantial landlords" as 

those who came into possession through inheritance. The study noted a potential shift 

from circumstantial to deliberate landlords and highlighted differences in the number of 

rental units owned by members of each of these two groups. Categorization of landlords 

based on certain characteristics or behaviors is a way to simplify and understand their 

actions and decisions within the realm of property management and leasing. However, it 

is crucial to recognize that while categorizations can provide a framework for analysis, 

they do not fully elucidate why landlords within the same category may exhibit different 

behaviors in the same market (Shiffer-Sebba 2020).    

To answer these questions Shiffer-Sebba (2020) delved into “landlord logics” that 

affect landlords' behavior as an additional way of studying landlords. The study identified 

“profit seeking” as one of landlords’ logics that plays a key role in determining tenant 

housing access by imposing fees, addressing maintenance, and initiating evictions. 

However, landlords often approach these decisions with varying perspectives. “Social 

Closeness” was also identified as another logic. In conducting the study, Shiffer-Sebba 

drew parallels to Guseva and Rona-Tas's (2001) notion of "embedded trust," which can 

stem from established economic connections or preexisting networks (2020, p.1023). 

This perspective suggests that the dynamics of social closeness can influence landlords 

to act in manners that extend beyond mere considerations of profit margins. As an 

example, a landlord residing in the same building as their tenants experiences a different 

dynamic compared to absentee landlords. The physical proximity fosters direct 

interactions and closer relationships between landlords and tenants. Living in the same 
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building encourages more frequent communication and interaction, leading to a better 

understanding of each other's needs and concerns (Shiffer-Sebba 2020). This closeness 

often results in a more personal and hands-on approach to property management.    

Shiffer-Sebba (2020) also argued that the “Meaning of a Property” evokes 

different emotions and meanings for the two groups of landlords and tenants. The concept 

of a "home" can hold diverse emotional meanings for both landlords and tenants in a 

rented property. For tenants, the rented property often serves as their primary living space 

and, therefore, holds significant emotional and personal value. They might see it as their 

sanctuary, a place where they build their lives, create memories, and establish a sense of 

belonging (Shiffer-Sebba 2020). However, for landlords, while they may have financial 

investments or practical attachments to the property, the emotional connection might not 

be as deeply rooted as it is for tenants. Understanding these contrasting emotional 

associations is crucial in navigating the landlord-tenant relationship (Shiffer-Sebba 

2020).   

In sum, scholars have found multiple factors about landlords’ profiles and 

holdings that influence their behavior, particularly their relation to tenants. To understand 

better this relation, I now turn to landlordism as a framework that studies landlords 

relationally with tenants.  

 

 

2.1.2. Landlordism 

 Studying landlords entails more than a relation between an individual and the 

property they hold, since the key explanation for their power is how they include or 

exclude tenants.  Here, a relational view of property may help explain the framework of 

study. For Blomley (2019), property needs to be understood in relation to the 
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"ownership model", the way in which western liberal ideology consolidated property 

rights under a single identifiable owner recognized through a formal property title, and 

located in relation to a clearly delineated land parcel (Blomley 2019). Through this lens, 

property can be approached as a clearly delineated space with distinct boundaries 

between the owner (who can be a public or private actor) and the broader community 

(Blomley 2019). In this view, while state interventions might exist to prevent harm to 

others, they are often considered secondary to safeguarding the core rights of the owner 

(Blomley 2019).   

The view of property rights allows for a relational reading between landlords 

and tenants: the two parties establish a relation which is premised on the entitlement of 

the former (who holds property) to conditionally allow the latter (the tenant) to access a 

space they can make home. This relationship forms the basis on which the concept of 

“landlordism” has been coined to analyze housing markets and, more broadly, approach 

neighborhood change by studying the role of landlords as gatekeepers (Georgousis et al. 

2023). Landlordism refers to a process “through which individuals or entities become 

landlords by granting others the privilege of inhabiting residential spaces over a certain 

period in exchange for benefiting from an increase in their capital” (Allen and 

McDowell 1989 p.50). Landlordism represents a complex interplay of economic, legal, 

and social relations, collectively shaping the dynamics between property owners as 

“landlords” and home seeker as “tenants” (Shiffer-Sebba 2020, Kumar 1996). Within 

this intricate web of relations, each facet (economic, social, and legal) holds a reciprocal 

relationship with the others. Economic considerations, encompassing property values 

and market conditions, influence the legal frameworks that regulate landlord-tenant 

relationships. Simultaneously, legal structures, delineating rights, and responsibilities, 
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impact economic practices and shape the social dynamics within communities. 

Conversely, social factors, such as community expectations and broader societal norms, 

reciprocally affect both economic and legal dimensions.    

Economic relations in landlordism are naturally the framework in which a 

fundamental financial exchange occurs wherein landlords, as property owners, aim to 

generate revenue through renting out or allowing the temporary and conditional use of 

their properties. This investment is centered on the expectation of receiving rent 

payments from tenants (Allen and McDowell 1989). Allen and McDowell (1989) argue 

that the social dimension of landlordism is equally crucial. The social dimension 

revolves around the "hire relation" and the character of leased property as a "home". 

Tenants acquire usage rights through rent without ownership, while landlords, beyond 

offering a commodity, provide homes, influencing how they perceive and value their 

property. These distinct perspectives heavily shape their behavior in the rental market, 

forming the core of the social dynamic between landlords and tenants.    

Taken from a relational standpoint, the ownership of multiple properties 

establishes two interrelated social classes, "rentiers" and "renters", and these two classes 

are intrinsically connected through practices involving accumulation and extraction 

(Harvey 1974). Kumar (1996) further argues that rental housing is regarded as a 

commodity, where renting involves a complex interplay between “use-values”, associated 

with the consumption of housing by tenants for their needs, and “exchange-values”, 

controlled by landlords through the collection of rent. Kumar argues that this relationship 

can be viewed as a parallel to the Marxist processes of “production and consumption,” 

whereby landlords act as the “producers'' of the housing stock, while tenants constitute 
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the “consumers” (1996). Similarly, a more recent study by Hochstenbach (2023) further 

adapts the terminology of “landlordism,” defined as a dynamic relationship between two 

distinct classes: a privileged group of rentiers who derive rents from another class of 

renters.    

At the core of this relational interaction lie unequal power dynamics. In advanced 

economies, inequities between landlords and tenants are regulated and bounded through 

legal frameworks that traditionally safeguarded tenants' rights, providing them with some 

levels of protection against landlords exploiting their financial vulnerability. Thus, 

landlordism does not simply respond to landlords maximizing profits or tenants seeking 

affordable housing. Rather, the relationship is subjected to the legal framework in which 

it unfolds, and it becomes a nuanced negotiation where interests and rights intersect 

(Allen and McDowell 1989). However, recent decades have witnessed the erosion of such 

protections, with tenants increasingly subjected to unfavorable rental conditions 

(Desmond 2015, Madden and Marcuse 2016). Thus, the penetration of rental markets by 

investors following the 2008 market crash ushered an era of lower protection followed 

by the deregulation of rent in many national contexts.  

Moreover, the effectiveness of legal protections within the landlord-tenant 

dynamic is highly dependent on the legal enforcement of rules. In cities where informal 

contractual agreements prevail, or in sections of the city where law enforcement is weak, 

tenants encounter more significant hurdles in accessing and benefiting from legal 

safeguards intended to protect their rights within the rental housing market (Fawaz 2017). 

In such contexts, precarity is particularly exacerbated for individuals already vulnerable 

to prevailing injustices such as refugees or women headed households. As such, 

understanding landlordism through a complex interplay of economic, legal, and social 
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relations allows us to locate the landlord/tenant relation within a larger context of 

inequalities that shape generally the city and affect neighborhood transformations.    

 

2.1.3 Landlord Practices 

Ownership provides landlords with considerable authority, allowing them to make 

critical decisions that impact both their properties and tenants. However, those privileges 

are not without limitation. Landlordism does not simply respond to landlords maximizing 

profits or tenants seeking affordable housing. Rather, the relationship is subjected to the 

legal framework in which it unfolds, and it becomes a nuanced negotiation where interests 

and rights intersect (Allen and McDowell 1989). In this context, it is important to consider 

(a) how the legal framework balances between landlords and tenants’ rights and, (b) the 

extent to which a legal framework effectively regulates the tenants/ landlords’ 

relationship as opposed to other norms or practices.  

Most of the literature has built on cases from advanced economies. As a result, 

these studies looked at how regulations might set specific guidelines regarding rental 

agreements, tenant rights, property maintenance, and eviction processes (Haffner et al. 

2008). Landlords here typically operate within a more formalized legal framework, which 

can limit certain actions and decisions. For instance, eviction processes might be more 

regulated, requiring specific justifications and procedural steps, thereby restricting 

landlords' absolute authority in such matters (Haffner et al. 2008).  

Conversely, in the “Global South,” regulatory frameworks might be less stringent 

or inadequately enforced due to several factors like governance issues, informal 
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economies, or weak legal infrastructure (Gilbert 2006)2. Landlords in these regions might 

have comparatively more leeway in their practices. Limited regulation can provide 

landlords with greater discretion over rent increases, property maintenance, or evictions. 

This situation can potentially lead to exploitative practices, wherein tenants have fewer 

protections and landlords enjoy more unilateral decision-making power (Gilbert 2006). 

This section will briefly flesh out the elements of landlords’ privileges. These are 

choosing rental prices, deciding who can rent, deciding who goes where, and deciding 

who gets evicted.  

Landlords determine the cost of renting a unit based on several factors such as 

market demand, property features, location, and other considerations (Desmond and 

Wilmers 2019). These decisions are exercised within the framework of public regulations 

in countries where such regulations exist and are enforced. Still, the privilege landlords 

command to define the rent leaves a substantial authority in their hands, which often 

translates into potentially exploitative practices vis-à-vis tenants. For example, Desmond 

and Wilmer’s (2019) study in the US argues that landlords employ two distinct 

approaches to define profit margins, balancing between the long-term security of a steady 

income and the riskier opportunity afforded by renting to potentially defaulting, low-

income tenants. Their study indicates that in "non-poor neighborhoods", landlords 

typically opt for a long-term investment strategy, aiming to maximize profits over time, 

considering factors like property maintenance. They therefore settle for a low rent if they 

secure a “good” client. Conversely, landlords in “poor neighborhoods'' adopt a short-term 

extractive investment strategy, leading them to seek higher rents to secure an immediate 

 

 
2  The use of “Global South” doesn’t mean to indicate that all of the countries in it are the same. It is a 

distinction that the majority have a framework that is less stringent than others. 
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profit (Desmond and Wilmers 2019). There are only a few studies of such practices in 

cities of the South. However, scattered research has revealed much lower transparency in 

information, poor public and legal regulations, and considerably higher landlords’ power 

(Fawaz 2009).  

In addition, landlords have the right to choose whom they rent their property to. 

Datta and Pathania (2016) conducted a study in Delhi and found that Muslim individuals 

faced disadvantages when seeking to rent one-bedroom houses. These discriminations are 

not only in the global south, Rosen et al. (2021) in their study in four areas in the US 

(Baltimore, Cleveland, Dallas, and Washington) on landlords and property managers state 

that landlords rely on different criteria to choose their tenants. They can assess tenants 

based on credit history, references, income levels, and other factors to ensure that the 

tenant is suitable for them (Turner et al. 2002, Fischer and Massey 2004).   

Rosen et al. (2021) further argue that “Professional Landlords” use objective 

assessment methods such as screening algorithms based on credit reports, criminal 

history, residential history, and other factors (e.g., vouchers) to choose their tenants. 

Versus “Small-scale Landlords” who often rely on subjective assessments like first 

impressions, informal home visits, and their gut feelings. However, all these screening 

approaches are influenced by gender, race, and class, impacting residential outcomes and 

hence these screening processes may lead to racial segregation and discrimination (Rosen 

et al. 2021). The legal framework plays a key role here. In the United States, for example, 

where the Affordable Housing Act prevents discrimination, landlords cannot –at least on 

paper- exercise racist or other discriminatory choices. Yet, there is ample evidence that 

such practices abound. Elsewhere, as in Beirut and other cities of the South, the lack of 
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protections strengthens the power of landlords in choosing, unless they are socially 

accountable.  

In addition, Massey, and Denton (1993) argue that landlords possess the authority 

to determine the placement of their tenants within their property portfolio. This 

encompasses selecting specific units, floors, or sections within a building or complex. 

Accordingly, Rosen (2014) in a study done on landlords in Baltimore in the US argues 

that it is the landlords, rather than the tenants, who choose where the tenants will live. 

Rosen (2014) contends that landlords frequently employ strategies of spatial separation 

when dealing with low-income renters. This involves landlords intentionally assigning 

low-income tenants to neighborhoods or properties while reserving more desirable 

housing options for tenants with higher incomes.  

Furthermore, landlords have the legal authority to decide whether to evict a tenant 

in certain situations. This could be due to non-payment of rent, violation of lease terms, 

or other legitimate reasons as per the applicable laws and lease agreements (Hartman and 

Robinson 2003, Desmond 2016). In other words, they have the discretion to show 

patience or not, alert the police or not, and often do it based on social relations and/or 

how they perceive the tenant, increasing discriminatory practices.   

 

2.2. Landlordism and Neighborhood Change  

The relationship of landlordism to neighborhood change has only received 

indirect and scant attention. In seeking to study neighborhood transformation, Mallach 

(2016) argued that this multifaceted phenomenon is influenced by a variety of 

interconnected factors, including population movement, property upkeep, vacancy rates, 

crime levels, and socioeconomic conditions such as poverty. Such practices have all been 

connected as factors of neighborhood transformation, and sometimes studied in relation 
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to the influence of landlords’ practices and their impact, without necessarily connecting 

these two dimensions together to explain neighborhood transformations. Further 

exploration into the factors influencing neighborhood change reveals that landlords 

significantly contribute to or influence these factors.  

The dynamics of neighborhood transformation are linked to the characteristics of 

its inhabitants (Weissbourd et al. 2009). Accordingly, Weissbourd et al. (2009) argue that 

the types of people a neighborhood retains and attracts can provide insight into the 

neighborhood's transformation. They add that modifications in the socio-demographic 

profile of neighborhoods result from residential mobility. Weissbourd et al. (2009) state 

that for this shift to happen the new population should possess distinct characteristics 

from their predecessors. However, this shift affects the neighborhood and its population. 

Desmond (2012) argues that higher levels of residential movement are linked to various 

consequences, such as increased rates of adolescent aggression, health hazards, 

psychological challenges, and a decline in community connections.   

Ultimately, the role of landlords in neighborhood dynamics is pivotal, as they 

possess the power to evict tenants, thereby shaping the patterns of residential mobility 

within a community. This authority to remove tenants from their properties positions 

landlords as key actors in this dynamic (Desmond 2012). Desmond (2012) argues that 

eviction is a significant factor driving residential mobility, especially within poor 

neighborhoods. Evictions often act as a force propelling individuals and families to seek 

new housing and relocate within or even outside the neighborhood. This displacement 

can impact the demographic and social fabric of the community (Weissbourd et al. 2009). 

In addition, Rosen (2014) further argues that landlords, not the tenants, holds considerable 
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power in choosing both the residents and their locations within neighborhoods. Hence, 

affecting population mobility and thereby perpetuating socio-economic inequalities.   

Mallach (2016) further argues that property maintenance plays a fundamental role 

in influencing neighborhood change. The upkeep and condition of properties within a 

neighborhood have a direct impact on its overall appearance, desirability, and socio-

economic dynamics. Well-maintained properties contribute positively to neighborhood 

aesthetics and appeal and potentially increases property values and attracts potential 

residents or investors. Conversely, neglected or poorly maintained properties can have 

detrimental effects on a neighborhood. Abandoned buildings or visible signs of disrepair 

can lower the area's aesthetic value, decrease property values, and potentially prevent 

future buyers or renters (Mallach 2016).  

Moreover, Solomon and Vandell (1982) argue that landlords being the ones 

responsible for the maintenance of properties, significantly impact neighborhood change. 

Landlords who prioritize regular upkeep, timely repairs, and renovations contribute 

positively to the overall ambiance of the neighborhood. Their proactive approach to 

property maintenance can help uphold property values and foster a sense of community 

among residents. Conversely, landlords who neglect property maintenance or fail to 

address issues promptly can have adverse effects on the neighborhood. Such neglect can 

diminish the quality of life for residents, impacting their sense of safety and satisfaction 

with the community (Solomon and Vandell 1982).   

Mallach (2016) asserts that vacant properties, especially visibly abandoned ones, 

are acknowledged as a significant factor contributing to the deterioration of 

neighborhoods. While various negative impacts of vacant properties on communities 

exist, research best establishes their influence on neighborhood property values and their 
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correlation with increased crime rates. In addition, Desmond, and Gomory (2023) argue 

that landlords examine how certain rental management practices, including tenant 

screening, frequent eviction filings, and neglecting property maintenance, lead to the 

concentration of crime in specific properties. Demonstrating that landlords' economic 

tactics shape urban crime patterns, this research sheds light on the shortcomings of 

market-based approaches to managing places. Negligent property management can be a 

profitable strategy in disadvantaged, racially segregated areas with limited rental options 

for tenants. This suggests that the development of crime-prone areas is not just individual 

misconduct but may be incentivized by the structural conditions of the rental market.   

Moreover, according to Kupka et al. (2021), the actions of landlords, play a 

significant role in the “creation” and “perpetuation” of underprivileged neighborhoods. 

The study delves into the mechanisms through which communities deteriorate due to 

illicit activities conducted by specific organized entities (landlords). Those entities rent: 

excessively priced, low-quality housing, funded by housing benefits, thereby exploiting 

the housing needs of marginalized social groups. Accordingly, landlords affect several 

factors that shape neighborhood change and by that play a pivotal role in neighborhood 

trajectories.   

In sum, by bringing together the different elements of neighborhood change and 

how they are affected by landlordism, it is possible to study the impacts of landlords on 

neighborhood change. This is what the thesis will turn to in the next chapters.   
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CHAPTER 3 

CASE-STUDY PROFILE 
 

This chapter provides details the historical trajectory of Hamra. The chapter is 

divided in three sections. Section 1 goes over the role of Hamra in Ras Beirut. Section 2 

recounts the history of Hamra since the 1920s and to-date. The narrative seeks to shed 

light on key aspects of the neighborhood’s transformation, particularly demographic 

shifts (population), changes in ownership patterns, and building activities as they have 

unfolded in the context of national events. Section 2 of the chapter provides a snapshot 

of Hamra, through an analysis of building activities, demolitions, redevelopment, and 

renovations.   

 

3.1. Hamra in Municipal Beirut 

Geographically, Hamra occupies a strategic location in the western part of 

Beirut, situated near the shores of the Mediterranean Sea. Its boundaries are delineated 

by Ras Beirut to the north, Ain El Mreisseh to the west, and Sanayeh to the east, as per 

the UN-Habitat and Relief Center in 2020. Spanning from the prestigious American 

University of Beirut (AUB) to the Lebanese American University (LAU) along its 

north-south axis, Hamra covers an area of approximately one square kilometer. 

Hamra boasts a storied past as a prominent education and student hub dating 

back to the 1860s. This reputation is deeply intertwined with the presence of the 

renowned American University of Beirut (AUB), an esteemed institution in the region 

(further discussed in the subsequent section). The proximity of AUB's campus to Hamra 

has cultivated a vibrant environment that attracts students, academics, and intellectuals 
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alike (Boudisseau 2013). Consequently, Hamra has become synonymous with academic 

endeavors, cultural interactions, and intellectual dialogues within Ras Beirut (Musallam 

2020). The establishment of the Syrian Protestant College (now AUB) played a pivotal 

role in the city's expansion beyond its confines, leading to the urbanization of Ras 

Beirut. This development transformed Ras Beirut into a bustling urban nucleus that 

would later merge seamlessly with the city center. Notably, during this period, 

municipal authorities embarked on the construction of a thoroughfare linking the city to 

Ras Beirut, a project championed by the college through contributions of unused stone 

materials and a parcel of land at the southern fringe of its campus (Ibrahim, 2020). 

Moreover, Ras Beirut underwent a parallel urban metamorphosis alongside AUB. 

Streets were meticulously laid out either parallel or perpendicular to the university's 

walls, forming a grid that included notable thoroughfares like Abdulaziz, Jeanne d’Arc, 

Sadat, and Hamra Streets (Ibrahim, 2020). This cosmopolitan district boasts a rich 

legacy, characterized by pre-civil war coffeehouses that served as hubs for progressive 

nationalists and trailblazing poets from diverse Arab nations (Sawalha, 2010). 

Another defining aspect of Hamra is its stature as a bustling commercial hub, 

particularly flourishing during the 1950s. Boudisseau (2013) notes the concentration of 

various commercial enterprises such as shops, eateries, and hotels in this area, elevating 

Hamra as a nucleus for economic activities and trade. Its evolution during the 1950s 

earned Hamra the moniker "the new quarter," embodying an American-inspired lifestyle 

replete with a fusion of recreational and business ventures, accentuated by international 

architectural styles (Ibrahim, 2020). This transformation positioned Hamra as a leisure 

destination featuring cinemas, cafes, bookstores, hotels, and beaches, attracting 

residents and visitors alike from the neighboring regions (Abunnasr, 2013). 
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In the 1970s, Hamra held the status of being Beirut's peninsula and served as the 

commercial and cultural epicenter of the city before the ravages of war. However, the 

aftermath of the civil conflict ushered in a significant shift in Hamra's identity and 

essence. The subsequent section will delve deeper into Hamra's historical trajectory, 

providing a snapshot of its present-day persona. 

 

3.2. Hamra, The Historical Narrative 

It is possible to divide Hamra’s historical development into five phases. Each of 

these is fleshed out below (Based on Khalaf 1973 and Boudisseau 2013). 

 

Figure 3.1: Hamra 1919 (Khalaf 1973) 
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3.1.1. Hamra's Transition from Agricultural Land to Urbanization (1920-1940) 

Hamra’s first urbanization began as a residential area featuring a limited number 

of villas and vast lands designated for cultivation (Khalaf 1973). In its early days, the 

area was distinguished by its gardens and groves, featuring the prevalent presence of 

traditional "flat farmhouses" (Khalaf 1973). These agricultural lands of Hamra were 

owned by a handful of “Sunni families” (e.g., Itani, Nsouli), “Druze Families” (e.g., 

Rawdah, Talhouk), as well as several native Christian Greek “Orthodox” families” (e.g., 

Sourati, Tarazi) whose presence dates even earlier than the 15th Century (Khalaf 1973).  

 

 
Figure 3.2: Hamra 1920-1930 (Khalaf 1973) 

 

 

When the Syrian Protestant College (SPC, AUB today) first opened in the late 

19th Century, its faculty initiated the construction of suburban residences characterized 

by two or three floors and tiled roofs. This led to a sense of exclusion among some locals 

from the cultural life of Ras Beirut, while others embraced this shift, with some embracing 

Protestantism to gain admission to the SPC (Kongstad and Khalaf 1973).  



 

 

 

 

45 

In 1930, the SPC underwent secularization, evolving into the American 

University of Beirut (AUB). Simultaneously, a professional middle class set itself up in 

the University’s vicinity. Consequently, the area saw a surge in population density, 

particularly near AUB. Khalaf (1973) contends that following this transition, new 

families moved into the area, such as Khawli, Dumit, Makdissi, Haddad, and others. 

These families were either Protestants or had converted to Protestantism under the 

influence of the university. Despite their small numbers, they constituted a socially 

significant group that would impact the region's character for at least the next five decades 

 

 

 
Figure 3.3: Image of Syrian Protestant College (SPC) (Retrieved from: 

https://refugeehosts.org/2018/07/23/historical-photos-of-hamra-beirut/) 
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Figure 3.4: Image of a view of Neighborhood view with Bliss Street and the American 

University of Beirut. (Retrieved from: https://refugeehosts.org/2018/07/23/historical-

photos-of-hamra-beirut/) 

 

 

3.1.2 Hamra’s Growth 

 
Figure 3.5: Hamra 1945 (Khalaf 1973) 
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The area densified to become a well-recognized neighborhood with 

unprecedented building growth in the 1950s. By then, although many sections were still 

designated for farming, the surge in building activity marked a distinctive change in the 

community's landscape. The sociologist Samir Khalaf argues that this growth responded 

to the occupation of Palestine, and the ethnic cleansing of many middle-class educated 

Palestinian families who relocated to the area and encouraged the development of a 

modern housing stock that responded to the aspirations of this population (Khalaf 1973). 

Khalaf (1973) further recounts that much of this growth was funded by the 

influx of oil money from the then-booming Arab Gulf that financed this development 

and of Palestinian capital. After the establishment of Cinema Hamra in the late 1950s, 

the neighborhood appeared on Lebanon’s social map. Along with the increase in 

theaters, there was an increase in sidewalk cafes, or what was then called the café 

trottoirs (e.g., Wimpy, Café De Paris, Negresco) (Boudisseau 2013). This cultural and 

architectural evolution marked a transformative phase for Hamra, solidifying its 

position as a vibrant and dynamic hub in Beirut and Lebanon.   

Simultaneously with Hamra's burgeoning development, regional political 

transformations such as the regime change in Iraq in 1958 and the union of Syria and 

Egypt from 1958 to 1961 prompted an influx of intellectuals from these nations to 

Lebanon (Boudisseau 2013). The Cafés of Hamra Street became the meeting place, as 

did Bliss Street near AUB where an intellectual environment was conducive to the 

exchange of ideas. Consequently, Hamra swiftly turned into the sought-after destination 

in Beirut, drawing visitors from Lebanon, the Arab world, and beyond (Boudisseau 

2013). The building boom continued, with the first 3-4 story buildings occupied by 

residents of the area and rented to students, intellectuals, and tourists drawn to the area.   
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Boudisseau (2013) further argues that during the early 1950s, Ras Beirut needed 

a new urban environment that could effectively incorporate Lebanon into the developing 

regional and global economic framework. The city’s historical center was unsuitable, 

given its outdated layout and urban structure. It was physically saturated and unable to 

accommodate all the businesses seeking to set up spaces in Lebanon (Boudisseau 2013). 

Consequently, the Hamra district, with its modern layout and large empty lots, attracted 

many developments that found it suitable for the construction of modern office buildings 

that would accommodate foreign companies working with Gulf countries (Boudisseau 

2013).  

The growth of trade and office facilities in Hamra was symbolically exemplified 

by two distinct buildings, Esseilly and Arida, named after their owners, who achieved 

success in the textile industry (Boudisseau 2013). Boudisseau argues that in 1947, the 

Esseilly family constructed a residential building at the crossroads of Hamra and Abdel 

Aziz streets. Even before its completion, the American oil company "Tapline" 

approached the owners to rent the building for setting up its headquarters. As a result, the 

originally planned residential units were repurposed into office spaces (Boudisseau 

2013). The image below illustrates Esseilly's building, which has managed to endure in 

Hamra and continues to lease offices.  
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Figure 3.6: Image of a Asseily’s building 1950’s (Boudisseau 2013) vs 2023 (Thesis 

Research) 

 

 

In addition, at that time Manuel Arida built an office building near the Esseilly 

building. Apart from being the site for the first cinema hall in Hamra, this building 

would serve as the hub for many local and international companies associated with oil 

exploration (Boudisseau 2013). The image below illustrates Arida’s building, which is 

now vacant.   

These early Lebanese investors were followed by a plethora of Arab investors 

who developed multi-story residential and commercial buildings in Hamra. As such, the 

property records show Saudi, Kuwaiti, and Emirati names along with Jordanian and a 

few Syrian developers. Many of the developments included offices and short-term 

residential development but it is also possible to locate several developments that take 

the form of multi-story residential buildings owned by a single foreign individual in line 

with other Lebanese families investing in the area at the time.   
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Figure 3.7: Image of a Arida’s building 1950’s (Boudisseau 2013) vs 2023 (Thesis 

Research) 

 

 

It is important to note that oil companies in Hamra are not coincidental. 

According to Dodge's research, dating back to the 1930s, these companies were notably 

generous to the American University of Beirut, justifying their aid to ensure a high 

standard of education for their future employees. The area saw extraordinary and rapid 

growth, completing a full cycle of urbanization within a span of 20 years—from a 

garden farming community into a densely populated and trendy commercial and 

cultural center (Khalaf 1973).  

Hamra's undergoing a transformation into a commercial hub, the shift from 

residential to commercial purposes led to increased real estate activities, resulting in 

growing land pressures and a surge in land prices (Boudisseau 2013). This period of land 

speculation proved advantageous for the well-established property-holding families of 

Ras Beirut, including the Bassoui, Chehab, Itani, and Rebeiz families, who accumulated 

substantial wealth through these transactions (Boudisseau 2013).  
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Hence, 3-4 story residential apartment buildings started disappearing from the 

landscape of Hamra, giving way to office spaces as property owners converted their 

holdings into business spaces, sometimes even repurposing their gardens for commercial 

use (Boudisseau 2013). Accordingly, commercial activities took precedence, claiming all 

ground floors, while the first floors were dedicated to offices and workshops. Only the 

uppermost floors kept their residential character. Despite this prevailing shift towards 

commercialization, a few pockets of residential areas managed to endure.  

 

 
Figure 3.8: Hamra 1967 (Khalaf 1973) 

 

 

During the 1960s, Hamra was known for the diversity of its social fabric, 

encompassing individuals from various religious and geographical backgrounds 

(Boudisseau 2013). The community counted notably members of a diversity of religious 

groups including Muslim Sunnis, Orthodox Christians, Muslim Shi'ites, and Christian 

Maronite. Aside from Lebanese nationals, the neighborhood also counted a substantial 
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number of refugee communities who were assimilated into the city’s life (Boudisseau 

2013). Boudisseau notes that residents hailed from diverse origins, ranging from those 

with ancient urban roots, such as Aleppo’s Christian Catholics, individuals from 

Alexandria, Protestant Palestinians, Armenians, Sunnis, and Orthodox from the Levant 

to Arab foreigners such as the Beyhum family (2013).   

Hamra’s population at that time encompassed individuals from the longstanding 

rentier families in Ras Beirut, those engaged in liberal professions, middle and senior 

management roles, as well as traders (Boudisseau 2013). In addition, a notable presence 

of foreigners, including students, representatives from oil and industrial companies, 

commercial employees catering to European companies, diplomatic personnel, and 

journalists, contributed to the community (Boudisseau 2013). A large part of the residents 

were former students at the AUB, and this affluent demographic was markedly influenced 

by Anglo-Saxon culture and ideology, displaying significant purchasing power.   

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.9: Hamra 1960 (Boudisseau 2013). 
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Therefore, by the 1970s, Hamra was widely recognized as Beirut's economic 

hub, featuring over 14 new office buildings and commercial centers. The neighborhood 

was home to students, professors, and other middle-class workers who contributed to 

the thriving office and commercial services sector. Resulting in what Khalaf called 

“indigenous and floating population,” where the "indigenous population," stands for a 

stable and long-established community that had lived in the area for over 15 years, and 

the "floating population," consists of individuals who temporarily occupied flats 

monthly (1973). According to Khalaf's findings from the same study, the 

neighborhood’s residential during that period had shifted to favor tenancy, with over 

60% of the population in Hamra being tenants at that time.  

 

3.1.3. Civil War (1975-1990) 

 

 
 

Figure 3.10: Hamra 1975 (Retrieved from: 

https://www.dailysabah.com/business/economy/rise-and-fall-once-lebanons-glamor-

center-hamra-street-goes-dark) 
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The onset of the Lebanese Civil War in 1975 abruptly disrupted the activities in 

Hamra. Hospitality venues began experiencing a decline in Lebanon, and by 1976, only 

a handful of resilient Beirutis were observed in the area (Boudisseau 2013). Hamra faced 

a significant exodus of its population, coupled with the loss of its economic functions. 

The streets became frequent battlegrounds for militias, cafes witnessed assassinations, 

and theaters and cinemas endured bombings. By 1983, displaced families sought refuge 

in vacant apartments, occupying them for the next decade (Boudisseau 2013).  

  As a result, Hamra underwent significant changes during the fifteen years of war. 

Acts of harassment and kidnapping prompted the exodus of Christian traders towards the 

eastern part of the capital or, more drastically, abroad, leading to the denominational 

homogenization of traders (Boudisseau 2013). With these abrupt departures, traders often 

sold their businesses or terminated rental contracts, making way for new traders from the 

city center and other parts of the city. The void left by departing traders was filled by 

newcomers, including former employees or merchants from the city center (Boudisseau 

2013). 
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Figure 3.11: Hamra 1978 (Boudisseau 2013) 

 

           
 

Figure 3.12: Hamra 1978 (Boudisseau 2013) 
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In 1984, the district experienced an influx of refugees from South Lebanon 

escaping the violence of the Israeli occupation in that region. During political unrest and 

militia control over the area, these internally displaced refugees took advantage of the 

situation and occupied vacant apartments, offices, hotel rooms, and furnished apartments 

with the support of the militias that now governed the neighborhood (Boudisseau 2013). 

The occupation of hotels such as Napoli, Atlas, Triumph, Plaza, Strand, and office 

buildings like Broadway, Piccadilly, Eldorado, Strand, Marignan, and Al-Hamra by this 

marginalized population contributed to the physical deterioration of the neighborhood's 

structures, which were often left unmaintained, altering the neighborhood's perception 

from a thriving business district (Boudisseau 2013).  

From 1975 to 1990, the Hamra district and its primary street underwent a process 

of commercial "popularization," marked by the emergence of street vendors in the area. 

Throughout this period, there were no initiatives for beautification, renovation, or 

rehabilitation. The standard of goods diminished, and the Hamra Merchants' Association 

ceased its operations, resulting in a swift decline in the urban environment (Boudisseau 

2013). As a result, Hamra became marginalized, falling behind the investment trends 

observed in other districts of Beirut. This led to the development of new commercial 

activities such as snacks, fruit juice businesses, affordable clothing stores, and currency 

exchange offices due to the devaluation of the national currency (Boudisseau 2013).   
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Figure 3.13: Hamra 1990 (Boudisseau 2013) 
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3.1.4. After the Civil War 

By the end of the 1990s, Hamra maintained the highest concentration of hotels in 

Ras Beirut and stood as a nationally and regionally significant medical center. This 

district, characterized by its university and religious institutions, continued to be a focal 

point for exchange, and meetings, and a central traffic hub. The distinctive and diverse 

commercial offerings, enriched by historical elements, played a crucial role, and set 

Hamra apart from other central areas in Beirut that emerged during the war (Boudisseau 

2013).   

While the scars of war were gradually receding, the urban landscape bore the 

imprint of deteriorated building facades and abandoned structures. Signs of a changing 

tide and renewal were evident, with renovated buildings, rehabilitated shops, and the 

proliferation of international franchises accentuating existing contrasts and inequalities 

(Boudisseau 2013). Nevertheless, the district was starting to adapt to new global 

economic systems by re-attracting Arab and Western investments, particularly in 

commercial, hotel, and financial activities. This resurgence was facilitated by Hamra's 

strong representation on the local, national, and regional scales.   

In addition, Hamra district defines its features, including its multifunctional role, 

commercial diversity, and standing as the city's primary commerce hub. These 

characteristics coexisted with the tendency for certain streets to maintain (sometimes 

historical) specialization in specific commercial activities, reminiscent of the city center. 

While some parts of the neighborhood underwent phases of decline and devaluation (such 

as Jeanne d'Arc, Souraty, Sidani, and Eddé streets), others experienced renewed vitality 

(such as Hamra, Makdissi, Abdel Aziz, and Bliss streets). This uniqueness enabled the 

district to attract a diverse clientele.   
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  Boudisseau contends that Hamra aimed to establish itself as Beirut's central 

economic hub. Due to the extensive construction activities in the downtown area, Hamra 

rose as the predominant financial center in the city, hosting 80% of Beirut's banks, either 

at their headquarters or with branches (2013). Consequently, by 1999, despite the 

existence of a few residential apartment buildings owned by families such as Zakharia 

and Shuhaibar, the primary structures in the neighborhood were offices. The available 

building space increasingly catered to commercial and service activities. Older apartment 

buildings were being demolished to create space for office projects or parking lots, while 

new residential construction was infrequent.  

The transition from residential to commercial use in Hamra has been underway 

since the 1960s. While not entirely disappearing, residential buildings have become 

concentrated in secondary streets and spaces between main commercial thoroughfares, 

such as Makdissi, Sidani, Eddé, Baalbek, Sadat streets, and Suraty (Boudisseau 2013). 

Despite shifts in the socio-professional composition of the current population, Hamra has 

retained a noteworthy confessional diversity over the years, standing out in a Beirut 

deeply affected by the civil war (Boudisseau 2013).  

In July 1992, after the civil war ended, a liberalized framework to regulate rental 

contracts was passed. The framework liberalized all new rents, signed post-1992, 

allowing for extremely limited protection for tenants. Conversely, and in the face of high 

mobilization and protests, the legislators adopted protection for pre-1992 rents through 

Law Rent Acts No. 159 and 160, commonly referred to as the "old rents" law, were 

enacted. This legislation imposed a freeze on all rental agreements made before July 

1992. It is crucial to understand that rent control in Lebanon is not a new concept; it is a 

continuation of similar regulatory systems dating back to 1939. This measure was a 
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response to street upheaval and the organized efforts of tenants. Half of Hamra's residents 

were tenants who benefited from the 1992 new rental law exception, maintaining 

protected rental contracts. Three decades later, many of these tenants still pay lower-than-

market rent, but they conversely live in largely dilapidated buildings neglected by 

frustrated property owners. A few tenants managed to purchase the property they had 

rented at discounted prices. Others also agreed to leave in exchange of compensation.   

The "Ministry of Displaced" established to resolve the consequences of civil war 

population displacements also intervened to evict squatters in exchange for 

compensation. The Ministry for the Displaced was created to deal with the issue of war-

displaced persons and a Central Fund for the Displaced was founded to finance projects 

of return. Various government ministries have agreed to participate in the restoration of 

infrastructure in regions where people are returning. Some squatters were able to convert 

their illegal residency into tenancy by negotiating with landlords (the majority left).  

 

3.1.5. New Construction Law (2004-2010) 

In 2004, a new construction/building law was introduced, significantly impacting 

the neighborhood. The effects of building redevelopment became pronounced as the new 

law, which increased exploitation opportunities, allowed developments originally limited 

to six floors or fewer to potentially double the number of floors. Notably, building 

redevelopment became one of the few conditions under which tenants protected by 

existing rent control measures could be evicted. Consequently, Hamra witnessed rapid 

real estate redevelopment. Land prices and rents spiked. This added pressure on the area 

and generated widespread housing insecurity. As long-term tenants began to experience 

the threat of a looming eviction, many old property owners were lured by the possibility 
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of major profit and began to partner with developers in order to redevelop their property 

(Khechen 2018).   

   The building boom during this period was residential. By then, it was evident that 

Lebanon’s real-estate sector was mostly developing and selling residential units 

(Khechen 2018).   The buildings in Hamra targeted a specific, higher-end demographic. 

They also developed new building typologies that had massive impacts on street life. 

Their interface at the street level was mostly in fences, rather than stores, and automated 

gates that set them apart from the neighborhood. In addition, they went higher, generating 

shade on surrounding public spaces. Those that had decorative greenery were keen to set 

it apart from the street. As a result, they produced a new, punctured urban fabric, with 

development units or blocks clearly severed from their surroundings (Murray 2021).  

The flow of capital in Hamra helped revive the neighborhood's image. This shift 

was facilitated by the transformation of the city center (Downtown Beirut) into a security 

zone as in 2006, allowing Hamra to witness albeit a short-lived revival of economic and 

social life (Relief Center and UN-Habitat Lebanon, 2020).3 Restaurants opened their 

doors on several secondary and main streets, several buildings were redeveloped into 

student dorms, some in lavish designs, and cafés bustling with students spread across the 

area.  Conversely, building activities attracted to the neighborhood a large population of 

workers who often lived in construction sites or nearby dilapidated buildings. Most came 

from Syria, as was traditionally the case in Lebanon’s construction activities.  

 

 

 

 
3 There were major protests following Hariri’s assassination, and the 2008 war in Beirut also accelerated 

the process. 



 

 

 

 

62 

3.1.6. Refugee Crisis, Beirut Blast, and Financial Meltdown  

The onset of the Syrian war in 2011 had profound consequences, compelling over 

four million people to seek refuge outside Syria. According to the UNHCR (2024), 

Lebanon continues to host the world's highest number of refugees per capita and per 

square kilometer, with the government estimating 1.5 million Syrian refugees. In Beirut, 

refugees often joined relatives who had been present in Lebanon as menial migrant 

workers. Hamra, which already counted a large number of construction and delivery 

workers, found their families. These refugees have occupied existing dilapidated 

buildings, many of which had been abandoned since the civil war (Daadouch 2023).   

In 2020, Lebanon experienced a devastating combination of crises, including the 

Beirut Blast on August 4. The explosion resulted in widespread destruction, claiming over 

200 lives, injuring thousands, and displacing numerous residents. The incident aggravated 

existing economic challenges, intensifying public anger against the government's 

perceived negligence and corruption. In addition, the financial meltdown led to a sharp 

devaluation of the Lebanese pound, causing immense hardship for the population. The 

government's inability to address these economic woes fueled widespread discontent, 

triggering protests, and further eroding public trust. These twin crises, the Beirut Blast, 

and the Financial Meltdown, placed Lebanon in a precarious situation, with severe 

economic, social, and political implications.  

The lack of housing regulations and tenant’s protection with this added layer of 

crisis and currency devaluation have reflected in a crisis in the rental market and an 

increases tension between landlords and tenants (Public Works 2024). In Hamra, tenants 

with income in Lebanese pounds were under the threat of eviction because it is impossible 
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to find a suitable apartment with their income. In addition, these events have incentive 

more landlords to shift more into oral rental agreements. 

 

3.2. Hamra, Today 

This section gives a general overview of all the demolitions, constructions, and 

renovations that took place at the level of the whole neighborhood (since 2005) 

  

3.2.1. Demolitions and New Constructions 

The ongoing transformation of Hamra involves the destruction of older buildings, 

making way for modern high-rise residential buildings backed by significant investments. 

The triggering moment behind this transformation can be traced back to the 

implementation of the 2004 Building Law. It can be seen from the graph how the 

demolition permits peaked after 2004 (Fig. 3.15).  

 

 

Figure 3.14: Hamra demolition map since 2005 (BBED) 
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Figure 3.15: Hamra demolition permits graph since 2005 (BBED) 

  

Demolitions during this period not only eliminated a layer of modern architectural 

heritage in the neighborhood but also displaced long-term residents who had been part of 

the community for decades. Instead, new developments have radically changed the 

landscape of Hamra. First, their design affects significantly street life, as their interface 

with the street level is typically characterized by fences and automated gates rather than 

storefronts. Additionally, the new buildings extend vertically, casting shadows on nearby 

public spaces and streets. Those with ornamental greenery often make efforts to separate 

it from the street. Finally, most newly developed buildings are for sale, bringing a 

population with financial means well above those of the residents’ population. Many of 

the apartments also remain uninhabited, which reduces shopping at the street level and 

hurts the neighborhood’s local economy. The map below is an overlap of what replaced 

the buildings that were demolished and shows the empty lots that remained 

undeveloped.  Accordingly, the demolished buildings were substituted with new high-

rise residential buildings available for purchase. Based on the permit number 89 building 

were constructed during this period. 
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Figure 3.16: Hamra construction and demolition permits Map since 2005 (BBED and 

Thesis Research) 

  

 

        
Figure 3.17: Hamra construction and demolition permits graph since 2005 (BBED and 

Thesis Research) 

 

 
3.2.2. Renovations 

Conversely, the list of filed building permits indicates that 115 renovation permits 

were filed in Hamra since 1996, with a noticeable peak between 2001-2006. The graphs 

correspond with the emergence of rental companies, explain a trend that began post-2000, 

with a notable increase in buildings renovated for rentals from that period onward. 

Therefore, the map's importance lies in its capacity to illustrate the renovated buildings, 
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emphasizing that a sizable portion has been repurposed, especially for rental and hotel 

purposes. It effectively depicts the trend that emerged after 2000, wherein investors 

increasingly engaged in renovating buildings for rental purposes specifically in 2002. 

 

 

 Figure 3.18: Hamra renovation permits map since 2005 (BBED and Thesis Research) 

 

 

 
Figure 3.19: Hamra renovation permits graph since 2005 (BBED and Thesis Research) 

 

In addition, the below map showcases the building that have been renovated for 

solely rental (35 buildings). 
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Figure 3.20: Hamra Renovated Buildings for rental 2005 (BBED and Thesis Research) 

 

3.3. Conclusion 

Aside from several building booms and busts, Hamra’s rental market counts 

today multiple populations that cohabitate in a neighborhood of high diversity. This 

market includes several populations of tenants that will be profiled in Chapter 4. The 

next chapter profiles the changes in property holding, focusing particularly on the 

profiles of landlords.  
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CHAPTER 4 

PROPERTY HOLDERS 
 

 

This chapter investigates the evolving patterns of property holding in Hamra, 

focusing specifically on the area’s residential fabric. By uncovering the patterns of 

ownership, the chapter seeks to locate landlords within a wider analysis of ownership 

patterns that looks at the concentration of property holdings, the profile of property 

owners, and the transfer of landholdings over the past decades. The analysis provides a 

comprehensive picture of the landscape of landlords in Hamra, shedding light on their 

varied backgrounds and the diversity of strategies they employ to engage in property 

management and rental activities.    

This chapter is divided into two main parts. The first part investigates the overall 

pattern of landholding of the residential stock in the neighborhood.  The second part of 

the chapter examines landlords' profiles within the broader ownership context. This 

section reveals the diverse backgrounds and approaches used by various owners involved 

in property management and renting.  

 

 

4.1. Who Holds the Residential Stock in Hamra? 

This section locates landlords within the larger pool of residential units’ 

property holders in Hamra at the time of the survey, in Spring and Summer 2023. The 

chapter profiles first all residential units’ property holders based on the survey of 443 

property titles purchased in the land registry and 170 ownership deeds collected in 

municipal records. The data points were selected to represent at least one property title 

per residential building (Fig. 4.1). They also include all buildings held in shares as a 
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single property. The analysis of landholdings serves as background for the analysis of 

neighborhood transformation through rent conducted in the thesis.   

 

 

Figure 4.1: Map of All Residential Units in Hamra (Thesis Research) 

 

 

 

4.1.1. Criteria for Profiling Property Holders  

To identify typical owners’ profiles, the thesis methodology began by 

unraveling several attributes that distinguish between property holders. Three main 

attributes were identified: (a) attributes proper to “property holders”, (b) attributes 

proper to the “mode of property holding”, and (c) attributes proper to the building held. 

These attributes were derived on the basis of earlier studies that profiled landlords, as 

shown in the literature review (Chapter 2) (Kumar 1996; Shiffer-Seba 2023; 

Gilderbloom 1985; Decker 2021), as well as my grounded observations in the 
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neighborhood that allowed me to localize these attributes in relation to the specificity of 

Hamra 4.The attributes used to distinguish between forms of ownership are:  

 

4.1.1.1. Mode of Property Holding 

• Form of ownership: Distinguish between owners who hold the whole building 

(typically in the form of an un-subdivided property) versus property holders who own 

one or several individual apartments5. 

• Number of property holders per apartment (this is applicable for both subdivided 

and not subdivided buildings): Classify ownership according to the number of 

individuals who hold a same title in order to prefigure conflict and management 

challenges. 

• Modality of property acquisition: Distinguish across the ways in which property 

holders came to own the property, particularly whether property was inherited or 

purchased, whereby the former involves obtaining ownership through inheritance 

(circumstantial) while the latter entails acquiring property through a market 

transaction, often involving a monetary exchange (deliberate) 6.  

 

 
4 I used the criteria to profile landlords because my interest in studying property ownership is driven by 

the need to articulate a background of neighborhood change in which I locate my study of 

 

 
5 In Lebanon, ownership takes two forms. Either the owners subdivide the building, and each owner holds 

a number of apartments, each of which is represented legally by 2400 shares or the owners don’t 

subdivide the building, in which case the entire building is legally divided in 2400 shares distributed 

among owners in different percentages.  
6 Knowing that a common strategy among Lebanese families is to transfer ownership to children as a 

sales transaction to reduce taxation on inheritance, the study lumped sales between parents and children 

with inheritance.  
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• Year of purchase and duration of property holding: Investigate the date of the 

property transaction and how many years the property has been held by the owner.   

• Turnover among property claimants: Investigate who are the previous property 

holders of the apartments when possible. 

 

4.1.1.2. Property Holders (Owner’s Profile) 

• Type of relationship among holders: In cases of multiplicity of ownership (in 

shares); investigate the type of relationship among shareholders of the same apartment 

or building (e.g., business partners, kinship).  

• Conflict among property holders: Account for the fact that several shareholders 

have severe disagreement that have translated in a lawsuit recorded on the property 

title.  

• Property holder’s roots in the neighborhood: Distinguish first between Lebanese 

nationals and foreigners, and then among Lebanese property holders between local 

voters (registered “Beirutis) and others. For the thesis, “Beirutis” refers to individuals 

who are recorded on the city’s voters’ registry 7 

  

4.1.1.3. Building period of construction and condition  

• Construction period of the building: Classify buildings into period of 

construction.  

 

 
7  While this criterion reflects typically a multi-generational residence in Beirut, it is not an indication of 

city belonging, as many individuals born in Beirut do not vote in the city, owing to Lebanese politics. 

Instead, being a Beirut voter denotes influence on the local context due to belonging to family societies 

who are influential in the area, specific relations with local elected representatives, and other forms of 

local influence.   
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• Building condition: Assess the physical conditions of buildings. This evaluation 

aimed to categorize residential buildings based on their observable characteristics, 

leading to a classification in three distinct categories: good, average, or bad 

conditions.  This assessment sheds light on the maintenance of the building stock by 

owners. 

By crossing these attributes, the study identified three types of property holders' that 

I labeled families, single individual owners, and investors (Table 4.1). Below, I profile 

each of these three profiles. 

 
 

 

Table 4.1: Classification of property holders depending on attributes for the study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1.2. Property Owners  

Based on the classification above, it is possible to identify the distribution of 

property holding. The survey showed that more than half the property owners fall in the 

“families” category, while about a quarter are “investors” and the rest are “owner-

occupants” or “individual owners” (Fig. 4.2).  
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Figure 4.2: Ownership Structure in Hamra Neighborhood (Thesis Research) 

 

• 56 % of the apartments in Hamra are held by “Families”   

• 26% of the apartments in Hamra are held by “Investors”  

• 18 % of the apartments in Hamra are held by “Single Individuals” 

What are the characteristics of each group? In this section, I profile each of these three 

profiles of owners.   

 

• Property Holding Families (Holding 56 % of the residential apartments in 

Hamra)  

 

The predominant group of apartment holders in Hamra are “Families.” . By 

"Families", I refer to members of the same family who own a single (un-subdivided) 

building or apartment in shares. In most cases, 1 to 2 individuals owned together an entire 

building without subdividing the building into individual apartments. Upon their passing, 
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the property is bequeathed to their children, both sons and daughters, and sometimes the 

spouse, in unequal shares that do not refer to specific apartments in the building.8 In many 

cases, some of the shareholders occupy apartments in the building (Fig. 4.3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Example of Ownership Transfer in one the Families (Thesis Research) 

 

Most of those families are Lebanese, but a small percentage of those families are 

Arab nationals who have inherited a building that the father had invested in during the 

period of Hamra’s building boom back in the 1960s (see chapter 3). Examples of Arab 

families include the Kuwaiti “Al Sabah” and the Jordanian “Al Balbisi”.   

As for Lebanese families, they mostly had arrived to the neighborhood several 

decades before the civil war, have ties in Ras Beirut often through AUB, and they have 

kept these assets for decades. Over 80% of these Lebanese families are listed in the Beirut 

 

 
8 Shares are distributed based on the principles of religious inheritance, in most cases, which allocated in 

Muslim sects 1/6 of the share to the (living) wide and the remaining shares among the children, with boys 

receiving double the shares of girls. 
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voters’ registry, indicating their status as "Beirutis" within Lebanon's social context. Most 

of the apartments held by those families are inherited and not purchased. As a result, 

property ownership is passed down through generations. Families like Shatila, Itani, and 

Shihab stand out due to their significant property holdings, surpassing others in the area 

in terms of property assets (Fig. 4.4 and Fig 4.5) 

 

Figure 4.4: Spatial Distribution of Buildings Held by “Families” (Thesis Research) 
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Figure 4.5: Spatial Distribution of Buildings Held by “Large Families” (Thesis  

Research) 

 

Several challenges have arisen among this group of owners as a result of the co-

ownership of a single unit, with the number of co-owners often exceeding three owners 

and reaching it one case as many as 53 individuals, each holding a different number of 

the 2400 shares. To be sure, property co-ownership is rarely a choice. Instead, it results 

from legal constraints in Lebanon as well as the financial circumstances of families that 

render property subdivision expensive because these family members would have to pay 

registration costs for each of the apartments (6% of property value) if they are to 

subdivide properties. There are also sometimes disagreements on the actual value of 

apartments relative to each other that complicate the shift from shares to individual 

ownership. Consequently, these families retain joint ownership of the entire building 

despite the complications that ensue.    

Looking further in how these families organize property management, we find 

that in some cases, families have devised informal agreements among themselves, with 
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everyone (or group of individuals) claiming a hold over one or several apartments, 

without recording the division officially in the land registry. This pattern creates a 

situation where, despite internal agreements within the family, the official documentation 

does not reflect these divisions. Conversely, conflicts among property holders over shares 

is predominant as evidenced by the fact that over half the property titles record lawsuits 

among property holders. In such cases, the conflict emerges because of disagreements 

over who has what rights. Some may disagree on the shares; others may disagree on the 

uses.    

As for the conditions of buildings held by this group, the survey showed most of 

these families don’t renovate their buildings and instead, they leave them in their current 

conditions. This is due to several factors such as financial constraints, disputes between 

owners, and the presence of long-term protected tenants who have not adjusted their rental 

fees. The majority of the stock owned by these families is in an average to bad condition, 

as seen in the below images (Fig.4.6).  
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Figure 4.6: Images of Family Buildings (Thesis Research) 
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• Investors (Holding 26 % of the residential apartments in Hamra)  

 

A second group of owners are investors. These individuals display varying 

profiles and investment strategies. They have typically entered the neighborhood in 

different historical moments and circumstances, but consistently with the purpose of 

investing in property as a long-term asset and a consistent source of revenue. In this 

ownership category, investors own the whole building, which is un-subdivided and they 

either hold it individually or among several partners. The investors are mostly Lebanese, 

but a small fraction (around 5%,) are Arab nationals. All the Lebanese and foreign 

investors entered the market deliberately. Only a few Lebanese investors have inherited 

the buildings.  

Among the investors are individuals who had acquired buildings and/or developed 

new ones during the pre-civil war period, at the time Hamra was positioned as the 

booming center of Lebanon’s economy. At the time, the investments sought to collect 

rent that were seen as an important source of income, in addition to the acquisition of a 

long-term asset in the form of property. A substantial number of the pre-war investors 

were not Lebanese nationals9, and those who kept their property are absentee owners 

since the beginning of the civil war in 1975. Today, these buildings held by these absentee 

owners are dilapidated, and they are either fully vacant or rented in poor conditions to 

workers and/or refugees through intermediaries. It is unclear how involved or aware these 

investors are of this property, and whether any of them secures any benefit.10   

 

 
9 The record shows that the number of buildings held by foreigners has been reduced in the post-civil war 

decade through transactions. In addition, the record doesn’t account for 14 office complexes, some of 

which include hotels and short-term rentals, that are all held by non-Lebanese nationals.  
10 More on these case studies in Layla Daadouch’s recently completed thesis (Jan 2024). 
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Another group of investors acquired the property more recently, over the past two 

decades. These recent investors approach real-estate ownership either for rent or for 

redevelopment. All these individuals are Lebanese, and they are mostly non-voters in 

Beirut. Investors interested in building redevelopment either leave their new property 

vacant or rent it temporarily awaiting opportune moments to undertake a redevelopment 

projects. Others operate as rental companies, managing and leasing out units through 

different management dynamics.   

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.7: Spatial Distribution of Buildings Held by “Investors” (Thesis Research) 
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Figure 4.8: Images of Investor Buildings (Thesis Research) 
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• Single Individuals (Holding 18 % of the residential apartments in Hamra)  

 

Finally, single individuals form the last group of owners of property holders are 

individuals who own one apartment unit in full form, without partnerships, within a 

subdivided building. This form of ownership increased notably with individuals currently 

holding 18% of the total apartments in Hamra. This shift toward individual ownership 

reflects the trend of the post-civil war era when homeownership was widely promoted by 

state agencies and banks. The trend was accelerated by the demolition of old un-

subdivided buildings owned by longstanding "Beiruti Families" that were replaced, 

particularly after 2004, with new developments sold in the form of individual buildings.   

Most individuals in these categories are Lebanese, but the group also counts 

individuals who are Arab Gulf nationals. Most of these individuals bought their property 

after the civil war and have held their apartment for over 10 years. By scrutinizing the 

name of the property holders in relation to the voters’ registration in Beirut, we found that 

over 67% of the new owners are not registered and they are therefore likely to have come 

to the city in later generations and do not benefit from the privileges of local 

representation.  Those individuals have entered the market deliberately, either to live in 

the apartment, or because they regard it as a future asset that they can rent. Some may 

own property elsewhere in Lebanon, but our record shows that they do not own another 

property in Hamra. Very few property holders have inherited their units.  

By looking at the buildings that pre-existed these new developments, the research 

found that the demolished buildings had been owned by long-established Beirut families 

such as Shihab, Itani, and others mentioned in the diagram below (those findings are 

based on the ownership deeds that were collected from the municipality records). This 

transition is possibly motivated by dual purposes. For developers, it’s a means to secure 
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property in Beirut at a relatively affordable price of several apartments they allocate to 

the property owners. As for the property owners, the replacement of their 2-3 floor 

buildings with taller apartment buildings allows them to redistribute property among the 

more numerous generations of inheritors, and possibly to earn income through new rent. 

Both groups are also probably motivated by capital accumulation.   

The conditions of the buildings in which the apartments those owners hold vary 

from average to good. Older buildings are in an average condition while new ones that 

have been redeveloped are in good condition.  

 

 

4.2. Conclusion: Ownership Transformation in Hamra  

The ownership landscape in Hamra is currently experiencing a gradual yet 

significant transformation, spurred by various key factors such as property 

redevelopment, changing investment strategies, and other relevant elements. Particularly 

noteworthy is the visible shift from longstanding Beiruti families, who have historically 

been pivotal in shaping the area's development since the 1940s, to individual ownership.  

This transition is being facilitated by the emergence of investors and newcomers in the 

region. Investors, enticed by the prospects of capital appreciation and lucrative 

development projects, are actively acquiring properties that were once under the 

ownership of these traditional families. This influx of new owners is not only reshaping 

the physical environment of Hamra, marked by the replacement of old structures with 

modern developments but also influencing the demographic composition of the 

neighborhood.  

As families with deep-rooted connections to Hamra gradually decrease in 

prominence, they are being replaced by a more diverse population of residents. This 
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demographic shift reflects the evolving nature of the area, as it transitions from a 

historically familial-centric ownership model. Still, and unlike many case studies, we note 

that the “globalization” of ownership recently documented in the rental literature is not 

in line with Hamra where “global” investors may have been active from the region, 

particularly the Arab Gulf, in the pre-civil war era and no longer are. This no doubt 

reflects the changing position of Beirut in the global economy.  

 

 

4.3. Who are the Landlords in Hamra?  

This section examines landlords' profiles within the broader ownership context: 

to reveal the diverse backgrounds and approaches used by various owners involved in 

property management and renting. This section selects from the above owners' profiles 

the lists of landlords that it scrutinizes further and categorizes depending on their 

“landlords’ profiles”. Landlord profiles are identified on the basis of the literature 

review (Chapter 2) on the grounds of (i) the size of property holding and (ii) the rental 

management strategies. The map below shows all buildings that include apartments 

rented out in Hamra. They constitute the full sample used for my study (Fig.4.9).  
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Figure 4.9: Map of Rented Buildings (Sample of landlords’ profile) (Thesis Research) 

 

Based on the above section (owners’ profile), the literature review (on 

landlordism), the fieldwork conducted in Spring and Summer 2023, and the owners’ 

attributes, I identified three criteria I used to classify and study landlords. These are:   

1. Building Management Style: Whether the management of the rent happens 

through a rental agency or company, an intermediary (e.g., natour (gatekeeper), 

lawyer), or directly by the owner.   

2. Size of the managed stock: Large-scale landlords have more than 10 rented units, 

medium-scale landlords have 3 to 10 rented units, and small-scale landlords have 1 

to 2 rented units.   

3. Proximity of landlords to tenants: Whether the landlord is absentee, lives in the 

neighborhood, or lives in the building.   

Accordingly, it is possible to classify landlords in five groups, as seen in fig. 4.10 below.    
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Figure 4.10: Landlords’ Profiles (Thesis Research) 

 

 

All in all, five profiles of landlords were identified, with family-based landlords 

still holding the largest percentage of the market.  The below shows the concentration of 

those landlords in the market based on the profiles:  

1. Hamra-based family landlords: 41% of all rented apartments  

2. Investors who have extracted themselves from the above families and manage 

their individual stock of individual apartments:  12% of all rented apartments  

3. Rental Companies: 25% of all rented apartments  

4. Individual landlords who rent out 1-2 units: 15% of all rented apartments   

5. Absentee landlords: 7% of all rented apartments  

I briefly describe below each of the groups. They will be further developed 

in the last chapter, when the concept of landlordism is used to tie them to 

specific groups of tenants.   
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• Hamra-based Families (41% out of all the rented stock in Hamra is managed 

by Family landlords) 

Almost half the property holders involved in rentals in Hamra are “Families.” 

This trend traces back to Hamra's history, particularly since the establishment of the 

American University of Beirut (AUB). Families in the area have historically rented out 

units to tenants, with Hamra's rental market accounting for about 60% of the area's 

occupancy in the 1970s.Those families used to live in the building and rent the 

remaining apartments. This long-standing practice reflects the enduring role of families 

as key players in Hamra's rental landscape, a tradition that has persisted over time.   

Today, most families that rent out apartments have entered the rental market 

circumstantially, that is due to property inheritance rather than a deliberate investors’ 

strategy. As noted above, shared property holding generates conflicts that translates 

beyond claims over entitlement to the management of the rented units. These 

management processes need further investigation.  However, the surveys conducted in 

the area show examples of the conflicts and the management processes between the 

property holders. In some cases, one family member manages the rental business and 

the other members collect their share of the profit. In other cases, negotiation happens, 

and each owner rents his attributed share. In many other cases, there is no agreement 

and it has translated into court cases filed between landlords. Such challenges influence 

tenants, as I will show in the last chapter.  In addition, these issues affect building 

maintenance, whereby all buildings are kept unmaintained.  Those landlords are mostly 

medium scale owners (owning 3 to 10 rented units), this can be explained by the fact 

that these landlords have inherited buildings that were developed before the civil war ( 3 

to 6 story). 
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• Investors (12% out of all the rented stock in Hamra is managed by Family 

landlords)  

These investors hold entire buildings. They may have acquired their buildings 

through inheritance or, more often, purchased the property.  The former (inheritance), 

instead of making significant changes or renovations to the buildings, they maintain 

them in their current condition and rent out individual units within them. The latter 

(purchased) in most of the cases maintain and renovate the buildings. However, unlike 

rental companies or larger property management firms, both these investors typically do 

not have dedicated staff for managing the properties. Instead, they take on various roles 

directly and rely on hired workers for menial returns, such as a natour who handles 

tenant inquiries, maintenance requests, and rent collection.  

 

• Rental Companies (25% out of all the rented stock in Hamra is managed by 

Family landlords)  

These companies are large scale landlords that have diverse ownership profiles, 

including families, investors, and others. However, they all employ similar management 

strategies focused on renovating buildings and maintaining them in good condition for 

rental purposes. These companies typically have a dedicated staff and often target 

students as their primary tenants, as I will show in the last chapter. Some of these 

companies own and manage entire buildings that they have renovated, employing a 

professional management team. Others collaborate with families who own the 

buildings, renovating them and implementing a management system where the property 

owners share a portion of the rental revenue with the company (e.g., West House). 

Additionally, some companies take apartments scattered across various building owners 
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and rent them out under the rental company's name (e.g., Cozy Home). These 

companies do not buy the apartment from the owner, they have agreements with the 

owner and act as the landlords.  

 

• Individual landlords who rent out 1-2 units (15% out of all the rented stock in 

Hamra is managed by Family landlords)  

Those landlords are  small-scale Lebanese individual property owners who own one 

apartment that they rent typically directly to the tenants.  Those landlords have 

purchased an apartment as a safe asset and are now renting it for extra income. Unlike 

larger-scale property investors or corporate entities, these individual landlords may have 

acquired or inherited their apartments as an individual, long term investment to keep 

their income safe, and also as an opportunity for supplementary revenue.11 Some are 

often involved in the daily management of their rental units, handling tasks like tenant 

communication, maintenance, and rent collection.   

 

• Absentee landlords (7% out of all the rented stock in Hamra is managed by 

Family landlords)  

Absentee property owners are the ones whose building is managed by a local 

individual, typically in dilapidated form. They go through middlepersons. Many of 

these buildings are held by several investors. Those investors are mostly Arab Nationals 

who have left their buildings in the bust phase of Hamra. Accordingly, there are several 

types of building management. 

 

 
11 In the absence of detailed research, it is unclear if, in line with other contexts, such property owners 

have mortgages they are repaying to banks.  
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4.4. Conclusion 

The survey and analysis of Hamra’s rental market has found five landlord 

profiles (Hamra-based family landlords, Investors, Rental Companies, Individual 

landlords, and Absentee landlords) with family-based landlords still holding the largest 

percentage of the market. The below diagram represents who out of the property holders 

in Hamra are engaged in rentals ( who are the landlords). These will be analyzed in 

Chapter 6.  

 

 
 

Figure 4.11: Landlords’ Profiles (Thesis Research) 
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CHAPTER 5 

TENANTS’ PROFILE 
 

 

True to its history, Hamra remains a diverse neighborhood in the composition of 

its households, nationality, age, and income groups. This distinction is clearly visible 

through the profiling of the tenants, as will be clear through this chapter’s descriptions. 

The chapter begins by going over the regulatory framework that governs landlord-

tenants’ relations in Lebanon. The second section gives an overview of the tenant 

households in Hamra and then profiles them based on their household profile and rental 

agreements. 

The findings about tenants in this chapter are based on data collected through 

the City of Tenants’ survey12. In total, 244 surveys done with tenants were collected in 

the neighborhood. These surveys were conducted between 2021 and 2023, at a time the 

Lebanese pound was in flux and the population was reported to be more unstable than 

in previous decades13. More details about the methods are outlined in the introduction 

chapter of the thesis. The full questionnaire is in the annex of the thesis.  

 

 

5.1. The Regulatory Framework 

The regulatory framework overseeing housing rentals in Lebanon traces its 

origins back to the period of French mandate in 1932, as detailed in a report by the BUL 

Housing Team in 2022 (Fawaz et al, 2022). This framework is built upon the principle 

of contractual freedom, delineating the interactions between landlords and tenants. 

 

 
12 Link to City of Tenants Platform: https://cityoftenants-aub.hub.arcgis.com/ 
13 These surveys were conducted by the help of the BUL team  
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However, the framework falls short of acknowledging the unique attributes of housing 

and in providing adequate safeguards to uphold the fundamental right to housing, as 

pointed out in the cited report. As a consequence, this historical framework continues to 

shape Lebanon's current rental laws, which are characterized by limited protections for 

tenants that are primarily focused on transactional elements such as the duration of the 

rental agreements (Fawaz et al., 2022). This limited protection means that tenants may 

not have comprehensive legal recourse or support in various housing-related matters 

beyond the contractual scope.  

By law, post-1992 registered contracts should extend over three years during 

which the rent is fixed, and they grant a renting family and a landlord the stability of 

that period. While such contracts may have been more common prior to 2019, they are 

now largely avoided by landlords since they require them to keep the same stable rent 

for three years, despite the devaluation of the currency. Informal conversations with 

tenants who hold such agreements reflected anxiety about the impossibility to renew 

contracts on the same terms, and on practices of landlord to demand that all contracts 

are made and paid in foreign currency. To circumvent these regulations, and still 

provide some formal written agreement, some landlords and tenants have resorted to 

self-styled variations. One such type is the one-year contract signed in the form of an 

“exploitation contract” (“استثمار  عقد”). This type of agreement is more flexible for the 

landlord because it is extends only for one year. Another type is the monthly contracts 

signed between landlord and transient tenants. Those tenants have in common the short 

term of their tenure that seems to work conveniently for at least one of the transacting 

parties. Students tend to prefer short term; those monthly contracts reflect their 

educational stay (per semester). 
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 5.1.2. Pre-1992, Rent Control: Multiple contested events, no official implementation, 

only concessions. 

After the civil war ended in July 1992, Rent Acts no. 159 and 160, commonly 

referred to as the "old rent" law, was introduced. This legislation froze all rental 

agreements signed before July 1992 while easing restrictions on agreements made after 

this date (Marot 2017). The regulation responded to the strong mobilization of tenants 

who claimed that Lebanese tenants needed some protection during the sensitive period 

of post-war recovery, while it allowed the post-war government to introduce a liberal 

rent framework for all rental agreements signed after this date. Initially intended as a 

temporary measure, the 1992 law has effectively become an affordable housing 

protecting benefiting numerous households at the expense of landlords who bare the 

brunt of the subsidy. This is particularly significant as Beirut's rapid property-driven 

development has made the city increasingly unaffordable for low and middle-income 

families (Marot 2017). 

 Since then, however, the “rent control” is consistently renewed for limited 

period –leaving moments of legal limbo when the decision to evict or not is left as a 

matter of private conflict to be dealt with on a one by one cases by individual judges. 

The situation was somewhat transformed in 2014, when a reversal of the “old rent 

control” regulation was passed, aiming to gradually phase out rental protections over a 

period of 9 years. Initially repealed, the revised rental law was eventually enacted in 

2017(Fawaz et al., 2022). This law committed to annual rent increases and transitioning 

all rentals to the liberalized 1992 law by 2026 (Fawaz et al., 2022). However, since 

then, none of the interim measures introduced in the 2017 law have been effectively 

implemented, and the implementation of the law remains a subject of disagreement.    



 

 

 

 

94 

      5.1.3.  Informal Arrangements 

  Most tenants in Lebanon rely on informal agreements to access shelter, as 

indicated by the BUL report in 2022. This informal occupancy implies that either the 

rental contract has not been officially documented, or the rented units do not meet the 

criteria for legal tenancy under existing regulations. In these cases, agreements between 

landlords and tenants rely on verbal contracts. Although legal experts argue that such 

verbal agreements hold legal validity, they notably offer reduced protection to tenants, 

lacking adequate tenure security (Fawaz et al., 2022). This lack of formal 

documentation and legal recognition can leave tenants vulnerable to various 

uncertainties and challenges related to their housing situation, highlighting a significant 

gap in tenant protections within Lebanon's rental landscape.  

It is important to note here that several non-profit organizations (e.g., Legal 

Agenda, Public Works, Anti-Racism Movement) provide legal assistance and advocate 

for policies that protect tenants' rights. However, the role of NGOs in safeguarding 

tenants' rights can be significantly limited in the absence of robust government 

implementation. While these organizations play a crucial advocacy role, providing legal 

assistance, raising awareness, and pushing for policy reforms, their impact can be 

constrained when government enforcement of tenant protection measures is lacking or 

inconsistent. 

 

5.2. Tenants in Hamra 

5.2.1. Household’s Profile 

The survey confirms an enduring characteristic of Hamra: its role as a hub for a 

“transient population,” what Khalaf (1975) described in the early 1970s to be a "floating 

population”. The term transient points to individuals or groups who temporarily reside in 
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an area, often due to specific circumstances such as education, work, or other short-term 

engagements. This phenomenon remains evident today and is reflected in the findings, as 

described below.  

By surveying tenants, it was possible to identify roughly five groups: namely 

Families (including couples), Students, Family Refugees and Migrant Workers, and 

Single individuals (non-students, single men/women).  The relative distribution of these 

groups is shown in figure 5.1 below.   

 

Figure 5.1: Tenants Profiles (Thesis Research) 

 

• 53% of the tenants in Hamra are “Families”  (including couples) 

• 22% of the tenants in Hamra are “Students”  

• 20% of the tenants in Hamra are “Refugees and Migrant Workers” , refugees can 

be two groups ( refugees with legal residency permit and other without) 

• 5% of the tenants in Hamra are “Singles” (non-students, single men/women).    
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Investigating their stay in the neighborhood, “Families” reside in the apartments 

for three to four years, often with rental agreements spanning yearly or for a duration of 

three years. “Couple” tenure in the apartments ranges from two to three years, and like 

families, their rental agreements commonly span a year or for three years. Students and 

singles opt for monthly arrangements, frequently staying intermittently in the 

apartments rather than for extended periods. In addition, while the influx of refugees to 

the area began in 2011, an intriguing trend surfaced as these individuals tend to stay in 

the apartment for a shorter period, usually spanning from one to two years.  

 

 

Figure 5.2: Period of Stay in Apartment (Thesis Research) 

 

Most tenants (75%) are Lebanese. Most of these tenants arrived to Beirut after 

birth, with 70% of the interviewed Lebanese tenants reporting that they were not born in 

the city. This emphasizes that this tenant group consists of individuals relocating from 

other regions, drawn to the Lebanon’s capital city and the neighborhood, mostly either 

for education or employment.  
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Figure 5.3: Tenants Nationality (Thesis Research) 

 

The remaining 25% of tenants are individuals or families coming from other 

countries. Among the non-Lebanese residents, a significant percentage are Syrian 

refugees (20%). The remaining 5% of the non-Lebanese residents are either tourists (e.g. 

Jordanian, Iraqi) or migrant workers (e.g., Sri Lankan, etc.). It is important to note that 

this distinction is sometimes difficult to make as the status of Syrians in Lebanon has 

fluctuated in the past decade between the categories of workers or refugees. Nonetheless, 

the high percentage of refugees from Syria points to a transition in Hamra’s demographic 

profile since 2011.   

Over half of the tenants in Hamra have a stable income. However, a significant 

segment lacks a consistent financial stream. Delving deeper into the specifics reveals that 

among Syrian refugees, many reported relying on support from non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) to offset housing expenses. Conversely, the majority of Lebanese 

families and couples sustain themselves through fixed incomes without additional support 

for housing expenses; only a few reported getting financial support from relatives and 
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other sources. In addition, single individuals and students reported receiving financial aid 

from relatives to navigate their housing costs.  

Despite transience, a substantial percentage of tenants (25%) have been here for 

a long period. These are mostly Lebanese tenants benefit from old rental protection that 

keep their rent well below market rate for the city, as long as they have been in the same 

apartment prior to 1992. Consequently, these households are reluctant to change homes 

and lose the benefits, a consideration that anchors them in the area (Fig 5.4) 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.4: Tenants Move-in years (City of tenants’ platform)  

 

 

5.2.2. Tenants’ Rental Agreements in Hamra 

 

  

  
Figure 5.5: Forms of Rental Agreements (Thesis Research) 
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In Hamra, rental agreements are largely informal: Almost half (46%) rental 

agreements are conducted orally, without any written documentation. The prevalence of 

oral agreements indicates a significant reliance on informal arrangements between 

landlords and tenants. This percentage increases further if we subtract the old (protected, 

pre-1992) rental agreements from the dataset, which leaves only 39% of all post-1992 

contracts as displaying any written documentation.   

Landlords and tenants agree together, on case by case basis, and likely based on 

similar prevalent practices in the neighborhood. They agree on terms such as the duration 

of stay, the respective responsibilities, and the period during which the rent is fixed. Such 

agreements may be seen to increase flexibility. They however also pose concerns about 

the security and rights of tenants. Without formal documentation outlining terms and 

conditions, tenants face uncertainties regarding their rights, rental terms, and potential 

disputes –particularly when their legal status is vulnerable. This is confirmed by a number 

of tenants, particularly Syrian refugees, who reported that their agreements were over a 

single month, and they could not be sure to stay longer.  Hence, they suffer from these 

types of agreements specifically that the landlord can increase rent and evict them at 

his/her convenience. Lawyers specialized in rent often consider that oral agreements have 

the same validity as written ones, and that Lebanese law protections should apply even 

when the tenants and landlords have not drafted a contract. This is however rarely upheld 

among users.   

In opposition to these informal agreements, about a quarter (25%) of all rental 

contracts pre-date 1992 and displayed until recently a relatively high level of security as 

they were regulated by the so-called “old rent” law. These tenants are mostly households 

who have resided in the area for several decades, some having arrived prior to the civil 
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war. These households include families, older couples, and single individuals. They are 

almost only Lebanese. In some cases, children have inherited the rental contract and they 

reside in the apartments even after the parents passed away.  

Of note is the weak interaction reported by many of the landlords and tenants. 

Only 25% of tenants reported paying their rent directly to the property owner. This 

reflects a landscape of mediation that includes the Natour, managers, and other 

intermediaries, reflecting the prevalence of absentee owners whereby about 75% of all 

tenants pay their rent through an intermediary.  Rent prices and currency vary between 

tenants, the survey has shown that half of the tenants pay in dollars and other half in 

Lebanese pounds. The variation of rental prices is based on the tenant type and not the 

dwelling condition, tenants living in the same building and under the same condition are 

paying different rents.  

 

5.2.3. Dwelling Conditions and Facilities 

The rental landscape primarily consists of apartments, comprising 87% of 

offerings, while only 13% are individual rented rooms. The data indicates that 

unfurnished apartments make up the largest share, accounting for over half of the 

available rental stock. In contrast, about 40% of the rentals are already furnished. When 

evaluating the condition of these apartments, an almost equal split is observed: 47% are 

categorized as being in good condition, while 53% are labeled as average or deteriorating.  

This distribution reveals a varied maintenance state across rental properties, 

suggesting a mixed landscape where a massive portion might require attention or 

improvements in terms of upkeep or renovation.  Most tenants in Hamra are forced to 

cover facilities such as water, electricity and other things. Only a few, and specifically 
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students, have those facilities covered under the rent they pay. This reflects on a rent 

burden on tenants that is shown below. 

 

 

 

Figure 5.6: Price of Rent Versus Price of Expenses (City of Tenants Platform) 

 

 

5.2.4. Tenants’ Profiles 

Accordingly, in Hamra we can distinguish between four profiles of tenants; 

refugees and migrant workers with informal contracts, households on old rent-control, 

students and other short-term residents, and households/families/permanent residents on 

regular rent. The chapter has shown the diversity of tenants’ conditions and profiles, the 

multiplicity of contractual forms, and apartment types. In the next chapter, I confront this 

data to landlords’ profiles in order to construct an argument around landlordism.  
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CHAPTER 6 

LANDLORDS’ AND TENANTS’ RELATIONS 
 

 

This chapter brings together the thesis findings into the relational framework of 

“landlordism” that ties together tenants and landlords. As outlined in the literature 

review of the thesis, landlordism connects landlords and tenants to explain the 

functioning of the housing market in the interactions of these two groups of actors 

(Hochstenbach 2023; Shiffer-Sebba 2023; Decker 2021; Rosen et al. 2021), within the 

regulatory, social, and economic frameworks in which these relations unfold. The main 

argument put forward in this research was that by adopting a relational framework to 

analyze the housing rental market in today’s Hamra, it is possible to show that different 

groups of landlords set in place several modalities of inhabitance that impose varying 

levels of precarity on specific groups of tenants, and that these relations are regulated by 

informal and social mechanisms (see chapter 5), rather than the regulatory framework. 

 

 

Figure 6.1: Landlordism and Neighborhood Transformation 
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This final chapter will be divided into two parts. The first one will cross landlords’ 

profiles with tenants’ profiles and conditions. The second chapter will investigate how 

landlord-tenant relations create different modalities of inhabitance and how these 

modalities, in turn, affect the neighborhood at large.  

 

6.1. Crossing Landlords’ Profiles with Tenants’ Profiles and Conditions  

Despite some levels of overlap, there is a correspondence between landlord and 

tenants’ profiles. This section revisits the four main groups of tenants identified in 

Chapter 5, showing that each group rents out from specific groups of landlords. It 

further shows that while some landlords exclusively target specific groups to which they 

rent the units that they manage, others only interact with one profile of tenants.  

  

 6.1.1.  Landlords Renting to Low-Income Refugees and Migrants  

 
 

 

  

Figure 6.2: Landlord Profiles Renting to Refugees  

 

Three groups or profiles of landlords (Absentee, Investors, and Families) 

currently rent out units to refugees and migrants (Fig. 6.2). The unfolding financial 

crisis, along with the opportunity to rent out dilapidated buildings to precarious and 

transient populations that stemmed out of the outbreak of the war in Syria and its 
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aftermath, have encouraged the expansion of an informal, poorly controlled, and largely 

extractive rental market. The landlords who participate in this market tend to approach 

this form of rental as a short-term investment strategy, while awaiting possibly more 

profitable opportunities.   

 

• Absentee Landlords 

 

  

Figure 6.3: Absentee Landlord X Refugees with No Legal Residency Permit 

 

The findings have shown that absentee landlords who hold entire buildings 

(typically in shares) and in dilapidated conditions tend to manage the rental 

arrangements through several layers of mediators or middlepersons (Fig. 6.3).14 These 

mediators typically include at least one Syrian person who has been in Lebanon for over 

a decade and works to connect landlords, Lebanese mediators, and Syrian tenants.  This 

landlord group among whom we count many Arab Nationals had acquired buildings to 

invest in the rent of offices and residential apartments prior to the civil war. Their 

investments in property have however been discounted over the years, particularly due 

to the civil war during which many of these buildings were squatted by war-displaced 

populations, and the property they hold now have significantly lost in value.  What 

 

 
14 In many cases, the building is held by many shareholders. 
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distinguishes these buildings is the apparent lack of efforts by landlords to renovate or 

address maintenance issues. Instead, some landlords have resorted to even more 

extractive options by subdividing existing apartments into single-room rent, in order to 

maximize profit. In this process, the original living spaces are divided into smaller units. 

Those buildings lack one or several critical amenities (e.g., electricity, water) and many 

also display unsafe elements (e.g., balconies lack balustrades, possible structural 

damage).  

These landlords target specifically illegal refugees and migrants, offering them 

only oral agreements. The refugees are crammed into re-subdivided apartments and 

rooms, for which they are charged exorbitant rents compared to the quality of spaces 

they get. The survey has found that in many cases, several members of a same extended 

family share a single apartment in order to afford the rent, and that they pay about 

US$200 to US$500. Compared to other households in the neighborhood who rent a full 

apartment for similar rates, these households are paying expensive prices, and they also 

pay additional fees to cover the costs of basic services like electricity and water. 

Interviews indicate that these families are however forced into these conditions 

because many other groups of landlords refuse to rent them apartments, meaning that 

they are directed collectively by landlords to pricier units. Some of the reluctance to rent 

them in other buildings is related to the fact that unstable incomes force families to live 

in higher numbers to compensate for uneven revenues and share the costs of rent. As 

such, they are seen as “increasing density” and “undermining livability”, in addition to 

the usual discriminatory attitude that face Syrian in Lebanon, and are confined to 

limited rental options where landlords exploit them and fail to provide them fixed rental 

conditions (Daadouch 2023). 
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• Investors  

 

 
  

Figure 6.4: Investors X Refugees with No Legal Residency Permit 

 

 

As noted in Chapter 4, Investors are individuals who acquired property over the 

past 10-15 years. Their investment in property is less about the rent, than the actual 

value of the buildings and how they expect to redevelop. The unfolding financial crisis 

in Lebanon since 2019, which was preceded by a severe slowdown in building 

development activities since 2016, along with the opportunity to rent out dilapidated 

buildings to precarious and transient populations has encouraged these investors to enter 

the informal rental market. In some cases, they were encouraged by middlemen, 

typically long-term Syrian workers who resided in Hamra prior to the war, to “open” 

these buildings for rent while awaiting redevelopment. The motivation to acquire 

property is also complex, and related to personal investment decisions that are 

sometimes attached to the national currency devaluations, restrictions on moving capital 

in/out of Lebanon since 2006, and similar factors that are hard to discern.  

There are many similarities between absentee landlords and so-called investors. 

The main distinction between investors and absentee landlords is that the former tend to 

have purchased buildings in order to redevelop them, rather than inheriting or living 

with a long-term forgotten building. In fact, property records show that a number of 



 

 

 

 

107 

absentee landlords have sold their property to investors. The translation into the rental 

strategy is similar for rental conditions to refugees. However, in some cases, investors 

have purchased buildings that still include old-time tenants or even owner-occupied 

units. They therefore rent out to refugees possibly for short-term temporary gains, but 

also to drive out the Lebanese residents from the building by exacerbating already 

difficult living conditions. Rental conditions offered to tenants through these landlords 

are similar to those of absentee owners, and most have no interactions with their tenants 

whose presence they manage through middlemen (mostly Syrians). These landlords 

have also subdivided apartments to small units to extract the highest possible rent from 

tenants (Fig.6.4).   

 

• Families  

 
  

Figure 6.5: Families X Refugees with No Legal Residency Permit 

 
 

A smaller subset of low-income Syrian refugees is rent out units from a subset 

of the larger “families” group of landlords who have inherited property collectively in 

shares. Those “families” own relatively more downgraded buildings and they do not 

have sufficient funds to maintain them properly, let alone upgrade the buildings they 

hold. Many among them blame “old rental contracts” that keep long-term tenants at 

below market rates for mediocre returns and consequently their inability to renovate or 

maintain their property. In addition, many are weighed down by conflicts among 
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shareholders and the inability to divide the building that emanates, at least partially 

from their own deteriorating financial conditions.   

Field surveys of the families held by “family landlords” indicate changed 

strategies since 2011, when they began to rent out empty rooms and apartments to low-

income Syrian refugees. We found that some had adopted the strategies of absentee 

owners and investors. They have subdivided pre-existing apartments into rooms that 

they rent out individually, and they have brought in intermediaries, typically called the 

natour, to collect rent and manage the building. However, unlike the two other groups, 

they tend to be more present in the building, visit regularly, and manage some of the 

issues themselves. In at least one case, one of the property holders lived in the 

building.   

  

• Conclusion: Absentee Landlords, Investors and Families Renting Low-

Income Refugees and Migrants 

 

In sum, among the most recurrent forms of landlords-tenants’ relations in Hamra 

are those arrangements that tie low-income refugees with various categories of 

landlords who have largely delegated rental to (Syrian) intermediaries, and are looking 

to squeeze out possible profits from rent without investing in improvement. Much of the 

framework that regulates their interactions is informal and evades any type of tenants’ 

protections, social relations between landlords/tenants are minimal, and the short-term 

benefit trumps all other considerations in the landlord/tenant relations. Thus, tenants 

live in high levels of precarity that extends both on their tenuous spatial conditions and 

the uncertainty of their ability to stay in place. Conversely, in recent years, owing to a 

relative stabilization of populations, and a declining demand, many landlords no longer 
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implement strict eviction measures. Landlords are largely oblivious to their social 

responsibilities vis-à-vis the neighborhood and they contribute, through their practices 

both vis-à-vis tenants and the neighborhood to the general degradation of living 

conditions in the neighborhood.   

 

 6.1.2.  Landlords Renting to Students 

As noted in Chapter 4, there are two relatively distinct groups of students. Each 

of these groups rents out apartments from a different profile of landlords. Low-income 

students rent out from families, while better off students tend to rent through rental 

companies (Fig. 6.6). 

 

 

Figure 6.6: Landlord Profiles  

 

• Rental Companies   

 

Figure 6.7: Landlord Profiles 
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  The majority of students tend to hold higher incomes than the neighborhood 

median, and they rent through rental companies. These companies have several 

ownership profiles, including families, investors, and companies but they are all locally 

owned, unlike the pre-war period. Furthermore, building managers tend to live and 

work in the neighborhood and to directly organize the management of their rental stock. 

Despite different strategies to access property, all rental companies employ similar 

management strategies that have relatively similar effects on the neighborhood. They 

renovate buildings and maintain them in good condition, and they all target students as 

their primary clients, although some also rent out to other visitors including medical 

tourists. At least one of these companies has been in the neighborhood for several 

decades, but the majority date back only to 2000, when they began to flourish. These 

entities renovated aging buildings in the area, later transforming them into dedicated 

student dormitories. Operating on a large scale, these rental companies have become 

key players in the local housing market, each managing several buildings 

simultaneously. This development signifies a shift in the real estate landscape, 

introducing a specialized and organized approach to student housing through the 

emergence of rental companies in the neighborhood.  

Looking closely at how those companies hold property, we find that some own 

and manage entire buildings that they have renovated, employing a professional 

management team. Others collaborate with families who own the buildings, renovating 

them and implementing a management system where the property owners share a 

portion of the rental revenue with the company (e.g., West House). Additionally, some 

companies take apartments from various building owners and rent them out under the 
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rental company's name (e.g., Cozy Home). These companies do not buy the apartment 

from the owner, they have inner agreement with the owner/holders. 

Students living in buildings managed by rental companies all have rental 

agreements that typically cover all the additional expenses. Most companies target 

students willing to pay high rents, and some offer additional amenities such as gym 

facilities. This strategy is aimed at attracting students who prioritize convenience and 

additional benefits in their living arrangements. The duration of those agreements can 

be the school year, or several months. They don’t necessarily record the rental 

agreement, but it is more transparent than the others. The terms of the agreements tend 

to be clearer. Some rental companies provide students with contracts and others just 

work with monthly ones reflected in receipts. Under those agreements all the other 

expenses are covered by the rental companies (e.g. electricity, water and others). The 

facilities vary from one company to the other. Those students pay high rents to those 

companies. The survey conducted in Summer 2023 found that rent was priced in US 

dollars and averaged between US$500 and US$1500, depending on the room size.  

As a temporary population with an income mostly above the means of the city, 

particularly given the fact that they go to AUB, students can be seen as gentrifies in the 

neighborhood.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

112 

• Families 

  

Figure 6.8: Landlord Profiles 

 

A number of “families-landlords” rent units to students in their buildings. These 

“families” tend to own buildings in relatively acceptable conditions (Fig.6.8). The 

buildings don’t have a management team. They subdivide apartments and rent them to 

several students who live in those units and share the rent. These families rent to 

students who cannot afford to live in higher-end buildings held by companies. In some 

cases, I found students sharing an apartment with young workers in the area. Those 

students do not have formal rental agreements. Instead, they have oral agreements with 

the owners whereby they must cover the additional costs such as water and 

electricity.  At the time of the survey, in Summer 2023, some landlords still accepted 

payments in Lebanese pounds and in this case the average rent amounted to US$100$ 

per student considerably lower than with companies. Other landlords only accept 

payments in dollars where the rent ranges from US$200- 600 per apartment. In this case 

the rental price is divided between the students. Anecdotal data pointed also to the fact 

that some of these families had “affinities” with some of the tenants-students that they 

recognized as “Beirutis” and tended to accommodate the rent in order to “help” or 

“keep” them as “reliable” and “honest” tenants.    
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• Conclusion: Rental Companies and Families Renting Students 

In sum, although they may not hold contracts and rarely refer to the legal 

framework in their rents, students are typically offered a higher level of stability than 

other transient populations in Hamra. The permanent presence of this changing 

population a large subset of which is relatively better-off than the remaining residents of 

the neighborhood has incentivized the formation of a class of corporate landlords in the 

formal of rental companies. The latter have flourished over the past decade, as income 

inequalities have widened in Lebanon, and they have fueled the renovation of at least 40 

building of the residential building stock in Hamra. The projects they champion are 

clustered in relative proximity to the universities in the area, particularly the American 

University of Beirut on Bliss Street. Looking at the framework of landlordism, we find 

that the landlords/tenants relation here is also largely ruled by the economic dyad, 

although a small subset of students with strong affinities to “families” may also rely on 

social networks and personal affinities to secure better rental arrangements.   

 

 

 6.1.3.  Landlords Renting to Families and Singles 

Families (including couples) and singles (professionals and tourists) were found 

to rent from several profiles of landlords, mostly –but not exclusively- based on their 

income. These translated into different conditions of tenancy, different relations to 

landlords, and ultimately different modalities of inhabitance (Fig.6.9).   
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Figure 6.9: Landlord Profiles 

 

 

• Families  

 

   

Figure 6.10: Landlord Profiles  
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Unlike students and refugees who rarely shared the building with the landlords, 

this group of tenants was seen more recurrently sharing the same apartment building as 

their tenants. This is particularly the case of family landlords who sometimes rent some 

units and live in others. However, conflicts among owners tended to have pushed out 

most landlords-residents and encouraged them to just rent out the building for income. 

Both families’ absentee or living in close proximity to tenants do not maintain their 

buildings and rent them as is.  Their management strategies differ depending on the 

proximity of landlords and the relationship between owners (whether in conflict or not). 

Landlords living in the same building as the tenants tended to have a good relationship 

with tenants, visited each other sometimes, and shared affinities that went beyond rent 

extraction. Conversely, absentee landlords had more limited interactions with tenants 

beyond rent collection.  

Families-landlords rent units to middle-class and low-income families who 

cannot afford to live in high-end buildings, and the transactions vary between oral 

agreements and written contracts.   
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• Investors  

  

 

Figure 6.11: Landlord Profiles  

  

Investors manage their properties in a similar way to families but what differs is 

that one owner owns the whole building. Investors who inherited their stock keep it as it 

is, while the ones that have acquired the stock have renovated their buildings. And this 

is reflected in their management strategies and the type of tenants they attract. The more 

maintained the buildings the better tenants it attracts (middle income). Those deliberate 

investors mostly make written agreements with tenants, because they adopt a long-term 

investment strategy.  
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• Single Individuals  

Figure 6.12: Landlord Profiles  

  

Of the most “formal” and “stable” forms of rent are those rental agreements that 

combine a (usually Lebanese) landlord who holds 1-2 apartments with a single tenant 

household with a stable income.  Most of these landlords have purchased the apartment 

they rent out either to live in it or as an asset to rent out for extra income. These landlords 

tend to scrutinize the profile of tenants carefully, and they get involved in the management 

of the rental units, handling tasks like tenant communication, maintenance, and rent 

collection, much like mom-and-pop profiles in the literature (Decker 2023). In this dyad, 

written contracts are highly valued, as is the good maintenance of the apartment and the 

healthy landlord-tenants rapport. Rental costs are likely the highest among all tenants’ 

groups.   
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6.1.4.  Landlords Renting Old-Time Family Households  

  

Figure 6.13: Landlord Profiles  

  

A major subject of the “family households” with stable rental contracts are the 

rental arrangements that have tied for decades’ family landlords with (mostly Lebanese) 

households who still hold a pre-1992 rental contract, or “rent control” unit. As noted in 

the previous chapter, 25% of Hamra’s households still hold a rental contract that predates 

the liberalization of rental contracts in 1992, and which is protected through a 

combination of legal decisions, popular mobilization, and ad-hoc arrangements since 

allowing these tenants to stay in place at way lower than market rates. Most of these 

tenants and landlords are Lebanese, but a smaller subset of landlords are Arab nationals 

who had invested during Hamra's economic boom and subsequently left the buildings in 

the hands of the existing tenants. Most of the current landlords entered the market 

circumstantially because they inherited the building from their families.  

While contracts are, formal and written, the relationships between landlords and 

tenants in this group is frequently strenuous, as landlords are aggrieved by their inability 

to collect market rent, and they largely blame tenants for the deteriorated and deteriorating 

conditions of the buildings. Thus, landlords commonly refrain from renovating buildings, 

and they offer minimal if at all facilities.  Moreover, the survey showed that many tenants 
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have hired lawyers to act as intermediaries with the landlords, some of whom also rely 

on brokers now to interact with the tenants. This inclination towards legal representation 

in the rental process stems from the complexities and legal issues that have arisen, since 

the issuance of the 2014 and 2017 laws seem to have only complicated the regulatory 

framework that is highly contested by tenants, landlords, and their respective lawyers.  

The survey further showed that a some of the landlords and tenants had revised 

their agreements, establishing an updated contractual agreement that adjusts the rent 

closer to market rates while allowing better conditions and securities for the tenants with 

the landlord committing not to evict tenants following the anticipated implementation of 

the 2017 law. This suggests a proactive and collaborative effort between property owners 

and tenants to address potential changes in legislation that could impact tenancy 

arrangements. It is important to note here that the landlord is in most of the case absentee 

families   

 

• Conclusion: All Landlord Profiles Renting to Stable Tenant 

Households/Families and More 

In sum, 54% of the tenancy agreements in the neighborhood can be described to 

rely on the legal framework, or to at least be substantially influenced by its regulations. 

These arrangements vary substantially in form, and they provide divergent forms of 

certainties to tenants and landlords. At one end, tenants who secure through the law 

relatively affordable rents protected by the so-called rent control have lived for the past 

30 years with the threat of eviction once and if the law is revoked. On the other hand, 

tenants who rent through a liberalized rental agreement are limited in their entitlement to 

home to a meager three years after which they can be displaced with no consideration for 

their residency. In both cases, the law secures only partially the right to housing in the 
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landlords-tenants’ dyad. Contractual agreements aside, these arrangements further rely 

on some form of social mutual recognition, with stronger or lower influence, even if long 

term. 

 

6.2. Landlordism and Neighborhood Change   

 

 
 

Figure 6.14: Landlord Profiles  

 

The findings reveal that landlords have significant effects on the neighborhood 

which, in the absence of a concerted neighborhood strategy or public policy, effectively 

provides an explanation for the unfolding transformations of Hamra which appears to be 

pulled in several directions –all the while likely explaining, at least partially, what has 

been described as the “neighborhood decline” evidenced in the dilapidation of its building 

conditions and public infrastructure (Fig. 6.14). Urban studies, however, have rarely paid 

attention to the dynamics of decline because they contradict the widespread assumption 

of growth and regeneration (Murray 2021). To be sure, cities transform, whether through 

processes of production, expansion, renewal, or abandonment and decline, way beyond 
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the capabilities of planners to control, regulate, or even shape (Gandy 2005). As such, 

studying landlordism offers important insights to what Murray (2021) has described as 

the production of decline or, even more so, the patchwork of growth and decline, poverty 

and extreme wealth that form today’s urban landscapes globally (Graham and Marvin 

2002).   

The thesis has shown that through the influences of landlordism, Hamra is indeed 

pushed in multiple directions that explain the patchwork of urbanization that forms 

today’s neighborhood (Highsmith 2009 in: Murray 2021). Thus, landlordism allows us to 

understand how Hamra has been able to accommodate simultaneously multiple forms of 

inhabitance with higher and lower transience, security, and conditions.   

On the one hand, Hamra appears as a neighborhood in high flux. By 

accommodating two groups of impermanent residents, refugees and migrant workers, on 

the one hand, and well-off students on the other, Hamra juxtaposes renovated buildings 

with vertical dilapidated structures akin to refugee camps. Beyond the organization of 

individual buildings described in the thesis, these arrangements are translated spatially 

through the closed juxtaposition of enclaves, frequently fenced and guarded, on the one 

hand, and the overflow of refugee accommodations into surrounding sidewalks that 

translate into parked motorcycles, hanging laundry, and children hanging on the street 

almost at any time. It further translates into an increased density of residency that counters 

the widespread abandonment of buildings (mostly held for investors), some of which have 

been reorganized to serve also as temporary residencies to squeeze out the last possible 

investment, as described in the thesis. While beyond the scope of my work, each of these 

accommodations clearly spills out also in targeted commercial activities in the entire 

neighborhood with, polarized supermarkets, health shops, gyms, and other kind of 
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facilities targeting the students side by side with small grocery stores largely managed by 

Syrians and serving this population. On the other hand, Hamra maintains a lifeline of 

stable and slowly declining infrastructure of what the thesis has termed “family 

ownership” that translates into a plethora of mostly middle-income groups, many of 

whom have lived in the neighborhood for decades.   

If “family ownership” explains why Hamra remains by and large a stable and 

mixed neighborhood, it also explains why Hamra is an aging neighborhood and the 

increased impoverishment of Lebanon’s middle-classes leaving these families with 

increasingly divided and reduced value assets. As these families resort to selling property 

to developers or investors, Hamra also transforms into a partially abandonment 

neighborhood, with 11% fully empty buildings most of which are held by investors. In 

addition, 1719 of the residential apartments in Hamra are vacant apartment based on 

thesis fieldwork.15  

Thus, families who retain ownership are unable to change conditions, while if 

they sell, the neighborhood either deteriorates further by throwing the building into either 

abandonment or further dilapidated residential neighborhoods, or gentrifies, if the 

buildings are redeveloped into high-end apartments. Still, what remains of Hamra’s 

stability is owed to this form of property ownership. While they may struggle to maintain 

or renovate their properties due to financial constraints, their ownership status contributes 

to the neighborhood's continuity. This ownership often acts as a stabilizing force, 

preventing rapid gentrification or homogenization of the area.  

 

  

 

 
15 BUL Survey 2024 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

CONCLUSION 

This concluding chapter starts by summarizing the main findings of the thesis. It 

then discusses the significant implications of these findings for planners through 

building and neighborhood upgrading strategies. Finally, the chapter suggests further 

avenues for research. 

 

7.1. Thesis Summary 

Landlordism in Hamra highlights the critical impacts of landlord-tenants’ 

relations on the neighborhood’s transformations. The dichotomy between growth and 

decline emerges as a central theme, reflecting particularly population movements 

among tenants and landlords as well as the latter’s strategies of property investment and 

management. On the one hand, visible pockets of growth fueled by investments, 

whether by individual landlords or rental companies, capitalize on the presence of 

students and/or refugees as lucrative tenants. These investments either translate into 

property renovations and the introduction of amenities, fostering a sense of vibrancy 

and economic activity in select areas of Hamra, or in pockets of decline marked by 

dilapidated buildings where refugees dwell. 

Furthermore, the presence of a large cohort of long-term property owners exerts 

an element of stability on the neighborhood, which translates into the continuity of 

certain housing arrangements and tenant populations. This is particularly the case for 

established families and stable tenant households, particularly those under pre-1992 

rental contracts. Albeit bringing positive aspects, this stability also presents challenges 
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as it may hinder broader efforts for transformation and regeneration, potentially 

perpetuating existing inequalities.  

All in all, the thesis finds that landlord-tenants' relations play a pivotal role in 

shaping the urban landscape of Hamra. With public agencies stepping back from their 

regulatory roles, landlords have emerged as significant influencers of urban 

transformations across axes such as gentrification, stabilization, and neighborhood 

downturn. This positioning of landlords as "gatekeepers" who determine who can rent 

or not an apartment, and consequently the demographic composition of Hamra, 

underscores their critical role in driving urban change and contributing to conflicting 

spatial patterns observed within the neighborhood.  

 

7.2. Planning Recommendations 

So, what for planners? For planners invested in collective, neighborhood wide 

solutions, it would be important to expand what the thesis has shown to be individual 

relation between landlords and tenants to a collective set of options at the building scale 

and the entire scale of the neighborhood. What forms this can take should be the scope 

of further research.  

However, for now, it seems imperative to reflect on the dwindling role of public 

authorities and to recommend that collective measures are introduced to address these 

circumstances. This will require that specific interventions are designed at the scale of 

buildings, depending on their circumstances, while neighborhood wide interventions 

can also occur through municipal strategies. Below are some recommendations. 
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7.2.1. Building Scale Recommendations 

The findings of the thesis reveal that an enduring relation that has allowed long-

term stability in the neighborhood is the landlord-tenants’ relation controlled by pre-

1992 rental agreements (or old rent). However, this landlord-tenants’ relations are 

strained and under high stress because on the one hand, tenants often endure poor living 

conditions in buildings that have lacked proper maintenance or rehabilitation for 

decades and, on the other, landlords are unable to collect a decent rent that allows them 

to maintain the buildings. Ultimately, the “cost” of stabilizing the neighborhood is still 

individuated, as one to one landlord-tenants’ relations are solved as private matters, 

without a neighborhood wide policy that would address the long-term stability and 

wellbeing of the area.  

One effective strategy to safeguard these tenants and ensure they remain in 

Hamra is through municipal intervention (developed in 7.2.2.). The local government 

could introduce incentives for property owners to maintain tenancies under old rent 

agreements. This approach not only helps preserve the community's fabric by 

supporting its most vulnerable members but also promotes the upkeep and improvement 

of the area's housing stock. 

In addition, the thesis has also found that family owners in Hamra have 

intentions to subdivide their buildings and upgrade them. However, they are not able to 

do that because of their financial situation and the large amount of money they must pay 

to subdivide their property. To address this challenge and support neighborhood 

revitalization, a collaborative initiative is needed, backed by the municipality. This 

initiative could offer financial assistance, technical expertise, and regulatory support to 

family owners looking to upgrade their properties. Financial aid could come in the form 
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of grants, low-interest loans, or tax incentives specifically tailored to facilitate property 

subdivision and renovations. By implementing such a neighborhood initiative, the 

municipality can empower family owners to enhance their properties, contributing to 

the overall improvement of housing conditions in Hamra. This not only benefits 

individual property owners but also has positive ripple effects on the entire community, 

fostering a more attractive and livable neighborhood for residents, tenants, and visitors 

alike. This would allow families to stay in the area and house low- to medium-income 

tenants in good conditions. 

The thesis findings have further revealed the poor conditions in tenement 

buildings, which house refugees and migrant workers, while typically being held 

strategically by investors as assets. By neglecting maintenance and allowing living 

standards to deteriorate, landlords create an inhospitable environment that encourages 

older tenants to leave, potentially clearing the way for more profitable uses of the 

property. This issue requires a dual-focused approach that addresses the needs and 

rights of refugees and migrant workers, low-income tenants, and long-standing old 

tenants. One direction should prioritize creating decent living conditions for refugees 

and migrant workers, ensuring they have access to safe and affordable housing, basic 

amenities, and legal protections against exploitation and eviction. One way to do that is 

leveraging vacant buildings through partnerships with NGOs (non-governmental 

organizations) is an effective way to address housing shortages and support vulnerable 

populations. NGOs can play a key role in rehabilitating these vacant properties, making 

them habitable for refugees, low-income families, and other marginalized groups. This 

not only addresses the immediate need for housing but also fosters social integration by 

creating diverse and inclusive communities. 
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All in all, efforts should be made to protect the rights of old tenants under old 

rent agreements, including measures to prevent forced evictions, improve building 

conditions, and provide support for their continued residency in the community. 

Balancing these two objectives is crucial for fostering inclusive and sustainable urban 

development. In addition, implementing this dual strategy for old tenants, refugees and 

low-income tenants, neighborhood upgrading is promoted in several ways. Firstly, it 

balances the needs of different community members, including long-standing tenants, 

refugees, and low-income individuals, ensuring that no group is left behind. Secondly, it 

revitalizes neighborhoods by repurposing vacant buildings and improving overall living 

conditions. Lastly, it promotes inclusivity by creating mixed-use spaces that encourage 

interaction and collaboration among residents from diverse backgrounds.  

Beyond the scale of the building, it is also important to intervene at the 

neighborhood scale and beyond. To this end, I articulate in the next section 

recommendations for each of the actor groups. 

 

7.2.2. Neighborhood Scale Recommendations 

In this section, I cover recommendations for the Municipality, the main public actor, 

as well as for landlords and tenants.  

 

7.2.2.1. A Central Role for Municipal Authorities 

A neighborhood scale strategy requires a champion, and to this end, recovering a 

role for the local authority, particularly the municipality, will be critical. Such role 

would involve the enforcement of existing policies as well as the articulation of a long-

term vision for the neighborhood translated into effective steps and strategies. Indeed, 

strengthening the role of the municipality is crucial for planners to address the 
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challenges posed by weak public authority in landlord-tenants' relations and 

neighborhood development. Municipalities require model policies and tools to 

guarantee that landlords within the community responsibly manage their properties 

(Regional Housing Solutions 2017). 

Planners should advocate for empowering the municipality to enforce 

regulations related to landlord responsibilities, housing standards, and tenant rights. 

This includes allocating resources for building inspection teams, implementing penalties 

for non-compliance, and establishing mechanisms for tenants to report violations. 

Additionally, collaborative neighborhood planning efforts led by the municipality can 

foster cohesive and inclusive communities. Planners should work with the municipality 

to develop comprehensive strategies that integrate housing policies with broader 

development goals, identify vacant buildings for affordable housing initiatives, and 

promote mixed-income neighborhoods prioritizing social equity.  

One approach is to establish "performance-based rental programs" that classify 

landlords into responsible and irresponsible categories. Consequently, the municipality's 

attention will be directed towards the irresponsible landlords, allowing them to 

prioritize resources effectively. This system prevents the municipality from wasting 

time inspecting properties that are well-maintained and instead allocates resources 

towards addressing the most problematic properties. Municipalities can assess 

properties based on factors such as property code violations and nuisance complaints, 

assigning scores accordingly. Properties with a negative score would face increased 

inspections and higher fees, whereas those with a positive score would benefit from 

reduced fees and less frequent inspections, as outlined in the Regional Housing 

Solutions (2017) approach. 



 

 

 

 

129 

Neighborhood initiatives play a crucial role in aiding the municipality to 

effectively tackle housing challenges. In Hamra, such initiatives are already active but 

are primarily focused on specific issues like solar panels and related concerns. One 

notable example of this initiative in Hamra is the Jean-Darc Street initiative. The Jean-

Darc Street initiative highlights how residents and property owners are collaborating to 

address specific housing-related issues, such as implementing solar panels. These 

neighborhood initiatives can facilitate communication and cooperation between owners 

and local authorities. By working together, stakeholders can identify common issues 

such as building code violations, infrastructure improvements, or safety concerns. This 

collaboration enables the municipality to prioritize interventions based on community 

needs and allocate resources more efficiently. Overall, these neighborhood initiatives 

complement the municipality's efforts by harnessing local knowledge, resources, and 

social capital. By fostering a sense of collective responsibility and empowerment, these 

initiatives contribute to the overall resilience and livability of neighborhoods like 

Hamra. 

 

7.2.2.2. Landlords and Landlord Logics 

In addition, a focus should be specifically on landlords by enhancing landlord 

responsibility that involves several key strategies. One approach is to establish a 

comprehensive framework of legal obligations for landlords, including requirements for 

property maintenance, safety standards, and tenant rights. This framework should be 

supported by robust enforcement mechanisms, such as regular inspections and penalties 

for non-compliance. Additionally, promoting transparency and accountability within the 

rental market can incentivize responsible behavior among landlords. This can be 
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achieved through initiatives like publicly accessible databases of registered landlords 

and their property portfolios. This totally absent in the Lebanese context. 

The findings have clearly highlighted that landlords are not a homogenous 

group, and they apply several logics. Hence, the recommendations and policy shall be 

designed based on those logics. Accordingly, Shiffer-Seba (2020) has stated that policy 

can consider these logics in two ways. One way is to target certain landlord logics for 

specific purposes. Example the findings have shown that most of the absentee landlords 

are Arab nationals that have left their buildings and now they are housing refugees in a 

bad condition. In this scenario, a policy could be specifically crafted to address the 

issues associated with these absentee landlords, focusing on improving the living 

conditions for refugees and ensuring that the landlords fulfill their responsibilities. 

Accordingly, the policy would not be dealing with landlords a homogenous group. 

Another approach suggested by Shiffer-Seba (2020) involves policies that aim to 

cultivate different logics within the housing market. This perspective recognizes that 

landlord logics are not static within the landlord population and can be influenced or 

changed over time. For instance, if further research indicates that circumstantial logics 

(e.g., landlords renting out a specific property for supplementary income) are more 

beneficial for tenants under specific conditions, policies can be crafted to encourage this 

type of landlord behavior. 

 

7.2.2.3. Tenants  

On the other hand, fostering tenant empowerment and advocacy is a critical 

aspect of holding landlords accountable and ensuring fair and dignified living 
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conditions for low-income tenants. Planners can play a key role in supporting initiatives 

that educate tenants about their rights, including their entitlement to habitable living 

conditions, fair treatment, and reasonable rents. By providing accessible information 

and resources, such as workshops, informational materials, and legal aid services, 

planners can empower tenants to navigate landlord-tenants' relations effectively and 

assert their rights when faced with violations or unfair practices.  

Hence, establishing tenant associations or forums can significantly enhance 

tenants' collective bargaining power and ability to advocate for their interests. These 

platforms provide a space for tenants to share experiences, voice concerns, and 

collectively negotiate with landlords for fairer leases, improved property maintenance, 

and better overall living conditions. Planners can facilitate the formation of these 

associations, provide organizational support, and collaborate with them to address 

systemic issues and promote tenant-centered policies. By integrating these strategies 

into their planning efforts, planners can contribute to a more balanced and equitable 

housing landscape where tenants are empowered to hold landlords accountable and 

participate actively in shaping their living environments. 

In addition, the collaboration between academics and activists to create websites 

aimed at assisting tenants is a notable development, particularly originating in the 

United States. These websites often serve as valuable resources for tenants, providing 

information on their rights, legal assistance, housing resources, and advocacy tools. 

They play a crucial role in empowering tenants by equipping them with knowledge and 

support to navigate complex housing issues, address grievances, and advocate for better 

living conditions. The "City of Tenants" platform, developed by the Beirut Urban Lab, 
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represents a significant initiative in tenant empowerment and housing advocacy. This 

platform serves as an online resource hub designed to assist tenants in Beirut. 

 

7.3. Main Research Avenues 

In closing, this thesis has investigated in depth urban transformations in one 

neighborhood of Beirut through the lens of landlordism. In order to articulate a larger 

reading of urban transformation in the city, it would be important to expand the scope of 

research to other neighborhoods. It will also be critical to expand the scope of research 

beyond rental to study practices of home ownership, infrastructure provision, and 

economic activities in the same area as these aspects of the neighborhood were not 

investigated in the thesis.  

Understanding the diverse narratives and voices within Hamra can contribute to 

a more comprehensive understanding of the challenges and opportunities associated 

with landlordism. This thesis serves as a catalyst for future research that seek to unravel 

the intricate layers of urban transformation, governance, and community development 

within the context of landlord-tenant relations’ in Hamra and similar urban 

settings.  Hence, this study opens several avenues for further research and exploration. 

The study hints at the role of public policies in shaping landlordism and its 

consequences for urban dynamics. Further research could focus on evaluating the 

efficacy of existing policies, identifying gaps in implementation, and proposing policy 

frameworks that promote sustainable and inclusive urban development in Hamra and 

similar neighborhoods.  

An aspect worth exploring is the socio-economic impact of landlordism on 

different demographic groups within Hamra. Investigating how landlord-tenant 



 

 

 

 

133 

dynamics intersect with issues of housing affordability, social equity, and community 

resilience can shed light on the broader implications of these relationships for urban 

livelihoods.  It is important to note that Hamra is an exception in Beirut and more 

research should be done on other neighborhoods. 
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APPENDIX 
 

 

City of Tenants Survey Questionnaire: 

 

1. What is the “move in” date of the tenants into the apartment? 

2. What is type of rental agreement? 

3. What is the agreement duration? 

4. How much does the tenant pay? 

5. What is payment method? 

6. What are the facilities the tenant pay other than rent? How much do they pay for 

each? 

7. On which level is the apartment? 

8. What is the area of the apartment? 

9. What is the condition of the building?  

10. What is the space rented? 

11. Is the apartment furnished? 

12. What is average household income? 

13. Does the tenant receive support to cover the housing costs? 

14. How many tenants live in the unit? 

15. What is the household profile? 

16. What is the nationality of tenants? 

17. Did the landlord change the rental agreement?  

18. Where does the landlord live? 

19. Does the tenant want to become a homeowner? 

20. What is age of the tenants? 

21. What is the quality of the dwelling? 

22. What is the building age? 

23. What is the number of floor and apartments in the building? 

24. What is the number of elevators in the building? 
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