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Title: Mitigating the Gentrification Impacts of Innovation Districts: The Case of Beirut 

Digital District (BDD) and Bachoura, Beirut 

 

 

 

Over the past decade, Innovation Districts have gained importance among 

urban economic revitalization strategies across the world. To many, these districts are a 

source of serious concern because they accelerate ongoing processes of gentrification, 

rendering cities more exclusive (Mirabal, 2009). Others have however highlighted the 

potential of such urban interventions, provided proper measures are taken to foster 

inclusive and integrated environments within the cities where they are introduced. 

The 'Beirut Digital District' (BDD) is an enterprise-led block-scale 

development located at the north-eastern edge of the Bachoura district in Beirut. 

Launched in 2012 by Zain real-estate company (ZRE), the BDD is the first innovation 

district to be developed in Lebanon. The project was presented as a pillar initiative to 

brand Beirut an entrepreneurial city with knowledge economy as its foundation. 

Consequently, numerous public facilities were extended by public agencies, particularly 

the Central Bank and the Ministry of Telecom at the time. Despite the good intention of 

project developers who have created work opportunities for young people in Lebanon, 

including a few of the nearby Bachoura district, the BDD was not required to mitigate 

any of the gentrification implications on the nearby areas. A reconverted real-estate 

project, the project's detailed master plan proposes a high-end modern urban renewal 

intervention extending over half the area of Khandak Al-Ghamik, the main 

neighborhood of Bachoura.  As expected, the project triggered rapid gentrification in 

surrounding districts, particularly given its strategic location on the southern edge of 

Beirut Central District. 

Building on the concepts of óSpatial Ethicsô and óInclusive Innovationô, the 

thesis investigates the relationship of innovation districts with their immediate urban 

environments, taking the BDD-Bachoura as its case study. Through a case-study 

analysis of Innovation Districts that successfully mitigated negative externalities on 

their contexts, the thesis articulates a set of criteria against which BDD is assessed. The 

analysis is informed by a thorough and multi layered understanding of space, including 

the BDD space and the nearby neighborhoods. It also looks at the processes through 

which the company was established. 
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 Based on this multi-layered analysis, the thesis devises an urban design 

framework that helps orient the BDD towards becoming an inclusive digital district, 

considering the need for intervention in both processes and physical forms. This 

requires reviewing the master plan radically by expanding the boundaries and injecting 

functions to ensure a better integrated and inclusive urban development. The thesis also 

argues that the processes associated with Placemaking and Temporary Urbanism can 

constitute a proactive strategy deployed to help the district adapt to the shifting 

dynamics and manage change resulting from gentrification.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Radical processes of transformation are changing the cities and landscapes we 

inhabit.  Among the highly prevalent trends reshaping contemporary cities are the injection 

of 'creative industries' and 'innovation districts' as tools of urban economic revitalization1. 

This derives from a paradigm-shift favoring knowledge-based activities (Morisson, 2017), 

accompanied by the rise of the experience economy and the creative economy, as strategies 

for global competitiveness (Florida, 2002; Klinenberg, 2012; Landry, 2008; Neff, 2010; 

Pine & Gilmore, 1998; Speck, 2013). While Florida (2002) and Landry (2008) perceive 

this transformation and remake of the cities as an 'exciting and transformative experience' 

lived by inner cities (Morisson, 2017), in many cases such trends take the shape of large-

scale developments generating an accelerated process of gentrification (Mirabal, 2009).  

In Lebanon, there are only a few experiments with this type of development. The 

best known, the 'Beirut Digital District' (BDD), is a block-scale development at the edge of 

Beirut's historic core. Located in the peri-central district of Bachoura, the development has 

triggered a process of urban transformation that has profoundly impacted this 

neighborhood.  

 

 
1 In addition to urban entrepreneurialism considered as the new facet of neo-liberal economy. 

(Miró, 2011) 
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A. Problem Statement and Argument 

BDD, an enterprise-led innovation district, was launched in 2012 as a form of 

entrepreneurial urbanism scheme applied by Zain real-estate Holdings (ZRE) at the north-

eastern edges of Bachoura. The project, which was first envisioned as part of the Beirut's 

vision to locate itself on the global map and brand itself as an entrepreneurial city with 

knowledge economy as its foundation, is facilitated and incentivized by the Central Bank 

of Lebanon, the Ministry of Telecommunication, and the Ministry of Economy and Trade. 

This urban intervention is the first of its kind in Lebanon to be labeled as an 'innovation 

district.' In its statement, the vision refers to other successful cases in the globe, such as 

'Silicon Valley', after which it claims to be modeled. Although this intervention has created 

work opportunities for some young people in Lebanon, including some of the residents of 

nearby Bachoura who were hired to clean and/or guard the district, the BDD was not 

required to mitigate any of the gentrification implications on the nearby areas. As a result, 

the BDD developers purchased, brought down, redeveloped, and redesigned a different 

number of blocks in the area.  

The project's detailed master plan proposes a high-end modern urban renewal 

intervention. The BDD explicitly takes over the district known as the Old Christian 

Neighborhood of Bachoura, which extends over half the area of Khandak Al-Ghamik. By 

doing so, the development process of BDD generates, especially on the north-eastern edge 

of Bachoura, an excessive state of transformation to what the Bachoura district is already 
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facing due to its strategic location on the southern edge of BCD2. The area encounters 

complex development dynamics mediated by its socio-spatial and politico-religious 

singularities (Levesque, 2015). A large portion of the district has been experiencing drastic 

and rapid changes in function and morphology, accompanied by a change in its social 

fabric and identity. Witnessing these dynamics, Bachoura represents a place through which 

one may examine the ravages reaped by this form of urban renewal. Inhabited by rural 

migrants, immigrant workers, pre-war owners, all of whom typically rent these properties, 

the neighborhood is threatened by ravaging changes and displacement.  

1. Research Question(s) 

Starting from the premise that: 1) urban gentrification is an irreversible process 

witnessed in multiple contexts world-wide; 2) peri-center neighborhoods in Beirut 

constitute strategic locations for urban economic development and corporate business 

extensions, and 3) The right to the city is a recognized right that public authorities and 

private development agencies should be required to mitigate the negative impacts of 

gentrification, this research seeks to answer the following questions:    

¶ How to mitigate the impact of large-scale corporate developments on inner city 

transitional lower-income neighborhoods? 

¶ How to reconcile inescapable market-led developments with the provision of a 

responsive social infrastructure inclusive of the urban poor? 

Looking specifically at the case of Beirut, the thesis asks: 

 
2 Bachoura faces a fate similar to other peri-central districts of Beirut that have been subject to a 

high level of gentrification and real estate speculations. 
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¶ How can an urban design approach incorporate within the BDD master plan an 

integrated and inclusive urban development strategy that mitigates and contains its 

gentrification effects? 

¶ Finally, and looking specifically at the urban design potential of this intervention, 

how to redefine the spatial and functional interface between BDD and the surrounding 

Bachoura community to promote a softer transition? 

The thesis starts from the premise that it is imperative to review the master plan in 

ways that recognize its inscription in social and historical contexts which it should engage 

in. Accordingly, in this thesis, I argue that to respond to the challenge of urban integration, 

the BDD needs to implement the lessons reaped from other similar successful districts 

across the world. This requires reviewing the master plan radically by expanding the 

boundaries to ensure a better integrated urban development. This, in turn, will allow for 

improving connectivity (-infusing a network of public spaces and mobility that expands 

beyond the boundaries of the current master plan of BDD), directing development away 

from the neighborhood core, inserting programmatically functions that secure the long-

term inclusion such as [digital] and affordable housing, and enhance and valorize the 

heritage of the area and its historical identity. This thesis also argues that the processes 

associated with Placemaking and Temporary Urbanism can constitute a proactive strategy 

deployed to help the district adapt to the shifting dynamics and manage change resulting 

from gentrification. 
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2. Research Goals and Objectives 

The main objective of this research is to redefine the spatial and functional interface 

between BDD and the surrounding Bachoura community. To this end, a revision of the 

project boundaries and the insertion of Place Making design strategies will provide 

adequate pathways to reach the goal.  

To tackle the problematic, primary principles that the BDD design and development 

approach should account for are: 

¶ Reducing the cognitive distance between BDD and Bachoura by introducing 

physical and economic interventions that respond to shared needs and/or shared 

aspirations of the two groups. Such interventions also create a livable place for diverse 

communities in the district. 

¶ Inclusivity  of the public in general and the immediate context of Bachoura in 

specific in the districtôs development on the socio-spatial level through an integrative urban 

design that reduces the barriers. 

¶ Connectivity to the surrounding context and transport infrastructure 

¶ The adoption of a participatory  approach in the process of governance of the 

districtôs development which engages diverse communities in the area. In addition, 

stakeholders of diverse profiles (public agencies, non-profit-sector, é) should be integral 

of the participatory process and their engagement should be leveraged towards creating 

successful partnerships. 

¶ Public agencies central role in the development process. 

B. Research Significance, Limitation & Delimitations 
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By proposing an integrative scheme between the corporate and the social layers of 

an urban area, this research can contribute to the discussion of the possible integration of 

corporate urbanism and social urbanism. These two approaches stem from opposite 

ideologies in the urban field.  

Due to the contextual specificity of this thesis, the model might not be generalizable 

in other cases. However, it may sprout further future research to reach generalizable results. 

Moreover, because of the confined time frame for the research, which relies majorly on 

qualitative data collection and analysis, the research has some limitations added to those 

mentioned above.  The fieldwork and interviews are strategic, focusing on specific 

questions that serve the framework of analysis. By that, results might not accurately reflect 

the opinions of all members of the included population. 

C. Research Methodology 

In order to respond to the research question, the thesis takes the following 

methodology: (fig. 1) 
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1. Case Study Selection 

The case study selection was informed by my familiarity with the area that dated 

back to my undergraduate studies. This enabled me to witness and track the significant 

transformations in the district for the past few years, especially those resulting from the 

implementation of the innovation district project, BDD.  

Figure 1     A diagram of the Overall Research Methodology in this thesis. Source: Israa Darwish, 2020. 
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In the first visit to the site, I noticed the abandoned and deteriorated heritage 

buildings and the decaying urban infrastructure. During later visits, I was aware of other 

dynamics in the area: the political affiliation of a specific sectarian group, the low-income 

general status of the inhabitants and the strong sociability on one hand, and the emergence 

of empty parcels. Moreover, talks about new real estate developers affiliated to known 

political figures led me to problematize these observations as a case of a neighborhood 

witnessing devaluation that supports the beginnings of its gentrification. A significant 

change on the district-scale was the contrast between the edge of the district-side along 

Bechara el-Khoury street, characterized by a high concentration of multi-floor modern 

commercial and office buildings and the inner neighborhoods of Khandak el-Ghamik that 

maintained an environment similar to quiet, historical neighborhoods where residents 

remain socially connected .  

The third encounter with the area was in the Design Studio of 2017, under the title 

of Creative Beirut. Then, the new identity of the district's eastern edge has formed; BDD 

appeared as a clear actor; a large-scale project with a master plan for future growth, that 

acts as an [innovation district], a platform for business startups, creative and digital 

incubators, with their vision and objectives represented; the other 'Silicon Valley.' So, 

looking at BDD as an emerging creative cluster, it was studied in relation to the literature 

on creative cities, and a thorough analysis was made for case studies to deduce urban 

design implications reflecting the components of creative districts/clusters.  

The last revision of the case allowed for a more specific and defined scope of my 

research. In 2019, through my participation in a Design Charette by the Landscape 

Department of Sheffield University working on BDD and public space, I had the chance to 
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connect more with this community. I found that BDD was re-visiting its values concerning 

the surrounding context and that they are looking for ideas on how to positively impact and 

grow in a better manner to benefit the city of Beirut. They invited the Mayor of Barcelona 

for input, reflections, and proposals based on his experience in the Barcelona smart city 

initiative (In his recommendations for BDDôs successful development, the Mayor stressed 

on the need to óburryô Fouad Chehab Bridge and connect BDD to the city center).  

Throughout this last encounter, I found that BDD had transformed into a major actor and 

agent of change within a broader vision of the city.  

2. Data Collection 

In order to collect data, the first task was to frame the boundaries of the study area.  

Starting with the boundaries of Bachoura, this denomination applies on multiple scale in 

the district. Based on earlier studies and interviews with dwellers, the thesis adopted the 

following boundaries as the boundaries of area studied (see map.2). In addressing the 

impact of BDD on the immediate context, and in understanding the perceptions of the 

communities towards it, a more focused study area is selected based on identifying the area 

of direct influence by BDD, concluded to be Khandak Al-Ghamik neighborhood. The 

boundary of this neighborhood is drawn based on interviews with residents.  

 

The methodological approach of the research is a mix of qualitative and quantitative 

methods, with more emphasis on the latter method.  

In the process of data collection, I adopt a variety of qualitative and quantitative 

methods relying on primary and secondary resources.  The primary sources include 
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mapping at various scales, observation, photographing, informal conversations with the 

neighborhood residents, and BDD users and employees. This is in addition to semi-

structured interviews with Bachoura residents and mukhtars and BDD's directors and 

employers to understand the perceptions of each community towards the other and the 

value systems of the different actors.  

The qualitative survey is based on a total of 15 semi-structured interviews. The 

questions of the interviews mainly revolve around specific themes: the impact of BDD on 

the neighborhood, the community perception of BDD in Bachoura, and community 

recommendations to work jointly with BDD for 'mutual benefits'. The same questions 

apply to the BDD directors and community. Secondary sources are used both for empirical 

and theoretical research. For my case study, quantitative data are collected based on 

satellite imagery, and existing research made on the area (APSAD, MAJAL, Urban 

Planning Workshop 2005 at MUPP/MUD-AUB, Urban Design Studio 2016 at 

MUPP/MUD-AUB, Public Works2014-19, Design Charette by University of Sheffield 

2019 at BDD). Theoretical literature and case studies created the base for my assessment, 

analysis, and intervention frameworks. The analysis of the collected data is achieved 

through digital programs, mainly GIS. Visualization through maps, diagrams, photographic 

editing, is used as an analytical tool.  

D. Brief Profile: Location of Bachoura, its current boundaries & population 

Bachoura is a peri-central district that is located on the southern edge of Beirut 

central district. It is bounded by Fouad Chehab Avenue (Ring Road) to the north, Bechara 

Al -Khoury Street to the east, and Independence road to the south. It is mainly inhabited by 
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Shia residents who live in the western part of the area. The eastern part was once inhabited 

by Christians, who have sold their property to BDD.   

The main neighborhood of Bachoura, and which is the part most influenced by the 

BDD development, is Al-Khandak al-Ghamik. Itôs a neighborhood of some 25,000 people. 

The majority of residents belong to the working-class while ñthe entire socio-economic 

range extends from the near-destitute to the more comfortably middle-classò. About 80% 

of its residents belong to the Shia community, most of which came as rural migrants since 

the 1950s,  and the remaining 20% are Sunni (Boekelo M. , 2016). The neighborhood has a 

strong political identity. It is dominated by the two Shia parties: Amal and Hezbollah. 

Amal has the strong influence/control over the neighborhood and its relationship with its 

surrounding context, making the neighborhood perceived as a ópolitical enclaveô by many 

city dwellers.  

 
 

Map 1 Bachoura District (in red) location with respect to BCD. Source: Israa 

Darwish, 2020 
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Solidere Boundary 

Study area 

Boundaries 

Bachoura District 

Boundaries  

Map 2 The Study area Boundaries. Source: Israa Darwish, 2020. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter aims to locate the BDDôs position in the growing body of literature on 

'creative city' as a global trend and its socio-spatial translation into the urban field. The 

chapter is composed of two sections. In the first section, it explores óInnovation Districtsô 

and their consequential impact on the production of space in their urban contexts. Based on 

this exploration and adding to it an understanding of the context of the problematic 

previewed in the following chapters, the second section identifies urban design concepts 

and paradigms as a basis to formulate the framework of intervention.  

A. Innovation Districts: Between the Conceived Values and the Dilemmas of Practice 

This section explores the emergence and evolution of the Innovation District as a 

new model of urban development. It starts with understanding the recent global trends and 

the shifts in economic models pertaining to the formation of such models. First, on the 

conceptual level, the literature views the innovation district model as an outcome of a 

paradigm shift to the knowledge economy (Amin, 1994; Drucker, 1998) and the emergence 

of the 'creative city' notion (Florida, 2002). These new concepts, though a response to an 

intellectual and technological advancement that we have been witnessing since the turn of 

the 21st century, are defined by many scholars, like Ward (2010), as a new phase of neo-

liberal urbanism named as 'entrepreneurial urbanism'. Some such as Sonia Vives Miro 

(2011) view it as nothing but the spatial product of a new facet of Neo-liberal Economy, or 

as an extension of the urban regeneration of downtowns, through Business Improvement 
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Districts. This view gives a better understanding of the reason why in many places the 

outcome of this urbanism, recently referred to as innovation districts, promotes 

gentrification in their contexts. 

In the second part of the section I explore the latest established forms that represent 

a spatial manifestation of this 'entrepreneurial urbanism' model, the 'innovation district'. I 

analyze its urban form and governance depending on a multiple-case study analysis done 

by Kat Hanna (2016) and , and I discuss how specific forms produce spatial and social 

problematics to their contexts.  

1. The Emergence and Evolution of Innovation Districts 

Since the 2000s, innovation-driven developments have been implemented as urban 

initiatives, involving public institutions, universities, and private firms, as urban 

regeneration strategies in cities to strengthen urban competitiveness while promoting a 

better quality of life (Castells & Hall, 1994; Etzkowitz, 2015; Morisson, 2017). This 

derives from a paradigm-shift favoring knowledge-based activities (Morisson, 2017), 

accompanied by the rise of the experience economy and the creative economy, as strategies 

for global competitiveness (Florida, 2002; Klinenberg, 2012; Landry, 2008; Neff, 2010; 

Pine & Gilmore, 1998; Speck, 2013). The origins behind the concept of innovation districts 

stems from several scholars, including Alfred Marshall's industrial districts, Jane Jacobsô 

mixed use city, Michael Porterôs theories on urban clusters and locational advantage, David 

Yenckenôs creative city, and Richard Floridaôs work on the creative class (Morisson, 

2014). Moreover, the term innovation district has turned into a buzzword in popular culture 

used to signify renewal projects in under-functioning downtowns (Morisson, 2015). 
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a. The Notion of the Creative City  

This paradigm shift started from the 'creative city' notion first developed by 

Australian David Yencken in 1988, and since then has become a global movement 

reflecting a new planning paradigm for cities (Molotch, 1999). In that context, cities target 

the 'creative class', a socio-economic class first postulated by Richard Florida (2002, 2005)  

"Just as the feudal aristocracy derived its power and identity from its 

hereditary control of land and people, and the bourgeoisie from its members' 

roles as merchants and factory owners, the Creative Class derives its identity 

from its members' roles as purveyors of creativity," 

(Florida, 2002) 

Florida for his part pushes the concept of creativity to a kind of 'economic 

creativity' resulting from all kinds of entrepreneurial activity. For him, the growth of 

creative industries relies on technology, talent, and social tolerance ï what he calls the 

"three T's" (Sorensen, 2014). The creative and innovation districts arose from that context. 

Proponents of this concept like Landry (2008) argue that this transformation and the 

remaking of the cities, perceived by many as another forms of gentrification, is an 'exciting 

and transformative experience' lived by inner cities (Morisson, 2017). Morisson and 

Bevilacqua (2018) argue that these developments have many benefits and that arguments 

about gentrification only hinders approaches to distribute the benefits of urban 

redevelopment strategies. For his part, Freeman (2005) adds that neighborhoods have 

always experienced change and who moves in can be just as important as who moves out. 
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b. Knowledge Economy 

The expansion of 'knowledge economies' in recent time has its roots back to the end 

of the 20th century. According to theorists such as Amin (1994) and Drucker (1998), many 

countries in the 1990s undertook economic transitions from post-Fordism to knowledge-

based economies.  This transition is described by Richard Florida and Martin Kenney 

(1991) as capitalism ñundergoing an epochal transformation from a mass-production 

system where the principal source of value was human labor to a new era of `innovation-

mediated production' where the principal component of value creation, productivity, and 

economic growth is knowledge'' (p. 637). This transition translated on the urban level in the 

form of knowledge-based urban development (KBUDs) (Yigitcanlar et. Al, 2008), lately 

becoming popular as óinnovation districts. 

2. A revised spatial model of urban structure: Innovation districts as a spatial dimension 

of the paradigm shift 

According to Metcalfe & Ramlogan (2008) and OECD (2015), innovation is a 

major driver and transformative force for economic growth of the city by providing new 

business and jobs. The rapid rise of innovative industries has created a ñrevised spatial 

model of urban structureò (Liao & Gebhardt, 2013). The spatial dimension of Innovation 

districts as a concept is rooted in models such as regional innovation system, Learning 

Regions, innovative milieu, cluster, and industrial district (Bougdah et al, 2019). 
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a. From spontaneous market-led clusters to planned innovation districts  

Innovation districts are the newest version of knowledge-based urban development 

that developed from unplanned enterprise-led hubs and clusters to planned public-led parks 

and districts. The first planned concept was the ótechnology parkô, which was initiated in 

the 1980s and 1990s by regional and urban policymakers as a strategy to imitate the 

success of the Silicon Valley, the first innovation cluster that grew spontaneously from 

market forces resulting from Stanford Universityôs Research Park foundation post-1951 

(Castells & Hall, 1994).  

The advance of the spatial model of innovation from cluster to district became 

evident in the last decade of the twentieth century, the period marking the economic 

transition from mass-production towards Knowledge-Economy. With this transition, the 

increasingly growing innovative startups and creative companies began to cluster and 

replace former manufacturing districts taking advantage of their ñcentrality, high urban 

amenities, and low rentsò (Barcel· & Oliva, 2002).  Some examples of these enterprise-led 

innovation districts are Silicon Alley (New York), Mission District (San Francisco), 

Shoreditch (London), and Silicon Sentier (Paris) (Morisson, 2017). The recent form of 

Innovation districts is a formally planned replicate to these spontaneously grown market-

led innovation districts (Morssion, 2017). As the case of technology Parks, city authorities 

aimed from such planned urban developments to create ñthe needed agglomeration 

economies to foster a self-sustaining and cumulative causation growthò (Morisson, 2017) 

As a result of this evolution in the urban structure of innovation developments, most 

of the recently developed districts are pre-planned, whether by local governments or 

private sectors. This formal approach to development made planned innovation districts 
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similar to other top-down planned culture regeneration (Knox, 2010) and urban renewal 

developments aim at revitalizing under-functioning downtowns. This similarity is evident 

through a recent definition of this formal structure of innovation districts by Morisson 

(2017), based on his multiple studies of recently developed innovation districts by local 

governments.  According to Morisson,  

"An innovation district is a place-based urban development strategy that aims to 

regenerate an under-performing downtown neighborhood into a desirable 

location for innovative and creative companies and workers.ò 

(2017, p.3) 

Many scholars (Edlund, Machado, & Sviatschi, 2015; Florida, 2017; Glaeser, 

Resseger, & Tobio, 2009; Stehlin, 2016) have criticized the development of innovation 

districts being conceived as a mere local economic development strategy. According to 

them, this approach directed the process to be a non-participative top-down initiative that 

ñencourage gentrification and economic polarizationò (Morisson & Bevilacqua, 2018). 

These critiques conform to what  Harvey (1989) describes on the production of space in 

cities by the end of the 20th century onwards, the production of space in cities have been 

linked to global economic models that prioritize capital production over the urban form and 

everyday experience of citizens in the city. 

b. The Urban Form & Development model of Innovation Districts & Clusters 

Innovation districts come in different typologies in design and planning dimensions 

relying on the huge differences in regional economies, drivers, goals and óaccess to 

knowledgeô (Veer, 2016).  In terms of designs, multiple models exist varying in scale and 
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forms of clustering. The process of development differs from private and public actors, but 

most are led by local governments as an urban strategy to revive their cities. Some are set-

up from a bottom-up or top-down approach, some may be market-led, and some are 

planned initiatives by corporate bodies or the city. In terms of land-use, some are set-up by 

real estate firms, and some are built by universities (Katz and Wagner, 2014; Morisson, 

2015, Hanna, 2016).  

Three main studies on innovation districts by Hanna 2016, Morisson (2015), and 

Katz and Wagner (2014) categorize typologies of innovation districts in terms of urban 

layout and governance structure (actors and process). 

i. Urban Form 

A study by Hanna (2016) of London's established and emerging innovation districts 

classifies these districtsô typologies according to their urban form, reflecting on the impact 

of these new districts on their urban geography. Although it only relied on case studies in 

London, this study3 provides an important analytical framework to the analysis of 

innovation districts.  

According to Hanna (2016), there are typically three distinct categories of 

innovation districts, classified according to the permeability of sites and its connectivity 

(i.e. the proportion of publicly accessible roads). These categories are: (1) Embedded, (2) 

Cluster, and (3) Campus. Spatial models allow us to analyze the extent to which the 

 
3 These typologies are developed based on a multiple case study analysis of innovation districts in 

London (including universities, clusters and nascent innovation districts), and considering multiple criteria 

like timeframes/age, geographic spread, and development model. (Hanna, 2016) 
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districts are stitched into the fabric of the locality around them. It should be noted, 

however, that permeability does not necessarily mean accessibility in terms of public 

transport, or engagement with the local area. 

¶ Embedded Model 

Embedded models are those districts that are woven into the urban fabric of the city 

(often long established). These models have a maximum number of roads, of which are 

public ways, a range of shared facilities between users & the general public, and traffic mix 

with general traffic flow to a high degree. 

¶ Cluster Model 

The cluster model is separated into several ósub-campusesô, crossed by a few roads, 

which include some shared facilities and an accessible public realm. In this model, some 

mixing of general traffic and user traffic happens. 

¶ Campus Model 

The campus model is detached from its urban environment, sometimes with 

controlled access, but little mixing of general traffic and usersô traffic. They are described 

by Hanna (2016) as óurban enclaves.ô 
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Katz and Wagner (2014) recognize three main models concerning the urban layout 

of innovation districts.  

¶ Anchor-plus model 

This model is developed in the context of an existing urban fabric of the city; its 

downtown or midtown, anchored with major institution(s) such as a university or a medical 

center. Usually, such districts are initiated by these anchor institutions. 

¶ Re-imaged urban areas 

In this model, new innovation districts are created in older cities, usually former 

industrial or warehouse sites and waterfront area, in the aim of rebranding them. The 

structure of this type of districts is similar to the anchor-plus model. 

¶ Urbanized science parks 

This model is built on pre-existing isolated tech and science parks formed in the 

1980s and 1990s by adding new facilities (Castells & Hall, 1994). 

Figure 2    The three spatial typologies of innovation districts according to Hanna (2016).   

    Source: Hanna (2016, p.70) 
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ii. Governance Structure 

The same study made by Hanna (2016) that categorizes innovation districts into 

different spatial typologies also categorizes them based on their governance structure into 

four categories.  

¶ University-led 

These Innovation Districts are based entirely in university campuses, with some 

commercial space, with access almost exclusively to students.   

¶ University plus 

This model is established in partnership between universities and the private sector 

such as a research center or a private hospital.  

¶ Radical Mixed Development 

Like other mixed-use spaces, this innovation district features residential space, 

offices, along with incubators and some university presence. Here, there is mixity in use, 

function, and users.   

¶ Enterprise-led 

Unlike the latter three models, the enterprise-led one lacks university influence and 

is led by a private sector firm or a network of much smaller private firms, which is the case 

of BDD. 

Other studies by Katz and Wagner (2014) and Morisson (2015) investigate the 

innovation districts in terms of initiators (actors) and process of development. On the level 

of drivers, Katz and Wagner (2014) classify these into public actors; mayors and local 

governments, private actors; real estate developers and major landowners. In addition to 

these drivers are universities, research and medical campuses, philanthropic investors, 
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anchor companies, and innovative entrepreneurs (Ibid).  Barcelona, Boston, Medellin and 

Singapore are good examples of the lead by the mayorôs and the municipal departments in 

deciding to create an innovation district (Morisson, 2015).  While such cases of public 

initiation build on strong visions to maximize the benefits to the community, real Estate 

actors and investors are driven by profit and feasible business. Hence, to get these private 

actors to actively participate and commit to proposing óunconventional thinkingô in 

developing these districts, the benefits for them should exceed the costs (Morisson, 2015).  

Accordingly, innovation districts in terms of initiators (actors), process of 

development and economic model can be categorized into:  

¶ Top-down urban strategy | government planning  

¶ Private sector-led | (corporate) bottom-up leadership (case of BDD) 

¶ Organic growth | market forces-responsive 

3. Innovation Districts and their "Dilemma with Place"  

a. Spatial and Socio-economic patterns produced by innovation districts; A new form of 

Gentrification? 

In many cases, the creative developments are generating an accelerated process of 

gentrification (Mirabal, 2009), viewed by many scholars as an expression of 

'commodification of space' (Clark, 2015) and 'space wars' (Hansen, 2003, 2006). Hansen 

(2003, 2006) explains that "rhythms of capitalism and urban governance formed by 

competition between cities translate into uneven developmentðsegregation, exclusion and 

'space wars'" (Swyngedouw, 1997, p. 119). The focus on 'space wars' carries a critical 

perspective across to the study of urban transformation processes and uneven development 
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and is related to the processes of gentrification (Lewis, 2001) at multiple scales (Atkinson 

and Bridge, 2005; Smith, 1996, 2002). This notion of 'space wars' is further explored by 

Peck (2005) who explains that "forces of global  capital  accumulation,  shifts  towards 

neoliberal urban governance and increased interurban competition during past decades 

have  led  to  a 'nouveau-bourgeois  war  for talent' causing increased struggles over urban 

space and sweeping displacement of people." (Peck, 2005, p. 766, quoted in Larsen & 

Hansen, 2008). Clark (2005,), in turn, sums up the root causes of gentrification by: "the 

commodification of space, polarized power relations and a set of fictions that strategically 

naturalizes the drive to conquer space." (Larsen & Hansen, 2008).  

Despite the negative view of gentrification by most of the urban scholars, some 

literature argues that gentrification has a positive impact. According to Lees (2000), the 

tension in the debate on gentrification lies in the 'emancipatory city' versus the 'revanchist 

city' thesis (Larsen & Hansen, 2008). The former perspective argues that 'social mixing' is a 

positive outcome. An example of that is Byrne's (2003) argument that gentrification can 

improve the economic opportunities for the urban poor. This positive view is expressed by 

Florida (2002, 2005) as well in his argument around the creative notion. He considers that 

business and people move to the places where the creative urban environments are; 

accordingly, people's climate is important for the branding of cities and gentrified 

neighborhoods are seen as magnets attracting the 'creative class'. From this perspective, it 

makes economic sense for the city to facilitate gentrification. "'Good' governance targets 

deprived neighborhoods for (state-led) gentrification in order to emancipate the creative 

potential of the city" (Cameron, 2003; Slater, 2004). The gentrifiers are seen as the 
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embodiment of global cultural and economic flows -- an emerging global élite community 

(Rofe, 2003) equivalent to the creative class. (Larsen & Hansen, 2008). 

However, after praising the creative class Florida (2002), Richard Florida lately 

acknowledged that innovation is in many places a nexus to inequality (Florida, 2017).  

i. The different dilemmas with place defined by (Wagner, 2019) 

Throughout a study he performed on multiple innovation districts in the United 

States, Wagner (2019) defines two place-based dilemmas that are hindering the innovation-

districts success from a physical point of view. Classified along two categories outlined 

below, the place-based dilemmas question the issues of placeless-ness, connectivity, and 

accessibility/permeability. 

¶ óThe disconnect dilemmaô 

 According to Wagner (2019), while most of the districts have their physical realms 

designed in a way that enhances connectivity on the district scale, through the proximity of 

spaces and functions, creating a walkable and vibrant experience, they lack a well-studied 

city-scale connectivity (the reason for their location on a city scale) 

¶ 'The dead zone dilemma' 

  Wagner (2019) describes this as the loss of a sense of place resulting from a rapid 

and massive change to the physical environment which includes the demolition of heritage 

and the construction of high-rises. The dead zone dilemma is also referred to as the 

'placelessness' in the literature on the urban placesô identity (Relph, 1976). According to 

Ziyaee (2018) understanding the urban space needs to consider that social and cultural 

public territories between the mass of buildings be more understood, perceived and 
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recognized. This loss of place is justified by developers and city planners as a way to tap 

into the potential profits of real estate in the absence of preservation policies that generate 

financial incentives to keep the historic buildings in place (Wagner, 2019). 

With the negative impacts of innovation districts on their urban context being 

reviewed here, I propose in the second section Spatial ethics and Corporate Social 

responsibility as theoretical frameworks that form a base for spatial planning responses to 

this problem. This conceptual pillar is supported by a case study analysis of three cases 

where local governments succeeded in re-channeling the negative externalities of 

innovation districts within tracks of inclusive growth. 
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B. Towards a Methodology of Analysis and Intervention 

The thesis uses multiple frameworks from literature in order to analyze the case study and 

answer to the thesis problematic.  The aim is to develop the study from analyzing 

contextual forces towards proposing urban design concepts and paradigms as a basis to 

formulate the framework of intervention. 

1. Lefebvreôs Spatial Triad 

To understand the form of relation between the BDD and Bachoura on the socio-

spatial level and its link to political and regulatory forces, I use Lefebvre (1974)ôs Spatial 

Triad. In order to analyze the production of space, Lefebvre proposed a Spatial Triad that 

consists of three types of intertwined processes of production that he labelled Conceived 

Space, Perceived Space, and Lived Space. 

¶ Conceived Space: 

This is the space of planners and governors, it materializes in: 

- Plans and elements, as conceived by professionals of the built 

environment; the various maps that were historically made to 

analyze their effects 

- The elements of design that are typically used by these architects: 

design language, landmarks, é  

¶ Lived Space: Is the way space is experienced and remembered by users. It reflects 

how people perceive/imagine elements such as boundaries, the meanings they associate to 

specific locations, the memories they have, etc.  

¶ Practiced Space: Is the actual physical manifestation of space, it includes the 

landscapes and elements in relation to the practices of individuals who use them,.  
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2. Punter (1991) and Montgomery (1998) Components of Place as an Urban Design tool 

for Analysis  

To translate Lefebvreôs reading into elements of urban design (Physical settings, 

Activities, Image), I use the óDescriptive Components of Placeô method suggested by 

Punter (1991) and Montgomery (1998) (fig. 3). 

¶ Physical Settings/ Form: The Built form, landscape, Permeability, Scale, 

Intensity, Landmarks, Space to Building Ratios, Public realm (Space systems) 

¶ Activity:  Land use, Pedestrian Flow, Behavior, Patterns, Diversity, Fine Grain 

Economy, Street Life, Local Traditions 

¶ Image/Meaning: (cognition, perception, information): Symbolism & Memory, 

Psychological access, Associations, Knowledgeability, Cultural associations, Perceived 

Functions, Attractions. 

 

Figure 3    The Descriptive components of place identity suggested by (a) Punter (1991), and (b) 

Montgomery (1998). 
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3. Spatial Ethics as an approach in designing and assessing space 

This section provides the theoretical framework through which I approach the role 

of the BDD. 

 óSpatial Ethicsô is an integrated approach towards addressing the Socio-spatial 

impacts of large urban projects on their context.  It introduces the concept of spatial equity 

and tackles the need to evaluate such urban projectsô multi-scalar and multi-dimensional 

impacts on society and on the space that they produce. In a case study of an urban 

infrastructural project, Lee (2018) uses spatial ethics as an evaluation tool to assess the 

projects socio-spatial impacts. This case study highlights, by involving diverse stakeholders 

in the framework of analysis, the plurality of actors and their interests, and the priorities 

that the projects aim for. (Lee,2018). The main findings of the case study commend the 

ability of spatial ethics as an evaluation tool to identify positive and negative returns of an 

urban project to society space overtime despite the different perceptions that different 

actors hold to these social and spatial impacts (Ibid). 

Fisher (2019) identifies four dimensions of SE, which can be referred to as a basis 

for decision-making of spatial planning and urban development (Fig.4):  

¶ Virtuous space, based on Aristotle: ethical characteristics of space including 

connectivity, integration, & inclusiveness in urban space.  

¶ Contractual space, based on Hobbes and Rousseau: space for keeping peace and 

avoiding conflicts in society  

¶ Dutiful space, based on Kantian approach: examining the impacts of 

creating/using space for the needs/ends of a larger population. 
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¶ Consequential space: maximizing the long-term return on investment in space, 

benefiting the needs of the greatest number. 

 

 

 
Figure 5 concluded scheme from fisherôs concept 

Figure 4 Fisher (2009)ôs Four dimensions of Spatial Ethics used as basis for spatial planning and urban 

development. Source:  Lee, 2018 adopted from Fisher, 2009 
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4. An Integrated Framework 

In this thesis, I want to focus on the óurban designô component of the analysis, 

looking specifically at the elements of the conceived, lived and practiced as they pertain to 

the physical elements of the city. I use Punterôs framework to translate LEfevbreôs 

framework of analysis into a design one, and I use the spatial ethics concept with them to 

ass BDDôs design.  
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CHAPTER III 

THE BDD  

 

In this chapter, I profile the BDD and position it in relation to the governmentôs 

national vision and city-scale strategies and BDLôs goals in their financial support to such 

óprojectsô. How was the BDD initiated? What is the scope of its work? What are the 

perceptions around its development in Bachoura? What kind of incentives and/or public 

subsidies or facilities did it benefit from? What were the stated goals and claims that 

justified government support to the project? Are there similar projects in Beirut/Lebanon? 

Does it serve the stated objectives of the government support?  

A. The BDD Profile: Location in the city, size, scope, plan 

Beirut Digital District (BDD) is an emerging óinnovation hubô developed on the 

north-eastern edge of the neighborhood of Bachoura. Although it is in immediate 

geographic proximity to the Beirut's Central District, Lebanon's business hub, Bachoura is 

different in its social composition and physical conditions from the cityôs core, as we 

illustrated in the previous chapter. With this location, BDD acquires a strategic place in 

relation to the city of Beirut. It lies in the heart of the city, in proximity to most of its 

primary functions, especially universities and other corporations, and easily accessible to 

major infrastructure equipment such as the port and the airport (map 3).  

The first Beirut Digital District building stands 9 stories high in Bachoura on the 

intersection between Fouad Chehab Boulevard (known as the Ring road), directly on the 
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southern edge of Beirut Central District, and Bechara el-Khoury, an active commercial and 

institutional street linking the peripheral and peri-central areas to the city center and to 

Damascus street.  

The BDD project was launched in 2012 as the outcome of a joint effort between 

public and private institutions, spearheaded by the Ministry of Telecommunications and in 

collaboration with Berytech, a university-based technology incubator, and the real estate 

development firm ZRE4 (Nabbout, 2012). The project was also financially supported by the 

 
4 Zein Real Estate Company is owned by the Syrian businessmen Talal al-Zain, owner of one of 

the largest companies of gas import and supply in the middle east and a supplier of domestic gas in Lebanon, 

and an investor in the Banking sector. His son-in-law Mouhamad Y. Rabah is the general manager of ZRE. 

 

Map 3 BDDôs location in the heart of the city, proximate to BDD, major universities and ócreative clusters.ô 

Source: Israa Darwish, 2020. 



 

34 

Central Bank, under the program of support to the ecosystem of startups developing digital 

and technological sector. According to the speech of then minister of telecommunication, 

MP Nicolas Sehnaoui, BDD was conceived to attract foreign digital endeavors, boost local 

entrepreneurs' opportunities and óbring expatriates back homeô. The project carries hence a 

strong economic developmental agenda for the area, and more generally the city and the 

country. 

According to the website advertisement of the company, BDD is a ñcluster of 

innovation designed for the digital & creative communityò. Its stated objective is to ñcreate 

a hub for the digital and creative industries in Lebanonò (BDD, 2016). ñBDDôs objective is 

to become an all-inclusive zone dedicated to empowering the digital and creative industry 

in Lebanon by providing state-of-the-art infrastructure and superior support services for 

growing businesses.ò Their vision hits the aim of developing óself-sustaining innovative 

neighborhoodsô and fuel the growth of over 10,000 dynamic and creative individuals, 

through smart offices spaces, infrastructure and other services (BDD, 2016). 

The project extends over more than 120,000sqm of built-up area being built in 5 

phases over 10 years (fig.6). According to BDD, this phasing follows ña pragmatic 

approach to ensure the organic growth of a vibrant urban districtò.  

In the first phase, and after the launch of BDD in 2012, the Berytech Park was 

inaugurated in 2013 to host around 100 SMEs. It launched a 30-million-dollar fund in 2014 

to support startups by Lebanese youth (Nabbout, 2012).  

 
He is a telecommunication engineer whose experience is in strategic consultancy and real estate development. 

After completing The Platinum Tower, the ólargestô residential development in Lebanon, he launched Beirut 

Digital District (BDD) in 2012. Source: 2010. https://www.syria-oil.com/english/?p=935 and 2014. 2014 

BDL Accelerate. http://2014.bdlaccelerate.com/speakers/mouhamad-rabah/) 

http://2014.bdlaccelerate.com/speakers/mouhamad-rabah/
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Figure 6  Phasing of BDD plan with the land use specified by ZRE.  Source: BDD Website, 2020. Factor 

in the Future.  Retrieved from: https://beirutdigitaldistrict.com/our-story  

Figure 7 BDD's originally proposed Master plan showing its regeneration guidelines. Source: 

BDD, 2016. 
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According to its masterplan (fig. 7), BDDôs property is spread over five blocks; two 

of them entirely owned by ZRE, while the others are majority owned by BDD and the rest 

are rented out. The other real estate projects present in the area are concentrated on the 

southern part of Bachoura. They are mainly residential within the inner neighborhood with 

only the ones on the Bechara Khoury and Independence edges are mixed use projects.  

The new urban morphology introduced by the BDD is exclusive of the smaller 

scale, narrow alleys of affordable housing. It also contrasts with the morphology of the 

middle class, affordable housing that has proliferated in nearby neighborhoods (map 4). 

Instead, large blocks imaging expensive and large buildings where apartment prices are 

well above the means of the urban majorities. While BDD may not be a residential 

development in its current state, the morphology of its blocks strongly recalls those of the 

high-end residential developments in nearby downtown5.  

 
5 Bachoura, as other peri-central districts of Beirut, encounters two types of gentrification: 

¶ Ad-hoc Infills, with small to medium scale and residential character (appearing mainly in Zahrawi 

neighborhood, and only few in Khreis and Khandak el Ghamik) 

¶ Linear, highway developments (transport-edge developments) with medium scale and mixed use 

(with commercial ground floor) developments (gentrification) (appearing on Independence and Basta streets) 

¶ However, an additional third type of gentrification takes place in Bachoura, led by BDD:  

¶ sub-sector multi-blocks cluster development 
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Map 4  BDD's property (in purple) versus other Real estate developersô properties (in 

yellow) Source: Israa Darwish (2019). Information on BDD property based on their 

master plan and interviews with residents, while information on other real-estate 

developments are based on AUB Neighborhood Initiative, 2016. Mapping New 

Construction in Beirut (2000-2013). 
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B. BDD and Bachoura: The initials of growth 

To the side of the neighborhood, the 

first cluster of BDD buildings lies on 

Nassif Yazigi Street, in the area often 

described as the óold Christian 

neighborhoodô (Boekelo M. , Of citizens 

and ordinary men: Political subjectivity and 

contestations of sectarianism in 

reconstruction-era Beirut, 2016). However, 

BDDôs property expands over almost the 

entire neighborhood (fig. 8). 

This area of the neighborhood still 

strongly presented its post-war face until 

2010 when it has been re-conceptualized by 

the developers to match more the 

neighboring Solidere in its ómodernô form 

and function as a business ódistrictô. According to BDD developersô claims, the project 

aims to regenerate and transform óKhandak el-Ghamikô into a neighborhood attractive for 

the ócreative classô and creative companies.  

1. The Physical Transformation 

The physical transformation of Bachoura started well before the launch of the BDD 

project in 2012. It began with the spillover of the real estate speculation occurring in Beirut 

Figure 8   The location of BDD in relation to the óOld 

Christian Neighborhoodô defined by (Boekelo, 2016), 

and it shows how BDD has taken over the largest part 

of the neighborhood 

BDD 

Old Christian 
Neighborhood 
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Downtown to the peri-central districts during the post-war reconstruction period. The 

process peaked between 2004 and 2007 in the north-eastern area of Bachoura, known as 

the Old Christian neighborhood (fig. 8) (Boekelo, 2016). 

2. The Developer 

Most properties were bought by ZRE, the real estate development firm that 

eventually developed BDD, directly after the eviction of the war-displaced families in the 

neighborhood by the Ministry of Displaced. Many of the buildings in this neighborhood 

had been squatted for the duration of the civil war and a post-war displacement policy 

compensated squatter while forcibly evacuating them from these buildings. Buildings in 

this district were however severely impacted by the civil war: many people had left the 

country; others had settled in other districts of the city. In addition, buildings in the district 

were often owned in shares and inherited by extended families, a constraint to development 

that encouraged many of the property owners to sell their lands (Brones, 2010). As of 2004, 

the late Talal el-Zein, a retired Oil and Gas investor who had moved back to Lebanon 

during this year, began to purchase the properties in the neighborhood (Boekelo, 2016, 

p.57) with the ambition of initiating a large-scale real estate development project6. Between 

2007 and 2009, doors, windows and balconies of the buildings that lied in the north-eastern 

 
6 According to Boekelo (2016), ñrecords [é] from the land registry show that indeed properties 

were sold, and mostly to one buyer who is identified, in some newspaper, as a óSyrian businessmanô with 

connections to Hariri circles. The businessman used a number of daughter companies ï registered to members 

of his extended family ï to buy up different plots, mostly likely to make it seem different buyers were active 

in the area (in other ways as well, dissimulation seemed part of the business model). A business partner and 

son-in-law [é] contacted over the phone declined any other comment than that for the moment the market 

wasnôt ready for their plansò (p.57). 
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area of the Bachoura were evacuated and walled out to prevent a reoccupation. By 2010, 

most old ruined buildings and the last habitable houses were demolished by ZRE, allowing 

for the reconstruction of the lots to serve the BDD project (see map 5). Based on an 

interview with the lawyer of ZRE (Karim Koubaissi), these demolitions were supposed to 

prevent the return of the squatters to these buildings (Koubaissi, 2009 as quoted in Brones, 

2010).  

a. The ódissimulationô of the developers  

Acquisitions in the Christian neighborhood stared since 2004 (according to 

information from land registry of Beirut). The owner that was buying the property is the 

owner of ZRE, (the developer company of BDD), the Syrian businessman Talal el Zain. He 

had connections to the Prime Minister Haririôs circles, according to a number of newspaper 

reports (details on this are found in Chapter V). In the period of purchase, the businessman 

made sure not to make himself visible by using several daughter companies to purchase the 

different plots (Boekelo, 2016)7. Interviews with inhabitants of the neighborhood reflect 

this vagueness and manipulation, what Boekelo describes as ódissimulationô. They mention 

multiple company names they heard about or have connection with as Zain, Al-óAliya, and 

other assumptions and rumors mentioning once Al-Walid bin Talal (who they thought had 

 
7 This explains what some residents in the block next the archeological site explained to me and 

what I found contradicting. They insisted that the company that bought the buildings they reside in was called 

ñAl-óAliya- ϣуЮϝЛЮϜò(showing me the contract holding its name, and had no idea what type of company it was, 

they assumed it would be a law firm), while other neighbors said that it was Zain real estate company (that is 

ZRE, the development company of BDD). In my online search and questions to some inhabitants, I found no 

information on this company. 

 



 

41 

bought the archeological site in the beginning in a plan for extending Solidere, what they 

refer to as Solidere II), Abdullah Berri (son of PM and leaders of Amal party Nabih Birri), 

etc. In their speech, the BDD developers, refused to comment on these claims, considering 

that ñfor the moment the market wasnôt ready for their plansò (Boekelo, 2016, p.57). 

In narrating the history of the area in its advertisements, BDD described Bachoura 

as an area that ñhas always buzzed with life and business venturesò. The website states that 

ñAfter being negatively influenced by the 1975 civil war, the area is conceived by BDD to 

be transformed and taken a step forward, [é] changing into an integrated digital 
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neighborhood, while preserving the heritage8 and diversity.ò9 (see fig. 9)

 

Mohamad Rabah, the general manager of BDD, in an interview with CNN in 2015 

said: 

 ñWhen we started investing in the Bachoura area [é], [it] was a left-out torn 

area since the 1975, no one had stepped foot in it. We used to find three-

meter snakes walking around. We thought [that] the only way to be able to 

revive an area and to transform an area from a war-torn district is by bringing 

motivated people, young, dynamic, creative, that they will re-shape the 

district.ò   

 
8 While heritage is claimed to be a value by BDD, only three of the classified heritage buildings 

were reserved and renovated by BDD in the properties undergoing developments while another four 

classified buildings were demolished. As a further notice, another four heritage buildings, added to the seven 

mentioned here, have recently become properties of BDD; however, they are still left in their previous 

condition; vacant or occupied by old tenants, while waiting for their future plan for development by BDD. 

These new properties donôt appear in the BDDôs master plan.  

 

Figure 9    A comparison between the old ówar-tornô buildings as described by Mohamad Rabah, their 

current renovated version, and the future vision of the whole area. Source: BDD Wesbite. 2020.  
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Mohamad Rabah. Interview with CNN, 201510  

3. A Market-led Planned Regeneration 

In contrast to the claims of the BDD developer, the BDD project can be described 

as a form of gentrification, a more recent form of óMarket-led Planned Regenerationô with 

a top-down corporate approach11 (fig. 10). While gentrification sometimes takes the form 

of externalities for a ónewô type of urban development, this ócreativeô project comes in the 

form of massive destruction processes.  Whole blocks of the neighborhood were erased and 

reshaped, and many buildings were demolished and replaced by new developments or 

parking lots (Figure 11 & Maps 5 ,6). Hundreds of families were also displaced (Gebhardt 

& Sack, 2004). 

 
10 Andrew Stevens, 2015. ñLebanon's Silicon Valley: A new neighborhood is emerging in Beirut 

that may one day be a powerhouse for startups in the Middle Eastò. CNN. Retrieved from: link 

11 It might be also compared to Solidere project with the difference that Solidere applied its project 

on a multiple-districts level while BDD, so far, is working on a sub-sectoral district level. Their development 

though also follows according to a master plan. 
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Figure 10 Different forms of Creative Clusters and the gentrification they produce. 

Source: Israa Darwish, 2020 
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The first level of gentrification in this project is creating is a developmental one, 

justified by the goal of óeconomic growthô under the ócity competitiveness and attraction 

through commodification of the 

ócreative and innovationô notion of the 

city. The neighborhood is now in the 

last stages of this wave of 

gentrification. Before the financial 

crisis in 2019, the neighborhood was 

expecting a second wave of 

gentrification of another form through 

its attraction to the ócreative classô. 

This will be fostered by the 

commodification of the space, the 

major aspect that creates gentrification 

on the longer run. (Larsen & Hansen, 

2008). 

  

Figure 11 Aerial photos dating back to 2014-2015 

showing BDD buildings and the large empty lands it 

created (used as parking in the wait for the future 

coming phases) in the óOld Christian Neighborhoodô 
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Map 5 A map of the study area showing demolished buildings (in red) by BDD appearing in the 

BDD property (in purple). Source: Israa Darwish. 2020. 
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Map 6 A map showing the re-parcelization of properties before 2004 versus before 2019, the thick 

purple line represents BDD property. Source: Israa Darwish. 2020., based on cadastral maps of 1964 

and 2004 and Google Satellite Imagery of 2019.  
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4. The BDD Project: Conflicting Perceptions 

A quick review of the positions and perceptions of public sector actors, residents, 

and researchers indicates that they are not aligned about the future impact of the project on 

the neighborhood. While public actors describe the project as a development engine, others 

see it as leading to displacement and impoverishment.  

During the launch of the BDD project, Me Karim Kobeissi, the individual credited 

as behind the conception of the BDD project, and a senior advisor to the then Minister of 

Telecommunication MP Nicolas Sehnaoui, stated that: 

ñUp to 4,000 jobs within the BDD could be created over the next three to 

four years, and I am adamant that some of these jobs will go to members of 

the local community.ò 

     Me Karim Kobeissi. Interview with Al-Akhbar,201212 

 

In response to this, Hisham Ashkar, a researcher in urban planning, explained that 

the effects of the project could be destructive to the local community. Ashkar argued in a 

newspaper interview with the daily Al-Akhbar: 

ñA good number of the residents in the neighborhood do not have legal 

status. After all some of them have been squatters since the civil war. Urban 

rejuvenation will lead to the implementation of rules and regulations, and 

since Lebanese laws do not protect the rights of people in housing, but rather 

put emphasis on the sanctity of private property, the local residents will be 

eventually forced to relocate.ò  

     Hisham Ashkar. Interview with Al-Akhbar. 2012 

 
12 https://www.albawaba.com/business/beirut-digital-gentrification-460170 
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In contrast to what Kobeissi argued would benefit the Bachoura community, Ashkar 

cites the example of the new campus of the Lebanese University in Hadath, adjacent to the 

impoverished area of Hay al-Sellom. He explains: 

ñPrevious redevelopment projects in Beirut have not necessarily bolstered the 

livelihoods of the residents in the immediate area. The campus did not serve 

to rejuvenate the run-down area and brought no employment to the existing 

local community. Save for the patronage of two cafes and taxi and bus fares, 

there has been no economic injection or any other interaction.  

Historically, the development of affluent districts inherently pushes those of 

lower incomes away from the area, as with the arrival of affluence, prices of 

rent and commodities increase.ò 

Ibid 

Ashkar explained that the law in Lebanon gives little or no protection to tenants. 

There are two laws pertaining to rent: the new rent law, which is based on a contract 

renewed every three years that allows landlords to increase rent every three years; and the 

old rent law, which froze rental prices and makes evicting tenants more complicated, 

meaning landlords sometimes resort to having the building condemned in order to force 

them out. Ashkar said that ñwith the flow of investments and ódevelopment,ô it is natural 

that landowners will resort to one of these solutions in order to generate more profit, 

especially given that there are no regulations to prevent them from doing so, or to protect 

low income residents." In Ashkarôs words,  

ñBeirut, throughout its urban history, has been a mixture of impoverished and 

affluent areas, and in most of cases, different social conditions existed in the 

same neighborhood...In the absence of just social rights or a social welfare 

state, and with the exasperation of inequalities, tensions will always exist, but 

are not always visible.ò 

Ibid 
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According to Kobeissi, the site where the BDD is being developed has not been 

residential for a long time, having been bought by private landowners after being 

completely destroyed during the war. ñUp to this time, no one had done anything for the 

area,ò he said. Concerning the people who live in the surrounding area, he foresees no 

conflict of interest arising between the local community and the expected arrival of a 

digital business district peddling luxury technological goods.  

ñThis area was already next to very high-end, expensive areas; the Central 

Beirut District, Achrafieh, Clemenceau,ò he said. ñWe are assisting in 

making a project that will help this area integrate with its surroundings.ò 

Me Karim Kobeissi. Interview with Al-Akhbar. 2012 

In contrast to Ashkar, Kobeissi believed the project will not affect the nearby 

communities adversely, ñthe area did not have a future; this project is giving this area a 

futureò (Ibid). What is clear in Kobeissiôs view is that the current residents of the 

neighborhood are not worthy of consideration in the future of the neighborhood since their 

poverty stands in the way of Bachoura becoming like Clemenceau. This dismissal is well 

perceived by the neighborhood inhabitants who generally expressed fear about the project. 

Two streets away in Khandak al-Ghamik, brothers Hassan and Ahmad Khalife run a 

butchery that their grandfather had a license for since 1936. They know very little about the 

ambitious project a stoneôs throw away. ñEveryone in the neighborhood keeps hearing 

rumors that land in the area is being bought up quietly, but we donôt know what they want 

to use it for. Whatever it is, it is intended for another class of people, not for usò, said 
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Hassan in an interview with CNN in 201213. His brother Ahmad added to this same idea 

saying that ñpeople are worried itôs going to be like another Solidere, they fear that the 

people who live here will be pushed out by whatever is coming.ò (Ibid) 

Work opportunities however open to some of the inhabitants have balanced their 

initial perceptions. Thus, two young men who preferred not to be named are now working 

as security guards in one of the projectôs buildings. Interviewed about their perception of 

the project, one of them said:  

ñThe area used to just be burnt out (gesturing to the charred skeleton of a 

building at the end of the street). We are from óinsideô the neighborhood, a 

few streets away, and we feel that the project was a good thing for the local 

community. We have jobs now. Before, there was nothing.ò 

Anonymous, Interview with CNN, 201214. 

 

Conclusion 

There is an important distinction between a real estate residential development and 

the BDD. The latter indeed created work opportunities, which is different from the real 

estate speculative approach.   

 
13 Andrew Stevens, 2015. ñLebanon's Silicon Valley: A new neighborhood is emerging in Beirut 

that may one day be a powerhouse for startups in the Middle Eastò. CNN. Retrieved from: link 

14 Andrew Stevens, 2015. ñLebanon's Silicon Valley: A new neighborhood is emerging in Beirut 

that may one day be a powerhouse for startups in the Middle Eastò. CNN. Retrieved from: link 
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C. BDDôs position it in relation to the governmentôs city-scale strategy/agenda for 

Beirut and BDLôs goals in their financial support to such óprojectsô 

This section explores the of incentives and/or public subsidies or facilities that BDD 

benefited from. It goes through the stated goals and claims that justified government 

support to the project (based on their interpretation of BDDôs role; the system of values 

considered by the State; and what is expected from BDD) 

1. BDLôs Incentive 

The initiation of BDD as a digital and creative hub was powered by Circular 331 of 

Lebanonôs Central Bank in 2013 aiming to support startup businesses and knowledge 

economy.  

BDLôs policies to support the private sector go back to the year of 1996, where then 

it was specific to financial sector. A basic decision numbered #6116 was issued on March 

7, 1996 regarding ñFacilities that may be granted by Banque du Liban to Banks and 

Financial Institutionsò ò) (Intermediate Circular No 331 addressed to Banks and Financial 

Institutions, 2013). Following this decision, consecutive packages of subsidized loans for 

the private sector were issued in the last decade and which were put in place amending of 

decision no 6116. (Caluor, 2017) 

Regarding the tech industry, BDL issued Circular 331 with the dual aim of 

ñretaining local talent and attracting the expatriates to setup business in the countryò. A 

fund of $400 million USD was provided to develop the technological and digital sector and 

encourage the incorporation of Lebanese companies. According to the Circular, BDL 

guarantees 75% of the equity investments carried by Lebanese bank in startups, incubators, 
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accelerators, and Venture Capital firms (ñVCsò) (Intermediate Circular No 331 addressed 

to Banks and Financial Institutions, 2013)15.  In line with the first measure, in 2016, BDL 

increased the margin of funds that banks could dedicate to the financing of this sector, by 

authorizing them to invest, with BDLôs guarantee, up to 4% of their own funds, compared 

to 3% previously (Caluor, 2017). By these actions, BDL by 2018 had invested 800 million 

dollars in the knowledge economy and startups (Babin, 2018). 

a. BDL objective in line with the recent ócity-scaleô vision of Beirut: What does BDL aim 

for in funding óknowledge economyô and óstart-up ecosystemô and mainly ótechnological 

and digital sectorô? 

The fact that BDD receives facilities and incentives from the Central Bank and the 

Ministry of Telecommunication is justified by the fact that BDD fulfills the vision of Beirut 

City as a potential anchor on the global map and brands itself as a ócreative/smart cityô. 

 
15 Intermediate Circular no 331- Intermediate Decision No 11512 

Article 1: ñArticle 8 bisò shall be added to Basic Decision No 6116 of March 7, 1996, and shall 

read as follows: 

-ñFor the purposes of the implementation of this Article, the Company or Companies shall mean: 

1- The Startup companies. 

2- The Incubators and Accelerators whose objects are restricted to supporting the development, 

success and growth of Startup companies in Lebanon by offering such companies administrative support, 

networking, mentoring, training, and know-how, in addition to a range of support resources and services 

(offices, logisticsé) and/or by participating in such companies.3- Companies whose objects are restricted to 

investing venture capital in Startup companies in Lebanon where they foresee in them and through them a 

possibility of growth and profit-making, especially upon the transfer of their participation in such companies. 

- Banks may benefit from interest-free facilities granted for a maximum period of seven years for 

their participation, at their full responsibility, in the capital of Companies, according to the following: [é] 

2- The approval of the BDL Central Council on the facilities granted under this Article is 

contingent on the impact of the Companyôs project on economic and social growth, and job creation in the 

Lebanese market thereby enriching the Lebanese national wealth. This approval is also contingent on the 

projectôs reliance on knowledge economy and support of creative intellectual skills (Intellectual Capital). 
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BDD is the first district of its kind in Lebanon, a neighborhood labelled as an óinnovation 

districtô with a stated vision that compares the district to the most successful innovation 

districts of the globe such as Silicon Valley.  

This financial support to the knowledge economy and startup businesses is part of a 

national strategy envisioned for the development of the knowledge economy in the country.  

In October 20th, 2017, the Council of Ministers commissioned the private 

consulting company McKinsey to articulate a vision for Lebanonôs economy.  Under the 

title óLebanonôs Economic Vision, and ways to achieveô, the vision aimed to help develop 

Lebanonôs GDP and create jobs through selecting productive sectors that could become 

competitive. It locates the role of the government as incentivizing this growth.16 On 

January 20, 2018, the cabinet received the global consulting firm McKinsey & Companyôs 

NEP full report (McKinsey, 2018).  

In the report, five sectoral engines for Lebanonôs economic growth are defined 

constituting the knowledge economy is one of these engines17.Titled ñKnowledge and 

Creative Economy: The Silicon Valley of the Middle Eastò with the aspiration ñTo become 

a knowledge-driven digital nation, at the forefront of innovation, acting as a talent hub for 

technology, outsourcing, creative industries and educationò (Ibid, 2018). The objectives of 

the vision according to McKinsey are to leverage technology to grow productivity in the 

priority sectors, becoming an innovation-driven economy, position Lebanon as a leading 

 
16 The Council of Ministers decree 2017 /13669 

17 Economic growth engines: Agriculture, industry, knowledge economy, financial services and 

diaspora.  
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regional rural cities destination for ñhigh-value addò outsourcing services and a global hub 

for research & analytics, become a regional creative hub, including multimedia, productive 

content development and attract regional students across the board of education majors. 

 

Based on a preliminary assessment, the report advises developing physical clusters 

in Greater Beirut and Tripoli. The hub would be anchored around these two physical 

clusters and scattered virtual corridors. The Tripoli Outsourcing Park would host business 

and knowledge intensive outsourcing services, while the so-called óBeirut Knowledge 

Villageô would include digital, creative, education, and financial districts in partnership 

with leading institutions. (McKinsey, 2018) 

Figure 12 Knowledge economy potential hubs in Lebanon mapped along with the other 

four sectors. Source: McKinsey Report 2018.  p.113 
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The report advises the building of a flagship project that symbolizes the vision: 

óSmart Lebanon Knowledge Hubô (McKinsey, 2018, p. 131) 

 

Figure 14 ñThe Tripoli Outsourcing Park could be established as a remote 

extension of the SEZ currently under developmentò Source: McKinsey report 

2018, p.1252 

Figure 13 Lebanon Innovation. Source: McKinsey Report p.1250 
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A cluster concept is also provided (fig. 16). 

 

The vision of public agencies for Beirut represents  what Molotch (1999) describes 

as ñThe creative district can be seen as an expression of the political and economic ®lites 

trying to attract global capital to their cityôs commodified resources in an effort to fuel the 

Figure 15 ñThe Beirut Knowledge Village could be designed as a collection of 

districts, with Beirut Digital District being one of themò Source: McKinsey report 

2018, p.1251 

Figure 16 cluster concept of knowledge village provided in McKinset 

report 
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urban ógrowth machineô (Molotch, 1999).18 The resource in this case is what Richard 

Florida (2002, 2005) has called the ócreative classô, whose contribution will help the city in 

its ñrace for global competitiveness.ò (Larsen & Hansen,2008).  

One can almost read that same jingle in the BDLôs statement in Circular 331: 

ñIn August 2013, Lebanonôs Central Bank, Banque du Liban (BDL), issued 

Intermediate Circular 331 which aims to inject US 400$ million into the 

development of Lebanonôs knowledge economy and providing critical 

funding to the countryôs promising startup ecosystem. Initiatives like 

Intermediate Circular 331 reflect the belief that Lebanon has the potential to 

produce ideas and transform them into successful businesses, scaling up the 

whole economy and decreasing unemployment.  Intermediate Circular 331 is 

an opportunity to boost Lebanonôs knowledge economy sector and support 

human capital and has the potential to save the country from economic 

stagnation. Lebanon is an ideal candidate for a knowledge economy, which is 

an economy typically directed at the production, distribution and use of 

knowledge and information. By making funding accessible, BDL C331 aims 

to both retain local tenant and to attract expatriate talent to setup shop in 

Lebanon. The funds will be primarily deployed to develop a technological 

and digital sector in the country.ôô 

Marianne Houayek, Introduction of Banque 

Du Liban Accelerate Conference, 2015. 19 

 

 
18 W At the global level, within the neoliberal urban scenario, local governments have had to ýnd 

their way in order to insert themselves in the systemic logics. In this sense, local authorities ensure that cities 

take the ñroad to successò. The adoption of urban policies within this logic corresponds to what Harvey and 

Smith [17] have termed as the entrepreneurial turn. This consists in the realignment of the governance 

practices by which local governments adopt regulations that facilitate surplus extraction. Most of European 

and North American cities have adopted the entrepreneurial turn (Miro, 

ProducingañSuccessfulCityò:NeoliberalUrbanismand GentriýcationintheTouristCityð

TheCaseofPalma(Majorca), 2011).  

19 Marianne Houayek, 2015. ñLebanon's Startup Ecosystem Roadmap: Challenges, Opportunities 

and International Best Practicesò. Introduction. p.8. Banque Du Liban Accelerate. 2015. Retrieved from: xxx 
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2. Ministry of Economy and Trade (SMES) 

Since the early 2000ôs, multiple public and private initiatives were made for 

supporting the launch and growth of entrepreneurs and SMEs. Incubators that offer training 

to entrepreneurs and SMEs as Berytech, SouthBIC, BIAT, etc., Mentoring, coaching and 

networking organizations (e.g., BADER, Endeavor, LFE, etc.), universities with dedicated 

family business and entrepreneurship centers that help foster capabilities and promote 

culture and provide courses (e.g., AUB, BAU, LAU), and Online Support Platforms (e.g., 

Entrepreneurs Lebanon, BLCôs Lebanon SME Toolkit, Alice) (Zeina El-Khoury ; MoET, 

2014). This was followed by capital support for SME funding, including the 2013 BDL 331 

circular for equity financing and other initiatives20. This was coupled with initiatives that 

improve the legal and regulatory frameworks for these businesses21.  

According to the vision of the ministry of economy and trade, a key support was 

also needed at the level of infrastructure and enablers for SMEs. Accordingly, in an effort 

to concentrate the improvement efforts of SMEs, the government and private sector 

established several economic zones in the aim of supporting infrastructure and enablers of 

startups. Beirut Digital District with state-of-the-art telecommunication and internet 

 
20 Subsidized Loans by the government, Reserves Exemptions by BDL, Credit Guarantees 

(Kafalat, ESFD), Crowdfunding, ISME World Bank project, Private sector funds and Microfinance 

Institutions 

21 A number of initiatives have been launched to improve the legal and regulatory frameworks for 

businesses. (some laws are waiting for parliament approval): Improving Business Environment in Lebanon 

IBEL was launched in 2010 by PCM to address investment climate needs and evaluate Lebanonôs 

performance against international indicators, Updates to several laws critical to SMEs (e.g., code of 

commerce, competition law, intellectual property rights), Private sector mediation initiatives have been 

launched (e.g., USJ, Bank BEMO), some tax incentives are available to SMEs pending certain conditions 

(e.g., geographical base, listing on BSE, draft law on 50% tax reduction on profits of industrial exports of 

Lebanese origin) 
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connectivity was one of these efforts. Similar projects were planned by ALI (Association of 

the Lebanese Industrialists) and waiting for launching; four Private Industrial Parks in 

Shakadif, Tebna, Dmoul and Terbol.  

Moreover, MoET launched the Internationalization Support initiative to subsidize 

participation of Lebanese firms in relevant international and regional fairs. It also launched 

Qualeb project with EU to improve quality standards by supporting enterprises, public and 

private through provision of trainings and workshops on quality standards and certification 

and introducing legislative changes.  

 

3. Ministry of Telecommunication 

The importance of the BDD project from the perspective of the ministry of 

telecommunication comes within this óeconomic growthô vision for the country. From the 

speech of the Minister of Telecommunication then MP Nicolas Sehnaoui in the launch of 

BDD one can understand the great value public actors perceive of the óknowledge and 

Figure 17  SME National Strategy Framework. Source: MoET 2014, p.23 
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digital economy. Believing that BDD provides the infrastructure for this sector, Sehnoui 

argued: 

ñThis project will bring a lot to the area and to the country. This is Lebanonôs 

last chance to sell something to the world, to have a story. With heavy 

industry and agriculture near impossible, what we can offer is uniquely 

creative people, designers. We want the local talent to stay based here. Our 

digital economy is strong. We have only lacked infrastructure, and we are 

getting there now.ò 

      MoT Nicolas Sehnaoui, 2012 

 

With this being said, MoT took the initiative to facilitate the success of BDD by 

providing it with broadband internet and telephone infrastructure at preferential rates. By 

that, it also encouraged real estate developers, business incubators, and educational 

institutions to collaborate on developing cohesive areas where ICT and media companies 

and digital businesses can cluster together.  

Senior advisor to the minister, Karim Kobeissi, the lawyer of BDD, explained that: 

ñThe government licensed the district as a digital zone and provides 

incentives and infrastructure at discounted rates. The goal is to curb the loss 

through emigration of innovative and entrepreneurial minds by providing the 

infrastructure needed to make a Lebanon a base for digital industry, creating 

business opportunities. This in turn is expected to encourage large 

international companies to set up shop here and to tempt expatriatesô home. 

The plot in Bachoura is being developed as the pilot project, involving an 

agreement between ZRE real estate developers and Berytech.ò 

      Me Kobeissi, Interview with Al-Akhbar, 2012 
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Conclusion 

BDD have a vision that targets an educated, upward mobile class and encourages a 

creative economy. While it may indeed be useful for this class, in the case of the BDD, the 

development is physically overlapping with nearby local communities and there is very 

little done to recognize the harm/ mitigate/ support, or integrate these communities.   
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CHAPTER IV 

DYNAMICS OF CHANGE: HISTORICAL & RECENT 

TRANSFORMATIONS OF BACHOURA 

A CHRONOLOGICAL STUDY OF PHYSICAL, SOCIAL, 

ECONOMIC, AND CULTURAL TRANSFORMATIONS 

 

  This chapter narrates the urban transformations of Bachoura since its early 

development outside the city proper in 1860.  Bachoura occupies a unique position within 

Beirutôs urban fabric. It is one of the cityôs first sites of urban expansion, and as such, it has 

a direct relation to the city center. Bachouraôs prime location, straddling Downtown and 

Damascus Road, has directed its fate since the Ottoman era: from being one of the first 

areas to emanate from the medieval walled city to transforming into a hub of 

intellectualism and publishing, to becoming a fault line during the Civil War, to its current 

status embodying steep real estate potential (Kullab, 2013).This is a history of steady 

decline and isolation, which shifts it from a bourgeois, mixed neighborhood22 where richer 

Beirutis aspired to move, irrespective of their religious belonging, to its current form as a 

working-class, impoverished area housing many war-displaced families and largely 

dominated by the two Shia political parties. 

  The chapter is divided into six sections reflecting the identified six phases of its 

historical development. For each phase, I look at the physical, social, economic, and 

cultural forces that affected the urban transformation. The chapter concludes with the key 

 
22 Mainly dominated by Christians in the 19th century 
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characteristics that should be accounted for as we shift from reading history to the current 

moment. 

A. Phase One (Pre-Independence; Ottoman and Mandate period; 1840s to 1920s): 

The Initial Formation of Bachoura 

Since the Ottoman era, Bachouraôs fate was formed around two major realities of its 

prime location: as the southern suburb of the intra-mural city, later described as peri-

central district of the Beirut Central District (BCD), and as the western edge of Damascus 

road, which formed the demarcation line in the 1975 civil war. Together, these edges 

conditioned the processes of transformation of the district producing its current state 

dominated by transience, constant temporality of inhabitants and functions, urban decay, 

and the (recent) homogenous character of its neighborhood(s).  

1. The initial growth: 1840-1920s: The formation of Bachoura as a suburb23 in the 

Ottoman Period 

a. Overview of Events influencing Ottoman Beirut 

Being on the southern edge of the old town (see map 7), the Bachoura districtôs 

formation started with the first expansions of the city outside its walls, accompanied by the 

relocation of its bourgeois population to its neighboring areas and the rural exodus from the 

 
23 The first planning practices in Beirut were identified by the colonial planning. This colonial 

planning model consisted of two periods. The first is the 1830s ï 1910s, which was the period of late-

Ottoman rule in Lebanon (Saliba, 2000). Saliba states that the Ottomans were responsible for much of 

Beirutôs early modernization which he describes as an effort of ñsecondhand modernization.ò During 

Ottoman rule, planning models were mostly Western ones that were first applied to Ķstanbul and then to the 

different provincial capitals of the Ottoman state(Ibid). 
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Mountain. By the beginnings of the 1840s, the city of Beirut was still surrounded by its 

fortifications. The land use outside the old city walls was agricultural. Bachoura was 

largely a mixture of mulberry plantation trees and agricultural land use (see 1841 map). In 

1840, Ibrahim pasha stormed Beirut demolishing its walls and permitted the construction of 

housing outside of them (Yasmine & Hammoud, 2014). This happened following the 

declaration of Beirut as an administrative center, where it replaced Acre as the official seat 

of the Vilayet of Sidon in 1842 (Kassir, 2003, p. 111). Hence, the population started to 

increase, mainly Christian merchants and peasants coming from the Mountain24 (Fawaz, 

1983).  

The major transformation of the city began in the mid-nineteenth century. After its 

subjection to the Ottoman Tanzimat in the second half of the 19th century, and as the cityôs 

population rose rapidly, Beirut expanded outside its surrounding walls essentially due to 

the permeation of several influences, mainly European, that significantly changed its urban 

fabric (Kassir, 2003)25.  

 
24 The establishment of Beirut as the capital of vilayet Sidon in 1832 during the Egyptian 

occupation of Syria attracted consular representatives and foreign traders to the city. It was between 1840 and 

1860 that Beirut underwent the most important changes that constituted the major changes in its history.IThis 

occurred i Be. Then a center, the population of the city increased mainly by the migrations from the interior 

regions Maronites migrated from the mixed Druze districts in Mount Lebanon and the Greek Orthodox from 

Damascus and Aleppo after the upheavals in 1860. By the migrations, Beirutôs population rose from 10.00a 

concise in a very short period, between 1840 and 1880. 

25 The populated city expanded 15 times in less than quarter a century- between 1841 and 1876- 

the expansion rate then increased after this date (Kassir, 2003). 
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The increase of the cityôs population was the result of the rural exodus driven by 

inner region insecurity and economic transformations. The political power and stability of 

Beirut made it an asylum after the 1860 massacres in Mount Lebanon (Fawaz, 1983). Many 

of the refugees settled in the city permanently. Throughout the nineteenth century, 

immigration to the city was a continuous phenomenon, but the demographics of these 

Map 7  Bachoura in 1841 Beirut (overlapped on 1876 map surroundings). Source: Israa 

Darwish, 2020,  based on map from: Research Gate. Santiyah Garden (After Plan of the Town 

and Defences of Beyrut and its vicinity (1841).' Syria/Fortified Towns & Forts, The National 

Archives of the UK, ref. WO 78/1000/31) 

Intra mural city of Beirut wall 

Study area Boundary 

Bachoura District boundary  
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people changed according to the political situation. The religion was a common issue in the 

case of migrants. Christians were the majority since they needed more protection than 

Muslims did. So there were more Christians than Muslims who sought refuge in Beirut, 

and this changed the balance of the religious communities in the city in the nineteenth 

century (¥zt¿rk, 2006). Beirutôs role as a refuge survived until the twentieth century26 

(Fawaz, 1983). 

In addition to security, the cityôs economy produced opportunities for newcomers 

who also and the city benefited from their presence. The expansion of Beirutôs commerce, 

the establishment of foreign consulates and trading firms, and the new local merchant and 

money lending houses diversified the class of wealthy people by the end of the nineteenth 

century. A certain category of traders, most of them Christians, became European trade 

agents, and benefited from the concentration of Western interests. An important local 

commercial bourgeoisie mainly composed of Syrian Christians (native Christians) rose and 

identified more and more to western cultural values (Öztürk, 2006). These Christians were 

both from Beirut and also the migrants of the interior regions of the country (who migrated 

to Beirut due to the collapse of the silk industry that was the major source of income for the 

mountain villages (interior region)). The local merchants played an important role in the 

economic development of Beirut. Fawaz (1983) mentions these local entrepreneurs27 as 

 
26 Syrian residents in Egypt and Armenians in 1882 and 1900 respectively fled into the city (Fawaz 

1983, 42-43). 

27 ñThese migrants were generally prosperous traders and skilled artisans that they took the 

advantages given before to become the commercial bourgeoisie of the cityò (Fawaz 1983, 52-60). 
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agents of change in the city. The rich refugees who fled from Mount Lebanon or the 

interior regions of Syria brought their money and experience with them to Beirut. They 

constituted a new merchant class, and in the following decades of the nineteenth century, 

that class accumulated more money and political power and ñbegan to display its wealth 

with their clothing, housing, customs, and educationò (Fawaz, 1983, p. 123). 

b. Implications on the formation of Bachouraôs Urban Fabric 

The expansion of Beirut outside of its walls began in 1860. The 1841 routes from 

the city centerôs gates to its environs became ñthe major axis of urban growth in the second 

half of the nineteenth century (Öztürk, 2006, p. 91) (see map 8). 

This coincided with the new construction laws in the wake of Tanzimat Reforms28 (1839- 

1876) that expanded to the whole Ottoman lands including Beirut. These laws included the 

1858 Land Code which introduced the ñconcept of óownershipôò (Selman, 1982, p. 32). 

According to (Tekeli, 1985), this new law allowed the city to expand to what was once land 

solely used for agricultural purposes. Moreover, this was complemented by the Ķstimlak 

Law of 1878 which ñstimulated the private ownership that accepted the existence of private 

ownership and stated the rules accordinglyò (Selman, 1982, p. 32). The Tanzimat laws 

gave rise to a new class of property owners which affected the Urban Form (Ibid).  

 
28 óTanzimat Reformsô are a collective of laws prepared and declared between the years 1839 and 

1876. While the first laws were specific to Istanbul city, the series of statutes stated from 1858 onward were 

for all the Ottoman Empire land including Beirut. The reforms aimed to ñstrengthen the Ottoman imperial 

administration in the whole country.ò (¥zt¿rk, 2006) 
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expansion of the city in the southern 

direction (towards Bachoura): 

1- .ŀō ¸ŀΩŀǉǳō 

2- Bab ad-Darkeh 

3- Burj al Kasir 

 

Map 8 The 1841 map of Beirut (overlapped on 1876 map surroundings) showing the 

main roads passing through Bachoura, extending from the southern gates of the Old 

Town. Source: Israa Darwish, 2020, based on a base map of Beirut 1841 from: 

Research Gate. Santiyah Garden (After Plan of the Town and Defences of Beyrut and 

its vicinity (1841).' Syria/Fortified Towns & Forts, The National Archives of the UK, 

ref. WO 78/1000/31) 
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The physical expansion beyond the walls allowed new wide street typologies rather 

than ñnarrow cul-de-sacsò (Tekeli, 1985, p. 882) which characterized the old core. 

Complementing these laws Another factor influencing the extra muro was the development 

of new modes of transport, namely the horse-drawn cars. According to (Aktüre, 1985), the 

narrow streets of the old core prevented the use of these cars, so moving to ñnew settlement 

areas with wider streetsò (p. 899) became more favorable.  Soon, the suburbs became 

populated with houses that included fine furnishing and gardens (see map 9).  (Khalaf & 

Kongstad, 1973) contend that the orientation of these wider streets was set ñalongside the 

walled gardens, agricultural plots, and alleys lined with cactus hedgesò (p. 133-135).  

i. The role of the cityôs bourgeoisie in the formation of Bachoura 

The cityôs bourgeoisie played a significant role in the urban development and 

management of the city mainly by relocating its residences to peri-central areas like 

Bachoura, Zokak El-Blat, Minet El-Hosn, and Rmeil (Chedid, Krijnen, Marot, Moussawi, 

& Adjiz ian, 2012). The urban elite, essentially composed of Sunni and Christian 

populations29 took possession of the available urban land on the exterior of the old city 

wall, in the surrounding hills, and built large residences reflecting the newly acquired 

wealth. In the new residential zones, communal spaces were not well defined, but the 

mosques, churches, or schools showed an increase in either one of the groups (Öztürk, 

2006, p. 73) 

 
29 The number of dwellings outside the city walls was not large by the 1840s but the number 

increased so much by the 1860s that about two-thirds of the population started to live in the newly built 

suburbs (Fawaz, 1983, pp. 32-34) 
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Between 1841 and 1876 (maps 7 & 

9), the Bachoura quarter, which lay on the 

southern tip of Beirutôs core, began to 

rapidly develop from an agricultural area 

to a residential suburb. (Yasmine & 

Hammoud, 2014) describe the growth in 

that period as vertical and horizontal. They 

point to the fact that additional floors were 

added vertically to single story buildings 

as well as horizontally by adding rooms to 

ground floors during this period and early 

1900s. In the 1841 map of Beirut (see map 

8), the area that is now known as Bachoura 

only had three main roads, ten sparsely 

placed houses and Mulberry plantations. In contrast, the 1876 map shows block divisions 

as well as lots with medium and small sizes with the predominant building typology being 

house with garden with widened versions of Syria street, Damascus road, and Basta street. 

The map also indicates that the Northern edge of Bachoura had higher density with larger 

building footprints indicating they were institutional buildings (e.g., administrative and 

religious) being close to the center. In the same map, Bachoura appears to be denser 

compared to other suburbs and most integrated with the core despite the presence of the 

wall. 

Map 9 Bachoura and the study area in 1876 Beirut. 

Source: Beirutôs Loytved map of 1876 with boundaries of 

Bachoura and Study area added by author 
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ii. The formation of the Old Christian neighborhood 

ñThe Syriac Catholics had built this part of the neighborhood. They had migrated, 

fled sometimes, to Beirut since 1810 and had come to constitute a critical mass roughly by 

the second half of that century. To consecrate and sustain their presence they built the St. 

George church in one of the main streets of Khandak, which was finished in 1883. In 1900, 

the bifurcating street (óSyriǕn streetô) became the seat of the Patriarchate.ò (Boekelo, 2016) 

2. From a Suburb to an Important Peri-central District(1920s-1940s): The French 

Mandate and Independence Period 

Under the successive 

Ottoman and French Mandate 

regimes, the expansion of the city 

center to the neighboring districts 

was accentuated (Chedid, Krijnen, 

Marot, Moussawi, & Adjizian, 

2012). By that time, Bachoura 

developed from a suburb between 

the end of the 19th century and 

1920 (compare maps 9 & 10) to an 

important peri-central district in 

the 1940s. The growth of the 

district is manifested through 

changes in its urban fabric and 

Map 10 Bachoura and Study area in 1920. Source: IFPO, with 

overlapped graphics by author 
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population driven by multiple physical, social, economic, and political factors that 

governed Beirut city and the world.  

Beirut city witnessed a major transformation with the turn of the century. Many of 

the old functions, especially economic, that influenced the cityôs patterns of development in 

the third quarter of the 19th century, were damaged due to the changes in the world 

economy. In response to these changes, Beirut tried to find new functions to replace the 

destroyed ones, mainly focusing on the construction sector and different port-activities. 

This functional change required a change in the cityôs infrastructure. Building new 

infrastructure and upgrading the old one became an area of profitable investment for both 

foreign and local actors in the city (Öztürk, 2006, p. 62). This new infrastructure was 

informed by the Beaux-Arts and Haussmanian models consisting of wide boulevards, 

models that were imposed by the French planners30 (Saliba, 2000). 

 
30 This was the case in the 1920s-1930s period, which is the French Mandate period (Saliba, 2000). 

Saliba refers to this period as the second colonial planning period in Lebanon. 
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a. Physical formations: Urban Form and Connectivity 

In the period between 1920 

and 1940 Bachouraôs position as a 

peri-central district emerged and 

became an integral part of the city 

center. In the maps of this period 

(maps 10 & 11), we can see the 

large administrative buildings of 

the center in the northern part of the 

district, spread around Syria Street, 

the extension of the now-known 

Tayan Street of Bachoura that 

extended to the heart of the old 

town.  

i. Changes in Block and Building Typologies 

Looking at the maps (1876 to 1940s), we can see that the block typology of 

Bachoura evolved from a group of stand-alone houses within a land (1876 map), to 

residences of street alignments and empty core (1920 map), to dense urban blocks (1936 

map and following maps). A main engine of this transformation was the individualization 

of the parcels in 1928, a factor that ñencouraged land transactions and speculation in real 

estateò (Khalaf & Kongstad, 1973, p. 124).   

Map 11 Bachoura and the study area in 1941. Source 
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The form and scale of the blocks remain almost unchanged since the initial 

formation of Bachoura in the 1860s to the1940s period (and extending to the current time) 

despite the changes in the blocksô inner composition resulting from densification and 

parcelization processes. The persistence of the block is a result of the unchanged road 

network and the presence of the cemetery that anchored Bachoura neighborhoods. A 

comparison of 1876, 1920, and 1940 shows the persistence of the blocks in the core of 

Bachoura quarter, the area that represents the historical core of the district (mainly the 

triangular block bounded by Khandak al Ghamik and Syria/Tayan streets.)  

The residential buildings that characterized the ónew settlement areasô, like 

Bachoura, in this period can be divided into three types; ñthe upper-class mansions, the 

flat-roofed farmhouses surrounded by gardens, and the cubic stone structures with red-tiled 

roofsò  (Saliba, The Genesis of Modern Architecture in Beirut, 2004, pp. 23-30) While 

these farmhouses and villas continued to be the ódominant structuresô (Khalaf & Kongstad, 

1973, pp. 133-135) ñmiddle class apartment houses with a ground floor of shops and rental 

apartments above the shopsò emerged as a new residential type of in Bachoura, one of the 

highly dense central districts of the city (Saliba, The Genesis of Modern Architecture in 

Beirut, 2004, pp. 23-30) 
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ii. Road Network transformations: New roads with primary roles 

The road network emphasized Bachouraôs connectivity with its surroundings. It 

drew the path for a continuous urban 

fabric and socio-economic relations 

with its surrounding neighborhoods and 

the city center. Three roads were 

formed in this period and played a 

major role in the socio-economic and 

physical formation of the district, two 

of whose impact was accentuated by 

the tramway passing through them. 

These roads are Beirut- Damascus road 

on the eastern boundary of the quarter, 

Basta street on its western edge, and 

most importantly Syria street (now 

known as Tayan street) extending from the city center to the heart of Bachoura.  

¶ Beirut-Damascus road: The eastern edge of Bachoura 

In January 1859, under the Ottoman rule, Beirut-Damascus Roadôs construction 

began at the aim of linking Beirutôs coast to Damascus. This came with the huge boom in 

trade and Beirut becoming a port for Damascus (Kassir, 2003, p. 116) and (Fawaz, 1983, p. 

122). The idea of building this road goes back to the period of the Egyptian rule where it 

was intended to be a military transport route between the two cities (Kassir, 2003, p. 116).   

¶ Syria street (now known as Tayan street): the heart of Bachoura 

Map 12 Bachoura and the study area in 1957 
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Syria street used to connect Bachoura to the cityôs commercial center buzzing with 

souks. In this period, Bachoura was a natural extension of the city center, with residents 

from the neighborhood driving their carts to and from the city marketplaces along this busy 

main road. (Saksouk & Bekdache, 2014)  

¶ Basta Street: the western edge of Bachoura 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Basta Street was constructed.  

¶ The tramway system passing Bachoura 

In 1906, the construction of an electric tramway system for Beirut was commenced 

by the Ottoman Authorities31. This street tram became the ñbackbone of Beirutôs transport 

system in the early 1900sò (Gavin & Maluf, 1996, p. 121). Bachoura highly benefited from 

this system with two of the main lines that the tramway serviced covering it. The first 

route, beginning from the Government House, went through Damascus road that edges 

Bachoura from its east, and the second one came from the city wall directly to al-Bachoura 

quarterôs western edge through Basta Street (Kassab & Tadmori, 2002). 

b. Social composition: Population growth and the Confessional Mix  

Between the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, the neighborhood 

had a heterogeneous confessional constitution. During this period, the religious makeup of 

Bachoura consisted of Maronites, Sunnis, Syriacs, Catholics, and Armenians. Most of the 

upper echelons of the area belonged to these sects, who were shop owners, officials, and 

 
31 In 1906 an Imperial decree was issued for the creation of an Ottoman Joint Stock Company for 

establishing a tramway system in Beirut.ò (Gavin & Maluf, 1996, p. 121) 
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commercial figures. Before the arrival of the migrants, there was a small population of the 

Shia living in the area. The Christian components of the area lived on the eastern side of 

Bachoura32, where BDD is located today, while the Sunnis and a minority of Shia 

(implanted there in years of 1940) co-existed in the south-western side of the area (around 

Khandak al Ghamik street and Basta33) and were later joined by the rural Shia (Brones, 

2010) 34. Through my interviews with the locals, I learned that the Beiruti Shia helped 

facilitate this migration by renting apartments and leasing land to build on it such as the 

case of the Matar family, whose  backyard, known as Hawsh Matar, became he site of a 

residential building (see image). 

B. Phase Two (1940s-1960s):  Socio-spatial transformations, Rural migrantsô influx 

introducing new urban typologies and changing in the socio-political/sectarian and 

economic structure within the neighborhood 

 
32 The area that became known later on as the Old Christian Neighborhood (2018, personal 

interviews). This area is illustrated in a map by Boekelo (2016) found in the previous chapter (The BDD) 

33To the south and west of the cemetery and south of Saad and Daoud Amoun streets. The higher 

stability of the neighborhoods of Basta can be explained by this historical presence of permanent inhabitants 

of Muslims (Shia and Sunna), and who continued to live there and increased in their numbers now. This 

comes in an opposite scenario to the area historically inhabited by Christians, and that now is of high level of 

transience due to the disappearance of the original population, allowing for real estate transactions that BDD 

came as a result of (Brones, 2010). 

34 Today, some Sunni families remain owners of buildings rented to Shiites, the majority in 

Bachoura and in particular in the south of the district, from Saad Street to Independence Avenue, this one 

marking the border with the area of Basta Tahta which remains mainly inhabited by Sunnis. The 

Denomination of Bachoura is thus complexly organized into a series of historical pockets and strata where 

both communities manage a cramped territory, each claiming its autochthony (indigenous) and its 

demographic superiority (Brones, 2010) 
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1. Changes in the Social & Sectarian landscape of Bachoura: 

 Bachouraôs demographics began to change after 1920 with the formation of 

Greater Lebanon, and rural migrants from the Bekaa and Jabal Amil began to move to 

Beirut for work opportunities (Chedid, Krijnen, Marot, Moussai, & Adjizian, 2012). Many 

choose Bachoura due to its proximity to the center of Beirut where most of the commercial 

jobs were located35. Compared to other peri-central districts Bachoura had the most 

population growth (Yasmine & Hammoud, 2014). The social profile of the rural migrants, 

mainly Shias, was mainly unskilled working class, differed from the older mainly Christian 

inhabitants being more educated, and possessing more social clout (Boekelo, 2016).  

a. The spatial manifestation: The formation of a new typology in Bachoura: the neo-Hawsh  

The changing demographics were also manifested spatially by the 1950s with the 

typologies the migrants brought with them. Unlike the orchard villas found at the turn of 

 
35Robert J. Chaskin. 1997. Neighborhood Defined in ñPerspectives on Neighborhood and 

Community: A Review of the Literatureò pp. 525-526.The University of Chicago. ñA prototypical example of 

the urban neighborhood as a natural area is the ethnic enclave, formed by the clustering of immigrants into 

local communities around particular kinds of available work. Immi grant workers congregated within walking 

distance of the industry in which they tended to specialize and were further propelled to establish their 

neighborhoods as communities based on ethnic solidarity and identification through the "social imperatives of 

their cultural sys tems."'7 Existing networks of early immigrants embraced new arrivals from home and 

offered a sense of identity, security, and belonging. The arrival of different ethnic groups and the 

development of coexist ing sets of networks along these lines within the same geographic area often created 

some initial conflict until a new balance was worked out.18 The urban landscape that emerged from this 

growth was composed of sets of homogeneous neighborhoods within a heterogeneous field, a "mosaic of 

little social worlds which touch but do not interpenetrate," in Robert Ezra Park's famous phrase.19ò 
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the century, the migrantsô houses were built in-between the villaôs backyards and the streets 

creating óneo-Hawshôtypology (Zeidan, 2014).  

In Khandak El-Ghamik, the Hawsh (fig. 18) 

is an inherited urban planning component; it is a 

semi-public space that collects a dense group of 

households who share the same low economic state 

and who recourse to this historical typology for its 

being. It is a good way to share a relatively small 

area and a way to keep the privacy of each 

household and at the same time offer a semi-public 

outdoor space. By the 1950s, a network of Hawsh 

was formed because there was a Hawsh in every 

block of Bachoura, connected together and to the 

main street by the alleys (map 13). The layout of 

the Hawsh was composed of single-room 

apartments arranged around shared spaces which 

were the main form of housing for the migrants 

who worked in the city center. Each individual 

Hawsh was named after the Family of the original 

landowner or migrants depending on the case (H. Tarhini, personal communication, 

February 15,2015). Today not all Hawsh remain, as they were replaced by huge real estate 

developments, like the case of Baghdadi, Mabsout, and Kurdish Hawsh-s. The Hawsh-s 

Figure 18   The Hawsh/ ñNeo-Hawshò 

Typology formed by the rural migrants 

in Bachoura. Source: (Saksouk & 

Bekdache, 2014) 

Map 13    the Hawsh spaces spread in between 

buildings (in green) in the study area and the 

pathways leading to them from the streets (in 

yellow). Source: Author. 2019 
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that remain today include the Matar, Hanbali, and Eitr Hawsh-s(Saksouk & Bekdache, 

2014). 

  

The composition of Bachoura would soon change again in favor of the Shia during 

the 1958 civil war. The war was sparked by the killing of Journalist Nassib Matni (pro-

Nasser).  Bachoura was ground zero as the first protests against the assassination took place 

there. These protests irked the many pro-Chamoun Christian residents of Bachoura which 

Map 14 Hawsh names and locatons- public works 2014-2019 
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caused some street battles resulting in the first demarcation of Bachoura with Syria street 

forming the border between Muslims and Christians of the Neighborhood (Brones, 2010). 

As a result of this many Christian residents temporarily moved to East Beirut for safety. 

However, after the end of the 1958 war, many began to feel that the character of the area 

had changed because of the increasing number of migrants and lower income residents 

(i.e., higher density) as well as the new typologies popping up (Brones, 2010).36  

C. A Transitional Phase (1950s): Municipal Master Plan and Zoning Law initiating 

the change in the urban form and politics of space 

The Independence era that began in 1943 brought some key elements to 

understanding the different city-centered historical and political layers. This included 

growing emphasis of sectarian-based segregation, and the large-scale and state-led 

infrastructure projects which continued to the early 1960s under Fouad Chehabôs tenure 

(Nasr & Verdeil, 2008 & Chedid et al., 2012). While the aim of these policies were focused 

 
36 More information on this can be found in the PHD thesis document: Boekelo, M. 2016. Of 

citizens and ordinary men: Political subjectivity and contestations of sectarianism in reconstruction-era 

Beirut.  
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on transforming Beirut into a business hub, the solutions they proposed were limited to 

adapting ñthe legal framework to real estate 

pressures and building some axes that 

surround the city.ò37 As a result, the Beirut 

Municipality developed a municipal master 

plan (1954) which included zoning 

regulations38(Chedid et al., 2012) that 

increased the surface exploitation of 

buildings. Therefore, buildings evolved 

from free-standing structures in the middle 

of lots, to those that aligned with the 

streets, representing a more urban 

character.  Additionally, a homogeneous 

urban tissue of streets, blocks, and 

parcellation patterns formed, directly connected to the city center. 

These changes in the urban form also created changes in the population of the 

neighborhood. For instance, during the 1960s, the bourgeois residents began moving from 

 
37 According to the plans adopted after the drafts by Ecochard and the Swiss planner Ernst Egli 

(Nasr & Verdeil, 2008) 

 

38 ñThis outdated zoning scheme is still ruling the current urban development in Beirut with the 

tragic consequences on the quality of the existing urban fabric, especially when the private sector kept 

progressively taking over the downtown development dynamics through the massive financial influx 

stemming from neighboring Gulf countries.ò Nasr & Verdeil, 2008) 

 

Map 15 a 1964 Cadastral map showing Bachoura and the 

study area 














































































































































































































































































