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It is difficult to describe the context of a country such as Lebanon 

in one whole thesis, let alone in an introduction. The complexities 

of social relations, history and traumas are very difficult to grasp, 

in fact so much so that, as a local told us one night during our 

one month staying, i f someone asks you do you understand the 

situation in Lebanon, and your answer is positive, it only means that 

you got a terrible explanation in the first place. (Ali, March 2013) 

Lebanon is a country of beautiful landscapes, hospitable people 

and painful history, that is still fighting the ghosts of many wars that 

took place since 1975. It is struggling between the consequen-

ces of these events, from the difficulties of everyday life to bigger 

existential issues, and the ambition to move forward and leave 

the troubled past away. One of these consequences it the partially 

paralyzed condition that we found the country to be in. 

As a result of the civil wars, the political situation of Lebanon is 

extremely complicated, with minimized role of the government and 

the reign of religion and corruption taking place. Lebanon has a 

long story of sectarianism in all the public spheres, from social 

sectarianism to political sectarianism; religion and politics are in-

tertwined, as the sectarian division represents an important factor 

shaping the political scene too. Urban design and planning do not 

escape from this situation; in the midst of political struggles and 

corruption, both disciplines have not been given enough attention 

in terms of providing research. space and means  for their positio-

ning and improvement within the country’s agenda. This results in 

urban design being almost absent, and planning  regulating most 

of the new developments using one tool - the Land Pooling, which 

is limited only to a schematic/geometric division of plots according 

to the new planned roads.

This is the case in the city of Saida, the capital of South of Leba-

non. The city has a rich history, is known as an old phoenician port 

and home to many cultures since – roman, byzantine, ottoman. It 

still plays an important role in agricultural production of the coun-

try, while the trends of cultivating are changing according to the 

market demands – traditionally it was a place of orange and lemon 1_View from the Sea Castle towards the city of Saida (2014)
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groves, famous among tourists, among other things, for the special 

smell of the tree blossom. Aside from the change in cultivation, 

there has been a change in the visions for the city for the past 

20 years, in the post-reconstruction period - there is a constant 

tendency of developing.

The Master plan of 1967 and the implementation of Old Wastani   
1  in 1985 are two key moments in the history of the expansion of 

Saida, determining the spatial patterns of growth until present day: 

implementation of roads, subdivision of plots, canalization of rivers 

and creeks, predominant housing typologies, etc. 

The implementation of Old Wastani was one without a vision or 

urban design strategies. The lands were left for the owners to de-

velop according to their own wishes and needs, being restricted 

1 Wastani - is the name of an area in Saida, which used to be the 

agricultural part of the city, planted with citrus groves. The masterplan of 1967 

was implemented in one part of that area in the 1980s and ever since, there 

is a division to ‘old Wastani’ – area of the implementation, and ‘new Wastani’ – 

agricultural area yet to be developed.

THESIS OBJECTIVE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This thesis is an attempt to respond to this challenge, by providing 

a visual reading of the hidden stories of the territory as an argu-

ment for design strategies. We will be focusing on the potential 

of New Wastani development to re-structure the present territorial 

relations, and question the roles of planning and designing the built 

environment. 

Which are the guiding elements and strategies that make it pos-

sible for Saida to accommodate a qualitative new urban develop-

ment?

How can urban design cooperate with Land Pooling to mediate 

between landowners and public interests, and stimulate new ways 

of imagining and implementing the coming new developments?

by the zoning regulations only. The result is a neighborhood where 

monotonous new architecture intertwines with variety of remaining 

old dwellings and almost 50% of unbuilt plots, depending on the 

financial possibilities of the landowner. The absence of a design 

project defines lack of identity, , empty plots and phantom public 

parks.

Almost 30 years later, the remaining agriculture fields of Wastani 

are planned for development. The borders of the project are about 

to be determined by the municipality and the subdivision of plots 

is to follow. 

Thus, there is a challenge of rethinking urban design as a funda-

mental component of the land pooling process at this moment in 

time - also recognized by the municipality of Saida, which seems 

to be open for ideas from academics and active citizens.

3_View over North Wastani, Saida (2014)
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THESIS METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH TOOLS

In his famous article The Agency of Mapping (1999) James Cor-

ner presents his understanding of challenges in urbanism, similar 

to the ones that Saida and Lebanon are facing: “The bureaucratic 

regime of city and landscape planning, with its traditional focus on 

objects and functions, has failed to embrace the full complexity and 

fluidity of urbanism, and of culture generally. This failing results in 

large measure from the inadequacy of techniques and instruments 

to imaginatively incorporate the rich interplay of processes that 

shape the world. In asserting authority and closure, current techni-

ques have also failed to embrace the contingency, improvisation, 

error and uncertainty that inevitably circulate in urbanism.” 

Revealing the existing hidden stories in service of finding the an-

swers we are looking for corresponds with the agency of mapping, 

as described by James Corner: “It is in this inter-subjective and 

active sense that mappings are not transparent, neutral or passive 

devices of spatial measurement and description. They are instead 

extremely opaque, imaginative, operational instruments. Although 

drawn from measured observations in the world, mappings are 

neither depictions nor representations but mental constructs, ide-

as that enable and effect change. In describing and visualizing 

otherwise hidden facts, maps set the stage for future work. Map-

ping is always already a project in the making.”  

In this thesis we present the readings, interpretations, valorizations 

and strategies as the results of such a mapping, strongly sup-

ported by photography as a tool providing better understanding 

for urbanists and wider audience. The formulated strategies follow 

the principles presented by Busquets (2011), like “Strategies that 

work with the context” or “Strategies to re-establish the relation 

with natural geography” etc. (see Busquets, 2011, The role of the 

urban project in the new urban culture ). 

The sets of tools we used for the research are different in approach 

and scale. Starting from the ground, we conducted a month-long 

fieldwork in Saida. We had the opportunity to walk through the 

city and, more extensively, the site; to explore in detail its spatial 

structures and come up with first mappings. We had both inter-

views and casual meetings with landowners, citizens and profes-

sionals, trying to discover and collect informations and material that 

could help us in the construction of the mosaic. Finally, by being in 

contact with an informal organization of citizens - Lil Medina, mo-

stly consisting of professionals from the fields of architecture and 

urbanism, we were given an insight into their wishes, intentions and 

actions for Saida. All these different encounters have helped us 

in understanding the complexity of opinions, interests and values 

among the citizens. The survey finalized in a collection of maps 

and photographs that showed and described the main elements of 

landscape, built environment and socio-historical structure.

THESIS STRUCTURE

This thesis is consisted of five parts, introduction and the following 

4 chapters .

The first part, ‘Depicting Saida’ is an introduction to the main issues  

and their causes and consequences, concerning the territory of 

Saida today, from the coast to the hills. The chapter explains histo-

rical growth of Saida, with a focus on the ‘Lebanese sprawl’ – con-

temporary tendencies in spatial expansion, and a brief overview 

of the importance of agriculture as the economic driver of Saida, 

highlighting the changes taking place, which have influenced the 

growth of the city. Special attention is paid to variety of (informal)

city appropriations within this context.  

Furthermore, we examine the process of land pooling, more spe-

cifically, the master plan of 1967 and the implementation of the 

project for Old Wastani. This chapter gives an impression of what 

the plans for our project area could be if no urban design strategies 

are part of the process, if there is no revision and evolution of the 

land pooling. Moreover, we present a comprehensive overview of 

the variety of actors involved in the processes we mention, as well 

as their complicated relations, keeping in mind that in the context 

of Lebanon there is always more to the complexities, aside from 

what we explain. 

The third part of the thesis is the story of the hidden potentials 

of the territory. We read and re-interpret the elements of the site, 

trying to underline the importance of existing elements, their valori-

zation and inclusion in the base for design strategies. 

In the fourth part, after selection of the elements, we present our 

vision for the future development of Wastani territory. The strate-

gies are based on the possibility of negotiation with stakeholders in 

order to create a new framework of open spaces.   
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PART 1

DEPICTING SAIDA

3 _Aerial view of the Greater Saida Area (2014) SOURCE: Municipality of Saida_Provided by Ismael Sheikh Hassan, February 2014
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4_Aerial view over Beirut, lower hills and the mountains

LEBANON
A STORY OF CONQUERING IMPRESSIVE LANDSCAPES

Map 1_Structure of Lebanese Landscape (2014) Map 2_Agricultural activities dependant of the landscape (2014)

Terrain of Lebanon consists of the long and narrow plain along the 

sea, perpendicular numerous valleys, the ‘lower’ hills and moun-

tains. This geographical disposition determined the country’s urba-

nization patterns, as well as economic activities, climate, etc. The 

cities grew within various landscape limitations: the plain of Leba-

non stretches from North to South in a tight space varying from 0 

to merely 500 m wide. On the other hand, the rest of the terrain’s 

hospitality depends on the slopes and height above sea level: sett-

lements are hard to maintain at heights around 1500 m altitude, 

and, apart from temporary settlements, are absent on above 2000 

m.  The sloping of the hills that allows construction goes up to 

30-40 % (Council for Development and Reconstruction, 2005).   

Although challenging for urbanization, the Lebanese terrain provi-

des a fertile ground for many flora and fauna species, therefore for 

a great variety of agricultural activities. In fact, agriculture has tradi-

tionally been one of Lebanon’s most important economies. Today, 

due to difficult maintenance, caused by many factors such as high 

import prices, lack of competitiveness on the international mar-

ket and organizational problems within the sector, more practical 

problems of irregular irrigation, etc, “the portion of agriculture and 

livestock farming in Lebanon’s GDP barely exceeds 6 %” (Council 

for Development and Reconstruction, 2005, pp. 7). 

Nevertheless, agricultural activities still represent a great potential 

in Lebanese economy thanks to variety of crops, particular for dif-

ferent altitudes and landscape regions, as well as a great surface – 

almost 50% of Lebanese land that could be cultivated. The afore-

mentioned plain is one of the big figures forming the entity of large 

arable territories. Besides agriculture, the plain is a concentration of 

0 5 10 15 km

 [http://www.skyscrapercity.com/showthread.php?t=413939&page=7]
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Map 3_Primary roads system (2014)

Traffic congestion - Monday and Friday (2014)

country’s industries, finance and commercial activities, and cities. 

The most populated cities – Beirut, Tripoli, Sour, Jbail and Sai-

da are located in the coastal zone (Council for Development and 

Reconstruction, 2005). The relation between the cities and their 

(surrounding) landscapes has changed through history (as we will 

elaborate later in the thesis) from cities emerging in the fertile plain 

respecting the conditions of the location, to cities that are ‘eating 

up’ their landscapes – something we have perceived during our 

first immediate contact with Lebanon, on the highway ride from 

Rafic Hariri Airport in Beirut to Saida. 

One of the symbols of postwar Lebanon, former prime minister 

Rafic Hariri engaged himself into transforming it to his vision of 

a ‘modern’ country, by implementing many projects, which have 

at the time been awaited with appraisal of the public, but their 

quality and consequences are now being questioned by more and 

more people – citizens, NGO’s. The controversial highway is one 

of those. 

Although it brought better connectivity between cities, it was visible 

to us from our little trip how the landscape has been sacrificed 

to achieve that goal. On the one hand, we saw what a ‘cut’ the 

highway represented in the cities we had to pass through, between 

the dense settlements on the one and beaches, gardens and ser-

vices on the other side. Naturally, this contributed to the negligence 

and abandonment of the sea coast. The other side of the ‘cut’ 

revealed how the dry valleys of many streams and rivers, arriving 

from the hills are being either neglected, built up (sometimes with 

construction happening over the river bed) or used as garbage 

disposal sites. Another (presumably) highway-related issue is the 

persistence of traffic jams in directions to and from Beirut. 

t is often presumed that the highway does not have enough ca-

pacity and therefore in order to solve traffic jams, another highway 

is being discussed (e.g. in Saida). The very existence of the army 

checkpoints at the entrances and exits of the city slows down the 

traffic flows to such an extent, that we believe that ‘another hi-

ghway’ would not make any difference when it comes to waiting 

in kilometers-long queues, and is therefore not considered in this 

thesis (Sketches: Traffic congestion). 

5_Landscapes of Lebanon: Hills/Zahle City/Jounieh City/Coastal Agriculture/Mountains of Lebanon

0 5 10 15 km

[http://saysomethingom.files.wordpress.com/2012/05/20120513_0751.

jpg?w=762] [http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/f1/Zahle,Lebanon.JPG]

[https://c1.staticflickr.com/3/2220/2494762431_555eba7738.jpg] [http://static.panoramio.com/photos/large/31998402.jpg]

[http://schoolwebclass.com/Lebanon%20Michael%20Andra-

os/72612056%5B1%5D.jpg]

[https://c1.staticflickr.com/3/2684/4119812203_e6a1509934_z.jpg?zz=1]12 13



TERRAIN

Saida is ‘mini-Lebanon’ when it comes to its topographical featu-

res. As in other coastal cities of Lebanon, the terrain is composed, 

from west to east,  of a narrow beach – immediate sea coast, a ti-

ght agricultural plain and hills, all intersected by several rivers. Awali 

and Sayniq are, respectably, North and South borders of the city. 

The 3 districts of Saida, Old City – Madina, Dekerman and Wastani 

occupy the whole length of the plain. The ‘suburbs’ of Greater Sai-

da, which together have more inhabitants than Saida Municipality, 

extend on the hills. The administrative divisions of the territory fol-

low the terrain and water, with rivers being the east-west municipal 

boundaries. Historically, the centers of surrounding villages used 

to be located at the top of the hills (Jabri, 2012), but as the city 

expanded, urbanization took over both hills and valleys. 

The perpendicular relation of valleys and coastal plain creates a 

finger-like disposition of hills. 6 water ways in only 6 km may seem 

like an abundance, but out of them only the 2 main rivers contain 7_Valleys, hills and the plain
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water during the summer. The streams Bighayas, Amleh, Zaytoun 

and Barghout fill with water seasonally. During the urbanization 

waves in Saida, many of these rivers have been transformed into 

underground pipes and covered by roads, which caused dramatic 

changes in the landscapes of valleys.

Nevertheless, the water necessary for the indigenous system of 

irrigating agricultural fields of Wastani and Dekerman is provided. 

Awali river has been the vein of the city ever since the Phoeni-

cians. The Eshmoun temple is located in the North of the city, 

adjacent tp but overlooking from the higher terrain the Awali river. 

An afternoon visit uncovers the importance of water in Phoenician 

culture, the metaphor of purification and healing, practiced through 

water-related rituals performed in basins and pools of Eshmoun, 

but also the engineering ingenuity invested in leading the water 

from the upper streams of Awali straight into the temple. This was 

accomplished through an intricate network of canals and basins 

(sacred and retaining) (Eshmoun temple guide, Personal commu-

nication, February 19th 2014). By the moment of encounter with 

the kind man who gave us the tour, we were already familiar with 

the existence of a partially underground main irrigation canal, the 

Sultanye canal, presumably hundreds, if not thousands years old, 

that does precisely what Eshmoun canals do – leads the water 

from Awali river to Saida or, more precisely, Wastani. Later on we 

were told by a local, Mr. Mahmoud, that Sultanye possibly even 

reached Dekerman area (Mr. Mahmoud, Private communication, 

March 7th 2014). 

As it will be presented, we have later discovered some indications 

that the origins of Sultanye canal actually can be traced back to 

ancient Phoenician times. Thus, the ingenuity of Saidawi ancestors 

influenced the formation of the territory, establishment of agricul-

ture as main economic activity and shaped the landscape of the 

main coastal plain. 

8_View from the Sea Castle towards Saida  (2014)

9_Sections of Saida terrain (2014)
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URBANIZATION

The city of Saida has a favorable geographical posi-

tion, which was the starting point of the city’s develop-

ment. During the history, Saida used to be the gate of 

the road to Damascus. A port city, playing an important 

economical and transitional role, which diminished with 

the implementation of a road leading to Beirut in 1863 

(Ecochard; Jabri, 2012), leaving Saida to struggle with 

the subsequent decline of the port activities. 

The municipality of Saida consists of 3 administrative 

areas: Old City, Wastani and Dekerman. The Greater Sai-

da includes municipalities Abra, Bramiyeh, Mieh-Mieh, 

Hilaliyeh, Haret Saida, Salhiyeh, Majdelioun. 

The historical centers of these ‘suburbs’ are located each 

on a hill top, while Saida or Sidon grew around the old 

city center – the medina. Separated by a wall, the city 

grew in the proximity of the crusaders Sea Castle and 

Land Castle. The Sea Castle was built on the place of a 

Phoenician temple (Maknhzoumi and Sabbagh, 2013). 

This historical center was the only major urban cluster 

within Saida territory. Wastani and Dekerman were tra-

ditionally of agricultural character, predominantly made  Map 4_Saida urban tissue - Large clusters and scattered urbanization (2014)
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 11_Urbanization of the Bighayas valley (2014)

12_View over the Eastern Boulevard, Sea Boulevard, Hariri Mosque and some recent residential buildings (2014)
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19941939 1956

up of the ‘famous’ citrus orchards. What triggered the expansion 

of the city was the construction of a new road outside the wall  

(Dumont-Paquet , 2005)– meaning that the appearance of car, 

once again, changed the modes of life and daily habits, as well as 

understanding and use of the city space. Ever since then, the road 

became the guiding element of urbanization: construction of the 

road Riad el Solh in 1949 (Dumont-Paquet , 2005) marked a tur-

ning point in the development of Saida, moving slowly towards the 

identity of the ‘door of Beirut’, but bringing economic advantages. 

Even in the beginnings of a more rapid urbanization, the orchards 

of Saida were spared, thanks to the reputation they were setting 

up for the city. “…  as construction out¬side the city walls started 

in the late 1930s, the munici¬pality took an active decision to 

forbid any construction in the field, for economic reasons, as well 

as to preserve the esthetic value and “the tranquility” of the “gar-

dens” that were “an attraction to many Lebanese” compatriots du-

ring spring vacations” (Jabri, 2012, pp. 73). These gardens were 

respected and loved by the residents: “Old Saida was all trees. 

Before the road there were all gardens along the railway, the train 

was going to Palestine, everything was better. Before, railway was 

a promenade from here to the holy places on the hills … It is bad. 

It was a paradise before.” (Mr. Al-Baba, personal communication, 

February 22nd 2014). 

 

An earthquake destroyed a significant part of the city in 1956, in-

cluding a portion of the old city, and the city needed help, which re-

sulted in the work of Michel Ecochard on Saida. He introduced the 

ideas of modernity to Saida in his masterplan of 1958. It  influen-

ced, together with the necessity of expanding the Ain-El-Helweh 

refugee camp, a new wave of urbanization in the 1960s. It was 

rapid and extensive, reaching the hills. In the origina masterplan, 

Ecochard proposed the new development to happen on the ‘lower’ 

hills, just beyond the borders of the agricultural strip, which was yet 

again to be preserved. However, in the following years the master-

plan has been changed (Jabri, 2012), allowing the urbanization of 

the coast. The orchards were deprived of its previous importance, 

extensive plots subdivision started, roads have been implemented 

(Dumont-Paquet, 2005). At the same time, more and more people 

moved to the hills, starting a process of an uncontrolled develop-

ment, lasting until today. 

This can be observed on the Map 4_Saida urban tissue - Large 

clusters and scattered urbanization: The neigborhoods in the mu-

13_A view over the Land Castle and the Old City of Saida

14_First housing outside the city walls, orchards in the back

15_Sea Castle and the beach

Map 5_Urbanization in Saida  in Map 6_Urbanization in Saida  in Map 7_Urbanization in Saida  in

 SOURCE: Collection of historic pictures of Saida provided by Ali,  

retreived from Ismael Sheik Hassan, February 2014
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nicipalities of Abra and Hilaliyeh started emerging during that era, 

are both examples of superficially imposed road grid defining the 

forms of urbanization, which continued happening till present day 

on most of the Saida hills. 

During the 80s, the Old Wastani land pooling project was imple-

mented. By imposing a grid on the western part of the Wastani 

territory, the first extensive urbanization of the agricultural landsca-

pe happened (Jabri, 2012), together with the implementation of 

the Eastern Boulevard and the Sea road, major North-South roads 

leading to Sour/Beirut. The jurisdiction of urbanists in the land po-

oling project was limited to the mere plots subdivision, leaving all 

the matters in the hands of land owners and investors. Today, Old 

Wastani is a non-structured mosaic of the uniform new high and 

mid-rise buildings, the rare remaining old palaces standing out with 

their variety, whose owners would not sell their properties or simply 

could not afford demolishing, empty unmaintained plots, never built 

due to financial reasons, and several orchards scattered here and 

there. Old Wastani is not a finished project. Some of the plots are 

still waiting to be constructed, others will, in the existing scenario, 

remain empty. The space is without identity and symbols, disrupted 

and disconnected. 

During our fieldwork we have had the opportunity to visit different 

sites and observe from a citizen’s point of view. We tried to explore 

the city walking, as much as possible . However, it was clear from 

the beginning that Saida is a fully car-oritented city. Impressive 

topography does not make it an easily walkable city per se, but 

the combination of uncontrolled development and issues such as 

pedestrian mobility and common spaces being absent from plan-

ning policies, has made it very difficult to ‘walk the city’. Instead, we 

were using the most common form of public transport – lebanese 

‘service’, the shared taxi. 

Visiting different areas of the city helped us in understanding the 

issues of urban development in Saida and Lebanon. One of the 

first things we noticed was the fact that the lights were off in many 

buildings during the night, as we could see either passing by in 

a car or from where we were staying, on the hills of Haret Saida. 

As we were told by our hosts, and we have later understood how 

common it is among all of our contacts there, this was due to the 

fact that many lebanese actually live and work in other Arab coun-

tries, notably Saudi Arabia, throughout most of the year. Their resi-

dences in Saida are secondary residences, intended for vacations, 

their children to inherit and eventually come back to Lebanon, etc. 

On our second visit, the war in neigbouring Syria became visible 

in Lebanon – more and more people were seeking refuge there, 

renting the ‘empty’ houses. 

Secondly, it became clear to us what  ‘uncontrolled’ urbanization 

meant exactly (Figure 11: Urbanization of the Bighayas valley). Vi-

siting the neighborhoods Abra, Sharhabeel, Old Wastani, etc, we 

understood how unstructured the new developments are, pushing 

for the car-oriented city. All the buildings, regardless of where they 

are located, look alike. This means that a self standing eight-story 

high building from the plain is copied onto the hills – with a huge 

retaining wall, reaching up to the 6th floor. The extention of the city 

to the hills happened while disregarding the given conditions of the 

terrain. Another disregarded aspect is the positioning and proximity 

of the buildings. Buildings are often clustered too close together, 

providing a below minimum distance between: “We [women] have 

to keep the blinds on our kitchen window down, in order for our 

neighbours not to see us [without head-scarfs], because the two 

buildings are too close to each other” (Saida resident, personal 

communication, May 3rd 2014). 

According to the Council for Development and Reconstruction 

(2005), both growth of the territory and demographic growth are 

expected to happen in the ‘suburbs’: The urbanized surface of Sai-

da in the year 2000 was  3,3 km2 and is expected to grow to 4 

km2 by 2030,  while the suburbs are expected to almost double 

from 12 to 21 km2. Population of Saida is supposed to decrease 

from 88 000 (2000)to 80 000 (2030), while the suburbs inha-

bitants’ number should grow from 86 000 (2000) to 186 000 

(2030). 

Therefore, despite the existing plans of the Municipality to further 

develop the area of Wastani,  and despite the wishes of landow-

ners (both to be presented in the Part 2) to earn money from 

their properties, and according to the aforementioned presence of 

‘empty’ residences, it seems that the massive urbanization of pre-

vious scales would be obsolete. However, this new development is 

already in the process of planning. Our conclusion of the analysis 

of urban development trends in Saida is that the principles of deve-

lopment, as well as the roles of urbanists and architects should be 

reconsidered. Instead of repeating the mistakes of the Old Wastani 

land pooling, Saida needs a project with a vision of how to better 

include the existing elements and laws of the different locations, 

in order to benefit from them – e.g. providing a productive open 

spaces framework, that can structure and phase the project based 

on the local economy. 

16_Commercial center of Saida, 1950s 17_Abra hills, 1990s

18&19_Parking near the port

SOURCE: (Dumont-Paquet, 2005, pp. 7-9)
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UNVEILING THE 

AGRICULTURAL 

LANDSCAPE

Apart from the urbanization, the rest of Greater Saida 

territory is predominantly agricultural. As mentioned be-

fore, the figure of the coastal plain plays an important 

role in the national agriculture production, mainly citrus 

cultivation. The role and the space of this agricultural 

landscape changed dramatically during the development 

of the city. 

Being the end node of the natural geographic corri-

dor toward Damascus, Saida used the potentialities 

of this position and created a reputation in agricultural 

production and trade. Fruits from Saida were exported 

throughout the Arab world and Europe. Although the ori-

ginal cultivation of fruits concentrated on other species, 

like figs, pomegranate, vines and olive groves, it was 

the successful cultivation of citrus trees brought fame 

to the city. The citrus groves were originally brought by 

pilgrims to the Holy Land around 1800 (Al Zain, 1913; 

Makhzoumi and Sabbagh, 2013), while the cultivation 

techniques were significantly impacted by the inflow of 

Palestinian refugees after 1948, who brought expertise Map 8_Agricultural landscape of Saida (2014)
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20_View over the Geneco industry site, Nort Wastani (2014)

21_View over a private glasshouse, orchard and overlooking hills of Sharhabeel, North Wastani (2014)
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GROWTH

1939 1956 1994

in citrus cultivation both in terms of knowledge and skilled labor 

force. Thus started the ‘golden age’ of Saida citrus production and 

export (Al-Ghorabi, 2011). 

Apart from the economic benefits, this ‘golden age’ created an 

identity for the city, while it became famous not only by the final 

product of this economy, but by the spatiality of it. The orchards 

became a symbol of the city: “With this abundant water supply 

irrigation of the less favored spots becomes quite easy, and it is 

practiced extensively. The result is everywhere abundant fertility 

and beauty, of which writers in all ages speak with much enthusia-

sm … Of more recent travelers Robinson writes: ‘The beauty of 

Sidon consists in its gardens and orchards of fruit trees, which fill 

the plain and extend to the foot of the adjacent hills The environs 

exhibit everywhere a luxuriant verdure, and the fruits of Sidon are 

reckoned among the finest in the country’. Similarly Porter: ‘The 

gardens and orchards of Sidon are charming. Oranges, lemons, 

citrons, bananas, and palms grow luxuriantly, and give the envi-

rons of the old city a look of eternal spring. Sidon is one of the 

few spots in Syria where nature’s luxuriance has triumphed over 

neglect and ruin” (Eiselen, 1907, pp. 2-3). 

The identity was recognized by the citizens and the authorities, 

who engaged in preserving these qualities, even in the beginnings 

of a more rapid urbanization: “…  as construction out¬side the 

city walls started in the late 1930s, the municipality took an active 

decision to forbid any construction in the field, for economic rea-

sons, as well as to preserve the esthetic value and “the tranquility” 

of the “gardens” that were “an attraction to many Lebanese” com-

patriots during spring vacations” (Jabri, 2012, pp. 73).

The hills have traditionally been covered in olive groves, some 

of them very old (Mr. Jean-Pierre, personal communication, Fe-

bruary 25th 2014). It seems that their value was not as beneficial 

to Saida as the citrus orchards, since it is not mentioned in any of 

the consulted documents. 

Furthermore, Ecochard’s masterplan predicted a preservation 

of the agriculture strip, with the city extending to the lower hills. 

However, the revision of masterplan in 1967 allowed expropria-

tion of the agricultural lands. too This marked a change in the 

23_Sea Castle , Old City and southern orchards of Wastani

24_The coast south of the  Old City

25_Old Postcard:  

A view over the beaches south of Saida, The Sea Castle and Mount 

Lebanon

Map 9_Agriculture in Saida in Map 10_Agriculture in Saida  in Map 11_Agriculture in Saida  in

 SOURCE: Collection of historic pictures of Saida provided by Ali,  

retreived from Ismael Sheik Hassan, February 2014
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Saida authorities’ approach towards the lands that used to be their 

most valuable asset. Urbanization of the agricultural landscape had 

started, first by implementation of the new roads, followed by hou-

sing. The culmination of the process was the aforementioned Old 

Wastani land pooling project, which was completely insensitive to 

the ‘genius loci’ of the area. The few orchards still found in Old 

Wastani are scarce and scattered around by accident, depending 

mostly on the financial power of the land owners. 

Urbanization of the hills meant destruction for many olive groves. It 

still does today. In fact, it seems that these olive groves are taken 

for granted as ‘expendable’ and not relevant for the city image, 

even though olive oil export was a big part of its economy. Olives 

are still cultivated on the slopes of Greater Saida, and we have 

stumbled upon some beautiful groves during our fieldwork, as well 

as ancient singular olive trees of impressive size, which used to be 

used as plots demarcation (Mr. Jean-Pierre, personal communica-

tion, February 25th 2014). 

In the meantime, citrus production in Saida suffered greatly. The 

process of fragmentation of the plots continued, as did the urba-

nization. The civil war only made matters worse, since (besides 

the booming uncontrolled construction) the maintenance and thus 

production of the orchards was reduced throughout the years. 

Competitiveness within the field diminished ever since, for several 

reasons: the lack of organization of the agriculture sector meant 

lack of innovations in production and sales; the market dictated 

the drop of prices of citrus fruits; the increasing instability in the 

region limited the export (Makhzoumi and Sabbagh, 2013).

Today, land owners are struggling to keep the citrus groves finan-

cially feasible: “the low price of citrus is making it hard for farmers 

to meet production costs, said Abdul Wahhab Ajami, who has wor-

ked for the orchard-owning Zaatari family for 25 years. The price 

of a kilogram of oranges should be LL1,000, but they are selling 

for LL500” (Strum and Zaatari, 2012, http://www.dailystar.com.

lb/Culture/Lifestyle/2012/Nov-30/196597-despite-soured-mar-

ket-citrus-remains-a-staple.ashx#axzz3ASgLaGFh).  

As a response to this, many land owners replaced their citrus 

groves with banana trees, a more feasible cultivation nowadays.  

Others have already sold their lands to the emerging ‘big’ land 

owners: Seniora, Zaydan and Hariri families – rich citizens – po-

liticians and businessmen of Saida, or their companies. Recently 

they have started buying more lands in Wastani, interested in its 

real estate potential, once the new land pooling project is imple-

mented (Lyne Jabri, personal communication, February the 18th 

2014).

However, the image of the ‘old days’ is something many Saida 

residents still linger on: “Old Saida was all trees. Before the road 

there were all gardens along the railway, the train was going to 

Palestine, everything was better. Before, railway was a promenade 

from here to the holy places on the hills … It is bad. It was a 

paradise before.” (Mr. Al-Baba, personal communication, February 

22nd 2014). 

Furthermore, valuable orchards and gardens are still found throu-

ghout the areas of Wastani and Dekerman. At the same time, the 

new citizens’ initiatives, such as Lil Madina, are trying to re-orient 

the attention of the authorities towards this old identity of their city 

and to promote it among their co-residents and land owners.

A hint of a similar line of thought is found in the National Physical 

Master Plan of the Lebanese Territory (Council for Development 

and Reconstruction, 2005. It imagines Saida as a ‘harbor-city’ and 

26_ Citrus production in the coast in and south of Saida according 

to Agricultural Atlas of Lebanon, 1998

SOURCE: Makhzoumi and Sabbagh, 2013, pp. 18

27_ Stakes of urban development according to the National Physical Master Plan of the Lebanese Territory

SOURCE: Council for Development and Reconstruction, 2005, pp. IV-58

one of the three major agglomerations in the South of Lebanon 

(Saida, Sour and Nabatiyeh), divided by its importance on a natio-

nal level in terms of trade, tourism and higher education, respecti-

vely (Council for Development and Reconstruction, 2005). It also 

highlights the potentialities of Saida in touristic activities, but points 

out that it might suffer from the proximity to Beirut and states that 

: “Saida has therefore every interest to develop its specific assets, 

its tourist functions and, most importantly, its commerce, including 

fish and agricultural products. This requires emphasizing the city’s 

assets: its sea façade, its historical heritage, souks, crafts, public 

services, agricultural plain, etc.” (Council for Development and Re-

construction, 2005, pp. IV-15)

.

Once again there is a notion of  the need to preserve the agri-

cultural landscape of the plain in the official visions for the city, 

only this time in order to preserve the real estate values of the 

neighborhoods who overlook the plain from surrounding foothills: 

“Saida possesses also an important residential potential with its 

prime sites overlooking the sea and which already host important 

real estate residential developments. The preservation of this asset 

requires good management of the prospects and the scenaries, 

mainly the safeguarding of buffers between the hills and the lower 

city as well as a good regulation of the building heights on the 

foothills to preserve this beautiful view of the greeneries” (Council 

for Development and Reconstruction, 2005, pp. IV-15). 

With this short description and a vague green line on a plan (Pictu-

re 27), the attention given from the authorities to this issue stops. 

In reality, the agricultural strip is soon going to be urbanized in 

Saida according to a new land pooling project that the Municipality 

is already working on.
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AFTERMATH OF 

URBAN SPRAWL 

The uncontrolled development of the city since the 1980s chan-

ged the way it is used. Lasting problems of traffic, pollution, lack 

of public spaces and activities are only some of the issues that we 

detected during our fieldwork. 

On top of the fact that it is very difficult to move around as a 

pedestrian or a biker, the car traffic in Saida is chaotic itself. Mili-

tary checkpoints at the north and south entrances to the city are 

a major cause of traffic congestion, specially before and during 

the weekends. Since the works on better north-south connections 

between the capital Beirut and the rest of the country, Saida turned 

from a destination into a pass-through city. Adding the two roads, 

41_Another roundabout/public space at one of Eastern Boulevard 

intersections, North Wastani

41_Another roundabout/public space at one of Eastern Boulevard 

intersections, North Wastani

Section through the Sea Boulevard (2014) Section through the Eastern Boulevard (2014)

Section through the Sultanye road (2014)

28_Panoramic view over the Sea Boulevard (2014)

Sea and Eastern Boulevard, contributed greatly. The Eastern Bou-

levard is the main extension of the national North-South highway, 

with 4 lanes of fast traffic. Although it attracted development of 

many shopping centers and small businesses along, it also created 

a big rupture in the city. Except in the crossroads around the city 

center, it is difficult to cross as a pedestrian. A walk along it on a 

narrow sidewalk, if any, is not a pleasant experience either. The Sea 

Boulevard project was criticized by the people at its very beginning. 

Nevertheless, it was built as a flagship of former prime minister 

Rafic Hariri’s postwar reconstruction of Lebanon (Jabri, 2012). 

It created yet another cut in the relationship between the coast, the 

plain and the hills. The beach was now reduced a couple of meters 
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Map 12_Hierarchy of roads (2014)
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and the promenade along the Sea Boulevard separated from it 

with a fence. And although Saida has a traffic problem, when it 

comes to these two primary roads, it only occurs on weekends. 

On Fridays, Sundays and early Monday mornings it is easy to find 

yourself in a couple of kilometers long queue, waiting to either 

leave or enter the city. Apart from those peek-times, the traffic is 

still sometimes congested along the rest of the city roads. With a 

relatively small number of cars appearing on its six lanes, we found 

the Sea Boulevard over-sized and under-used (Picture 28). On the 

wide promenade at the side of the sea, in the area around the Sta-

dium, we encountered many people jogging during the evening. 

The fence that separates it from the beach seemed to be taken 

seriously, since the couple of visitors were the only ones we found 

on the other side. 

The obsolescence of this road stresses out the need of rethinking 

about the physical and social features of the Sea Shore. Again, it 

is a part of the document produced by CDR: “Last but not least, 

urban quality is mainly represented by the quality of public places. 

Sea front Cornices have an undeniable success in every coastal 

city” (Council for Development and Reconstruction, 2005, pp. IV-

52). It is even more specific in defining the spaces which this 

quote is referring to, by including the “Coastal promenade Cornice 

north of Saida” in “The coastal zones to preserve from all changes 

or to rehabilitate in their original status” (Council for Development 

and Reconstruction, 2005, pp. IV-65). 

The roundabouts on major roads are the official public spaces of 

the city, used as a proof of the Municipality taking care of Saida’s 

spaces. The very center of the city, the Nijme ‘square’ – a rounda-

bout on the Sea Boulevard, is currently a construction site: “new 

fountain will soon adorn Sidon’s Nijmeh Square, part of several 

major development projects to give the southern coastal city a 

“face-lift” according to its mayor. Sidon Mayor Mohammad Saudi 

31_Nijmeh square - one of Sea Boulevard intersections (2014)

32_Another roundabout/public space at one of Eastern Boulevard 

intersections, North Wastani (2014)

30_The Sultaniye road passing over the Bighayas valley (2014)

said over the weekend the construction of the fountain was part 

of a comprehensive plan to develop the infrastructure of the city 

… Once complete, the fountain will reach 10 meters in height 

and will include other surrounding smaller fountains and a small 

waterfall” (Zaatari, 2014, http://dailystar.com.lb/News/Leba-

non-News/2014/Jan-06/243218-new-fountain-part-of-sidon-

face-lift.ashx#axzz3AVJScxWM). 

A project like this resembles a diversion, a make-up, a shiny object 

that draws the attention off the real issues. 

33_Traffic island in Old Wastani (2014)

Sea Boulevard

Eastern Boulevard

Sultaniye Road East-West section 

of the highway
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35_”Green and blue sections” 

SOURCE: Council for Development and Reconstruction, 2005, 

pp. IV-67

34_”Principles of making good of the coastline“

SOURCE: Council for Development and Reconstruction, 2005, pp. IV-68

Sultanye road, named after the irrigation canal passing the same 

route underground, is another North South figure. It is used by 

local drivers to bypass the Eastern Boulevard on their way to Bei-

rut. According to the current plans of the Municipality, the road 

should be expanded to a 25 m wide, high traffic road – another 

‘boulevard’, as one of the first principles of the new land pooling 

project for Wastani, which would take a part of the traffic from 

other two primary roads  and serve the new neighborhoods plan-

ned in Wastani (Ismael Sheikh Hassan, personal communication, 

May 2014). 

However, the problem of traffic jams in the directions to and from 

Beirut are not to be solved by simply expanding existing and ad-

ding new roads. Furthermore, the Sultanye road is surrounded by a 

rich historical layer, composed of ancient buildings, olive trees and 

undiscovered archaeology, as well as the Sultanye canal undernea-

th. The route is following the topography and therfore separates the 

plain from the hills. The future of protecting Sultanye lies in focusing 

on its historical richness and revealing it to the people.

We believe that the re-implementation of the Sea Cornice and a 

rehabilitation of the beach should be a part of the strategy for the 

future development of Saida, as an important step towards re-

newing the spatial and social relations between the city’s different 

landscapes. Similarly, pedestrian bridges, platforms and partial co-

vering of the Eastern Boulevard can contribute in re-establishing 

the disrupted east-west connections, while Sultanye could become 

a ‘hill cornice”, overlooking the preserved agricultural landscapes 

of Wastani area.  

The beaches of Saida are listed in the National Physical Master 

Plan of the Lebanese Territory as “remarkable natural sites along 

the coastline” (Council for Development and Reconstruction, 2005, 

pp. V-15). The recommendation is to preserve the “wealth that re-

presents a sustainable support to tourist and social development” 

(Council for Development and Reconstruction, pp. V-18). However, 

no traces of implementing such guidelines are visible on the sea 

shore in Saida. On top of the surfaces taken away by the Sea Boule-

vard, urban growth of the city kept further endangering the beach. To 

allow roads to pass on their designated routes, the rivers have been 

reduced to underground pipes and sewage collectors. In several 

places along the beach these pipe lines discharge their contents 

in the sea water, accompanied by the solid waste scattered around 

and in the water.

South from the Old City, there is the ‘famous’ garbage dump on the 

sea, the ‘garbage mountain’. The space is designated for garbage 

disposal since the 80s and has since become a serious threat to 

the citizens’ health. Since there are no barriers between the garbage 

and the open water, it pollutes the marine ecosystems, endangering 

their existence and the livelihood of fishermen.  Thanks to the high 

temperatures, the smells of the dump become even worse during 

the summer, often carried towards the inside of Saida by the winds 

(Ghassan, private communication, May 2014). The danger comes 

from occasional fires on the site, when the winds bring toxic smoke 

to the city. It often happens that big ‘chunks’ of the mountain fall into 

the sea. In order to deal with the problem of the garbage disposal 

site, there is a landfill project planned for it. 

But the problem of waste disposal (and treatment) in Saida over-

comes the issues of the garbage mountain at the sea. The sides of 

Section through the ‘Garbage mountain’ (2014)

Section through the point of sewage discharge (2014)
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38_View over the beach, Old City and the Port in the distance (2014)

39_Delta of Awali river and the Eastern Boulevard bridge (2014)

40_Saida’s garbage mountain (2009)

many city roads are full of garbage – household waste, furniture, 

even construction waste can be found forming small dumps along 

the streets. The mini garbage disposal sites are not limited to the 

spaces along the streets. Standing at the top of the Abra neigh-

borhood, from where we had a great view over the Bighayas valley, 

we noticed the white stripes on the slopes of the hills, stretching 

down from the buildings to the deeper parts of the valley (Pictu-

re 41; Section through the valley of Bighayas). On another walk 

through it, along the river bed, we discovered an informal pede-

strian path often used by the residents of surrounding neighborho-

36_The sewage discharge at the beach (2014)

37_View from the top of the above sewage discharge (2014)

ods (Lyne Jabri, personal communication, February 23rd 2014), 

full of what seemed to be construction and household waste.

Asking questions, we discovered that the garbage collection and 

treatment facilities are also a matter of speculation, political games 

and corruption, which is one of the reasons why it is so dysfunctio-

nal. Different municipalities disagree on how to solve the problems 

of waste (Ali, personal communication, February 23rd 2014). 

Another point of view is that, thanks to everything that happened 

– the wars and difficulties of postwar social conditions in Lebanon, 

the reason for this careless relation lies in the mindset of people, 

41_View over Bighayas valley: mini garbage dumps on the slopes beneath Abra (2014)
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42_Amleh river emerging from the ground in Wastani, 

      beneath Abra (2014)

Section through the valley of Amleh (2014)

Section through the valley of Awali (2014)

Section through the valley of Bighay as (2014)

who have become so inert and focused only on their houses and 

gardens, safe places, blind to what happens in the ‘outside world’ 

(Mr. Jean Pierre, personal communication, February  25th 2014). 

In all the valleys we visited during the fieldwork – Awali, Amleh and 

Bighayas, we found ongoing processes that are changing those 

landscapes: urbanization, garbage disposal, appropriations of ri-

verbeds, etc. Construction keeps happening on the slopes of the 

valleys, the same way as it happens on the hills, using one and 

only architectural approach, claiming the terrain by constructing tall 

retaining walls and thus permanently changing the attributes of the 

valleys. Often these new buildings reach into the flooding zones of 

the rivers, which used to be public property (Lyne Jabri, personal 

communication, February 2014).  Riverbeds are not spared from 

the damages of uncontrolled urbanization (Picture). 

The relations between people and the open spaces in Saida be-

came something to investigate – why is it that nobody seems to 

care about the appearance, function and sanitation of what is in 

common to all of them, the city. Was it like that traditionally, or 

were we witnessing the toll the urban sprawl took on the percep-

tion of the city? As the following pages confirm, the former is the 

case. People used to and still do find ways of appropriating the 

city’s (common) spaces for leisure, recreation and social activities. 

However, even though these practices reveal hope and potentiali-

ties, the rest of the previously stated issues make them anomalies, 

rather than rules.

One cannot help but wonder  what came first, the citizen’s cur-

rent inertia or the complete lack of authorities’ attention for the 

orchards, the beach, the valleys, etc. Saida will remain within an 

identity defined by urban sprawl, one of anonymous spaces and 

uniformity, until it is given a ‘stage’ for its urban life: 

“The civil and architectural, urbanistic and morphological richness 

of a city is that of its common spaces, that of all the places where 

daily life is carried out“ (De Sola Morales, 1992, pp. 106).

43_Construction in the riverbed, Amleh (2014)
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CITY APPROPRIATIONS

Saida is not a city of public spaces. It does not have parks and 

squares. What was designated as ‘public space’ in the current 

masterplan and was supposed to become a park within the Old 

Wastani development is now simply another one of ‘empty’ plots, 

distinctive from the rest only by its size. When asked about the 

reasons of this, the municipal planner responded with an explana-

tion how “the plot is not actually public”, “there have been compli-

cations with the owner” and other vague excuses in order to avoid 

a direct response.  Language barrier and a having local mediator 

(who had set up the meeting in the first place) made any further 

‘interrogation’ very difficult. That is the official story about the only 

‘park’ suface in the city. The rest of public ground consists of 

roundabouts and traffic islands – places that are, paradoxically, 

hardly ever accessed by the people, but are nevertheless main-

tained as if they were, showing the ‘care’ of the Municipality for 

the city. 

Saida did not know many public spaces through its history. The 

people used the city in a more informal way, appropriating spa-

ces for common use, whether permanently or temporary. Such 

was the ‘Kinayat’, a place named by its eucalyptus trees that was 

THE NEVER 

EXISTING PARK

THE LOCKED

PARK

THE ABANDONED

PARK

CITY CENTER

THE RAILWAY

THE PATHS

KINAYAT

THE BEACHTHE STADIUM

Map 13_Open spaces and pathways in the North of Saida (2014)

44_Roofs of Old City

45_Promenade on the railway tracks, 1950s

46_Beach of Saida, early 20th Century

47_Children in an orchard

0 m 250 m 500 m 1 km

[http://www.ivorypress.com/cphoto/en/sites/default/files/imagecache/width450/Ha-

shem-El-Madani--De-derecha-a-izquierda-Badawi-el-Naquib,-Bassel-Aatallah,-Zaatari-y-Rachi-

di-en-las-v%C3%ADas-del-tren,-L%C3%ADbano,-a%C3%B1os-50.jpg]

SOURCE: Collection of historic pictures of Saida provided by Ali,  

retreived from Ismael Sheik Hassan, February 201444 45



always privately owned, but publicly accessible. In fact, it was one 

of the most popular leisure destinations of Saida, equipped with 

kiosks selling food and drinks to the visitors. It was possible to have 

a swim in the Awali river, prepare a picnic at the riverbank among 

eucalyptus trees or simply gather with friends and family. Today, 

Kinayat is found behind a long wall, set up by local businessmen, 

current owners of the site (Mr. Mustafa, personal communication, 

February 19th 2014).

Another historically important common space is the railway. The 

tracks used to be appropriated by the people as a promenade, 

among the many orchards of Saida (Jabri, 2012). The promenade 

was starting at the Awali river in the north till the Barghout River and 

Ain-El-Helweh camp in the south, together with the space around 

the former train station. The trains do not operate in Lebanon any-

more and the traces of the railways tracks are only visible in some 

places in the city. The rest of the route is still in the ownership of the 

railway company, but parts of it are covered in asphalt and function 

as roads, some are appropriated by the people living along railway, 

parts are simply leftover space. 

The Beach used to extend from Amleh river to the Sea Castle 

and was used by the citizens for leisure and recreation. The Sea 

Boulevard ate up the beach, reducing what used to be a popular 

wide sandy beach to a narrow strip of barely accessible sea shore. 

The situation is even additionally worsened by discharging sewage 

into the sea directly or via rivers. 

Nevertheless, people of Saida are using and appropriating the city 

in various forms, as we will show in the following pages.  What they 

all have in common is their informality. Most of the spaces we will 

describe are not conventional open spaces, nor public according 

to the type of ownership. They are different forms of claiming the 

city, finding a way around the lack of dedicated spaces. Also, a 

proof of the necessity of including spaces of recreation, leisure, 

culture and public life in the future visions for Saida.

48_Bike ride through Ain-El-Helweh, 1950s 49_Promenade on the railway tracks, 1950s 50_Gathering in Nabi Yeya, Haret Saida hill, 

SOURCE: Arab Image Foundation 

52-55_Pictures of Saida beach and Saida port during Bahr El Eid

SOURCE: Arab Image Foundation

51_A group of young men in the wheat field along the train tracks, 

Saida, 1950sSOURCE: Arab Image Foundation
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THE PATHS OF THE CITY

THE RAILWAY

THE STAIRCASES

THE PATHS OF WASTANI THE SECRETS OF MEDINA

THE ‘SERVICE’

Current condition of the railway. The traces of tracks are still 

visible in some places. The railway route is transformed into 

roads and passages, appropriated extentions of gardens. It is 

still an open space all along, owned by the railway company. It 

is a part of the network of paths in area of Wastani. 

Scattered lateral connections wi-

thin the neighborhoods on the 

hills (Sharhabeel and Abra). Rare 

examples of an exlusively pede-

strian paths in the city. 

Even though the tradition of promenades through (shrinking) landscape of or-

chards in Wastani, the existing pathways are still in use as recreational routes. 

They are partially based on the old plot division. Wastani still represents a major 

green area in the city and is attracting walkers, joggers and bikers: “I am walking 

there every day and meeting many people, walking and running.” (Mr. Al-baba, 

private communication, February 22nd 2014)

Lebanese system of shared taxis. 

Very affordable and used. One 

ride in what ever direction will cost 

you 2000 LL (cca. 0,5 Eur). Ser-

vice is the public transport system 

of Saida. Owned by the drivers, a 

mode of self-employment, often 

Palestinians and Syrians. 

The Old City has a renovated system of paths called the ‘Tourist 

path’. It leads to several destinations, such as the Soap museum, 

various mosques etc. Together with the Sea Castle it is the touristic 

center of the city. The urban tissue is extremely dense, nowadays 

home to the poor. Openings in the fabric are found in the form of 

inner semi-private gardens or, rarely, a public square. 
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THE PICNIC

‘KINAYAT’

BARBECUE IN THE ORCHARD

THE NEVER EXISTING PARK

THE ABANDONED PARK

THE BEACH

A massive surface of the beach has been sacrificed for the con-

struction of  Sea Boulevard, a major North-South connection. 

After the fence along the new road’s sidewalk was set up, the 

beach became a forgotten part of the city. 

At the time of our fieldwork the site was not 

accesible, the gate leading behind the high 

wall was locked. During our second visit we 

were told that the current owner, Mr. Zaydan 

decided to re-open the site, but only for whole 

families to visit, in order to “avoid problems 

[people consuming alcohol or drugs]” (Ali, 

personal communication, May 2014)

Oficially designated as public space by the current masterplan, the park in 

Old Wastani never came alive. In order to ‘prepare’ for the park implemen-

tation, the municipality destroyed all the trees of a whole orchard. New 

trees were never planted, the ‘park’ was fenced off. 

THE LOCKED PARK

In the proximity of a school in Abra, we found 

this park’s gate locked, around 4pm in the 

afternoon. The table in front informs us that 

it was opened in 2006, with the help of Abra 

municipality and various christian organiza-

tions. 

During one of our visi-

ts to the orchards gui-

ded by Mr. Mahmoud, 

we stumbled upon  a 

group of people having 

a barbecue. Not a very 

common sight, but yet 

another proof of the use 

of Wastani orchards as 

common space. 

A small neighborhood park. Grafitti on the wall that se-

parates it from a school indicate that it was financed by 

various NGOs. At the time of our visit it was empty, the 

wire fence around it broken. A couple of children were 

playing in the space between the park and adjacent 

building. 

STADIUM

The promenade around the sta-

dium in the north of Saida is one of 

the mostly used common spaces 

in the city. At sunset in mid-March 

we found people walking, jogging 

or simply enjoying the view. 
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LAND POOLING
ANALYSIS OF THE PROCESS

The story of planning in Saida, as in all Lebanon, is mostly related 

and marked by its historical events and by clientalism; wars, secta-

rianism and political initiatives and interests shaped the territory 

without benefits for the city and the citizens. In this context “urban 

design seems to be an exclusive practice only deployed by private 

institutions for the ‘rich’ of the country, or when used by public 

institutions, it is for the sake of tourism.” (Jabri, 2012) In order 

to understand the mechanisms of the New Wastani project, it is 

important to go back in history and understand the principles that 

led to two important plans: the Masterplan of 1967 and the plan 

for Old Wastani in 1985.

56_Aerial view on Saida in 1946.

 SOURCE: Collection of historic pictures of Saida provided by Ali,  retreived from Ismael Sheik Hassan, February 2014
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1967 MASTERPLAN

The 1956 Chim earthquake, which destroyed and damaged thou-

sands of buildings in the South of Lebanon, had a strong im-

pact on Saida. In the old city, the majority of the houses were 

destroyed and some people started to leave. In order to remedy 

this problem, the Ministry of public work, with the institution of a 

Reconstruction Committee, thought about Michel Ecochard as the 

best choice. Thanks to the years of experience in many Arabic 

countries, Ecochard “could understand the local heritage and as 

part of the European Modem movement he tended to find modern 

solution. He exceeded the mission addressed to him since he saw 

the potentials that Saida possesses and the regional role that it 

could play.”(Latif, Yukimasa, 2007, pp. 127)

The main problem was the Old City: the earthquake and the high 

density led him to the conclusion that historic buildings and the 

port were the main issues. In order to achieve his goals, he propo-

sed a serious of intervention:

 1. The residential area should have had more open spa 

 ces, through the denstruction of buildings and places of  

 no value;

 2. Save the urban heritage, clearing the historical monu 

 ments;

 3. The port was supposed to develop the fish sector  

 in Saida, affecting all the South of Lebanon (Latif, Yuki 

 masa, 2007, pp. 127). Destroying not valuable buildin 

 gs, he wanted to enlarge the road next to the deck to  

 17m in order to clear the port’s entrance.

Influenced by Modernism and the Athens Charter of 1933 (pu-

blished by Le Corbusier in 1943), Ecochard’s idea was also to 

give identity to the surrounding territories of the city in order to 

have a global vision on a regional scale. To achieve this goal, his 

first proposal was the implementation of three roads that should 

have connected Saida with other parts of Lebanon and Middle 

57_View over the Old City and Wastani orchards, 1915 58_Ecochard’s plan of the Old City 58_Ecochard’s plan of the Old City59_Ecochard’s vision of the ‘rural urbanization’ 
 SOURCE: Collection of historic pictures of Saida provided by Ali,  retreived from Ismael Sheik Hassan, February 2014 [http://archnet.org/system/sites/covers/8375/medium/AS100633.

png?1404224677]

SOURCE: Dumont-Paquet, 2005, pp.1256 57



East countries:

 1. The Lebanese coastal highway;

 2. The international highway on the connection Saida  

 -Jezzine, to have a better link with Bekaa, in a bigger  

 idea of a development of the Arabic Golf Region;

 3. A big highway North-South parallel to the coastal one.

Talking about the future urbanization of these territories, they were 

supposed to receive the desplaiced citizens of the Old City, which 

was supposed to be the main economical centre of the region, and 

the new population growth:

 1. The new city, built near the old one, ‘for it’s 

 geographical location and relation with Jezzine road …  

 should provide the development rural support for the  

 mountains.” (Latif, Yukimasa, 2007, pp. 128) 

 A new village called Ain-El-Helweh which includes a  

 small industrial area and other facilities, is therefore  

 located on the East-West highway to Jezzine. 

 The rest of the urbanizations should consider the 

 importance of agricultural fields next to the buildings, in  

 order to not reinforce the economy of the territory;

 2. A green passage allows people to go from a city to  

 the other, crossing the big roads for vehicles. Public bu 

 ildings were disposed along this passages.

Michel Ecochard had a clear idea on the role of Saida Region in 

the new Lebanese arrangement, and it was visible the importance 

of the landscape as a new starting point for the economy and the 

form of the territory

After four years, under the request of many landowners who did 

not like the idea of not having the possibility of build on their lands, 

the DGU (Directrice Generale d’Urbanism) changed some aspects 

regarding the places where to urbanize; in 1967 the plan was 

ready: the roads of Ecochard were there, the agricultural preserved 

zones not anymore. The new masterplan provided a new system 

of roads as guidelines for the future developments. (Jabri, 2012)

Ecochard’s ideas were therefore altered, without a real preserva-

tion of the landscape’s elements the ‘Saida Urban Sprawl’ could 

start.

61_The Master Plan of 1967 by DGU SOURCE: Municipality of Saida, provided by Lyne Jabri, February 2014

60_Ecochard’s Master Plan from 1958
SOURCE: Dumont-Paquet, 2005, pp.18
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1985 IMPLEMENTATION OF OLD WASTANI

During the 80s the DGU was planning to implement the first ur-

banization from the 1967 Masterplan: the area of Wastani that 

reaches from the coast to the old railway track. Michel Ecochard, 

in his original plan, considered this area rural, preferring small buil-

dings and the preservation of many agricultural fields. 

DGU had another idea: land pooling. Mustapha Fawaz, who was 

working in Beirut, was the chosen engineer to create the plan for 

the new urbanization. A land pooling committee was created, a 

group of technicians, to study the existing situation and how to 

asset the land.

First of all, the issue was the detraction of part of the private plots 

for public use: according to the Lebanese law, 25% could be used 

for public facilities and roads. Looking at the area today, it is clear 

that except for a couple of schools, all the rest was used for roads, 

creating a dense network of streets that helped the engineers to 

divide the plots, according also to the difference of values of the 

lands.

According to the 1967 Masterplan and the zoning plan, plots 

could not be less than 1000 m2 each, when people were not 

satisfied, they had to go to the municipality and fill complaint form. 

(Jabri, 2012)

The implementation of Old Wastani started in 1985, under the 

occupation of Israel, which “wanted territory and buffer areas”. 

(Winslow, 1996) According to Winslow, it was the period of the 

“Permanent war (1983-1990): the situation had deteriorated to 

such confusion and banality that it could hardly be called war. It 

was, instead, violence, bloodletting, kidnapping, skirmishing, and 

conferring. A myriad of organizations, factions, militias, and armed 

gangs fought for territory and political position or, as often as not, 

fought just to keep the fighting going.” (Winslow, 1996)

A non-official story talks about an agreement between Israelis and 

Municipality-Big land owners: as we said, citrus covered all Wastani 

and resistence militiants were hiding in this dense vegetation; Israel 

wanted to fight them and the part of Landowners who wanted to 

make money with construction speculation took advantage of this 

situation. (Anonymous, ersonal communication, March 7th 2014)

62_Density vs. opennes, Old Wastani (2014) 63-65_Simulation of land pooling process in Old Wastani: From an orchard to a ‘park’
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Today, Old Wastani does not have an identity or a functional 

structure. The absence of a design project led to several problems:

 1. The situation of the plots

 As we said, not all the landowners had the economical  

 possibility or the will to transform their piece of 

 agricultural land in a built area; the resut is a mosaic  

 of old buildings with a piece of garden surrounded by  

 6-7 floors buildings.

 The rest of the plots are empty, waiting for a destination  

 use, mostly prepared for a future construction.

 2. Public spaces.

 In the plan for Old Wastani, in between all the 

 private properties, one big plot was destinated for a  

 park that should have been connected on one side with  

 the Hariri Mosque and on the other with the coast. 

 This park never saw its implementation, and the 

 reason seems not clear even to the main engineer of  

 the Municipality of Saida, who talks about a problem  

 with the private investor that was supposed to 

 implement the space. (Personal communication, March  

 11th 2014) 

In this situation the spaces used by citizens to socialize are si-

dewalks, paths in the agricultural fields of New Wastani and shop-

ping centers (four in Old Wastani area), creating “collective spaces” 

in order to supply the lack of public areas.

66_Land pooling plan of Old Wastani, 1980s

67-72_Old Wastani mosaic (2014)
Map 14_Plots of Old Wastani before and after land pooling

SOURCE: Municipality of Saida, provided by Lyne Jabri, February 2014
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ACTORS
ROLES IN THE NEW WASTANI URBANIZATION

The evolution of the process for a new development in Saida is in-

fluenced and shaped by two main actors: politicians, so Municipa-

lity, and landowners; the strong relation between the two parts af-

fects all the decisions on the character of the new implementation. 

In October 2011, the Municipality, joining the MedCities2
1 network, 

creates the USUDS Saida (Sustainable Urban Development Stra-

tegy); this organization ‘intends to address the challenge of city 

development planning through the promotion of urban sustainable 

strategies and the exchange of knowledge.’ 

The group is composed by local professionals (architects, plan-

ners…) who prepared several reports about the main issues of 

2 Medcities is a network of Mediterranean coastal cities created in 

Barcelona in November 1991 at the initiative of the Mediterranean Technical 

Assistance Programme (METAP). The METAP, whose objective is environmental 

improvement in the Mediterranean region, was established in 1990 by the 

World Bank, the European Investment Bank, the European Commission and the 

UNDP (United Nations Development Programme)73_Cedar tree from the Lebanese flag

MUNICIPALITY AND USUDS

the city, analyzing the components and trying to find solutions with 

the support of different actors (citizens, private and public investors, 

Municipality’s engineers). Some of USUDS goals are:

1. Improving socio-economic conditions of residents

2. Sustaining environmental healt

3. Connecting the City with its sourroundings (USUDS 

Website)

Reading USUDS reports and their attention on the main elemen-

ts of the landscape, such as the preservation of the agricultural 

heritage, the valorization of the main rivers, etc…, it is difficult to 

understand what is the real relation between the organization and 

the Municipality. The project for New Wastani is again in the hands 

of Mustapha Fawaz, the same architect who draw the plan for Old 

Wastani in 1985, and the principles seems to be inalterated: big 

roads in North-South direction and subdivision of the plots.

[http://i.imgur.com/Jlx8nZl.png]
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LAND OWNERS

MR MOUSTAFA

The day after we arrived in Saida, we had a meeting with the Mr 

Moustafa, a former member of the Lebanese Army; his house is 

in the center of the agricultural area of Wastani, a villa with priva-

te garden and a small field for personal use. Behind his house, 

in between other properties, he owns two banana fields for pro-

duction. The conversation started talking about the land market in 

Saida, explaining how big Lebanese stakeholders started to buy 

agricultural lands from the historical owners for a cheap price, and 

how the value increased thanks to the process of land pooling (see 

Big Landowners part). 

Talking about the urbanization that is going to be implemented in 

the area, he believed that ‘the new project of the municipality will 

be the most beautiful area of Saida’. On the other hand, when we 

started to analyze in detail the elements of the project, the high 

density and the destruction of the agricultural fields, he stated that 

“it will be nice to have people around to socialize with, in ten years 

I see the tower buildings here’. In any case, an important aspect 

for him is not to lose his villa with the garden; and he is not the 

only one having this request. (Personal communication, February 

19th 2014)

NADIRA

Nadira is an economist who lives with her family in Abra, one of the 

villages on the hills of Saida; the family owns a house surrounded 

by private agricultural fields, in the north part of Wastani and they 

decided to restore it to move there for good.

She didn’t know about the content of the project of the Munici-

pality, so during the explanation she expressed her opposition to 

the idea of covering Wastani with buildings destroying another part 

of the beautiful agricultural landscape of Saida. Like other people 

said, her house and the fields are the place where you can feel 

free from the caos and the problems of the other parts of the city, 

an area to preserve for its historical and social value. (Personal 

communication, March 12 2014)

HASHISHOU BROTHERS

During a day of fieldwork, walking on Sultaniye road, we met 

brothers Hashishou who showed us their land. We asked the same 

question about their thought on the New Wastani project and their 

answer was contradictory: “thanks to the land pooling we can sol-

ve several issues, like register a plot of only 100m2’; then one 

of them continued “make me choose between a large apartment 

and a room in ‘greenery’, I will always choose greenery”. It was 

clear that, like in the case of Nadira, they were not informed about 

the content of the project, highlighting again the big gap existing 

between citizens and the Municipality.

BIG LAND OWNERS

In the last years, knowing about the possible urbanization of New 

Wastani, stakeholders started to buy part of the agricultural lands 

from the historical owners for cheap price. The main reason was to 

restart the production for the market, indeed they transformed the 

orchards in the more profitable banana fields.

This is the case of Zaidan, Lebanese contractor, who bought a big 

plot in Wastani for 45 USD/m2; the value of this plot today (thanks 

to the process of land pooling) is 1.000 USD/m2. (General Maj-

zoub, Personal communication, February 19th 2014) 

We could understand that these people, not living in the area, 

consider it as ‘money generator’. Zaidan bought also Kinayat, the 

former public space on the river Awali, 200.000 m2 for cca. 100 

USD; he gated the area with a wall, depriving the citizens of an 

important social and historical place.

74_Private garden of Mr Moustafa (2014) 75_Nadira’s house, orchard and glasshouse (2014) 76_Pool on the land of Mr Hashishou (2014) 77_Banana field, owned by Mr Zaidan (2014)
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ACTIVISTS: 

LIL MADINA INITIATIVE

Two years ago, a group of citizens of Saida decided to form the 

Lil Madina Initiative, ‘addressing the issues of planning and urban 

design of the city of Saida and the quality of life in it’ (Lil Madina Fa-

cebook page, 2014). The group is composed by architects, plan-

ners and other citizens who seek to collaborate with the authorities 

in the realization of new projects that could change the situation 

of standing-off in the city. They do so, however, while having a 

different mindset as a starting point. Composed mostly of urbanists 

and architects, they represent an ‘alternative’ point of view on the 

actors’ scene in Saida, arguing for the re-thinking of land pooling 

tool, as it is being implemented in their city, for spreading informa-

tion and improving public participation.  

Our fieldwork in Saida was entirely made possible by the Initiative 

and its members. 

On the first day in Saida for our fieldwork we had a meeting with 

the group organized by our local promoter and member of the 

initiative, Ismael Sheik Hassan, to discuss about the issues and 

what we were going to do in the next days. After the previous 

thesis of Lyne Jabri (2012), our work is also a contribution for Lil 

Madina Initiative. With this perspective, our fieldwork was always 

accompanied with several questions during small meetings or fiel-

dwork days organized with most of the members. In the same 

URBAN DESIGN WORKSHOP,  MAY 28TH-30TH 2014, SAIDA

79-81_During the workshop in May (2014)

[http://lilmadinainitiative.wordpress.com/]

time, following our process of discovering important issues in the 

area of work, they were trying to organize meetings with the major 

and other influental people of Saida’s affairs. The variety of cha-

racters and professionals in the group is a good assembly, since 

everybody tries to contribute with his/her capacities and relevant 

knowledge  - of the matters concerning the project and/or people.

At the end of April we were invited to an Urban Design Workshop 

organized in Saida by Lil Madina. Our research was elaborated and 

merged with previously collected infomation to became a starting 

point for a design discussion on Wastani. 

The idea of the workshop was to produce an alternative and rele-

vant proposal, made up by professionals, as a base for discussion, 

primarily with the Municipality and the planner Mustafa Fawaz. At 

the time, he was about to finish the first phase drawings of the new 

land pooling and had agreed to consider inputs from the part of 

Lil Madina. 

Students, architets and planners were invited to the workshop in 

order to produce different ideas and opinions on the main issues. 

The work was organized in groups, divided by areas of Wastani: 

areas around Amleh, Bighayas and Awali and the central  Wastani. 

It was very focused on the issues that could have been discussed 

with Mr. Fawaz in the near future - like the future of the Sultanye 

road, as well as the possible implementations of new infrastructu-

res. 

In the end, the produced material was a ‘meeting point’ between 

Lil Madina’s ideas for the new development and what could in 

reality be accepted by the Municipality. 

However, even though the final proposal was starting from the re-

levant issues in that respect, it was still based on a different vision 

for Wastani - one where a network of open spaces was elaborated. 

This was an attempt to introduce an alternative to the extensive 

land covering. Sultanye road was considered a valuable asset to be 

preserved and the proposed infrastructure network was developed 

according to that idea, bypassing Sultanye as much as possible, 

imagining it as a ‘platform’ between the plain and the hills. 

However,  we were informed upon our return to Belgium that these 

ideas were, in the end, not accepted by the Municipality. The mini-

mum accent on NOT building, but preserving open space still does 

not find approval from the authorities. 

Apart from their involvement in  the land pooling project and co-

operation with the Municipality, Lil Madina is also working on in-

forming the citizens about their city through organizing meetings, 

presentations etc, where they present, among the rest, the material 

they collected on the less known values of Wastani and Saida. 
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82_The constrast between tipologies, Old Wastani (2014)

PART 3

READING THE TERRITORY
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WASTANI
VALUES AND ISSUES

Map 15 _Saida uses in its main landscape figures (plain, valleys, coast), 2014

The research on physical and administrative issues of 

Saida accompanied us to the area of our survey during 

the month long fieldwork, Wastani. Wastani territory,, 

dividing the city in two halfs (Wastani and Dekerman, 

names based on the two big agricultural plains) having 

the historical Centre as center point, includes the hills’ 

villages Bramiyeh, Sharhabeel and Aabra, the valleys of 

Awali, Brajas and Amleh, the agricultural strip and the 

land pooled area of Wastani, and the part of the co-

ast going from the stadium to the historical Centre. The 

choice of the north half of the territory for a new desi-

gn approach derives from the imminent urbanization of 

the agricultural strip, in the agenda of the municipality. 

The process, as we explained, is based on the tech-

nical fragmentation in plots, the construction of a road 

24m wide in the center of the area and the enlargement 

of Sultaniye road to 25m. In our opinion, and with the 

experience of Old Wastani, this will only lead to a land-

scape made of concrete, with the destruction of impor-

tant heritage, composed of social, historical and physical 

layers. In this part of our research, we try to reconstruct 

and read these components, in order to determine our 

starting point for a new proposal.
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83_City in the plain, city on the hill (2014)
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Map 15_Urban forms, 2014

SHARHABEEL

PALACES

WASTANI

INHABITING LANDSCAPES
URBAN FORMS IN THE “SAIDA SPRAWL”

The first part of our Wastani reading is focused on the 

five typologies of urbanization that compose the Wasta-

ni frame: Sharhabeel, Abra, Wastani, Old Wastani and a 

special typology, the Palace. The Ecochard Master Plan 

of 1963, which ‘could be summarized as “filling the ho-

les”’ (Verdeil, 2004, pp.3), started a continuous birth of 

plots’ subdivision and buildings, with an average of 5-6 

floors and different locations according to the social-re-

ligious side.

During the month long fieldwork (February-March), 

especially going up to the hills, we could notice that a 

lot of apartments were not inhabited, few lights from the 

windows and few parked cars. The reason is that many 

Lebanese families work and live in other Arabic coun-

tries, so they build the house for a vacation use and for a 

possible return of their children to their land. 

Ancient olive trees are sacrificed, as well as historical 

orchards and buildings. The subdivisions and the orien-

tation of the buildings follows topography and street 

structures, with carelessness towards public collective 

spaces. Few attempts to introduce public parks mostly 

failed, due to the negligence of the actors (not easy to 

understand how to share the responsibility between mu-

nicipalities and landowners) that determined the failure of 

a project or in an other case with the gate closed most 

of the time.

We went back to Saida for the Urban Design Workshop 

after two months and something had changed: the ti-

ghtening of the Sirian War forced many citizens to leave 

their country, and many of them came to Saida, living 

in those empty apartments for rent. It was a suggest for 

us in investigating the main urbanizations of the chosen 

area.

ABRA

OLD WASTANI

0 m 250 m 500 m 1 km
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SHARHABEEL

The village of Sharhabeel, in the northern hill of Wastani 

between the valleys of Awali and Brajas, started its urbaniza-

tion in the 90s. It is mostly composed of 4 floors buildings 

that follows the topography of the hill, with implementation of 

new roads over its expansion over the last years. The village 

doesn’t present collective spaces, everything is confined in 

the space of the buildings, highlighting its private character.

84-86_Series of views on the urbanization, Sharhabeel (2014)

ABRA

On the hill between Brajas and Amleh valleys we find 

Abra, the first expansion of Saida in the 50s-60s. Due 

to the less spontaneous character than Sharhabeel, 

this village presents a more regular street structure, 

with buildings of about 5-6 floors. There is the presen-

ce of a school and a park (we found the gate closed 

at 4pm), but the social life of people is mostly based 

on the sidewalks, especially on the main roads where 

supermarkets and shops are located. 

87-89_Variety of spaces: from left to right the sidewalk, the semiprivate space in between buildings and a gated park, Abra (2014)
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OLD WASTANI

Old Wastani, the first urbanization of the agricultural 

strip that started in the 80s, and its consequences 

for the territory have been already described in its 

implementation process. However it is important to 

remark one aspect, the presence of many residual 

spaces still waiting for construction that gives a sen-

se of disorder and lack of identity; the use of this 

plots, with a new connection to the other Wastani 

part, could probably relink this area with the rest 

of the city. Another omnipresent element in Old 

Wastani is the parking space, often oversized and 

obsolete.

90-92_The alternance of built and empty, Old Wastani (2014)

PALACE

The palaces are the special typology of Saida, po-

sitioned in the lower part off the hills. This position 

has two benefits: free view on the city and solitary 

place; the owners are important families (Hariri, Zai-

dan, Jumblat, etc.) of Saida and Lebanon. The pro-

perties have big dimensions, with luxurious buldings 

and gardens, completely gated by walls, separating 

them from the ‘urban sprawl’ around.

93-95_The size of the palaces, Google Maps (2014)
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WASTANI

The heart of the agricultural strip of Wastani, exclu-

ding the small clusters along Amleh river, accom-

modate several private houses, mostly with a gar-

den and/or a private agricultural field.

96-98_Rural urbanization: from left to right private villa with garden, family building next to a banana field, private house with own pro-

duction field (2014)

99-101_Points of view: park and surroundings in Old Wastani, Sharhabeer from Brajas valley, Wastani area from the top (2014)
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Map 16 _Drawing the past, 2014 (based on French Survey Maps from 1926)

1926 SURVEY

The implementation of planned and spontaneous urbani-

zations, as we mentioned, is leading to the destruction of 

natural and historical components of the landscape. The 

very well-known symbol of Saida, the orchard, and in 

general the big agricultural strip of Wastani will meet the 

decision of the Municipality to prepare the soil for con-

struction. In order to design our proposal with a different 

approach, we needed to go inside the area to discover 

these components, understanding their historical and 

present use and the relation between the human use of 

the soil and the soil itself. With the help of the Lil Madina 

Initiative in obtaining them, we could reconstruct maps of 

the area of a French Survey in 1926: drawing the past 

helped us in understanding the function of terraces and 

canals and their relation with the fields, composing the 

puzzle of the traces we were finding in the daily surveys.

Canals

Walls
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Pools

Buildings
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102_Canal Sultaniye (2014)

TRACING THE WATERWAYS

The first issue we were facing during our surveys was 

the one of the canals, historically used for the irrigation. 

They can be found almost everywhere, at the side of a 

street or in the middle of a field. In the last years, the 

original use of these canals has been abandoned in favor 

of a modern automatic irrigation system; it is easy to find 

tubes in many concrete made canals, bringing the water 

to the agricultural fields used for production. As a direct 

consequence, the pools are mostly empty.

The reasons of this switch are two: the war destroyed 

the main canal coming from the upper stream in Awa-

li Valley, Sultanje Canal. In this situation, with the canal 

broken almost at the beginning of the strip, it was almost 

impossible to bring the water to the southern part. The 

second reason is more economical: the irrigation of the 

fields using the gravity system takes three days for about 

2-5 ha, the automatic system around two-four hours for 

the same extension. (Mr. Mahmoud, Personal communi-

cation, February 19th 2014)

In a rainy day of our fieldwork we noticed that in a point 

of Sultaniye road, the water was falling casually in one of 

the Maksars (opening of the main canal) along the street 

and going inside the canal directed to the fields.

In the next days we tried to map the canals we could find 

in the area, as well as pools and Maksar. The idea was to 

try to understand the composition of this system and its 

internal hierarchy, with the help of citizens who live that 

area since many years.

Map 16_Tracing the waterways, 2014
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MAKSAR

Following the stories and the indications of the citizens, 

on sultanye canal there are 7 openings (Maksar), that 

used to give water to the smaller canals.

CANAL ON THE ROAD

The canals are concrete construction, mostly on the side 

of roads that followe the topography of the are tu use the 

gravity technique.

COLLECTION POOL

Several collection pools are located in betwe-

en buildings and on the perimeters of the 

lands, from where the water was canalized to 

reach the fields.

ORCHARD DISTRIBUTION

The water, coming from the pool, was ente-

ring the singular fields for the distribution to 

each of the terraced sections of the orchard, 

led by the worker to each and every tree (Ja-

bri, 2012).
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103_View on the north part of Wastani from Sultanje road, Wastani (2014)

THE USES OF WASTANI

Despite the bigger part of the agricultural strip being oc-

cupied by fields, different typologies of land use already 

started to occupy the area. Especially in the southern 

part, along Amleh River and close to the city centre, the-

re is a mix of old and new buildings, mostly in the part 

facing the road that from the center goes up to the hill. 

Some of those are small clusters of old buildings, which 

create a spontaneous social interaction. Brownfields and 

special uses, like the big area of Geneco S.A.R.L (Le-

banese Construction Company), are scattered mostly in 

the central area; very well known is 4B, the only sport 

facility in the city.

Along the Bighayas River, the presence of the Hariri 

School and of the Hospital, mostly gated and without 

a real relation with the surroundings, creates an ideal 

sequence of public services that immediately made us 

think about the role that these Landmarks can have in 

the future design proposal. 

Map 17_The uses of Wastani, 2014
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LAND OWNERSHIP

AGRICULTURAL TYPOLOGIES

Map 18_Ownership Type (SOURCE Lil Madina, 2014)

Map 19_Agricultural typologies (2014)
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Historically, the ownership of the plots of Wastani was based on 

family offspring, parceled in smaller and bigger plots according to 

the grade of wealth of the families. Over the years, the consequent 

switch of generations resulted in an increasing number of offspring 

reduced the quantity of m2 per person; in this situation, big real 

estate companies and important personalities of Lebanese Political 

sphere started to buy parts of this areas. The result is a situation 

composed of small plots owned by individual or families, who wan-

ts to preserve the rural character of the area, and big plots of big 

landowners, who are in favor of the urbanization of Wastani.

Focusing the attention on the agricultural typologies, also here the 

situation has changed in the last years. The plain covered for al-

most 100% by orchards is now changing is figure, due to the 

banana cultivation. The market has changed, the cultivation of ci-

trus doesn’t give a consistent profit; therefore landowners started 

to remove them in favor of banana trees, sometimes mixing the 

typologies (Citrus-Banana, Akadinia-Banana..).

The disappearing of Citrus represents a big loss for the landscape 

of Saida, as well as in terms of social and historical heritage. 

104-106_Agriculture variety: banana field, green houses, citrus, 

Wastani (2014)  
0 m 250 m 500 m 1 km

92 93



107-113_Valuable elements: the story of Wastani, Wastani (2014)

Map 20_Valuable elements, 2014

VALUABLE ELEMENTS

From the first day in Saida, passing by Wastani, we could 

find massive Olive trees in some points of the strip. As 

we already mentioned, the hills of Saida have traditio-

nally been covered with olive groves, historically used 

by the citizens as leisure places for a Sunday picnic. 

The presence of a few of them in the agricultural strip 

is peculiar and not researched enough. However, the 

French Survey of 1926 suggests that they were used 

as delimitation point of properties; most probably, they 

were transported from the hills to the agricultural strips. 

(Mr. Jean-Pierre, Personal Communication, February 

26th 2014)

The constant urbanization of the hills is leading to the de-

struction of these areas, highlithing the trees in Wastani 

as important social and natural elements. 

Another valuable aspect is the presence of old buildings, 

the ones that were not destroyed during the war. They 

are mostly rural houses of maximum two floors, some 

of them still inhabitated. The age of these buildings is 

uncertain, even if some of theme could be more than a 

houndred years old (Mahmoud, Personal communica-

tion, 22/02/2014); their architectonical condition is pre-

carious, underlining the abandon state in which they are.

Valuable trees

Valuable buildings
0 m 250 m 500 m 1 km
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The orchard is the place were almost all these ele-

ments find their meaning. On a Sunday fieldwork 

with the members of the NGO Lil Medina, we visited 

the orchard of Wassim Bizri, an engineer that gives 

his contribution to the activist cause; Wassim’s fa-

mily owns the orchard since several years, still using 

it for production. 

The area, in the past covered by citrus for the en-

tire surface, has today a part dedicated to the pro-

duction of banana, the result of the major profit of 

them on the market. The system of canals, from a 

pool positioned on the East border of the area, goes 

to West in two ramifications on the sides of a path, 

serving the trees disposed on small terraces. In front 

of the entrance, at the end of the fields, there is an 

old house not habited anymore.

Thinking about the future of the family orchard after 

the urbanization of Wastani, Wassim explains how 

the relation between all the members that grew up 

in that field and the field itself goes beyond a pos-

sible monetization coming from the construction of 

buildings. Saida was indeed called ‘the city of Eter-

nal Spring’ due to the smell that citrus plant used 

to spread all the year and the orchards should be 

an important element to preserve in a future design 

strategy. (Wassim Bizri, personal communication, 

February 23rd 2014)

115_The perspective of an orchard, Wastani (2014)

116_The size of the orchard, Google Maps (2014) THE STORY OF AN ORCHARD
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PART 4

THE HISTORY OF THE

LANDSCAPE 

AS GUIDING PRINCIPLE
A NEW DESIGN APPROACH FOR SAIDA
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SAIDA CONSTRUCTING ELEMENTS
STRATEGIES’ GUIDELINES

According to the analysis and reading of Saida and Wastani, and 

the analysis of current trends and processes in the city develop-

ment, it is our conclusion that visions for the future of Saida should 

be more sensitive to the city’s historical and social background. 

Authorities should allow architects and urbanists to participate 

more in the planning activities, in order to achieve more sensibility 

and variety of projects. 

Furthermore, active participation of citizens in the decision-making 

process should be made possible. In order for such a change to 

happen, they should be reminded of the values their city posse-

ses. Municipality and/or citizens’ initiatives and non governmental 

organizations should work together on a campaign of promoting 

the hidden assets of Saida, in order to re-construct first the social 

and, consequentially, spatial identity. Instead of traditionally rigid 

master plans, urbanists should work on urban projects:  “It is up to 

urbanism to reinstate the urban project on the grounds of its widely 

accepted social role. Urbanists cannot continue hiding behind re-

strictive laws which stipulate necessary but insufficient conditions. 

It is up to us to understand and develop the capacity of urbanism 

to generate new peoposals in a context where decisions depend 

on multiple actors, rather than through the traditional top-down 

hierarchy“ (Busquets, 2011, pp.79). 

The planning department of Saida should therefore orient towards 

strategic urban projects (De Meulder, Loeckx and Shannon, 2004), 

that can contribute to aforementioned goals. Such projects can 

fundamentally change characteristics of the city, introduce coope-

ration of multiple actors that surpasses the inner divisions and ine-

qualities in the city, and innovative approaches and feasibility (De 

Meulder, Loeckx and Shannon, 2004) – in other words, projects 

that can deal with the discussed aftermath of urban sprawl, pro-

viding sustainable development through mediation, phasing and 

creativity. 

According to Busquets (2011), strategies for urban projects 

should fulfill a number of missions. Many of the ones mentioned 

by the author correspond with our previous conclusions about the 

neccessities of re-inventing the approach to urbanism and plan-

ning in Saida. Most relevant of Busquets’ 12 strategies in the case 

of Saida are: 

“- to work with the context; 

 - to promote mixed use as a guarantee of urban quality; 

 - highlight the city of the PAST as a fundamental constituent of      

   the present ; 

 - to promote densification in urban development; 

 - to re-establish the relation with natural geography; 

 - using urban public space to reactivate the city; 

 - modulate mobility in urban space – strenghtening other means      

   of transport;

 - Strategies of city design have to be multiple 

 - Strategies for sustainable city in the mid-term“ (Busquets, 2011,  

pp. 81-89).

In the following chapter we present our version of such a vision, 

one that bases itself in the „DNA of the place“ (Busquets, 2011, 

pp.83), argues for preservation and re-use of the existing land-

scape figures as a base for a network of open spaces that guides 

further urbanization and provides the possiblities of phasing the 

project, and introduces variety of common spaces and housing 

typologies. 

116-124_Guding elements: orchards, olive groves, valuable architecture and public spaces, Wastani (2014)
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CONSTRUCTING THE BASIS
 THE CITY

In the city scale, we propose to preserve the big land-

scape figures – valleys and the plain. According to what 

we learned during interaction with the locals and further 

research, these spaces can become the backbone of 

the traditionally used, more ‘informal’ and ‘natural’ (Abir 

Sasso, City Debates at AUB, March 3rd 2014) open 

spaces where recreational and leisure activities can take 

place. 

By eliminating the obsolete lanes of the Sea Boule-

vard, it is possible to gain space for re-implementation 

of the Cornice. This promenade becomes a backbone 

that attracts urban life in the city – connecting the more 

‘popular’ destinations such as the Stadium and the Old 

City and re-orienting Saida to its beaches. The route of 

the railway dissects the whole city, along a single topo-

graphic line, making it favorable for a new line of public 

transport – tram or bus, serves as a main connection 

between the large open space figures and attracts new 

public services. 

Smaller east-west connections can work in favor of  re-e-

stablishing a relation between the hills, the plain and the 

sea, using the residual spaces of existing neighborhoods 

(Old Wastani) and preserving valuable orchards, gardens 

and paths (Wastani, Dekerman). 
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CONSTRUCTING THE BASIS
WASTANI

Constructing elements of the strategy for Wastani have 

been chosen based on our valorization of elements 

found on site during fieldwork. As explained, we were 

focused on revealing the historical layers of Wastani – 

reading the ‘DNA’, in order to understand the ‘forces’ that 

shaped the current situation. We concluded this reading 

with a realization that the richness of Wastani is found in 

its orchards, traces of the old irrigation system, historical 

buildings and individual ancient trees – all saturated with 

history. Surrounding areas (Old Wastani, hills) provide the 

possibility of re-inventing the east-west connectivity, i.e. 

the sea-hill relation. We selected these as guiding ele-

ments of our strategy.

Old railway track

Canals

Agriculture on the hills

Landmarks

Valuable agriculture

Orchards

Empty

Valuable trees
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STRATEGIES 

AND DESIGN PROPOSAL
RE-IMAGINING THE FRAMEWORK: OPEN SPACES  AS A STRUCTURE

BOOSTING PROUCTIVITY

EAST/WEST CORRIDORS OF COLLECTIVE SPACES

RE-COMPOSING THE VALLEYS

RESPECTING THE GIVEN CONDITIONS ON SITE

RE-INTRODUCING THE  ELEMENT OF WATER

106 107



WHAT DO THE ACTORS WANT?
- from wastani  future development*

“Wastani should not lose its natural character.”

Municipality USUDS

Lil Madina

Nadira

MR. Moustafa

‘Big’ Land owners

“I would like Wastani to be a densely populated area.”

“Saida should evolve starting from urban projects with a clear vision for the future.”

“We have the right to build.”

“We want to work for the city and the citizens. We cannot deny the right of land owners 

to build.”

* - Statements presented on these pages are personal interpretations of the authors based on personal communications with various actors
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SCENARIO 0

It is important to present the scenario zero, i.e. how the Wastani 

area would most probably be developed without any interventions 

into the work of Municipality, in order to fully contextualize our 

proposal. picture represents an illustration of the possible result of 

another land pooling project, implemented in the previous fashion, 

where plots subdivision marks the end of the role of urbanism and 

planning. According to the author of the plan, while presenting her 

research to an audience of Saida citizens, this image was the one 

that caused the most commotion: people were shocked to see 

what is to become of Wastani, the area they now know (and value) 

by its greenery and opennes (Lyne Jabri, personal communication, 

Potential future of the area of work according to the current zoning_SOURCE: Jabri, 2012, pp. 119

February/March 2014). This corresponds with our experience with 

some of the land owners from Wastani, who gave contradictory 

answers when asked about the land pooling project - stating that 

they are in favor, but glorifying their land and orchards, as well as 

the beauty of the whole area (Hashishi brothers, personal commu-

nication, March 6th 2014).  it was often the case that the very idea 

of new development is regarded as ‘good’ and ‘beneficial’, without 

realizing what it actually means. Vizualizations like this can help in 

educating the public precisely about that - what the land pooling 

project would make of  Wastani. 

THE PRINCIPLE
PREVENT THE COVERING

Instead of building on the entire plot, a land owner is offered a possibility to build higher, for example 20% more 

than the current zoning, in exchange for the open space – which he can decide what to do with, as long as it 

contributes to the ‘community’:

create a common, semi-public space for the surroundings

engage in agricultural production

rent the land for a public service (kindergarten, shops, 

educational   centers, sports activities etc.) 

improves the quality and functionality of the neighborhood

creating jobs 

contributing to the overall variety of uses

MAIN PRESUMPTION/WHAT MAKES IT POSSIBLE: 

FLEXIBLE ZONING REGULATIONS
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 Preserving the agricultural character of the site – memory of the place, but also providing the basis for economical sustainability by intro-

ducing new kinds of agricultural cultivation, possibly more oriented towards organic production, etc. Among others, planting new orchards. 

At the same time, allows ‘chambers’ of small scale parks, playgrounds and squares. It is possible to stroll through the agriculture fields via 

a system of pedestrian paths going through and to the new neighborhoods.

Former railway line becomes the route of new public transport line and a major pedestrian connection, accompanied by a series of public 

and commercial facilities, in order to boost the identity of an urban promenade. 

Agriculture park is the ‘connector’ of the valleys system, as well as the new small-scale east-west connections. 

Rehabilitated irrigation system (explained in detail in following pages) serves the agriculture fields, while retaining pools store the excessive 

water. 

AGRICULTURE PARK
THE PRODUCTIVE STRIP

SCENARIO 1
Re-imagining the framework 

OPEN SPACES  AS A STRUCTURE
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EAST/WEST
CORRIDORS OF COLLECTIVE SPACES

Essential for the new development in terms of its connection to the surrounding sites. The corri-

dors are linear figures that follow the irrigation canals and collect different kinds of open spaces 

along. The main character is pedestrian, includes pedestrian pathways, platforms and bridges 

when crossing a major infrastructure line. Positioned in a way that makes use of the previously 

defined valuable elements: corridors are incorporating the system of preserved orchards and 

empty plots found in Old Wastani. The latter provide the pedestrian connection from the New 

Wastani to the sea shore, but are imagined as introverted parks, agriculture and playgrounds for 

the neighborhoods in Old Wastani. Furthermore, empty plots and distinctive olive groves on the 

foothills above Sultanye road play a crucial role in re-establishment of the hill-sea relation, as well 

as the relation between existing neighborhoods (Sharhabeel, Abra, Bramiyeh) and New Wastani.
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Figures of the 3 valleys are composed into a system, a part of the open spaces framework. 

Inspired by the fieldwork – a walk through Bighayas valley that revealed existing uses of the 

space as a promenade and leisure destinations, we propose enhancement of such features. The-

refore, in our proposal valleys are the spaces of previously mentioned ‘informal’ appropriation of 

nature – big figures that incorporate riverbeds, valuable orchards and public facilities along. They 

are also the places of new large scale services – schools, universities, hospital, etc. Character of 

each valley is different, according to the existing conditions. Awali river is a historical destination 

(Kinayat, delta park) and we propose to restore these identities. Together with Bighayas valley, it 

reaches the sea, highlighting the space in between – the stadium with surrounding open spaces, 

which are rehabilitated and become a part of the figure: the park and the beach. 

RE-COMPOSING THE VALLEYS
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RESPECTING THE GIVEN CONDITIONS ON SITE
TOPOGRAPHY

RESPECTING THE GIVEN CONDITIONS ON SITE
EXISTING BUILDINGS

Instead of widely-spread buildings with huge retaining walls, we 

propose a more sensitive approach when it comes to urbaniza-

tion of the hills. The east part of Wastani is already quite elevated 

(the difference in height from the railway to Sultanye road is cca. 

30 m). This steepness is only perceivable in the areas along the 

Sultanye road, while the areas along the railway seem flat. The 

buildings intended for the steep parts of the area should respect 

both the terrain conditions and existing buildings on the foothills. 

Instead of massive soil removal operations, we suggest working 

with, for example, terraced buildings. Apart from the variations in 

typologies, this results in more respectful relation between the 

existing and the new urban tissue, maintaining the distances and 

providing views

Another one of the existing logics to follow is the one of urban 

tissue. The buildings in New Wastani should be of various typo-

logies, but respecting the existing urban tissues. For example, 

instead of random high-rise buildings in the proximity of existing 

clusters of relatively small heights, the typologies of new nei-

ghborhoods should be adjusted – in terms of height, but also 

architectural forms, to the existing situation. Buildings marked as 

architectural heritage should be restored, reconstructed and gi-

ven a function – of significance to urban life of the neighborhood.

BUILDING AT THE ‘EDGE’, 

BUILDING WITHIN
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WATER AS A BACKBONE

PRODUCTION

WATER AS A BACKBONE

COLLECTIVE SPACES

Old irrigation system has been one of the main focuses of our fieldwork. It carries a 

historical significance for what used to define Wastani – the orchards. Together with 

the Sultanye canal, therefore also the Sultanye road, the secondary and tertiary canals 

shaped the landscape of the territory for a long period. 

We see the canals and their reuse as essential to our story. The inspiration for this pro-

posal came from a rainy afternoon visit to Wastani fields, where we accidentally disco-

vered that the canals, completely dry and abandoned the day before, are spontaneously 

serving as a rain/stormwater collectors. 

Therefore, our proposal for rehabilitation of the irrigation system consists of 3 steps: 

    collecting the rain/stormwater from the roads (mainly Sultanye) in the restored canals, 

   leading the polluted water to the water treatment pools,

   leading the treated water to agricultural fields and/or retaining pools. 

The routes of the canals carry the main lines of small scale east-west 

connections. We imagine the two as inseparable. Introducing the water 

element in open spaces is the first step of re-instating the value of both. 

Water collection pools related to the waterways are focal spaces of the 

squares, parks and promenades they are located on.

WATER COLLETCION

URBAN CLUSTERS

Mr. Mahmoud informed us that the pools we discovered around Wastani did 

not serve only for collecting the water for irrigation, but they had an impor-

tant social dimension: the stored water was used among the households 

as for cooking, cleaning, washing and other domestic activities throughout 

the year. 

This ‘sharing’ aspect of the water presence in Wastani, inspired us to propo-

se another role for water: rain water collection at the level of neighborhoods 

or clusters of buildings. It has to do more with the structure of inward orien-

ted common spaces of the building clusters, than with the general open 

spaces framework. However, it is mentioned here as a part of a complete 

‘water story’. The rain water is collected from each of the new buildings, and 

led to a common pool that stores the water. In this way, residents have ac-

cess to another source of water during the dry periods, can choose to par-

ticipate in the irrigation process of the agricultural park, valuable orchards 

or other individual plots. The pool is also the center of the common spaces 

of the clusters, intended to promote interaction, sense of community and 

care for one’s living environment. 

RE-INTRODUCING THE ELEMENT OF WATER
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CENTER WASTANI

scenario 0
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scenario 0
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ANSWERS TO THE ACTORS’ REQUESTS

Municipality USUDS

Lil Madina

Nadira

MR. Moustafa

‘Big’ Land owners

The strategies correspond with the recommendations of Lil Madina for Saida, and if im-

plemented, they could mark the beginning of a new approach to urban desing. 

The re-creation of the productive landscapes and introduction of new services could simi-

larly be the starting point of a more sustainable local economy, that can help in reinforcing 

the role of Saida on the map of Lebanon. 

The proposal leaves space for a variety of housing typo-

logies, enriching the real estate market. The ‘big’ land 

owners get to build or continue their production. 

The flexible zoning regulations could make it possible for the Municipality to balance 

between their aspirations to develop Saida according to the needs of the citizens and the 

demands of different land owners and the housing market. 

The open spaces framework could preserve the natural heritage and 

productividy of Wastani and surroundings and, with the creation of urban 

clusters, provide the small land owners the choice of environment of pre-

ference, whether it is a more ‘rural’ or ‘urban’ setting.

132 133



in this thesis we have presented our reading of the selected terri-

tory, its values, issues and potentialities. It is our conclusion that the 

problems we have tackled throughout the chapters can only come 

to a solution if the current understanding and practices of urbanism 

and planning are reconsidered, keeping their socio-spatial aspects 

in mind as primary, turning towards urban projects, instead of tra-

ditional master plans and zonings. 

The last chapter presents a response to these challenges, focu-

sing on the spatial and social issues, through strategies that could 

contribute to a better quality of urban life. However, the difficulties 

of implementing such strategies in Saida are still to be dealt with. 

The key to a new approach to the socio-spatial structure of the 

city lies in changing the mindsets of the people and their relation 

to the common spaces, through information sharing and teaching 

process. The work of initiatives like Lil Madina can play an impor-

tant role in the changing of the relation between the Municipality, 

which is ignoring the problem of the city, and the citizens, who are 

on the other hand not informed enough to stand up for their rights 

and wishes.

Our vision for Wastani (Saida) is based on the richness of its hi-

storical and natural heritage. Moreover, the use of a principle that 

allows flexibility of the existing rules of parcellization provides gi-

ves the possibility of a new approach -structuring the urbaniza-

tion following a framework of open spaces. Working with such a 

framework would allow the phasing of the project: the creation 

of specific areas of urbanization can protect the elements of the 

landscape from the complete destruction, like it happened in Old 

Wastani, which after 30 years from its implementation is still - half 

empty but without a real open space.

Such phasing could allow the site to live even in the economic 

terms, because different stakeholders could take part in different 

productive activities during and after the implementation.

With the work of Lyne Jabri and this thesis as a base, this potential 

economical aspect could be the topic of another research in Saida, 

CONCLUDING REMARKSAwali area

Amleh Park 

7 Pools Orchard
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