


D
es

ig
n

ed
 b

y 
A

h
m

ad
 F

ak
ih

, 
0

3
 8

1
4

1
6

1 The United Nations Human Settlements Programme, UN-HABITAT, is the United Nations
agency for human settlements. It is mandated by the UN General Assembly to promote socially
and environmentally sustainable towns and cities with the goal of providing adequate shelter for all.
UN-HABITAT’s programmes are designed to help policy-makers and local communities get to grips
with the human settlements and urban issues and find workable, lasting solutions.
For More Information
United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT)
UNESCO Regional Office
Cite Sportive Avenue – Jnah – Beirut
E-mail: unhabitat.lebanon@gmail.com
Website: www.unhabitat.org

Copyright © 2011
By the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT),
All rights reserved. No part of this publication maybe reproduced, stored in retrieval system or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior
permission of UN-HABITAT.



This present report wouldn’t have been accomplished without the significant 
contribution of a number of institutions and individuals. 

Firstly, the United Nations Human Settlements Programme presents its gratitude to the 
State of Kuwait for providing financial support to develop this report, which represents a 
key background document for an in-depth study of the State of Arab Cities. 

Thanks are also due to the lead author Dr. Nasser Yassin and his assistants Ms. Lara el-
Ghaoui and Ms. Dalia Mikdashi as well as Dr. Tariq Sheikh, UN-HABITAT Manager of the 
State of Arab Cities programme in Kuwait. Appreciation is also extended to Ms. Rania 
Jalkh for photographing selected sites that were used in the report and to Mr. Ahmad 
Fakih for the report layout and design. 

Finally, we would like to emphasize the efforts of UN-HABITAT team in Lebanon for 
providing necessary support and follow up to secure the final production of the report. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

Acknowledgment2



Introduction

CHAPTER 1
1.   Population and Urbanization 

1.1    Lebanon Population 

1.2    Urban Population

1.3    Urbanization in Lebanon

1.4    Urban Expansion

1.5    Urban Policies

CHAPTER 2
2.   The Growing Economic Role of Cities

2.1    Service Economy

2.2    Informal Economy

2.3    Real Estate and Construction

CHAPTER 3
3.   Urban Development and Housing Conditions

3.1    The Housing Sector

3.2    Informal Urban Areas

CHAPTER4
4.   Environmental Urban Challenges

4.1    Water Demand

4.2    Wastewater Management and Sanitation

4.3    Solid Waste Management 

4.4    Energy Demand

4.5    The Transportation Sector

4.6    Land and Coastal Zone Degradation

TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER 5
5.   Urban Governance

5.1    The Lebanese Political System

5.2    Local Governance – Municipalities

5.3    Current Reform Measures

5.4    Role of Private Actors as Providers

CHAPTER 6
6.   Emerging Urban Issues

6.1    The Socio-Economic Divide

6.2    The Spatial Divide

6.3    The Sectarian Divide

ANNEXES
Annex 1: Tasks of the Municipal Decision-

Making Authority

Annex2: Tasks of the Municipal Authority 
Executive Body

REFERENCES

10

11

12

12

14

21

72

72

73

75

75

78

78

80

80

82

83

82

30

30

36

38

44

45

49

6

54

54

58

59

64

67

68

Ta b l e  o f  C o n t e n t s 3



LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1:  Governorates of Lebanon

Figure 2: Lebanon Age Pyramid

Figure 3:  The Distribution of Major Cities and Towns in Lebanon

Figure 4:  Urban Concentrations in Lebanon

Figure 5:  Urban Structure Principle Proposed by the NPMPLT

Figure 6:  Economic Development Principles Proposed by the NPMPLT

Figure 7:  Most Visited Tourist Sites in Lebanon

Figure 8:  Unemployment for Men and Women by Age

Figure 9: Cement Deliveries

Figure 10:  Construction Permits by Area per Mohafaza

Figure 11:  Continuity of Water Supply

Figure 12:  Solid Waste Management in Greater Beirut Area

Figure 13:  Distribution of Municipalities and Unions in Lebanon

Figure 14:  The Distribution of the Unions of Municipalities in Relation to the Cazas

Figure 15:  Horsh Beirut with its Surrounding Area

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1:   Distribution of the Lebanese Population across Governorates in the Year 2007

Table 2:   Projected Population Growth by Regions

Table 3:   Distribution of the 15-24 Year - Old Working Force by Muhafaza

Table 4:   Distribution of Responsibilities Related to Land Management in Lebanon

Table 5:   Components of Water Balance in Lebanon

Table 6:   Estimated WWTPs Operating Capacity and Treatment Rate, 2010

LIST OF BOXES
Box 1:   Definition of Urbanization

Box 2:   History of Growth of Beirut, Lebanon’s Major Urban Centre

Box 3:   Patterns of Urban Expansion in Lebanon 

Box 4:   Areas Covered by Master Plans in Lebanon

Box 5:   Slums of Beirut

Box 6:   The Case of Palestinian Informal Gatherings

Box 7:   Water Law 221/2000

Box 8:   Public – Private Participation in Water Management - The Case od Tripoli

Box 9:   Government’s Commitments in the Field of SWM

Box 10:   Beirut Urban Transport Project

Box 11:   Licensed and Unlicensed Developments along the Lebanese Coast 

F igures,  Tables and Boxes4



ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS
CAS   Central Administration of Statistics

CDR   Council for Development and Reconstruction

COM   Council of Ministers

DGC   Directorate General of Cooperatives

DGU   Directorate General of Urbanism

EIA   Environmental Impact Assessment

EDL   Electricite du Liban

HCUP   Higher Council of Urban Planning

GDP   Gross Domestic Product

GNP   Gross National Product

GOL   Government of Lebanon

IMF   Independent Municipal Fund

MOA   Ministry of Agriculture

MOE   Ministry of Environment

MOF   Ministry of Finance

MOIM   Ministry of Interior and Municipalities

MOPH   Ministry of Public Health

MOPWT   Ministry of Public Work and Transport

MOSA   Ministry of Social Affairs

NERP   National Emergency Reconstruction Plan

NIH   National Institute of Housing

NPMPLT   National Physical Master Plan for the Lebanese Territory

OMSAR   Office of the Minister of State for Administrative Reform and Development 

PM   Prime Minister

UNDP   United Nations Development Programme

UNESA   United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs

UN-HABITAT  United Nations Human Settlements Programme 

UNICEF   United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund

UNRWA   United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees in the Near East

WB   World Bank

WHO   World Health Organization

Acronyms And Abbreviat ions 5



Lebanon is a small country with a total 
population of 4,223,553 (World Bank, 
2010). Recent figures show that 87% of 
this population currently live in urban areas 
with the majority - estimated at 64% - 
residing in large agglomerations mostly in 
the metropolitan areas of Beirut and Tripoli 
(UN-HABITAT, 2008). The growth of cities 
in Lebanon has paralleled the urbanization 
process that is taking place globally. The 
conditions generated out of urbanization 
have a number of universal commonalities. 
Urbanization brings an array of opportunities: 
economic, social and cultural. Cities are 
engines of economic growth and create 
livelihood opportunities; they are also sites of 
diverse religious and sub-cultural groups and 
communities making life in cities culturally 
inspiring and socially richer. Challenges, on the 
other hand are numerous; they range from 
the intricacy of providing equitable economic 
opportunities and access to social services to 
all, to securing safe places and making the 
urban environment healthy and sustainable. 

Cities in Lebanon reflect these dynamics as 
well, encompassing most of the economic 
prospects, livelihood opportunities and 
services and accommodating for a diverse 
population that reflects the different religious 
and sectarian belongings, socio-economic 
brackets, cultures and also nationalities in 
the country. While this has contributed to 
enriching the cultural diversity in Lebanon, it 
has also led to the creation of urban divides 
and the rising of conflicts especially during 
and after the Lebanese civil war (1975 – 
1990). The evidence is clear today on the 
urban geography of cities and major urban 
centres in Lebanon, which have became 
spatially divided along these religious/sectarian 
lines, with pockets formed to accommodate 
for the less advantaged groups (the poor, 
the internally displaced, refugees, migrant 
workers) mainly as informal areas developed 
around major cities1. 

 1See among others Beyhum (2001), Fawaz (2002), 
Tabet (2001).  

While the universality of challenges and 
opportunities brought by the urban conditions 
are acknowledged, there has not been 
a systematic outlook at the specific and 
contextualized challenges and opportunities 
in Lebanon’s cities and urban areas. This paper 
aims at filling such gap by profiling the urban 
condition of Lebanon. It is by no means a 
comprehensive study of Lebanese cities but 
it aims at instigating debate and dialogue on 
these challenges and future policy directions 
through presenting an overview of Lebanon’s 
urban condition. 

This paper has been prepared to serve as a 
background paper for the first report on the 
State of the Arab Cities to be published by 
the UN-HABITAT, the Arab League and the 
Arab Town Organization. It is based on a 
desk review of existing and published studies, 
papers and reports. The paper follows a 
template prepared for the State of Arab Cities 
and is divided into six sections: section one 
looks at the population and urban growth, 
section two profiles the urban economy, 
section three addresses the challenges to 
urban development, section four looks at 
the environmental challenges in urban areas, 
section five tackles urban governance and 
section six concludes with the emerging urban 
issues with focus on Lebanon’s urban divides. 

INTRODUCTION
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Box 1: 
Definition of Urbanization

Urbanization is defined by the UN as the 
movement of people from rural to urban 
areas with population growth equating to 
urban migration. Urbanization occurs naturally 
from individual and corporate efforts to 
reduce time and expense in commuting and 
transportation while improving opportunities for 
jobs, education, housing, and transportation. 
Urbanization is measured by the percentage 
change in a city’s population from year to year.

Definitions of an urban area vary between 
nations. European countries define urbanized 
areas on the basis of urban-type land use, other 
countries such as the United States count in the 
size of population and/or population density. In 
less developed countries, in addition to land use 
and density requirements, a requirement that a 
large majority of the population, typically 75%, 
is not engaged in agriculture and/or fishing is 
sometimes used.

 

Urbanization is estimated to consume an additional 10km² of natural 
areas every year in Lebanon, according to the National Physical Master 
Plan for the Lebanese Territory.  This picture, taken from the Northern 
entrance to Beirut, shows the haphazard expansion of urbanization into 
the mountains surrounding Greater Beirut Area.
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