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By greening Beiruz, MelkivwwanmIs o improve
whe ooy s airgualicy and raise awareness
amongsc residenTs abouT environmenTal

problems facing Lebanon's capital

Melk. Cver amug of hot coffes ina cramped
café in Beint's subuth of Hamra, he is
excitedly telling me about his plan to put trees
on every roof in the dty. Melki is looking to
change the face of Beintt, and with i, the
mertality of people lving there

"It's simple —vou put a tree ina pot and
place it on the apartment buiding roof," says
Melld, who posts his environmental proposals
for the city on his website Studio Ihvisible,
"ldealty it's better to put the tree in the
ground, but since we can't do that, we want
to put them on the roofs, where they create
oxvgen. It would have been much better to
hav e decent urban planning in Lebanon. Most
empty Iots are ocwned by people who want to
build new spartm ent blocks, not parks."

Itis Melki's latest proposal that has everyone
talking. "Wonder Forest" is a com prehensive
plan to change Beindt's urban fabic via green
roof gardens on every apartment block roof in
the city. Under Melki's plan, 15000 of Beirat's
apartment blocks will be diven four trees and
a couple of shrubs to place on their building's
concrete roof.

Bv greening Beingt, Melld wants to improve
the city's ar gquality and raise awareness
ar ongst residents about the ervinonmental
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problems facing Lebanon's capital. "We hope
in every building there will be two people who
will loak; after the plants,” he savs. "Foofs in
Lebanon are not used so if evervbody enjoy s
the trees, we'te also reclaiming a space.”

Melki makes a valid point. While the city
does not have maty public spaces, its
residents have long used semi-public spaces,
like balconies, to socialise. As part of Beirat's
rapid redevelopmert, new apatmert blocks
are being built without balconies — eliminating
an importtant element of traditional Beiruti
social life Wonder Forest will turn unused
space into a communal place for cty deellers.

Mot long after Melki posted his proposal
oring he received a call from Lebanese prime
minister Majib Mikati. Mikati told Melki he liked
the loak of Wonder Forest and wanted to make
it happen. Then the Ministry of the Erwvironment
gat in touch — they could help source the
tre=s. The Ministry of Finance and the Interor
Miristry are going to offer Beingt residents ta
reductiors as an incentive to participate,

A quick fessibility study showed the project
would not be & expensive as Melki initialh
thought, "To cover 15,000 buildings  with
£0,000 trees will cost dmost USES million,"
he savs, "That indudes maintenance for three

vears, and all the marketing and promotion.
After tha the project should work on its owr.
It's not that expensive — if the government
wanted to open a park they would have to
spend ot least $10 million. There are onh &
fewr areas in Beirat that feel like a real city
— somewhere you can walk around on the
sidewalk, where trees are aligned. I ather
cities, there would be trees."

He gestures outside, where students from
the neartby Amedcan University of Beint
[AUE) take sheter from the drigzling rainunder
m akeshift tin roofs. The moming's unseasonal
downpour has caused the road to flood, and
parts of the already cracked footpath have
broken away. Professors on their way to
ledures dart across between double padced
cars and crepe stands. ft's acommon soene
across Beind's central neighboutioods.

"Green spaces ae becoming less and less
inBeintt," savs Melki. "Instead of going forsard,
we're going backward. Puting a tree on the
racf is hio golution for Beingt. Much mare needs
to be done, bt f people are irvokeed in this, |
hope it could lead to a sodd awakening.”

Mt ALBES  Cerers for Behavioral
Fesearch, professor and sociologist Samir
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Khalaf has just finished teaching a third-
vear lecture and is striding back to his office
when | cach up with him in the  halleay.
He's forgotten our meeting and, it seems,
evervthing I'd explained to him when |
arranged aur appointrent.

"Beintt is a cty of anom alies," he eventualhy
says, after conceding to walk across the
campus with me. "Lebanese have not put
them selves in a seff-reflective mode and this
is evident in the new architecture which has
been hijacked by the corporate world. Their
response is to make up for lost time."

As owe walk down tree-lined  avenues
towards sandstone  buildings and  modem
college halls, with viess towards the spatding
Mediterranean Sea, | imagine this is similar
to what the city looked like in the 1960s.
Mast impartantly, the university grounds are
filled with thousands of studerts — bringing
vibranoy and life to beatiful surounds.

"Chahge reeds to come from  within"
cortinues Khaaf "Beintt is almost atexthook
case of the three Fs. You respond to fear by
freezing and mary Lebanese have frozen
They've also taken flight in their men bubbles.
But the third F — hiow are they fighting 7 Withowt
penple, buildings are simply spaces. | hope

these feaures become maore visible, Lebanon
has a beadiful dimae and an appealing
ervirnment. It's a wonderful place to be”

It almast the end of the weorking
day at Mabil Gholam Architeds, but Ghalam
wion't be leaving for ancther few hours. A5 we
walk to the door, he tells me about a recent
trip to their office in Seville. "l saw an ad in
the south of Spain recently," he says. "It was
made ot of thousands of faces and said:
‘Ahdalusia is its people’. At the end of the day
| think what makes Edint is its people”

O the dusty streets of Jisr el-Wati, | wallk
from Gholam's contemporary studio, past an
empty constriction site and back towards my
hote in dowrtown Beirut.

In just afew davs, Ive experienced three
very differert parts of this lively city. From
the immaculate district of Solidere, with its
glamorous residents and expensive  cars,
to crowded, wibrant Hamra and the elegant,
sprasing AUE campus filled with spirited
university  students, Beinat is a city  still
searching for its uban identity, Luckily, it's got
some very talerted, creative and passionate
people who are stepping forward to embrace
the chalenge. 3
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EXPERIENCE
BEIRUT

FOR SLEEPING: LE GRAY

With 87 contemporary, oo room s
overlooking Martvis' Square in Beindt,
Le Gray is the epitome of Bdrut's new
design direction. With fabulous interiors
aghd friendh staff, it's no wohder this
i the hoted evervone's talking about
Whetheryou're taking adip intheroofop
infinity: pool, indulding in amsassage a
PureGray Health Club & Soa, o sipping
cockiails at Bar 360, Le Gray is the first
choice forthe sophisticated traveller
W Ol MPBELLS RATH OT ELS < OM

FOR EATING:

IMOHE OO THE ROOF

With a seasonal menu of freshh-shucked
ovsters, Atlartic lobster grilled caaman
ghid & delicious selecton of crunchy dreen
sdads and warm potatoes, Indigo on the
Foof & Le Gray is ore of Beint's culnary
hatspats. Animpressive wine cellar and
a biezing open ktchen make this the
perfect place to catch o with fiends
ver a Lebarese goeitit. Don't miss the
valthora chocolae fordant for dessert
W Ol MPBELLS RATH OT ELS < OM

FOR A DAY TRIFI BYBLOS

Just an hourand-a-half from Beirut, a
visit 1o this pretty sesside town is the
pefect way 1o break up vour city stay
The ancient port, spedacular mins and
sandy beaches have drawn celebrities
to the old Phoenician yvillage for more
thar fifty wears. Stroll through Byblos
castle, or spend the aftemoon haggling
i the ald cobblestone souk

Wik LEBANON TOURISH 5 OY.LE

WI|TH ETIHAD
HOLIDAYS:

Experiance Berut with a packape from
Etitad Holdays with rehwn coral
econommy clazs flights. heby cen

Ahu Dhabi and Beint, threa nights'
Win share accommodation at Gefinor

R otana fi o star hotelye ith hroakiast
startmg from AH) 2,685 per person
Terms and conditions apply,

To book; call 300 2324.
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The gr=at damage of Beiruts
corflict was not  in demalition  but ik
construction,” savs Mabil Gholam, rolling
across his studio floor on a swivel chair
"Beirut's ervironment evolred rapidly. Shifting
populations  placed  tremendous  demands
upan the city"

I've taken a short taxi fide across town
to the Beirut neighbourhood of Jise eH ati
to the Mahil Gholam Architects office — a
coal, contem porary space in a converted
warehouse. Lebanese-bom sholam is one of
the Middle East's most prominent architects,
having designed buildings in Beint's new
central district, Solidere, among mary others.

"rchitecturally in the 1960s and 1970s
Beint was lovel" he says. "There were a
couple of tall buildings but the city had an
almost Yenetian profile and was harmonious
in tems of height. Post-1920s, Beint got
its fair share of ugliness and that's due to
the |aws that allow & great concerntration of
souare metres per land plot.”

You don't have ta be in Beingt for long
to realise that Gholam is fght. Almost two

"IN Lebanoni= has ironically been places That have Deen

kicked around =

decades of marrmade conflict transform ed
Eeint from one of the world's most
architect urally beautiful cities into a haphazard
jumble of architectural experiments and
unregulated  construction.  Concrete  towers
perch precariousk beside crambling COttonan
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palaces, which in tum are dwarfed by modem,
glass skvscrapets. Beintt's central district,
Solidere, has been rebuilt into a hewry lifestyle
area, filled with designer shops — vet mary
Lebanese can't afford them and shop instead
in suburbs like Hamra and Gemmayze.

fan. Nave recap Ured Cheir wibrancy

"In Lebanon it has jronically been places
that have been kcked around that have
recaptured  their vibrancy," says Gholam,
who designed the highrrise ook residential
apartr ent block, Platinum Tower, in d cwertown
Solidere, "Solidere is at the beginning of its

Beirus neaeds an urban ernvironmer—

i suiEThenesegs of =8
clzizens, while cComplemenZirig
w3 dazzling landscape

life. | had a professor it Mew York who said 'if
it takes a building five years to becom e alive,
add azerofor a neighbourhood'.”

"Solidere doesnt have the natural range
of incomes like vou have in other areas of
Beindt, but if vou go to Mew York or London
there are alko neighbourhoods that are
exclusive and expensive," he continues. "This
is a place that has been battered by war for
several decades. There's a lot of memony
erasing. The buildings have changed, the
awners have evabved. The trauma will take
time to heal but in my opinion it's impossible
that it won't come back ta life.”

While downtowen has been rebuilt, the rest
of Beirut is facing a unique design challenge.
EBeint needs an urban ervironment tha suits
the needs of its citizens, while complemetting
its dagzling landscape. Instead of preserving
the remains of traditional Beiruti architecture,
old houses are being tom down and replaced
with skyscrapers.

In 2002 a company caled Antonios
Projects announced that they would build the
city's tallest tower, Sama Beingt, in Achrafieh
— an area known for its traditional two-storey
Lebanese houses and centurv-old gardens.

Gholam  believes that the zoning laws
that increased the cite's floor area ratio are
damading Eeingt's citvscape. "Today wou can
build on army plot of land in the centre of Beirut
five times what is on the ground,” he sayvs. "In
Achrafieh, some plots are large enough and
s0me streets are wide enough to go up forty
to fifty floors, which is typical Noth Ametican
scae. The infrastructure of old Beirat means
that i these towers were fully inhabited, the
city would be even more clogged. All those
inhabitarts — think of the cars, the water, the
sewerage, the electricity. This place was set
up for uban planning in the 1960s, when we
had sk or nine-starey buildings onb."

The s=solution, says Gholam, s good
modern architecture that refledts the past
without copyitig it. "Reminders of the past in
a direct way don't worc The results are often
waorse than honest, modern proper solutions,”
he saws. "lt's not by making a fake Lebanese
house that rises thirty floors with a little roof
on top and arches on every fioor that you're
making arything reminiscert of old Beirut.
Youve made a much weirder, scariet abject.”

"F owou have to make a tower and you
marage to do something extremels dean
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FREMIDUE PASE: Ludury design hoted Le Gray
boasts spectacular wiews acrozs Beiret.

THIS PAGE, LEFT T2 RIGHT: Prominent Lebanese
architect firrn Mabil G holar Architedts designed
the five floor whag f Foch offioe building in Sofdere
L& rays intetior i contermporary and full oflight;
Platinw rn Towset i slesk 33- floor residential high
rize designed by Mabil G holar Architeds,
FOLLOWING PASE, LEFT T2 RIGHT: Foch 94

iz asaven- floor residential building in Solders,
dowrntoern Baitnt; wiond er Forest iswhossim Malki's
wision of a greener Bairet.

and sculptural that is efervescent and light,
vou can say vou did the best with proper
contemporary architecture," he insists. "You
can capture some of the erwironmental
values of those old buildings. Sometin es
materials help, wvou can definitely  capture
the same quality of light, or vou can indude
terraces and planted areas that remind wou
of the little gardens that used to be on the
ground floor You need to go lateral thinking,
second degree."

Cre  person  stepping  fomeeard
with thoughtful, practical, grassroots solutions
is architect and urban designer Wassin =8
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