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Activism in the Context of
Reconstructing Nahr al-Bared
Refugee Camp: Lessons for
Syria’s Reconstruction?
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Lebanese soldiers stand guard near the ruins of houses in Nahr al-Bared during a ceremony to launch the reconstruction process of the Nahr al-Bared Palestinian
refugee camp in northern Lebanon 09 March 2009. Thousands of Palestinian refugees fled Nahr al-Bared in the summer of 2007 from heavy clashes between the
Lebanese army and the Islamist militant group Fatah al-Islam that killed some 400 people. © EPA/ADEL KARROUM

The reconstruction of the Palestinian refugee camp of Nahr al-Bared in Northern
Lebanon, destroyed in 2007 after fierce battles between the Lebanese army and an
armed Islamist group, is sometimes suggested as a useful case study that can
inform reconstruction processes in Syria. Such impressions usually emerge due to
the relative success of the local activists – who hailed from a refugee camp where
residents lived in informal housing with little formal legal protection – in
confronting the security visions of the Lebanese State and military for the
reconstruction of the camp. This paper aims to discuss the usefulness but also the
limitations of the Nahr al- Bared reconstruction experience to the Syrian context.

1) The Destruction and Exceptional
Conditions of Nahr al-Bared
Nahr al-Bared refugee camp was established in December 1949 to accommodate
Palestinian refugees displaced in 1948 due to the Israeli colonial project and its
ethnic cleansing operations in Palestine.1 It is made up of two areas: the "official"
or "old" camp, under the responsibility of UNRWA since 1949, and an "unofficial
new" camp where Palestinians have expanded their urban fabric beyond the
official camp into the surrounding lands in order to accommodate population
increases, particularly after the 1970s. Around 30,000 Palestinians lived in Nahr alBared’s official/old camp and its new/urban extensions. Both these areas exhibit
forms of informality whether in the form of their urban fabric that does not follow
Lebanese zoning laws or from the perspective of ownership, as Lebanese laws do
not allow Palestinians to register property. Thus, even though Palestinians bought
lands from Lebanese owners to expand into what became the new camp and built
urban neighborhoods that house almost 30% of the Nahr al-Bared residents, such
properties and apartments are not legally registered and are considered informal.
In 2007, the official Nahr al-Bared refugee camp was totally destroyed and its
extensions were severely damaged. Nahr al-Bared was the site of a battle between
the Lebanese army and Fateh al-Islam, an Islamist militia that had arrived in the
camp just a few months prior to the outbreak of the battle.2 Thus, the secondlargest Palestinian camp in Lebanon, which was also the most important urban
and economic center for the rural region of Akkar in the North of the country, was
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totally destroyed in a matter of three months.
The total destruction of Nahr al-Bared in 2007 was part of a new trend of urban
warfare and destruction in the Middle East that emerged after 2001, with States
launching what they described as “precise” and “contained” military campaigns
against non-State armed groups in urban contexts with significant western
political and financial backing under the slogan of the global war against terror
(Jenin 2004, West Bank 2004, Beirut 2006, Iraq 2006, Gaza 2007, Yemen 2010, etc).3
Nahr al-Bared was thus an early example of the urban warfare and destruction that
emerged more clearly after 2011 in Syria and other contexts in the Middle East, in
which total urban destruction is achieved through indiscriminate shelling and
bombing.
When a peaceful demonstration in the early days of the battle by camp residents
demanded that the camp not be destroyed in the army’s battle against the Fateh
al-Islam militia, which the residents also opposed, the Lebanese military opened
fire on the demonstrators, killing two refugees and injuring dozens.4 This was the
first of several incidents that occurred in Nahr al-Bared where the Lebanese
military used unwarranted lethal force against peaceful civilians. After the battle,
the camp remained a no-access military zone for more than one month, during
which the official camp and its urban extensions were looted and burned. Because
the army was able to commit such acts with no political or legal consequences,
several academics consider the destruction of Nahr al-Bared as the manifestation
of a state of exception5 that also typically occurs within totalitarian regimes
Against such a background, one can draw parallels between the suspension of the
rule of law and civil rights of a refugee population in the sectarian Lebanese
political system, especially during periods of armed conflict and the total
suspension of civil rights of the Syrian population within the authoritarian regime
in Syria. Within both these contexts, military and security regimes were able to
commit massive urban destruction in order to create new post-war realities with
no regard to the livelihood, property, and lives of the civilian communities.

2) Competing Reconstruction Visions:
The Role of Local Organizing
3
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During the battle, the Lebanese government commissioned an architectural and
engineering consulting company to draw up plans that followed the priorities of
the Lebanese army for the reconstruction of Nahr al-Bared. The army’s
instructions to the firm were to prioritize the ease of security control of the camp’s
rebuilt fabric.6 The resulting proposal was based on a grid with wide streets and
free-standing buildings to facilitate the military’s control of the camp’s urban
fabric and to make it more difficult for imagined future terrorists to wage guerilla
warfare in the urban fabric of the camp. Apartments were all of one standard size
and did not take into consideration the previous home sizes of the refugees. No
one from the Nahr al-Bared community was consulted on how reconstruction
should take place, and thus the urban vision disregarded Palestinian refugee’s
neighborhood structures, social practices, and property rights in the design of the
new camp.
Despite the exclusion of the Palestinian refugees from the planning and design
process, the displaced of Nahr al-Bared commenced their own property
documentation processes and began elaborating their own vision for the post-war
reconstruction of their camp. These efforts were led by a newly created entity
known as the Nahr el Bared Reconstruction Commission for Civil Action and
Studies (NBRC). The NBRC was created at beginning of the battle by diverse
networks of local Nahr al-Bared activists and other activist-professionals from
outside the camp.
These local processes started while the battle was still being waged. Nahr al-Bared
residents and activists realized that they were powerless in preventing the
demolition of their camp, but they nevertheless prepared themselves for
confronting problematic top-down visions that might be imposed on them by the
Lebanese State and military. This mobilization was informed, inspired and aided
by a number of factors:
The Palestinian refugees’ experience of undergoing multiple
displacements, urban destruction, and conflicts ever since their expulsion
by Zionists in Palestine and during the Lebanese civil war;
The moving of most of those displaced from Nahr al-Bared during the
battle to the same area – the Baddawi camp, another Palestinian refugee
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camp -- which facilitated organization and communication;
Alliances between the local community and urban-planning activists and
various Lebanese activists who played important roles in transferring
knowledge in confronting top-down planning from other post-war
reconstruction projects in Lebanon and giving visibility to the refugees’
plight and activism within Lebanese media, academia, and broader
activist circles.
As a result, the local community and the NBRC managed during the 3-month battle
period to produce a detailed map illustrating the locations and sizes of all the
camp’s 1,697 buildings as well as a database identifying the dwellers and owners
and sizes of the camp’s various apartments. These maps and databases were
informal documents, and thus at the time had no official or legal value.
Nevertheless, they had very strong local legitimacy and the process of their
production played a significant role in organizing the community in fighting for
their rights to return and reconstruct the camp in times where such prospects
appeared to be almost impossible.
NBRC also managed to form a partnership with the Camp Improvement Unit in
UNRWA, which was charged by UNRWA with leading on the reconstruction
planning and processes in Nahr al-Bared official camp. The United Nations Relief
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) is the UN
agency with a mandate to support the relief and human
development of Palestinian refugees since 1949, and thus such an alliance would
prove quite effective in realising community priorities in reconstruction.
Fortunately for NBRC, this unit was led by progressive professionals who were
strong advocates for refugee participation and leadership in camp development
and who had significant experiences in housing and reconstruction projects in
different Palestinian camps in Gaza, Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria. The progressive
professionals within UNRWA were empowered by the activism of the community,
and both entities were able to push UNRWA to take more assertive positions vis-àvis the State, thus diverging from more neutral and passive approaches that could
have been followed by UN agencies. UNRWA thus adopted NBRC’s priorities for
reconstruction and the informal ownership registry which they had assembled.
One of the conditions of forming this partnership was that UNRWA would include
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NBRC in all negotiations with the State, and that any agreements with the State on
reconstruction needed the consent of NBRC. This way, NBRC gained access to the
formal negotiations and discussions with formal Lebanese actors.
The negotiation process was long and complicated, but eventually the NBRCUNRWA coalition managed to get their vision for reconstruction adopted by the
State. A detailed participatory process for rebuilding the camp neighborhoods and
homes then proceeded, which was led by the UNRWA-NBRC partnership, and Nahr
al-Bared was celebrated as a model of participatory planning and design in postwar conditions. The project started to gain recognition in various urban planning
circles and was even selected as one of ten finalist projects for the Aga Khan Award
for Architecture in 2010.7

3) The darker side of Nahr al-Bared’s
reconstruction
The participatory approach for post-war reconstruction was only limited to the
physical design and urban form of the camp. Meanwhile, security and military
priorities dominated how the camp was governed and controlled in the post-war
era, and ultimately this affected the economic dynamics around the camp. After
the end of the war, families were thus restricted from returning to the rubble of
their homes in order to salvage whatever personal belongings remained. A security
perimeter was created around the destroyed camp, and permits were only given
for families to visit their homes for 10 minutes, after which the entire camp was
bulldozed and demolished. The security perimeter around the empty site
remained enforced, even during the reconstruction process.
Another larger security perimeter was created around the camp’s urban
extensions, where a majority of the displaced from Nahr al-Bared camp returned
after the war to wait out the reconstruction. This larger perimeter was controlled
by checkpoints, and camp residents and all visitors needed permits that needed
complicated processes to be granted and renewed.
The civilians of Nahr al-Bared therefore remained governed by a military regime
which controlled their mobility and prevented the re-emergence of Nahr al-Bared
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as a socio-economic center in northern Akkar, given the extreme difficulty of
entering and exiting the area. Meanwhile, the checkpoints were sites of
humiliation given the long queues and the manner in which some soldiers treated
the refugees.
The situation deteriorated in 2012 after an incident during which some soldiers
harassed a brother and his sister in the Nahr al-Bared camp extensions (new
camp).8 Local residents assembled around the commotion and the soldiers grew
tense. They started shooting in the air to disperse the crowd and a 15-year old boy,
Ahmad Qassem, who was not part of the crowd but who happened to be delivering
water as part of his daily job, was accidentally shot and killed. The crowd started
throwing rocks at the military vehicles which retreated back to the camp’s security
perimeter for the first time since the 2007 conflict.
That was the day when the camp revolted against the military rule of their camp.
Rock-throwing refugees forced the military to retreat to the outside perimeter wall
and an open sit-in and strike was organized until the military emergency measures
were lifted. After a month, the military cancelled the permit system, though the
security perimeters and checkpoints remained.
Meanwhile, the refugees were not allowed to rebuild the camp by themselves. The
reconstruction process had to wait for international funds to arrive, which would
pay contractors to build the camp’s urban blocks and neighborhoods. Once the
construction of a particular neighborhood was complete, the military would
change the location of the first security perimeter around the destroyed camp,
allowing people to access their rebuilt homes. However, as international funds for
reconstructing Nahr al-Bared decreased because of the escalating wars, armed
conflicts, and refugee crises that have dominated the Middle East in recent years
(e.g., Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Libya), the pace of reconstructing Nahr al-Bared slowed
almost to a halt. By 2021, after 14 years of the destruction of the camp, only two
thirds of the camp had been rebuilt.

4) Conclusion: Lessons from Nahr alBared for Syria
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Nahr al-Bared presents a case where community and activist-professionals
specifically from architectural and urban-planning backgrounds were able to
achieve some gains for local residents in conditions where refugees lacked civil
and political rights and their camp was governed by a military regime. However,
the authoritarian rule of the State over the camp was not absolute, and Lebanese
activists played important roles in raising the plight of Nahr al-Bared residents in
Lebanese media, academic, and policy making circles. Although the power of the
military in the space of Nahr al-Bared seemed totalitarian, the strength of the
Lebanese State in the broader Lebanese context is a different affair. Lebanon is a
‘weak state’ which is fragmented by the sectarian political system and infighting
Lebanese parties. It is also partially influenced by Lebanese civil society, donor
countries, and humanitarian/international organizations. In such a context, the
alliances between an organized local advocacy group in the camp and activistprofessionals who worked in UNRWA’s Camp improvement programme, as well as
other official institutions, proved effective in influencing and affecting the
reconstruction strategies to a certain extent. Such alliances were able to mobilize
their different resources and networks effectively, with the community activists
mobilizing Nahr al-Bared residents through demonstrations and activistprofessionals mobilizing their networks with donors, media and sympathetic
officials in various Lebanese institutions. Thus, they were able to partially affect
the design of the reconstruction and to partially improve mobility and certain
security restrictions imposed on the ground.
Similar strategies in a total authoritarian context such as Syria, with political
agendas aiming for the permanent population displacement in certain
communities in order to create new demographic or new socio-economic
conditions on the ground, will obviously be less effective. However, residents’
efforts to create local and informal land/property registries remain powerful tools
for organizing residents to defend their rights. Commencing such processes early
on is useful, as they require significant effort and time on behalf of the residents.
Unfortunately, original documents might get lost with time and social connections
and memories may fade. Such registries present proof of local claims and rights
and further expose the tragedy and scale of the destruction/displacement that had
occurred while providing an embarrassing criticism of the new realities that are
being planned for implementation by authoritarian regimes. The processes of

8

Activism in the Context of Reconstructing Nahr al-Bared Refugee Camp: Lessons for Syria’s
Reconstruction?

creating such registries are also powerful tools for organizing displaced
communities in exile. Hence, even in totalitarian contexts, they are latent sources
of power and knowledge that can be utilized if or once political realities on the
ground change or shift, even if partially.
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