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Aerial View Sour 1975 

SOUR (TYRE) 
 
6.0 Geographic Context 
 
Situated along the Mediterranean coast, around 80 km south of Beirut, and 26 km north of the 
international border, Sour functions as the quasi if not official administrative (located in Saida) 
and regional center of the Mohafaza of the South. Orchards and other agricultural lands, many of 
which employ local 
populations living in 
the city or its 
immediate 
environment, 
surround the city. 
While high 
population densities 
and haphazard growth 
characterize the 
various residential 
neighborhoods in the 
city, 77% of the areas 
in Sour and its 
immediate 
surroundings are 
uninhabited. These 
include agricultural land (66.8%) archaeological sites (5.1%) and beaches (5.1%).1 Average 
population growth in the Mohafaza is 5, slightly higher than the national average of 4.8. 
However, high immigration levels that have characterized this area since the end of the 19th 
century means that the overall population densities in the region remain relatively acceptable.  
 
 
6.1 Overview of Obstacles to Cultural Preservation and Urban Development 
 
Preservation, conservation, cultural heritage and tourism development in Sour also face the 
same problems encountered at the national level with complex property structures, insufficient 
legislative frameworks and bureaucratic red tape (see Section I). 
  
In addition issues that are unique to Sour are: 

 
• Sour serves as a regional center with potential for growth. 
• A rich cultural heritage and significant international interest guaranteed Sour a position 

on UNESCO’s World Heritage list in 1984.  
• Sour’s proximity to Qana and other archeological/Biblical zones in the area, as well large 

stretches of sandy beaches  make it a favorable node in any kind of tourism: cultural, 
leisure or biblical. 

• Unlike other cities in this study, visitor turnover to Sour continues to be severely affected 
by regional political instability. 

 
                                                 
1 The sub-region of Sour includes the cadastral zone of Sour as well as the neighboring villages of Abbasia, 
al-Naouass, al-Bassatine, and the industrial zone; a total of 1370 hectares, of which the city of Sour forms 
670 hectares (see MPW, DGU, Mudun (1998) Master Plan for Sour and its Environs) 
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The old city itself is: 
 
• A maritime location with a particular orientation to the sea. The city’s fishing industry, 

even though in decline, is well known 
• Historic Sour is a virtual archaeological site. It covers an area with a 7,000-year history and 

almost continuous human habitation. Archaeological remains occupy almost 50% of 
historic Sour. These are mainly from the Phoenician and Roman eras. A few Ottoman 
structures also exist. 

• Large tracts of publicly owned land especially around archaeological sites characterize the 
historic core. 

•  
• Palestinian refugee camps surround one of the archaeological sites. 
• Archaic urban growth, and a high-density low-income population characterize the old city 

and new developments.  
• The historic core boasts a multi-confessional dynamic. 
• Local stakeholders are particularly active in issues related to the city’s heritage, both 

negatively and positively.  
 
 
6.2 Historic Significance and Touristic Potential 
 
6.2.1 A Brief History 
 
One of the two settlements that existed in antiquity on the site of modern Sour has been 
inhabited continuously since the late Bronze Age (1600-1200 BC).  The first settlement in 
Sour was on the mainland, most probably on the site of Tell al-Rashidiyye, and the second on an 
island some 700m away from the shore. The land settlement called Ushu is older and the earliest 
remains date back to the Neolithic period, or the 7th millennium BC. It was settled at least until 
the end of the Iron Age (1200-300BC). According to Greek sources, Alexander the Great 
destroyed the city and built his dam from its ruins. The island settlement called Surru was 
inhabited much later in the mid-3rd millennium BC. This site was abandoned between 2000 and 
1600 BC and resettled during the Late Bronze Age. 
 
According to ancient classical and biblical sources, Sour was an influential kingdom during 
the first millennium BC (Phoenician period). It was known for its extraordinary trade network, 
which extended from the Atlantic coast of Spain and Morocco to the Arabian Gulf. Its legendary 
wealth (Isaiah 27-28), luxury goods (purple dye textiles…) and professional workers were well 
known around the Mediterranean. However, other than a small Iron Age cremation cemetery 
excavated near the al-Bass camp, little physical evidence has been uncovered from this period.   
 
In the second millennium BC Sour became a wealthy and independent kingdom. The Tell 
al-Amara tablets (14th-13th c. BC) mention the affluence of the king of Sour whose palace is 
said to have been as large as that of the king of Ugarit. Sour itself is described as the fortified 
capital of an independent kingdom containing public buildings such as temples and palaces 
typical of an urban settlement. No remains from this period have been excavated and little 
information regarding its layout, architecture and size is available.  
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Under Greek, Roman, Byzantine, Arab and Crusader rule, Sour continued to enjoy 
economic prosperity and political influence. Impressive Roman and Byzantine remains have 
been uncovered during 40 years of excavations. On the al-Bass site parts of the Roman-
Byzantine necropolis, a Roman triumphal arch, the remains of an aqueduct and a Roman 
hippodrome are visible. On the island we have Roman-Byzantine streets with marble or granite 
columns, the arena, the bath, a public building identified either as a gymnasium or an agora, a 
residential quarter and water cisterns. These are the standing monuments visited today by the 
tourists and they form the city’s core archaeological site.  
 
With the arrival of the Mamluk’s (1290-1516) the city’s fortunes declined rapidly. They 
razed the Crusader city and its fortifications to the ground and did not rebuild it. Destroyed by the 
new rulers, Sour was reduced to being a small and insignificant fishing village. No standing 
structures remain from the early Islamic period (637-1100), while the ruins of a cathedral and 
part of the fortification wall still exist from the Crusader period (1100-1290). During the 
Ottoman period (1516-1918), the city, now a small town with a few houses scattered around its 
northern harbor had little economic or political significance. Most of the khans, mosques, 
churches and houses that exist in the city today are from this era.  
 
In addition to its trade networks, Sour was also famous in Antiquity for its purple dye, glass 
and textile industry. It also included ivory and metal workshops as well as agrarian products. 
Fishing and boat building were later developed by the island settlers and have become a 
traditional hallmark of the city.  
 
 
6.2.2 Physical and Urban Characteristics 
 
The city of Sour lies on a small, rocky peninsula on one of largest and richest plains along 
the Lebanese coastline. The seashore to the south of Sour is the longest and widest stretch of 
sand beaches, despite the systematic removal of sand over the past 20 years. The natural 
attractions of the site are its location on the Mediterranean Sea with a picturesque harbor 
surrounded by fishing installations and traditional living quarters.  
 
In the last twenty years the city of Sour witnessed a rapid and phenomenal urban growth, 
which have transformed it into a critical regional node.  The old city, which encompasses an 
area of 45 hectares (45,000 square meters), includes the northern sector of the former island of 
Sour. It extends from the northern harbor to the Crusader cathedral and roughly corresponds to 
intra-muros Ottoman Sour. The area can be subdivided into three main zones: an archaeological 
zone which covers around 50% of its surface area, a densely inhabited zone which includes a 
fishing port, and finally a commercial zone that contains a commercial port. A series of 
administrative functions are housed in the old city such as the Serrail, the municipality, the local 
police force, the prison, the tribunal, and the technical office for urbanism, as well as local meat, 
vegetable and fish markets. Consequently, historic Sour currently acts as the administrative heart 
of Sour and the seat of the district (see Map 1).  
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Map 1 Historic and Cultural Sites 
 
 
However, given its location on the tip of the peninsula, the city remains on the periphery of 
the main north-south transportation lines. This fact is further accentuated by the clear 
boundaries formed by excavation areas between the old city and new developments occurring 
eastwards on once cultivated plains. 
 
Much of historic Sour’s urban fabric dates back to the 18th and 19th century; its character 
greatly modified over the past 20 years. Partially as a result of destruction caused by successive 
Israeli invasions and bombardments, illegal building infractions have also contributed to the 
degradation of the city’s historic core. As a result, several 5- 9-story apartment buildings in 
concrete dominate different sectors of the city. Old Sour represents a very small area when 
compared to extended Sour, which stretches from al-Bass in the north to Ras al-Ain in the south.  
 
Densely populated areas surround several of Sour’s archaeological sites. The Roman 
Hippodrome for example is adjacent to al-Bass refugee camp, which partially covers a Phoenician 
cremation cemetery. Al-Rashidyye camp is believed to lie over the ruins of Palaetyros 
(continental Sour) while the Burj al-Chemali camp, is close to an important Roman and 
Byzantine necropolis. At the same time, the lack of firm and clear boundaries have resulted in the 
encroachment of high rise buildings onto several of these sites. Visually, these buildings have 
overwhelmed some of the monuments, such as the triumphal arch, the hippodrome, and the 
aqueduct. 
 
 
6.2.3 Master Plans and Classified Monuments 
 
The Directorate General of Urbanism commissioned three master plans in Sour, in 1964, 
1990, and 1995. The latter is currently under revision by the DGA. Even though the 1964 master 
plan classified the old town as a tourist archaeological zone, this same area was ignored and 
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bypassed in subsequent plans. Two master plans have since been proposed, the 1996 plan by 
BTUTP and the more recent 1998 plan commissioned from Mudun, a local architecture firm. The 
latter has yet to be approved (See Appendix II for details). Of particular interest in this last master 
plan is that the link between the two major archaeological sites, or the Roman axis, originally 
planned in 1966 is no longer a feature. After decades of being listed as frozen property that the 
DGA was to buy, the area has now been listed as an A1 zone, that is the low-density residential 
and commercial area, which the area already is.  
 
Cultural heritage zones in Sour include the historic core of the city as well as a series of 
archaeological sites such as the Roman Hippodrome and the Roman baths. The altar of a 
Byzantine church, and a crusader cathedral remain as well as a crusader tower once part of a 
fortification wall. The old city also includes a number of Ottoman private houses, as well as two 
Ottoman mosques, several churches and schools that have been placed on the list of classified 
buildings. 
 
6.2.4 Visitor Experience and Site Management 
 
Fragmented authority and negative visitor experience also characterize archaeological and 
cultural sites in Sour. Like other archaeological sites in the country, those in Sour are owned by 
the DGA and managed by the Ministry of Tourism and the municipality. Insufficient signage, 
non-existent public utilities, information booths, or tourist related facilities mar visitor experience 
in Sour’s archaeological sites. The old city itself, which is fully accessible, is marked by pockets 
of badly deteriorated structures, transformed in one instance into a garbage dump. As a result, few 
public spaces exist within the old city. The periphery of the city is badly defined, with little 
visitor parking space or other visitor facilities available. Proximity to the sea, despite the decayed 
state of the coastal zone forms a pole of attraction of local and foreign visitors.  
Moreover, a large number of the excavations have not been properly documented. Even 
though a series of books have been written about the various monuments in Sour including 
Bulletin du Musée de Beyrouth, (vols 27-28, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36) very little discussion of the 
urban development of the city, nor the different building techniques made evident by these 
monuments has taken place.  Partially the result of excavation techniques that focused almost 
exclusively on monumental architecture, the urban, social and historical context for these 
structures has not been fully documented. These gaps are critical for a visitor’s understanding of 
these sites, and for local appreciation of their importance.  
 
More critically perhaps, very little protection has been afforded to these monuments from 
both the natural environment or local inhabitants and visitors to the site. On the one hand, 
insufficient restoration efforts have accelerated the physical deterioration of many structures. 
Many monuments, such as the Roman baths, are in a state of advanced decay and in need of 
urgent restoration. On the other hand, the absence of clear and impermeable boundaries around 
these sites, an insufficient number of guards and the lack of public awareness campaigns, has 
facilitated looting and damage to these sites by local inhabitants and visitors to these sites.  
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6.3 Local Stakeholders and Significant Case Studies: 

Relevance to Potential Projects 
 
Stakeholders in Sour are composed of government institutions, 
directly affected groups and indirectly affected groups. 
Government institutions include national institutions such as the 
DGA and DGU, and the municipality. Directly affected groups 
comprise residents, community groups, property owners, local 
fishermen, and indirectly affected groups of local NGO’s who deal 
with cultural issues or capacity building in the community.  
 
In what follows a rapid assessment of the stakeholders in 
historic Sour and the projects some have been involved in were 
used to assess the current impact of their actions and their 
potential relevance to different project elements. The scale of 
measure used is 1-5 while their impact was indicated as either 
positive or negative and sometimes both where the intent is sound 
but the application problematic. 
 
1. The centrality of the municipality, local property owners and 
residents in any proposed project is quite evident. Moreover, 
unlike Tripoli private property owners have had been increasingly 
involved in the rehabilitation of different parts of the historic city, 
making them pivotal players in any urban regeneration efforts. 
 
2. Given the size of archaeological sites and their location near 
and probably below the old city, national stakeholders such as the 
DGA, the MOT and the MOPW play a critical role in the micro-
environment of the city Current restoration and rehabilitation 
criteria are quite detrimental to the current renovation of the city.  
 
3. Local NGO’s are extremely active in poverty alleviation 
measures, especially in the fishermen community. 
 
4. Both local and international cultural heritage organizations 
have been caught in the extreme politicization of cultural 
heritage in Sour.  
 
5. The low-income status of the current population and their 
vulnerability to any prospective change makes their integration 
in all proposed projects critical.  Moreover, economic status, 
regulations governing property renovation and rehabilitation and 
general disregard for a heritage that is viewed more as a liability 
rather than an asset has further alienated local inhabitants from their 
own environment. Through financial subsidies for renovation and 
rehabilitation, as well as the economic regeneration and public 
awareness campaigns, this particular issue may be addressed.  
 
6. Prospects for community participation are quite positive in the 
light of previous experience (see Hadiqat el Kharab case study). 
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Urban Regneration 

Stakeholder Site 
Operation

Preservation, 
Conservation

Restoration, 
Rehabilitation

Master 
Plans

Infra-
structur

Project Design & 
Priorities

Institutions
MOT 5           -
MOC, DGA 5            - 5                   - 5                + - 4 2
MTPW, Maritime 
Property 5                 + - 4
MTPW, DGU 3 5 5 3
Municipality 5              -

+ 5                  - 5                + - 5 5 5

CDR 5
Cultural & 
Educational
Lebanese University 1                 ++ 2                  + 1
Community
Private Property 
Owners 4                 - 4                - 5
Catholic Waqf 2                  + - 3                  + - 5
Tenants 1                   - 1                   - 3
Squatters                     -                     - 1
Commercants 4
Al Baqa' 4
Political Parties
Amal 3
NGO's, Cultural
NAPHSL 1 1 3
NCPT 1

NGO's, Community 
Development

ADR 4
International
ICPT 0
UNESCO 2

Physical Rehabilitation
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6.3.1 National 
Stakeholders  
 
Ministry of Culture, 
DGA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ministry of 
Transport and 
Public Works 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The DGA is one of the largest property owners in areas in and 
around the archaeological sites. As in Tripoli, the DGA has a 
local office in Sour. The responsibilities of this office include:  
 
• Preserving archaeological sites 
• Carrying out rescue excavations 
• Monitoring building activity in archaeological and conservation 

zones 
• Helping local owners who lack the means to finance the 

preservation of buildings listed as cultural heritage.  
 
Despite wide-ranging responsibilities, shortage in human 
resources, lack of financial assets, the centralization of the 
decision making process and the nature of local politics have 
further hindered the effective administration of the local DGA 
offices. As a result: 
 
• Building renovation and rehabilitation permits are often 

severely delayed.  
 

• Property adjacent to archaeological sites is designated as non-
edificandi and thus cannot be developed. However, the DGA is 
unable to pay for its expropriation. Owners have often resorted 
to clandestine constructions, especially during the war.  

 
Nevertheless the DGA paid for and supervised the façade 
restoration of the Orthodox Church and the Serrail building 
(Gendarmerie). It also participated with the municipality in 
conducting a façade survey of al-Manshiye and surrounding 
buildings (see next section).  
 
The Ministry of Public Works is influential on the local scene of 
Sour through the DGU as well as through its control over the 
maritime domain. All projects pertaining to these areas have to be 
approved by the ministry, as do all master plans and rehabilitation 
projects in the city (See Appendix I). Thus far, collaboration 
between the ministry and the municipality, such as over the al- 
Shawakir beach project and the Hadiqat al-Kharab project have 
been effective (See below). According to local stakeholders this is 
in large part due to the efforts of the qaimmaqam who was able to 
engage with the Ministry in a speedy and efficient manner.  
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6.3.2 Local 
Stakeholders 
 
A. Institutional 
 
The Municipality 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cultural/Educational 
AUB 
 
 
B. Community  
 
Local Property 
Owners 

 
 
 
 
 
At the end of the civil war in 1990, the local municipal council was 
reactivated.  As in other cities, the municipality is responsible for 
the daily maintenance and management of the archaeological 
sites and therefore shares the revenue from entrance fees with 
the Ministry of Tourism. Its share for 1999 amounted to 
LL150,000,000. However, it has no right to spend more than 
LL20,000,000 on any project without prior approval from the 
Governor (Mohafez), the qaimmaqam and the Ministry of Interior. 
This limits the efficiency and scope of intervention possible by the 
Municipality. 

 
Thus far, the municipality has undertaken a series of projects in 
collaboration with various stakeholders at the national and local 
level. For example, the municipality, in co-ordination with the 
Committee for Major Projects has launched a project to move the 
slaughterhouse to a newly acquired plot of land in the Zallaa area     
 outside the Old City. It also collaborated with a local (منطقة الزالعة)
NGO (ADR), the qaimmaqam and the inhabitants of the old city to 
transform a garbage dump along the coast into a communal garden 
and with the DGA to restore the facades of various buildings (see 
below).  
 
Professors and students from the American University of Beirut 
have played a limited role in documenting some of the 
archaeological sites in the city.    
 

 
 

Given that a large percent of property in historic Sour is 
privately owned, local property owners in Sour will be critical to 
the rehabilitation ad regeneration of the city as well as the 
development of a tourist industry. Various property owners have 
begun rehabilitating shops and residences at an increasing pace (see 
below). According to local inhabitants, the increase in the number 
of properties being rehabilitated by their owners is directly related to 
a decrease in enforcement of DGA conservation/preservation 
standards by the municipality. While this bodes well for economic 
conditions in the city, these activities, in the absence of an 
overarching master plan for the old city, could be disastrous for 
future proposals to rehabilitate and maintain the historic and cultural 
integrity of this zone.  
 
Furthermore, the inadequate financial resources of the DGA 
compound the conflict of interest between the DGA and local 
property owners. On the one hand, sections of the old city and 
their immediate surroundings have been designated as potential  
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Greek Catholic 
Waqf 
 
 
Tenants 
 
 
 
 
 
Squatters in Historic 
Buildings 
 
 
 
 
 
Al-Baqa 
 
 
 
 
Commercial 
Collectives 
 
 
C. Political Parties  
 
The Amal Movement 

archaeological sites and thus cannot be developed. The decision to 
acquire the area and thus compensate the owners for the loss of their 
development prerogatives has yet to be taken. On the other hand, 
classified areas, which the DGA is obliged to purchase are subject 
to extensive delays. As a result owners opt to either construct 
without permits or wait and reacquire their development rights at 
the end of the ten-year limit.2 
 
The Greek Catholic Waqf is a large property owner in and 
around the historic core of the city. It is also quite active on the 
local scene, especially with fishermen families (see case studies).  

 
More than 90% of Sour’s current residents are tenants. The 
large majority of those have lived there for the past few decades. 
Around 20% of those are fishermen and their families and the rest 
employed mainly as blue-collar workers and some low-ranking civil 
servants (see socio-urban profile).  
 
Squatters in historic buildings await compensation either from 
the Ministry of the Displaced or from the Council of the South. 
Some families occupy the Ottoman house fronting the Northern 
archaeological site. It is not clear how many families in Sour are 
eligible for the standard compensation of $25, 000 per family 
currently being paid elsewhere in the country. 
 
Al-Baqa is the fishermen cooperative and includes about 25% of 
current fishermen in the area. It is active in advocating on behalf 
of its community and collaborates closely with ADR, the Catholic 
Waqf and sometimes the municipality. 
 
Several commercial collectives of different trades such as 
vegetable, meat or fish vendors exist in Sour. Their level of 
activity varies according to impact on their immediate interests.  
 
 
 
As in the rest of South Lebanon, local politics in Sour are 
dominated by the rivalry between local notable families, and 
war period militias such as Hizbollah and Amal. The Amal 
Movement, a political party led by the Speaker of Parliament 
Nabih Berri displays considerable influence and has succeeded 
to a large degree in marginalizing local families. Over the past 10 
years Amal representatives have dominated the municipality and the 
local DGA. The party presents itself as the city’s main 
developer/promoter. According to local stakeholders, during the 
launching of the international campaign for  the  rescue  of  Sour  by  
Fredrico Mayor, the president of UNESCO, AIST (Association 

                                                 
2 Once a piece of property is designated non-edificandi, the DGA is 
required to expropriate it within ten years.  
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D. NGO’s  
 
Cultural 
 
UNESCO: 
International 
Committee for the 
Protection of Sour 
(ICPT)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
National Association 
for the Preservation 
of the Archaeology 
and Heritage of 
South Lebanon 
(NAPHSL).  
 
 
 
The National 
Committee for the 
Protection of Sour 
(NCPT)

 Internationale pour la Sauvegarde de Tyr), who had been preparing 
the event for several years, were completely marginalized. 
 
 
 
 
Created under the auspices of UNESCO in 1979 this committee 
enjoys marginal local support. Maha al-Khalil Chalabi, daughter 
of former deputy Kazem al-Khalil, a leading traditional politician of 
the pre-war era, was designated secretary. Its main role has been 
limited to mobilizing scholars, politicians and key public figures 
around the protection of Sour’s heritage, under the auspices of the 
United Nations leading to the creation of national committees for 
the protection of Sour in several European countries as well as in 
the United States. Locally, this committee’s action was paralyzed 
for both political and social reasons. Politically, the committee’s 
secretary belongs to a family that has lost its prestige and influence 
in the south. All its actions are fought or boycotted by the leading 
political parties, Amal and Hizbollah. In spite of continuous efforts, 
its social influence on the ground today is almost irrelevant. As a 
result of its ineffectiveness local inhabitants rarely support it.  
 
This committee enjoys strong political support and tends to 
monopolize cultural activities related to archaeology. Founded 
by the current president of the association Randa Berri, the wife of 
the present speaker of parliament, Nabih Berri, this association is 
the main organizer of the yearly Sour festival. Currently it is 
attempting to rehabilitate Kahn al-Ashqar as a center for handicraft 
products. The association co-operates closely with both the 
municipality and the local DGA office.   

 
The Minister of Culture and Higher Education formed a 
committee for the preparation of the International Campaign 
for the Protection of Sour's Heritage which was to be launched 
upon the visit of the UNESCO Secretary-General Federico 
Mayor in 1997 (Decree No79, dated 21/4/97). After Mayor's visit, 
the Minister of Culture and Higher Education formed a  
second committee for the launching and the follow up of the 
International Campaign for the Protection of Sour's Heritage. The 
members of the committee are:  

 
• The Minister of Culture,  
• Director general of the DGA 
• Director general of the DGU 
• Director of the National Council for Tourism,  
• Director of the South in the Ministry of Education,  
• The qaimmaqam of Sour,  
• Representative of the Ministry of Information,  
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Association d'Aide 
au Développement 
Rural (ADR)3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                   
3 ADR was founded by 
Yousef al-Khalil, Senior 
Director of Financial 
Operations at the Central 
Bank.  

• Director of the administrative section in the Ministry of 
Transport 

• Director of Cinema and Theater in the MOC  
• The audit inspector of the MOC  
• Antoine Khoury Harb member ,  
• Chief of the excavations section at the DGA,  
• General secretary of the DGA.  
  
The mission of this committee was: 
 
• To coordinate and organize the campaign and elaborate a 

propaganda and documentary plan with UNESCO. 
• To design a master plan for Sour and its region and a detailed 

plan for the old city. 
• To review projects submitted by all parties involved in 

physical and social infrastructure. 
• To evaluate financial and the human resource needs. 
• To promote the cultural heritage of Sour. 
• To encourage private and public investors to implement 

development projects. 
 
This committee met several times but its activities stopped and 
nothing materialized. However, the Minister of Culture can 
reactivate it at any point.  
 
The most important local NGO operating in Sour today, the 
ADR aims to develop human and natural resources in the rural 
regions of Lebanon. Thus far most of its activity has been focused 
in south Lebanon. In partnership with the European Union and a 
Lebanese bank, ADR has launched a micro-credit program that 
finances small-scale entrepreneurs, specifically in the city of Sour 
and its immediate surroundings. In response to popular demand, the 
association has also conducted a series of training workshops in 
hotel management, plumbing, electrical work, hairdressing, 
computer use amongst others. 

 
ADR is also particularly active amongst the fishermen of Sour. 
In coordination with their NGO al-Baqa, and the Greek Catholic 
patriarchate, ADR has launched a low-income housing project 
meant to alleviate current overcrowding characteristic of the old 
city. ADR organized the project, the patriarchate donated the land, 
al-Baqa the manual work, and the architecture schools of the 
American University of Beirut and Harvard University contributed 
to the design. ADR also helped the local community of old Sour 
establish a local community garden, Hadiqat al-Kharab (see 
below). In addition ADR is in the process of launching a Center 
for Agricultural Advice to be located in the adjacent village of 
Abbasia. The aim is to help local farmers modernize their 
technology, experiment with new crops and address the current 
schism between supply and demand. 
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6.3.3 Significant 
Case Studies  
 
Rehabilitation and 
Adaptive Reuse by 
Property Owners 

 
 
 
Several owners have begun rehabilitating their homes either for 
private use or as restaurants and motels such as the waterfront hostel 
and restaurant al-Fanar and the restaurant La Maison de La Mer. 
These projects are being undertaken as private initiatives with little 
encouragement from local authorities. According to local sources, 
this approach to historic structures was begun by three private home 
owners; the president of ADR Yousef al-Khalil who restored a 
small waterfront house as his own weekend residence, Saba Nader 
who restored his 19th century Ottoman villa and donated it to 
CARITAS, a national NGO well known in Sour, and Manal Warde 
who also restored her residence and is currently renting out the first 
floor to a restaurant. This trend is also becoming more visible in the 
old city where individual owners have also begun to invest in the 
restoration of structures for commercial purposes or as their private 
residences.  
 
Problems facing private property owners in the development and 
restoration of their properties are manifold. On the one hand, several 
zones in the old 
city have been 
designated as 
potential 
archaeological 
sites. However, 
no decision has 
been taken by 
the DGA to 
acquire these 
sites. As a result 
owners cannot 
develop their 
land, nor are 
they financially 
compensated in 
return.  
 
On the other  
hand, tenants 
who have lived 
there for the last 
40 years inhabit 
most private 
properties. 
These tenants 
pay marginal fees thus depriving landlords of substantial income. 
Owners are therefore unwilling to invest additional income in 
rehabilitating their structure. At the same time, given the dire   

Box 1: Types of Building Permits 
 
Three different kinds of permits exist for the 
rehabilitation of structures: 
 
Restoration Permit: This involves roofing, painting 
and other interior renovations. It is the easiest permit 
to obtain and simply entails a letter from the 
municipality to the DGA approving the work. 
 
Restoration and Additions Work Permit: This 
involves additions to an existing structure, which 
means that the permit is submitted by the 
municipality to the DGU in Beirut, which sends it to 
the DGA. If the DGA approves it, the permit is sent 
back to the DGU who then inform the municipality 
of their decision. The process is lengthy and 
according to the Sour municipality, the major 
bottleneck occurs once the permit leaves the city and 
is sent to Beirut. 
 
New Construction Permits: In addition to the 
process required for structural work permits, new 
constructions, especially those above 10,000m2 or 
that are wider or higher than 40m2 also require 
approval from the Higher Council for Urban 
Planning. 
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Khan al-Ashqar 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Al-Shawakir sand 
beaches  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Orthodox Church 
and the Serrail 
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economic state of these tenants, most are unable to undertake the 
renovation and rehabilitation work necessary. In addition, current 
restoration and rehabilitation standards are too complex and too 
expensive for most tenants. 
 
Another obstacle facing rehabilitation and restoration efforts are the 
hefty fines levied by the DGU on illegal infractions in construction; 
a phenomenon that prevailed during the 17 years of civil conflict. 
The fines, which are proportional to the degree of violation, are 
beyond the means of most of the local inhabitants. This process, 
which in itself is lengthy, has discouraged inhabitants from 
following the proper procedures. This is particularly the case for 
owners who are applying for a Restoration and Additions Work 
Permit (see Box 1).  
 
Khan al-Ashqar, the 17th century residence of Younes al-Maani, is 
owned by the Roman Catholic Waqf and until recently rented by the 
Ashqar family. The National Association for the Preservation of the 
Archaeology and Heritage of South Lebanon, in agreement with the 
waqf, compensated the 5-6 tenants and is now planning to renovate 
the structure and transform it into a center for artisanal or 
handicrafts products. 
 
A public private initiative, the scheme allows small private investors 
to lease plots on the southern beach of Sour from the municipality 
during the summer season to open small cafeterias and restaurants. 
However, for permission to be granted certain design and sanitary 
regulations have to be followed. This scheme is one of the first 
examples of a public-private venture that encourages the 
development of small-scale leisure activities benefiting different 
sectors of the population.  
 
The restoration of the Orthodox Church façade was undertaken and 
financed by the DGA in collaboration with the municipality. It was 
paid for and supervised by DGA. Three technical workers were 
recruited from the old city while the rest were brought in from Sour 
and the region. According to the DGA, there was no shortage of 
qualified workmanship for this project. The same process was used 
in the restoration of the gendarmerie.  
 
More recently the Issam Fares Foundation has expressed interest in 
financing the restoration of the interior of the church.  
 
Two years ago, the DGA and the municipality initiated a survey of 
the old city’s waterfront facades. The municipality, the owners and 
the National Association for the Preservation of the Archaeology 
and Heritage of South Lebanon financed the project. Even though 
completed, phase II of the project; that is the actual restoration of 
the projects has yet to commence. However some of the stones of 
some of the façades were cleaned and the masonry re-pointed under 
DGA supervision. The responsiveness of property owners, the  
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Hadiqat al-Kharab  

relative clarity of ownership and the high percentage of listed public 
buildings were key factors for the success of this project.  
 
Members of the local community, with the help of ADR, 
approached the municipality about transforming a coastal piece of 
land that was being used as a garbage dump into a communal 
garden. With the agreement of the municipality, the help of the 
Qa'im Maqam (regional administrator) was solicited to facilitate 
negotiations with the Ministry of Transport, the owner of all public 
maritime property. Once secured, members of the community who 
fundraised for the project established a small communal fund. In 
addition UNDP provided a grant of $80,000 for landscaping the 
project. Once completed a member of the community was placed in 
charge of the upkeep of the garden. In return he was allowed to set 
up a small kiosk to sell food and beverages in the garden. However, 
in the last two years, the municipality has taken over the 
maintenance of the garden. Due to its own staff and budget 
shortages the site has fallen into disrepair. Even though it continues 
to be used, members of the local community have not attempted to 
reclaim the space.   
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6.4 Socio-Economic Profile 
 
6.4.1 Urban Social Geography: Population Profile and Settlement History 
 
The history of Sour has witnessed a series of fluctuations, in which the city’s fortunes rose 
to the highest pinnacles of power in ancient history only to plummet into oblivion for at 
least five centuries.  From ancient times until the end of Crusader period, Sour remained the 
largest city of the entire eastern coast of the Mediterranean. The city was one of the last and 
major remaining strongholds of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. When the Mamluks took over 
the city, it was systematically demolished and the site remained almost uninhabited for centuries. 
Partially as a result of its limited importance as an outlet to the Syrian hinterland, and partially 
because of the presence of a large Shiaa population considered unfaithful to the new Sunni 
regime, Sour, unlike Tripoli, was not rebuilt be the Mamluks. Between the 14th and 18th century, 
Sour remained a small and poor fishermen village.  
 
At the end of the 18th century, the rise to power of the local “Shiaa” feudal family of Nassar, 
and his ally the Bedouin tribal chief Daher al-Omar al-Zeidani, who rebelled against the 
Ottoman Walis, had a substantial impact on the city.  Sheikh Nassif al-Nassar gathered 
populations from various remote areas known for specific crafts, divided plots of land in Sour and 
allocated each of them a piece of land to settle in the city. However, the village now a small town 
remained relatively small until the middle of the 20th century. 
 
In the second half of the twentieth century, like other coastal cities in Lebanon, Sour grew 
at an increasingly rapid pace. This growth is the result of three main factors: 1) Palestinian and 
Armenian exodus to the country, 2) the natural population growth and the general boom that the 
country witnessed in the mid 60’s and 70’s and 3) the rural urban migration which grew at an 
accelerating pace especially from areas which were until recently under Israeli occupation. 
 
Identified by French authorities as a locus for settling Armenian refugees fleeing Turkish 
genocide at the turn of the last century, the city’s proximity to Palestine also and the 
availability of large tracts of empty land around it transformed it into a site of arrival for 
Palestinians fleeing Israeli massacres in 1947-1948. Three large camps were constructed, one 
close to the town towards the east at al-Bass, another at Burj al-Chemali, further east, and the 
third at al-Rashidiyye to the south. Political and military instability in the region provoked an 
increase in rural-urban migration into Sour but also out of the area. Large numbers of its residents 
emigrated either to Beirut or simply out of the country. Their remittances helped economically 
sustain a large portion of Sour’s residents during the war.  
 
Since the 1960’s the return home of many relatively wealthy emigrants (mainly from 
Western Africa) has led to a rapid expansion of the town. The administrative function of Sour 
as a regional capital of the district (caza) took shape in the construction of several official 
premises at the eastern edge of the old town. Urban extension first took place in empty terrain 
between the old town and the administrative center to the west, and the necropolis to the east, 
delimited by the Mediterranean to the north and south. During the civil war, extensive 
construction took place along the northern entrance and the eastern, north-south main road. Many 
of those constructions consist of high-rise building that violate building regulations and 
negatively affect the skyline of the city even in the immediate surroundings of the roman 
necropolis and hippodrome. 
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Zone Total Area Inhabited 
Area

No. of 
Inhabitants

Population 
Density

Historic City 45 20 10,000 500
Al Raml 65 50 15,000 300
Al Bass 30 20 8,000 400
Casernes 100 0 0 0
Al Shawaker 145 0 0 0
Jal el Bahr 85 20 5,000 250
Al Rachidia 75 40 20,000 500
Ras el Ain 125 0 0 0
Total 670 150 58,000 366  
 
Table 1: Population distribution by zone in Sour (Source: Mudun, 
1998)

Figure 1: Population Distribution in Sour and Immediate 
Surroundings
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Photo 1: El Bass Archeological Site 2: Surrounding residential structures 

According to the 
most recent 
master plan for 
Sour and its 
immediate 
surroundings, 
the city of Sour4, 
which 
encompasses 
49% of the total 
area of its sub-
region, absorbs 
more than 83% 
of the total 
population (See Figure 1).  
 
The city of Sour 
today comprises 
of five principle 
residential 
areas: the 
historic city, the 
al-Raml quarter, 
the Palestinian 
camp of al-Bass 
(next to the 
Roman 
necropolis), Jal 
al-Bahr and al-
Rashidiyye area 
adjacent to al-
Shawakir beaches. The two areas closest to the historic city and archaeological site, and therefore 
directly impacted by ongoing changes and activities are al-Raml and the al Bass Palestinian camp 
(see map 1). Al-Raml is a high-density residential district, which sprang up primarily during the 
war. Most of the buildings in these areas are 8- 12-storys high concrete buildings. The el Bass 
Palestinian 
Camp is located 
to the south of 
the old city and 
adjacent to the 
Roman 
Hippodrome 
archaeological 
site (Photos 1-4). 
The camp is 
closed and 
surrounded by 
the Lebanese 
army. It contains 
                                                 
4 Encompasses all areas within the cadastral zone of Sour.  
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Photo 3&4 Al Bass Archeological site and surroundings

 
Photo 5: Fishermen port 

 
Photo 6: Renovated House along the waterfront, near fishing port 

a small hospital, a few schools and a series of shops along the main road. The total surface of the 
camp is 20 hectares. It houses 8,000 individuals with a population density of 400 inhabitants per 
hectare.   
 
The historic  
core of the  
city, 
characterized 
by small 
narrow 
alleyways and 
residential 
structures, 
most of which 
date back to 
the 19th 

century, is 
considerably 
accessible to  
the rest of Sour’s population. It can be divided into two distinct parts: the northern section, 
surrounding the harbor is dominated by fishing-related activities, while the southern part, 
bounded by Phoenician excavations, is a physically and socially impoverished area, where many 
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Photo 7: Old City Archeological Site,          Photo 8: Old City, Northern Sector 
Dilapidated Housing in the Background 

 
Photo 9: Old City, Southern Sector         Photo 10: Old City, Residential Structure 

of the displaced populations live (Photos 5-8). Between them lies the main street that begins from 

the administrative core to the east and functions as a daily market place both for the old city and 
its immediate extensions to the east on the peninsula. Most structures in both zones are two to 

three floors high with a few illegal constructions of 5 to 6 stories dispersed throughout different 
neighborhoods. The waterfront façade of the city, which also contains the restored Serrail, is in 
mixed conditions and is currently being rehabilitated by residents and the municipality. The 
southern façade of the old city facing the archaeological sites is in destitute condition. Most 
structures are extremely dilapidated and in need of either immediate restoration or demolition 
Photos 9&10). Even though adjacent to the archaeological sites, only one of those houses has 
been expropriated by the DGA, the Mamluki house (see photograph 7). The local population is 
composed mainly of Lebanese nationals and a few Palestinian families, who have lived in the 
area for several decades.  
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Map 2 Historic Core and Archaeological Sites (Source: 
Archeologie et Patrimoine) 

 
Of the total 45 hectares 
(450,000m2) occupied by the 
ancient core, 20 hectares are 
residential and commercial, 
while the rest are public 
properties (Map 2 & Figure 
2). 
 
In other words, the historic city, 
which forms only 6.7% of the 
total area of Sour, with 
residential areas amounting to 
13% of the total inhabited zones 
in the city, is home to close to 
17.3% of the total population of 
Sour. Population densities are 
the highest in the city at 500 
persons/hectare. 
 
However, in the absence of a 
comprehensive survey, these 
figures remain tentative. Data over 
the total population of Sour and of 
the historic part of the city are scarce. 
When they do exist, the absence of 
standard and accurate modes of data 
collection means that the data is often 
contradictory. 
 
For this study population estimates 
for the historic part of the city was 
obtained from three different sources; the 1998 UNESCO report on Sour, the 1997 master plan 
for the city of Sour, and interviews conducted with the mayors of the six different quarters in the 
old city.  
 
Regardless of the accuracy of the data, a comparison between registered residents and 
resident populations indicates a steady increase in population migration from the area. Even 
though a steady characteristic of the area since the 19th century, population movements that 
prevailed during the war period were especially destructive. Considering the violent conditions 
under which they occurred, these migrations often affected entire families rather than individuals, 
as was the case of economic migration earlier in the century. Other migrants from nearby regions 
replaced these families. Sour became a magnet for families in search of better economic 
opportunities and a locus for relatively affordable housing, especially in the al-Raml quarter, 
which witnessed a phenomenal pace of growth in the last two decades. 

Figure 2: Land Use in Historic Sour

45%

33%

11%
11%

Residential/Commercial Archaeological
Public Land/Property Beaches
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Box 2: Population Data in Sour 
 

Residential 
Units Residents Population density 

per Hectare Source 

1280 7600 380 Local Mayors 
600-800 6750-9000 150-200 1997 Master Plan*
  10,000 500 1998 UNESCO 

Table 2: Population Estimates for Historic Sour 
 
* The socio-economic analysis in this plan suggests that population densities in historic Sour are 150-
200 per hectare which when multiplied by its total area of 45 hectares yields a smaller number of 
residents than those quoted at the very end of the same report. The latter are the figures currently used 
by the UNESCO report. Moreover, the number of residential units quoted in the report, when 
multiplied by the average family size in south Lebanon of 5 also yields a significantly smaller number 
of residents (3,000-4,000). Even if a substantial margin of error and the possibility of overcrowding is 
taken into consideration, the discrepancy in the figures is too substantive to be seriously considered.  
 
According to the various mayors, population breakdown in the different quarters is as 
follows: 
 

Neighborhood Residential 
Units 

Registered 
Population Residents 

Al-Hussainiyah 400 7,400 2,000 
Al -Jorat 230 5,770 1,200 
Haii al-Manarah 50 6,140 400 
Al-Massaroueh 300 4,230 2,500 
Al-Massihiyeh 300 5,200 1,500 
Total 1280 28,740 7,600 

 Table 3: Population by Neighborhood in the Historic Core 
 

 

 
According to the UNESCO report, the number of inhabitants in historic Sour is around 
2,000 families or 10,000 inhabitants subdivided between a Muslim and a Christian quarter.5 
Population density in this area is around 500 persons per hectare. Christian families of different 
denominations form 25% (500 families) of this population and the remaining 75% or 1500 
families are predominantly Muslim Shiite.  
 
Of the 2000 families, 20% or 400 families work in the fishing industry.6 This community, one 
of the oldest and poorest of Sour’s residents faces particular problems, many of which relate to 
factors beyond their own control. On the one hand, 22 years Israeli occupation of the Southern 
strip of Lebanon, its frequent military attacks and maritime blockade of waters south of the city 

                                                 
5 This data is based on the same 1997 master plan for Sour, but quoted in a different section of the report.  
6 All data regarding the fishermen population was obtained from ADR and al-Baqa, the fishermen co-
operative in Sour.  
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Box 3: We Need Protection 
 
The government must protect our trade. 
Not by banning import of fish, but by 
exercising better control over fishing 
licenses, tighter oversight over the kinds of 
nets that are being used and type of fish 
that can be caught and help in upgrading 
our equipment. The government can also 
help us with the supply of fish. By 
preventing fishing for a few months, and 
paying the fishermen monthly wages to 
sustain them- the fish would have time to 
grow and the sea would be full again. Abu 
Karim, Local Fishermen- Al Baqa’ 

Box 4: The Fisheries Hold us Hostage 
 
Not only do we not have health coverage, but the 
government also asks us to pay LL70,000-80,000 
registration fees for our boats annually. ADR is 
the only local organization that has responded. 
They cover some of our insurance and have 
started paying the registration fees…. The 
fisheries hold us hostage. If the engine to one of 
our boats breaks down we borrow money from 
them to repair it. We are then obliged to sell our 
catch of the day to them at the prices they deem 
reasonable. Often we see them sell our catch for 
triple the money they paid us. The war days were 
certainly better. There was more money in 
people’s hands. Abu Elias Fakhoury, Local 
Fisherman 

severely constrained their sources of livelihood. Fishermen were forced to concentrate their 
efforts within a limited area.   
 
 

 
 Photo 11: Sour fishermen port and coffee shop  
 
At the same time, in the absence of effective government control, environmentally damaging 
practices (such as the use of dynamite or using nets which catch small fish) have continued, 
despite repeated protests from the fishermen 
syndicate in the city. As a result areas near the 
coast are practically depleted of fish, and the 
fishermen’s own equipment too primitive to allow 
deep-sea fishing. Despite Israeli withdrawal and 
the relative military stability of the past year, their 
situation has not improved (see Box 3).  
 
On the other hand, the community’s perception of 
government neglect is compounded by the fact 
that the exodus of many members of the 
community during the war left the most vulnerable 
of families in the historic city. However, this fact 
did not mean relief in their living conditions. On 

the contrary, overcrowding is a predominant 
theme amongst the families with many young 
men complaining of their inability to get 
married due to a lack in affordable housing. In 
part the result of zoning regulations in the old 
city as well as the fact that majority of this 
community are old tenants who have lived in 
the area for the last few decades and hence 
continue to pay old rents. The Greek Catholic 
Waqf, with the help of a local NGO ADR (See 
stakeholder section) has been particularly 
responsive to this problem. A small housing 
project is currently under construction on the 
outskirts of the city, which will house around 
80 families.   
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Box 5: Unemployment makes me fish 
 
I live with my parents, three brothers and two sisters in 
a on- bedroom apartment. I started going out with my 
father when I was 12. I am now 17. If I could find a job 
on land I would be happier. A Job would guarantee a 
salary at the end of the month. With fishing you never 
know what you will get. Hanna, Local Fisherman 

 
Photo 12: Fishermen Coffee House 

 
Photo 13: Fish and Meat Market, 14: Furniture Making, 15 New Commercial Souk 

The daily pattern of most of this 
community is marked by periodic trips 
to the sea, depending on the season and 
weather. The rest of the time is spent 
namely in the local cafes along the port, 
playing cards and backgammon (Photo 
12). As one local fisherman stated “We 
spend our days playing cards because 
the women do not want us home.”  
More critically, the number of fishermen is on the rise, especially amongst the youth who drop 
out of school due to the limited financial resources of the family and end up fishing because of 
the lack of other work opportunities. 

 
The rest of the historic core residents are employed in the public sector, mainly as bank 
clerks or they run small commercial enterprises that consist mainly of household appliances 

and products, groceries, furniture making bakeries, or meat and fish vendors. The Muslim quarter 
contains the main meat, fish and vegetable market (see photographs 13-15). In addition most of 
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the “specialized” souks such as the jewelers are located in the southern sector of the city. 
Consequently, given the general economic crisis and the specific circumstances of Sour, the 
historic quarters are marked by abject poverty.  
 
 
6.4.2 Property and Tenure Patterns 
 
In addition to the social makeup of the city, regional conflicts, the long civil war and dire 
economic conditions left their mark on the property constitution of the city.  As the master 
plan survey undertaken in 1968 indicates, only 25% of property owners lived in the area, whilst 
75% were tenants. With the war, this trend accelerated, as an increasing number of property 
owners first moved out of the old city and then, out of the area into Beirut. According to local 
Mukhtars and municipal sources, tenancy rates have now risen to at least 90%. The social profile 
of the historic core was altered as new populations moved in to replace them. 
  
Today the population profile of the city can be classified into three segments: pre-1975 
tenants, post-1984, and displaced populations. Pre-1975 tenants are the oldest category of 
tenants whose presence has guaranteed the 
area a fair amount of social stability. 
Many are extremely low-income 
populations working namely in the fishing 
industry. The majority of their rents fall 
probably falling anywhere between $14-
$20. Post-1984 tenants, are incoming 
migrants who have settled in the city, 
either for economic reasons such as cheap 
rents or the presence of family. Their rents 
average anywhere between $50-$150 
depending on year of arrival. Displaced 
populations for the most part live in vacant 
private homes or dilapidated structures. 
Many of those structures, such as Khan al-
Rabou, a commercial structure are 
occupied by populations displaced during 
the war from their areas of origin and 
currently awaiting compensation form the 
Ministry of Displaced (see Box 6).7  
 
Like other historic cores, property in 
Sour can be subdivided into three 
major categories; private, public and 
Waqf.  
 
Private property is dominated by old 
families, mostly Christian, who migrated 
to Sour with Sheikh Nasser at the turn of 
the 19th century. Much of their property consists of individual Ottoman villas, many of which 
have been placed on the list of classified monuments (see list), commercial khans, and some 
leased residential structures. As discussed earlier, many of those owners have begun to 
                                                 
7 No figures on the number of displaced population in historic Sour were available.  

Box 6: All archaeological structures are owned by the 
DGA, while edifices deemed as cultural heritage are 
mainly in private hands. The following is the monuments 
list provided by the UNESCO survey of Sour with the 
Cadastre number of the buildings and their owners: 
 
No 905: Khan al-Ashqar: Greek Catholic Waqf 
No 148: Khan al-Rabou: Bitar and several other families. 
Over 300 rightful claimants as inheritors. 
No 748: Sunni Mosque: Waqf 
No 861: Shiaa Mosque: Waqf 
No 629: House. Karaouni family 
No 618: Mamluk house. DGA property 
No 618b: Baroud House: DGA property 
English School: DGA Property 
No 479: Terra Santa school and Franciscan church: Roman 
Catholic Waqf 
No 712: House: Huballah family 
No 510: House: Bitar Family 
No 583: House: Audi Family 
No 479: Orthodox church: Waqf 
No 202: Greek Catholic Church: Waqf 
No 180: Greek Catholic Church: Waqf 
No 133: House: El Bacha Family 
No 134: House: Fakhoury family 
No 406: House: Wakim Family 
No 114: House: Shayban Family 
No255: house: Caritas (House belonging to Francois Farah) 
No 294: House: Musa Family. 
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Map 3 Geographic vs Administrative 
Centrality 

rehabilitate their structures either for commercial/touristic purposes or for the their own private 
use.  
 
Waqf land is primarily that of the Catholic Waqf who in addition to a couple of churches own 
large tracts of land in and around the historic core of the city. In addition, the waqf also owns 
several residential and commercial structures leased out to tenants in both the Christian and 
Muslim quarters of the city. Many of those tenants have lived there for the last few decades.  
 
Public property in the ancient core of the city, unlike the cities of Saida and Tripoli, is 
significantly high due to the presence of large archaeological sites. Much of this property belongs 
to the DGA. Some of those sites were bought to protect existing archaeological sites, others 
because the presence of significant archaeological remains are suspected.  
 
However, the effective impact of this makeup on a future stakeholder alliance remains to be 
determined. What is evident at this point is that the waqfs, especially the Catholic Waqf could be 
of considerable value to the future of any implemented project. In addition, it is quite probable 
that much of the large properties, once owned by the same family, are now under fragmented 
ownership, as is the case with Khan al-Rabou or the Mamluki house, thus decreasing the 
immediate potential for population displacement in the area.   
 
6.5 Project Overview- Potential for a Participatory Action Plan for the City   
 
6.5.1 Structural and Physical Constraints: The Absence of a Comprehensive Strategy 
 
The peculiarities of Sour’s physical and 
social characteristics have resulted in 
paradoxical consequences and trends: 
 
The physical expansion of Sour means 
that the old town is increasingly remote 
from the city’s center of activity now 
located closer to the northern highway 
connecting the region to the rest of the 
country. Even though the continued 
presence of official functions on the 
peninsula at the edge of the old town has 
disguised the move away from the center, 
circulation and functional patterns visible 
on a citywide scale make this move evident. 
Current commercial activity in the ancient 
core, which comprises of small vegetable 
and food vendors, stores for cheap shoes, 
clothes and toys as well as some furniture 
making enterprises are mainly geared 
towards their immediate vicinity. The fish 
market is the primary activity, which caters 
to citywide and even regional customers.   
 
 
The enlargement of archaeological sites 
separating the old city from its extensions further accentuate this phenomenon, which 
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makes the preservation of the old town easier and its revitalization more difficult. 
Consequently, the gentrification of the area and the potential displacement of existing populations 
are especially critical for large segments of its most vulnerable populations. Any strategy 
targeting the rehabilitation of this area must seriously consider mechanisms for mitigating such 
impacts, and ensure a just spread of benefits from increased activity.  
 
Given the limited range of commercial activities currently available in the city, the relative 
poverty of resident populations and probably low levels of education, concrete efforts must 
be made to connect new activities to vocational training and employment. 
 
At the same time and as the discussed case studies indicate, the major structural constraints 
to restoration and rehabilitation projects are reflective of national bottlenecks. These 
bottlenecks, which are both administrative/legislative and functional have contributed to the 
continued deterioration of the physical environment and the absence of a comprehensive strategy 
that addresses its needs.  
 
Rules and regulations governing access and use of archaeological and cultural sites or 
buildings nationally have a severe and profound impact in cities such as Sour with large 
swaths of exposed archaeological sites in the midst of an inhabited and constantly evolving 
urban setting. First the length of time required for getting a permit for renovation and 
rehabilitation to commence is discouraging for many. Second, the low-income level of the 
residents makes it impossible for most of them to comply with stringent technical requirements. 
In turn this has encouraged bad restoration and rehabilitation efforts, which fail to meet minimal 
requirements due to lack of guidance. Third, the process of freezing property for several years 
discourages owners from declaring any archaeological finds accidentally discovered on their 
sites. More critically, even if the process were to proceed fast, inadequate compensation by the 
state to owners is legendary. Overall, these facts have diminished the value of cultural heritage to 
local populations and generated further schisms between different stakeholders be they 
institutional or NGO’s.    
 
From a functional perspective, an evident long term interest in Sour’s heritage by local, 
national and international organizations has not translated into an effective future vision 
for the city or a plan of action targeting its cultural heritage. In part, the politicization of 
cultural heritage issues, common the world over, has translated into an acute turf war in Sour 
resulting in the evident absence of a collective agreement over the future of the city. As a result, 
most of the coordination between the different stakeholders, be they institutional such as the 
DGA, the DGU and the municipality, or NGO’s such as the ADR, the NAPHSL and UNESCO, 
amongst others have mainly targeted small-scale projects. In particular most rehabilitation effort 
has been directed at monumental buildings such as Khan al-Ashqar, private homes (Saba 
residence) or archaeological sites. Despite their importance, these projects have had a limited 
impact on the immediate livelihood of the city’s inhabitants.  
 
At the same time, existing interest by property owners in the renovation and restoration of 
the city is not being channeled into a more overarching plan for the development of the 
historic city. Sporadic efforts by individuals, or even the collaborative effort by the municipality 
and property owners for the rehabilitation of the waterfront has not materialized into a collective 
vision for the future of the city.  
 
Consequently, as the discussion workshops and interviews with different stakeholders 
indicated, while an overview of physical, infrastructural and administrative problems 
facing the city were articulated, no stakeholder strategy was proposed. 
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The problems and obstacles outlined by the stakeholders were:  
 

1. Difficulty in implementing DGA guidelines in renovation and restoration. 
2. Freezing of property by the DGA.  
3. Lack of communal facilities such as a fire department, new schools and health services. 
4. Lack of tourist facilities. Coffee houses and toilets are non-existent. 
5. Absence of tourist pedestrian itineraries and the lack of public spaces next to key historic 

buildings and archaeological sites. 
6. Marginalization of the local community in decisions related to cultural heritage 

conservation, preservation and renovation.  
7. No economic benefit to citizens from the rich heritage of Sour. 
8. Abject poverty, dilapidated housing conditions and the harsh economic circumstances that 

seem to prevail in the area and in the adjacent Palestinian camps, constitute a real 
hindrance to any serious attempt at developing the use of the archaeological sites and their 
periphery. 

9. The fishermen labor force is shrinking in size and its seasonal activity is on the decline. 
Hence, fishermen are left with little income to last through the winter days. 

10. Decay in local handicrafts, mainly ship building. 
11. No alternative activities for the local residents to draw a supplementary income. 

 
 
Physically the problems plaguing the historic city are: 
 

12. Haphazard restoration of individual structures. 
13. Advanced state of decay of key historical buildings like the residential quarters, the 

cathedral, and the Ottoman houses. 
14. The obstruction of citizen access to the hippodrome through the construction of fences. 

While this is protecting the archaeological heritage of the city, it has also marginalized 
them from what they consider as a major public space in the city.   

15. Blurred boundaries between the old town and its modern surroundings, resulting in the 
absence of clear points of access to the old city. This has led to poor landscaping and 
vehicular congestion of a number of open space areas such as Sahat al-Manshiye.  

16. Poor infrastructure: an obsolete sewage system and water network. The sewage outlet 
into the sea near the old city is an environmental hazard. 

17. Garbage: Garbage and debris collection from the old city is badly organized. A huge 
garbage dump exists on an empty in the middle of the Muslim quarter of the old city. 
Garbage is also dumped into the harbor resulting in environmental pollution of sea as 
well as adjacent residential areas.  

18. The current location of the abattoir and fish market within the Muslim quarters of the 
city.  

 
Furthermore, even though there is a collective interest by the community in the 
archaeological and touristic potential of the city, and despite the positive example set by 
Hadiqat al-Kharab of effective community participation, the non-existence of a visible level 
of communal representation has meant that little effort is expended to integrate the 
inhabitants into a larger framework for the restoration, rehabilitation and development of 
the city. Moreover, the financial inability of most tenants to comply with the DGA’s technical 
requirements and the difficulty that faces owners whose properties have been earmarked as 
potential archaeological zones by the DGA justifies, according to some stakeholders, the negative 
approach of some citizens to the city’s archaeological practices. In part these conditions explain 
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Map 4: Regional Context for Development 

the persistence of some adverse practices such as clandestine digging, cover up and dumping or 
looting of relics. 
 
6.5.2 Project Approach 
 
While local stakeholders had a concrete a list of priority projects and needs for the improvement, 
restoration and upkeep of Sour’s historic core and monuments, neither a stakeholder alliance 
framework nor a strategy for implementing these projects within a cohesive whole were 
proposed. 
 
1. Accessibility  
 
Unlike Tripoli, Sour does not face major problems of accessibility on a functional level. The 
historic core houses a series of administrative functions such as the Serrail, the municipality, the 
local police force, the prison, the tribunal, and the technical office for urbanism, as well as local 
meat, vegetable and fish market. Despite problems related to transportation and traffic 
congestion, the city is fully accessible and often frequented by the inhabitants of greater Sour and 
the region. The primary attractions for external visitor activity continue to be archaeological sites 
(for national, regional and international tourists), the fish market and communal garden for local 
inhabitants of the old city and Sour as a whole.  
 
Therefore from a macro 
perspective, for this area to 
function as an effective pole of 
attraction, it must be part of a 
more comprehensive strategy 
that will integrate the historic 
city into its larger locale and link 
its three major characteristics; 
archaeology, beaches and the 
fishing industry. Visits to the 
historic city should be promoted as 
part of a region wide strategy to 
attract visitors and which includes 
the development of the al-Shawakir 
beaches into a tourist destination. In 
this respect, Sour would be able to 
attract a wider range of tourists than 
other cities. In fact, as the 
UNESCO report indicates, Sour 
could become the regional center of 
a much larger archaeological tourist 
itinerary that includes all 
surrounding villages (see 
UNESCO, 1998). To insure local 
benefits from this increased 
activity, fishing industry should be 
encouraged and others created.    
From a micro perspective, to 
invigorate Sour’s economic life and provide direct economic benefits to local inhabitants, 
project proposals for the city must be accompanied by the redistribution and upgrading of 
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existing functions and the creation of new ones. These would include the promotion of the 
fishing industry and all accompanying activities such as netting, boat building, restaurants, 
canning etc. as well as the creation of new ones such as a regional outlet for agro-industrial 
products and other food related activities. Both of these projects would build on available skills 
and resources whilst expanding Sour’s economic role to address its regional context. Proposed 
tourist itineraries can seek to incorporate these projects as key points of arrival or departure. 
 

 
A. Re-Organizing the Port Area: Maritime Activity and the Fishing Industry 
  
Cultural heritage and tourism development must capitalize on Sour’s existing coastal assets, 
underwater remains and fishing industry by re-organizing the port and coastal areas as a 
major hub of leisurely activity. The coastal stretch around the old city is littered with 
archaeological remains located in relatively shallow waters. These could serve as a primary 
attraction for visitor activity such as scuba diving, or tourist trips in especially equipped boats. 
Investment in this kind if activity is minimal with return relatively high.  

Project Stakeholders Action Required Location
Accessibility of the Site
Physical Accessibility

Treatment of the Edges: Accessibility 
and Connections,

Municipality, Local 
inhabitants, DGU, 
MPW

Planning, 
Infrastructure, 
Landscaping, façade 
rennovation

Waterfront, 
parking spaces, 
transportation 
networks

Functional Accessibility

Symbolic Functions
Municipality, Local 
Government 
Institutions

Rehabilitation Available on site

Cultural/Educational Centers
Municipality, DGA, 
NAPHSL, Local 
cultural groups

Physical Rehabilitation
and renovation Khan al-Ashqar

Tourist Iteniaries MOT, DGA, 
Municipality

Planning, 
Infrastructure, 
Documentation, 
Facilities (Information 
booths, public 
bathrooms)

Visits to sites in 
the city. 
Underwater 
activity including 
boat trips and 
scuba diving.

Economic Accessibility

Upgrading of Existing Economic 
Activity: The fishing industry and agro 
industrial products

Muncipality, DGU, 
Fishermen 
Syndicate, ADR, 
Local property 
owners, Local 
businessmen, 
Catholic Waqf

Infrastructure, facades
financial incentives, 
integration into master
plan

Fishermen port, 
waterfront façade, 
fish market, boat 
building area, 
restaurants

Vocational Training: Handicrafts, 
Specialized construction techniques

Ministry of Labor, 
Municipality, NGO's
Local Community

Identification of needs Crafts Center, 
Local NGO office

Employment Training Municipality, NGO's
MOL To be identified
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Reviving the fishing industry, with all its parallel activities including restaurants, boat 
building8 (for which Sour is famous for), net making etc.  in Sour is critical for the long- 
term development of the city. On the one hand, the coast of Sour forms almost 20% of the total 
Lebanese coastline (from Litani until Naqoura). However, most of the methods utilized in fishing 
are quite primitive, costly and unable to fulfill local demand. Faced with severe competition from 
imported fish, the industry has been in decline for the past few years. Paradoxically, the number 
of fishermen has been on the increase mainly as a result of high unemployment amongst the 
youth and increasing poverty levels. 
 
On the other hand, investment in the fishing industry would target directly the needs of the 
old city’s most vulnerable residents. Currently, 20% of the resident population in Sour work in 
the fishing industry. There are 387 fishermen families living in the old city and the other 13 in 
neighboring villages on in the Palestinian camps. Of those, 78 families belong to al-Baqa. The 
fishermen have an average family income of $280 per family of five and most live on rented 
premises with average rent between $20-$50 a month depending on the time it was rented. Many 
of those families live in overcrowded quarters with sometimes three generations occupying a two- 
room apartment.9 In addition, 360 other fishermen live either in Sarafand or to the south of the 
city. Any proposals to revive the fishermen industry in the area would therefore have wider 
regional implications.  
 
The increase in visitor activity will also generate demand for varied services related to the tourist 
industry such as guides, hotel and restaurant personnel etc.  
 
In addition to various national and local, government institutions, property and business 
owners as well as ADR and al-Baqa should be made a critical component of any 
development proposal for this industry.  
 
 
B. Agro-Industrial Products and the Spice Market 
 
Sour is surrounded by agricultural plains and citrus orchards. In collaboration with ADR, 
the center of Agricultural advice in the neighboring village of Abbasia could be used to help local 
populations process their produce and transform it into marketable organic foods and products. 
Khan al-Rabou, currently owned by the Bitar family with over 300 other claimants can be 
expropriated by the municipality and transformed into the regional outlet of such products as well 
as a spice market. Alternatively, a public entity can be established for the Khan, for this very 
same purpose.     
 
 
C. Local Artisanal Products, Vocational Training Programs and Employment Training 
 
In collaboration with the private sector, ADR and other NGO’s can work towards 
identifying market needs in the employment sector. Vocational training programs for the 
production of local artisanal products as well as training in specified fields related to the tourist 

                                                 
8 There are two families (5 individuals) left in Sour that specialize in building boats. Currently they are in 
the process of constructing two boats for Jordanian families.   

9 To relieve some of the overcrowding, the Greek patriarchate in collaboration with ADR is constructing a 
new housing facility for 80 fishermen families at the entrance of Sour. 
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industry would then be established in the old city. These would insure the participation of the 
most vulnerable populations as well as fulfilling market need.  
2. Rehabilitation of the Urban Environment and Community Participation 
 
The future master plan for the development of Sour’s historic urban fabric has to address five 
intersecting elements: 
 
1. An urban fabric, which is to be rehabilitated and preserved. This would include areas 

currently inhabited by local populations and form part of the historic fabric of Ottoman 
Sour. 
 

2. Archaeological zones which need to be delimited. Some are apparent within the residential 
fabric and can become poles of attraction for various activities.  
 

3. Areas, which are to be renovated and upgraded such as the waterfront, and fishermen port.  
 

4. Specific zones or pockets within this area occupied by severely dilapidated structures. These 
can be transformed into small archaeological digs or landscaped public spaces. 
 

5. Individual objects or structures, which are to be preserved according to proposed itineraries 
and importance of structure.  

 
Projects envisioned are outlined in Table I. 
 
In addition two itineraries for the city were proposed: 
 
The first itinerary avoids the inner old city. It focuses on the visit of the archaeological sites, 
the western seafront and the harbor. It starts with the archaeological site in al-Bass, and proceeds 
to the archaeological site south of the island followed by the Crusader cathedral. Given the 
amount of irregular construction, which has taken place between the two sites and the inability of 
the DGA to expropriate this property, current plans by the DGA include the rehabilitation of 
empty lots owned by them along the route. In addition, proposals are currently underway to link 
the two sites to the south of the old city by an underpass beneath the existing road. Exist from the 
second site would be immediately into the old city. Alternatively, the visitor leaves the 
archaeological site and walks around the island along the coast, crosses the old Christian quarter, 
and reaches the harbor. This itinerary is short, it avoids the small lanes of the Old city, and 
focuses on the archaeology and natural environment. 
 
The second itinerary combines the visit of the archaeological sites with part of the old town 
focusing mainly on public buildings, which will eventually be open to the public. After the visit 
of the Crusader Cathedral the visitor enters the old city behind the archaeological zone where the 
cathedral stands, passes in front of the Karaouni and Mamluk houses which overlook the 
excavation area, reaches the Shiite, then the Sunni mosque, visits the 2 khans, al-Rabou and al- 
Ashqar, and moves northwards towards the harbor.  
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3. Institutional Capacity Building: Given the current economic and legislative environment, 
this aspect will to a large degree depend on the form of intervention adopted. 

Project Stakeholders Action Required Location
Rehabilitation of Urban Environment

Upagrading and Renovation of 
existing zones

Municipality, DGA, 
Owners Renovation

Sea 
Promenade, 
Fishermen port

Preservation/Conservation Areas- 
Creation of Pedestrian routes

Municipality, DGA, 
DGU, International 
community

Planning, 
Rehabilitation

Rehabilitation of dilapidated 
structures

Municipality, Property 
owners, residents, DGA

Emergency 
restoration and 
upgrading

See 
Municipality

Consolidation of dilapidated 
structures:Landscaping

Municipality, Local 
NGO's, Local 
Community

Planning, 
Infrastructure

Creation of 
Public spaces, 
archaeological 
sites

Preservation of individual 
structures

Municipality, DGA, 
Owners, MOT Renovation, new uses see DGA 

listings
Improvements to the existing 
circulation network

MPW, Municipality, 
DGU Infrastructure

Upgrading of physical 
infrastructure

MPW, Municipality, 
DGU Infrastructure

sewage,  
paving, 
electricity, 
water

Selected environmental 
improvements:Removal of garbage 
dump in the Muslim quarter

Municipality, Local 
community Planning

Relocation of meat and fish market
Municipality, Meat and 
Fish Vendors, 
Fishermen, ADR, MPW

Relocation From old city-

Landscaping
Municipality, Local 
NGO's, Local 
Community

Identification of needs

Public Squares Municipality, Local 
Community, Owners

Infrastructure, 
Landscaping

Sahat al-
Badawi, al-
Manshiyya

Tourist Facilities MOT, DGA, 
Municipality

Documentation, 
Facilities 
(Information booths, 
public bathrooms)

see below

Construction of community 
facilities

Municipality, Local 
Vendors, , NGO's, 
Community 
Associations

Planning, 
Infrastructure

To be 
determined
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6.6 Impact of Proposed Projects 
 
6.6.1 Positive Project Impact 
 
If implemented these projects will collectively alleviate current conditions through the following 
action programs and projects: 
 
• Improvements to the existing circulation network, including the creation of parking 

structures on the city's periphery. These imply a larger city wide, and regional transportation 
and circulation plan. 
 

• Upgrading of physical infrastructure such as solid waste management, water and sewage 
networks, garbage collection, and electrical connections. The sewage outlet needs to be 
diverted away from the old city. 

 
• Treatment of the waterfront: The fish market and the fisherman “club” would be upgraded. 

Areas for netting and boat building would be incorporated into the overall design of the area. 
Planned façade renovation in cooperation with owners should be encouraged to proceed. 
Building up on an existing trend, incentives for the creation of fish restaurants and other 
related activities within the urban fabric adjacent to the port should be provided. 

 
• Selected environmental improvements, including the relocation of environmentally polluting 

activities such as the fish and meat market that exists within the old city, to an area outside 
the old city. Other activities can be regrouped to facilitate deliveries. The creation of public 
spaces in dilapidated zones will relieve the density of residential neighborhoods. More 
specifically, clear regulations and infrastructural work needs to be undertaken in the existing 
fish market in Sahat al-Manshiye. 

 
• Improvements in the built environment. These programs, which until now have targeted 

specific public edifices, must include the consolidation of dilapidated structures, the 
construction of community facilities such as health clinics, and urban landscaping. 

 
• The creation of thematic tourist circulation routes, tourist information centers and other 

facilities. These would include the rehabilitation of some of the old souks and the restoration 
of monuments. These comprise of the current plans to transform Khan al-Ashqar to a cultural 
center, and the proposed plan to turn Khan al-Rabou into a agro-industrial, spice and other 
“home made” or “organic” food products. Residents also suggested the renovation of al-
Kharab street and other residential quarters as tourist arteries as well as converting the 
Mamluk House into a hotel. Other possibilities included Baroud, Shadda and Talha 
buildings. Proposals were made for using tourist itineraries as a framework for infrastructure 
and architectural rehabilitation work.  
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6.6.2 Negative Project Impact 

Rehabilitation needs are evident and localized. Consequently the most critical problem, 
which could face the rehabilitation of the area is the further marginalization of its current 
inhabitants and their eventual relocation outside the historic quarter. As outlined earlier, 
intervention into the public domain through the rehabilitation of infrastructure, communal spaces 
etc. must be accompanied by the development of the area’s basic economic function; the fishing 
industry and ago-industrial production. A high degree of community participation must be 
insured in the process. At this point in time, ADR, the local NGO most active on the ground in 
the historic city and with the most vulnerable segment of the population may be the best conduit 
to insure this kind of participation. 

 
In addition these proposals will have the following impact on the community and urban 
fabric: 
 
Disturbance of the Historic Fabric during ongoing rehabilitation and infrastructure work. The 
consolidation of dilapidated structures will also transform current urban fabric.  

 
Displacement and Relocation of residents occupying dilapidated structures, or illegally 
inhabiting public or private property, especially in areas adjacent to the existing archaeological 
sites. The inclusion of local communities directly and the involvement of local NGO’s such as 
ADR or al-Baqa in the decision making process will be critical to alleviating the potential side 
effects of this process.  

Threat of urban gentrification and additional population displacement: Even though in the 
short run, and given current rental laws, which prevent the eviction or steep increase in rent, 
population displacement as a direct result of increase in land values that is most likely to 
accompany rehabilitation and renovation of the area, special measures need to put into place to 
prevent future population displacement. These can include tax incentives to property owners, or 
specific measures targeting historic cores in cities, that can be incorporated into the revised rental 
laws of the country. It is important to note than in the absence of a detailed analysis of occupancy 
patterns impossible to determine the potential effects of gentrification, quite critical in this area. 

 
  

  

 


