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Six months after the Beirut blast , much has been 

rebuilt in one of the city’s worst damaged 

neighborhoods, but hope is still in short supply.  

 

Twenty-e ight-year-old Muhannad al -Husayn surveys the per imeter  of  a  

cold and mostly  bare shipping container  in which he,  his  wife  Ruqqaya,  

and his  two-year-old chi ld Omar l ive .  He speaks sober ly about his  

journey and how he came to Beirut ’s  Karantina neigh borhood from 

Syr ia in 2007,  before the c iv i l  war,  in order  to  get a job alongside his  
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brother  at  the port .  He is  counting the years he spent deposit ing wheat 

in the nearby s i los and the dreams he used to harbor,  but none of  that 

seems to matter  now.  

 

“ I  used to l ive  better, ”  he te l ls  me,  his  gaze aff ixed upon his  son,  the 

incessant rumble of  commercial  trucks in tow. “Now,  I ’m just  surviv ing.”  

 

The soon-to-be family of  four  is  not only fac ing an ever -worsening 

economic cr is is  paired with a pandemic that wi l l  surely not be 

overcome this  year in Lebanon, but has to  cope with the aftermath of  a 

traumatiz ing event that wrought havoc on his  entire  nei ghborhood, and 

l i fe .  

 

The chances are high that ,  i f  you do not l ive  in the Middle East ,  you 

have never  heard of  the neighborhood in which Muhannad resides,  

which is  now the s ite  direct ly  adjacent to  one the largest  non -nuclear 

explosions in global  histo ry.  On August 4th 2020,  2 ,750 tons of  

ammonium nitrate stored at  the Beirut port  exploded causing at  least  

204 deaths,  leaving thousands injured,  and an est imated 300,000 

inhabitants  of  the Lebanese capital  homeless.  

 

In Karantina alone,  a  low - income area hemmed in by harbor,  motorway,  

and landfi l l  that spans a mere 0.8  square ki lometres,  357 bui ldings 

were damaged and e ight people lost  their  l ives.  I t ’ s  surviv ing working -

c lass residents now have to contend with many ramif icat ions.  
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Muhannad is  in a part icular ly  vulnerable  posit ion.  His  salary as a 

secur ity  guard has stayed at  125,000 LL a week for  a decade,  even as 

the Lebanese L ira has lost  near ly 80 percent of  i ts  value over  the 

course of  the last  year .  His actual  income ha s thus shrunk to an 

extremely meagre 15 Dol lars  a week.  He had to sel l  his  possessions,  

a lready scant before the blast ,  among them winter  carpets  and c lothes,  

in order  to pay for  the repair ing work on his  family ’s  home. Several  

NGOs,  he says,  ins isted they  would help only to  (purportedly)  disappear  

from the neighborhood. And with the family ’s  hot water  generating 

boi ler  tank destroyed in the blast  and no alternative in s ight ,  they have 

been left  to  fetch water  from nearby fr iends.  

 

“ I  don’ t  think the s i tuation in Karantina wi l l  improve, ”  says his  wife 

Ruqqaya,  one chi ld in her  lap and another  on the way.  “ I t  was only last  

week,  four  months after  the explosion,  that they even began to c lear 

the rubble in front of  our  house.”  

 



While  the immediate parameter  of  the family ’s  house was st i l l  l i t tered 

with detr i tus ,  much has been restored and rebui l t  in the streets  

beyond. Among the local  NGOs involved in the effort  is  Offre  Jo ie  

(French for  “ the joy of  giv ing”) .  This  organisat ion is  rehabi l i tat ing 52 

bui ldings and houses and 39 shops and smal l  businesses in Karantina 

and Mar Mikhael .  Though houses are restored,  the economic and social  

s i tuation remains unchanged,  and is  gett ing worse.  

 

Deriv ing i ts  name from the French “quarantain e”  and i ts  former 

funct ion as an Ottoman-era quarantine bui l t  in the 1830s to prevent the 

spread of  foreign diseases,  Karantina points  to  populat ions of  var ious 

or igins that res ided here in the span of  the last  centur ies.  

 

“ In a way,  Karantina is  a  micr ocosm of  Lebanon as wel l  as the terrain 

where regional  conf l icts  become vis ible , ”  says Diala Lte if ,  a  PhD 

candidate in Urban Planning at  the Univers ity  of  Toronto whose work is  

devoted to the urban history of  Karantina.  
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In the wake of the Armenian Genocide and the Nakba (the 1948 evict ion 

or  f l ight from the terr i tory of  newly - founded Israel ) ,  i t  was a 

dest ination for  Armenians and Palestinians seeking refuge.  Dur ing 

Lebanon’s  15-year c iv i l  war,  i t  became the s i te  of one of  the  war ’s 

deadl iest  massacres.  

 

After  2011,  Karantina has become home to many Syr ian refugees.  And 

on August 4th of  last  year,  i t  was one of  the areas that were hit  f i rst  

and worst  by the Inf i jar  (Arabic  term for  explosion) .  So,  what is  the 

state of  Karant ina now? 

 

One would be hard-pressed to f ind anyone c la iming that Karantina was 

a refuge in the shielding,  safe -harbour-sense of  the word.  Some cal l  i t  

the “misery belt . ”  Others ,  a  “development dest ination” or  an 

“ investment opportunity .”  Currently ,  the urban peninsula is  home to 

693 households,  71 percent of  which are Lebanese.  And caught between 

the dire  economic s i tuation and rapacious real -estate developers who 

think in long-term opportunit ies ,  the neighborhood is  under  threat.  

 

“Karantina has been intentional ly  neglected over  the years to  dr ive the 

people out because of  i ts  strategic  locat ion, ”  says Jennah Haidar ,  an 

architect ,  urban researcher ,  and volunteer  who works at  Publ ic  Works,  a  

research and design studio.  

 

Karantina ’s  proximity to  the port  means i t  is  in many ways economical ly  

attached to the c i ty ’s  most v igorous industr ia l  infrastructure.  This  is  

one of  the pr inc ipal  reasons that i ts  res idents init ia l ly  f locked to i t  and 

continue to do so.  After  the government bui l t  a  wal l  around i t  th ough,  

sometime around the mid-20th century,  Karantina began i ts  s low 

demise.  

 



“The landlords have no incentive to  renovate their  own houses because 

they prefer  the big companies to pay them a lot  of  money when they 

want to  buy out the area to,  for  insta nce,  create another high-r ise  

seafront space.  

 

In a recent spatia l  analys is  chart ing the status of  Beirut ’s  damage 

recovery,  R ice Univers ity ’s  Center  for  Research Computing der ived data 

provided by Beirut Forward Emergency Room (a conglomerate of  

entit ies  focused on restorat ion and rehabi l i tat ion)  indicat ing that out of  

Karantina's  357 damaged bui ldings,  155 are undergoing repairs .  So 

whi le  much work remains to  be done,  a  substantial  transformation to a 

more l iveable  space seems out of  reach.  Karantina ’s  inhabitants  don’ t  

have their  hopes up high.  
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40-year  o ld Firas Allau is  one of  these inhabitants.  Born in Baalbek in 

Lebanon’s  Beqaa val ley,  he has been working in the port ’s  secur ity  

sector  and l iv ing on Karantina ’s  edge  for  near ly two decades.  



“The area has been bui l t  on no foundation, ”  he says referr ing to years 

of  governmental  neglect  whi le  pour ing cups of  Nescafé for  the truck 

dr ivers  in his  open air  home-cum-work-outpost made of  corrugated 

metal  sheets  and tarp.  Though his  wife  and two sons l ive in a home in 

the West Beirut neighborhood of  Khalde,  a  gruel ing schedule renders i t  

impossible  for  him to jo in them,  save for  those few hours he ’s  able to  

steal  between shifts .  

 

“There is  no future here in Karantina, ”  h e says,  gr imacing.  “But what 

can I  do? We have many expenses and there is  no t ime to look for other  

work.”  

 

This  is  a  common refrain amongst the inhabitants.  F iras ,  for  instance,  

te l ls  me that i f  he could expand his  imagination,  he would go to the 

mountains and work in the f ie ld.  But so much of  what he knows,  at  this  

point ,  remains within the micro -society that is  Karantina.  Imagination,  

as  wel l ,  is  an increasingly chal lenging (and cost ly)  faculty to  access in 

the midst of  such socio -pol i t ical  turmoil .  

 

“ Imagining the future is a  luxury, ”  says urban histor ian Diala Lte if .  “ I t ’ s  

a  luxury you can afford when you  have pr iv i lege.  But when you come 

from a history of  displacement,  of  marginal izat ion,  of  c lear  outr ight 

structural  systematic  dispossession against  you,  i t  is  very dif f icult  to  do 

so.”  

 

Diff icult ,  but not impossible .  The inhabitants  of  Karantina st i l l  have 

dreams. But theirs  are ones that ar ise  from need rather  than whimsy.  

 

When I  ask Muhannad about the future of Karantina,  of  the state ,  of  his  

family ,  he responds in no uncertain terms.  “ I  don’ t  want to  stay here to 

see i t , ”  he says,  f inger ing at  th e makeshift  heating device he made with 



electr ic  coi ls  and cables.  “ I ’m focused sole ly on emigrat ing.  Anywhere 

out of  the Middle East.  I t  doesn’ t  matter .  I  don’ t  know how I ’ l l  do i t ,  but 

God wi l l ing,  I  wi l l . ”  
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