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FATEN KIKANO

Informal Settlements
as Social Places of Life
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Informal encampments constitute a fast and cheap
sheltering solution for refugees. Due to their tempo-
rary nature, few studies aim at exploring these spac-
es and understanding the dynamics of their evolu-
tion. Yet, what starts as transitional and temporary
often morphs into a place of social production and
identity formation with its own set of interactions,
tensions, and power structures. This article aims at
understanding Informal Tented Settlements (ITSs)
as places of life with a defined hierarchy and organi-
zational systems. It also seeks to analyse the roles of
various stakeholders in the emergence and evolution
of these settlements.

Following the Syrian crisis, more than one mil-
lion people found refuge in Lebanon. The Lebanese
Government (LG) adopted a non-encampment pol-
icy, which made it necessary for refugees to adopt
different sheltering and housing solutions!. Almost

18% of refugees live in Informal Tented Settlements
(ITSs) located mainly in the North and in the Beka’a
governorates, two regions close to the Syrian border.
The regions are characterized by large agricultural
plots where thousands of Syrian temporary labour-
ers used to work and live in tented settlements prior
to the war. Since 2011, these seasonal workers have
become residents and host family members and
friends who fled the war in Syria, and tents prolif-
erated, drastically changing the landscape in areas
with high refugee density.

If we compare them to ‘invisible’ urban settlers
(like some refugees living in Nabaa hidden behind
shops), refugees in ITSs are less vulnerable due to
their visibility, as they can easily receive aid and pro-
tection. However, in some cases, especially in small
and isolated ITSs, settlements’ visibility stigmatizes
refugees and exposes them to discrimination and vio-
lence, owing to the widespread perception that these
environments are places of extreme poverty, insalu-
brity, and crime?. Built along the roads in rural are-
as, ITSs are roughly identical to each other. Shelters
appear on the outside as a series of heterogeneous
temporary constructions, formed with heaps of pan-
els, tarpaulins, and other recovered materials cover-
ing erratically precarious wood or metal structures.
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White latrines marked by the UNHCR logo are either
located near individual shelters or integrated by ref-
ugees inside tents. Scarce plants grow sporadically
in plastic containers and pots. Electrical cables hang
between makeshift wood posts, creating a scattered
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canopy. A thorough study of these 7-years-old settle-
ments however shows that they now vary from one
to another, as do shelters within each settlement on
economic and social levels, and from an architectural
and an urban perspective. Many variables, including

Waste containers provided
by the municipality
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seeks to analyse the role of different stakeholders in

al systems and creative coping mechanisms®. It also
the organization of these places and the dynamics of

their evolution.

Dwellers
these disparities®* This article aims at understand-

ing ITSs as places of life where refugee communities

the power of different stakeholders over space cause
form a defined hierarchy, and develop organization-
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Stakeholders

Municipalities

Due to the absence of a clear LG policy at the outset
of the crisis, management of the refugee situation
was delegated to municipalities. Policies adopted
by municipalities vary from totally exclusionary in
some areas — a complete refusal to host refugees - to
permissive and welcoming in others. This is due to
many factors including: the need for low-wage work-
ers or lack thereof; the cultural and religious fabric
of residents; the instrumentalization of refugees to
attract development projects financed and imple-
mented by NGOs; the ambition of realising specific
political agendas; the complacency of municipalities
with residents who benefit from renting agricultural
land or other accommodations to settle refugees; poor
logistics or weak governance within municipalities;
and others. Dissimilarities in policies are causing the
ghettoization of Syrian communities in some regions
and, as a result, giving rise to a feeling of expropri-
ation within host communities. In such contexts,
the level of unemployment amongst refugees and
amongst vulnerable Lebanese has increased consid-
erably because most refugees don’t enjoy a legal status
and their freedom of movement is limited, thereby
constraining them to seek livelihood opportunities
close at hand to their living quarters.
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Landowners

Refugees’ occupation of their settlements is often
based on informal and precarious rental agreements
with Lebanese landowners®. Interviews conducted
with local authorities and refugees show that rents
can become exploitative, especially when, in order to
exert greater control on refugees’ location, munici-
palities forbid them from moving their settlements
from a specific lot. In some cases, proximity of ITSs
to villages generates fear amongst local communities,
who request their eviction. This may occur as munic-
ipalities have the legal authority to impose removal or
displacement of ITSs” although they seldom do so in
order to avoid tensions with landowners who obtain
far greater benefits from renting the land than from
agricultural production.

MoSA, UNHCR and NGOs

The LG entrusted management of the crisis to the
Ministry of Social Affairs (MoSA). Due to restric-
tive rules imposed by the MoSA aiming to prevent
permanency in ISs, the UNHCR and other NGOs
including UN-Habitat are only allowed to ensure
the maintenance of shelters. Consequently, actions
on shelters, such as waterproofing or the reinforce-
ment of structures are not durable and have to be
repeated yearly, costing important sums of money at
a time when aid is dramatically decreasing. More-
over, MoSA’s prohibition of building new shelters
despite the occasional increase in the number of
refugees (newly born children, new arrivals of ref-
ugees or their displacement from one settlement to
another) is causing overcrowding and lack of privacy
amongst refugees.
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The shaweesh

The shaweesh is the camp manager who protects and
simultaneously exploits and controls. He is usually
Syrian himself with legal documentation, which al-
lows him freedom of movement and affords him the
possibility of dealing with Lebanese authorities in
matters regarding the settlement. He arranges em-
ployment deals with land managers and often benefits
from 40% of workers’ wages, which explains why he
favours renting shelters to families with numerous
young and healthy members who can potentially work
and thus constitute a source of income for him.

He also settles the agreement concerning the
land rental with the landowner and subleases to each
household - sometimes reaping a profit to himself
- parcels of the land required for the occupation of
each shelter.

What the interior space reveals

After 7 years of life in ITSs, a social hierarchy among
inhabitants is clearly expressed by the specificities of
each habitation: the dimensions of the shelter, space
layout, and interior design. The shaweesh and his
close relatives usually live in the largest and most
comfortable shelters. In such shelters, the space is
compartmented according to the number of family
members and to functional requirements. Despite the
MoSA and municipalities’ ban for any permanent el-
ements, in most shelters, the floor is a concrete slab
covered with a patchwork of tiles or carpets. There
are makeshift kitchens, home appliances, and basic
furniture such as mattresses, shelves, and in ‘richer’
settlements, second-hand beds, sofas, and closets.
Colourful fabric usually covers the structure on the
inside, with draperies, thin cords, and tassels. Wood
panels distributed by NGOs are used for partitions
and doors, sometimes sculpted in the shape of arch-
es. The most precarious shelters are occupied by old
people or female heads of households. They are sin-
gle-spaced habitations with mud floors and enjoy very
little of the commodities described above.

Little attention is paid to the cleanliness of out-
door areas. However, hygiene is a very important as-
pect in the life of the refugees inside their habitations:
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every day, women fold carpets and mattresses, roll the
fabric covering the walls to raise it from the floor level,
and clean the floor with water. Women often compete
to display the highest level of cleanliness, creativity
of shelter design, and winter food reserve (mouneh).
The tidiest shelters are usually those of women who
stay at home and do not work in the fields. The place
of origin and the way of life pre-displacement is also
a factor affecting interior space arrangements.

In big settlements, one of the largest tents is a ma-
jlis where honourable guests are hosted and special
occasions such as weddings, funerals, and religious
feasts take place. The interior walls and ceiling are
covered with appealing fabric, carpets lay on the floor,
and mattresses are arranged against the walls in a
U-shape. In the centre of this space is a stove with
traditional accessories for coffee ceremonial, a testi-
monial to Syrian hospitality.

Observing the interior space of shelters uncovers
noticeable class differences. However, on the outside,
shelters commonly reflect the same precarious ap-
pearance making some question whether this is the
reproduction of a cultural architectural feature, tra-
ditional Islamic houses being almost similar on the
outside, hidden behind discrete walls and, on the in-
side, revealing the social class and life style of their
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inhabitants, or simply the only way shelters can be
built given the limitation of available materials.

Space appropriation and
power Over space

Given the flexibility of the structure of shelters, refu-
gees are often able to transform them and adapt them
to their needs. Appropriating their space represents
an act of resilience: with very limited means, refu-
gees transform shelters into “homes”. Space manage-
ment and cultural and personal markings are condi-
tionned by many factors including the availability of
land, households’ financial situation, the power-based
relation of refugees with local authorities and the
shaweesh, the level of humanitarian assistance, the
duration of stay, and the place of origin.

In specific cases, although refugees could afford
renting apartments or rooms, they prefer living in
ITSs with members of their community. In fact, many
of the respondents I interviewed declared that despite
the instability and the precariousness that character-

ize these structures, living in ITSs gives them a sense
of freedom and power over their living space, some-
thing they wouldn’t enjoy if they were scattered in
different locations in urban areas where they would
be restrained due to proximity and tensions with host
communities and to the control and regulations im-
posed by local authorities.

! Turner, L. 2015. Explaining the (non-)encampment of Syrian
refugees: security, class and the labour market in Lebanon and Jor-
dan, Mediterranean Politics, 20(3), 386-404

2 Agier, M. 2011. From refuge the Ghetto is born: Contemporary
figures of Heterotopias, The Ghetto-Contemporary Global Issues
and Controversies, 265.

3 Lefebvre, H. 1972. Le droit & la ville, Editions anthropos.
*Ripoll, F., & Veschambre, V. 2005. Lappropriation de lespace:
sur la dimension spatiale des inégalités sociales et des rapports de
‘pouvoir, Presses Universitaires de Rennes.

® Ramadan, A. 2013. Spatialising the refugee camp, Transactions
of the Institute of British Geographers, 38(1), 65-77

6 Janmyr, M. 2016. Precarity in Exile: The Legal Status of Syrian
Refugees in Lebanon, Refugee Survey Quarterly, 35(4), 58-78

7 Norwegian Refugee Council. 2014. The consequences of limited
legal status for Syrian refugees in Lebanon, NRC Lebanon field
assessment part two: North, Bekaa and South.
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