
Title of Project: Fostering youth-led environmental recuperation in Beirut 
Country of project implementation: Lebanon 
Sponsoring College: International Students House, London 
Designated Project Leader: Mustafa Almi’ani (Email: ad18malm@uwcad.it, Home country: Jordan, 
University: University College London, UWC attended: UWC Adriatic (2018-2020)) 
 

Section I: Narrative 

My project aimed to take direct restorative environmental action through community engagement in 
Beirut, Lebanon. We planned to plant an urban forest in an effort to have a beneficial ecological 
impact and raise environmental awareness among the youth, as well as reclaiming public space in 
a part of the city. This project was of deep interest to me, as I also used this opportunity to conduct 
anthropological research on the socio-ecological circumstances in Beirut and interviewed various 
academics and activists whose work was prevalent in this area. I was awarded an undergraduate 
research scholarship (Laidlaw leadership scholarship) from my university and used the funds given 
to me to cover some parts of the project expenses such as food, internet, transport, and emergency 
healthcare costs. As such, I was able to dedicate the Davis funding efficiently to the direct project 
expenses. 

The idea of the project came about after following the situation in Lebanon in the wake of the 2020 
port explosion. Having read the UN report which detailed the environmental crisis facing Lebanon in 
the coming years, I decided that I would try to take direct action and a Davis Project for Peace grant 
seemed like a great tool to do so. Through connections with activists from the United World College 
movement alumni, I managed to get in touch with an environmental architecture consultancy that 
conducts community projects through planting urban forests. I reached out to Adib Dada, the leader 
of the organization, and was inspired by his work and activism in Lebanon. His organization 
primarily works on urban forest initiatives, which act as an environmental buffer against air 
pollution, urban flooding and restore the balance of ecosystems. All these ecological issues are 
strongly relevant to the situation in Lebanon, due to the infamous corruption of the government 
amidst rising austerity and a rapidly failing economy - which in turn accelerate life-threatening 
environmental conditions in light of the political upheaval the country is going through. 

We chose a public park as our host site, which was located in Basta, Beirut. This was previously an 
unmaintained park, and as there were a couple of NGOs working on the site which we collaborated 
with. These are Catalytic Action and Himaya, who were working on site to develop a safe space for 
kids to play in by installing a playground in the area. Working on the site felt very nurturing, as we 
were enhancing it and reclaiming it for the benefit of the local community. 

During the planning phase of the project, there were some daunting challenges. Primarily, these 
were linked to the escalating political instability around the time the project was taking place. The 
prime minister Hariri had just resigned in the middle of escalating political pressures and a dark 
period for the Lebanese people: the local currency had crashed and as a result millions are living 
under very harsh conditions. I was quite worried prior to arriving about the recurring electricity cuts 
and the potential of a rising civil war that was being widely speculated about in the media. 

However, I was reassured and inspired by Dada’s willingness to conduct the project with his team 
despite the political tensions. After arriving in Lebanon for the first time, things were going well 
despite some setbacks like electricity instability and adapting to a new environment in a short period 
of time. In addition, there was a difficult period in which I considered leaving Lebanon when I had a 
severe throat infection that needed immediate treatment with antibiotics that were not available in 
local pharmacies due to medicine cuts. This was obviously complicated considering the Covid 
pandemic circumstances, but I eventually managed to get some from one of Dada’s connections 
and the situation was resolved. 
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We had decided to initiate the project events exactly a year after the port explosion on August 4th 
2020, and in this way we commemorated the lives of the blast victims. Although we were planning to 
conduct workshops separate from our work on the site, we decided to focus our effort on events at the 
main site as our budget did not allow for external events (as bank transactions cut an unexpected 
portion of the fund that we did not budget for), and the situation regarding Covid was uncertain 
especially with regards to carrying out an event in a closed space. 

My perspective of peace in this project framework was enabling people to take direct action to 
address the environmental challenges in their own local community, as well as creating a small space 
where people can experience harmony with nature. This was beautifully executed as we invited some 
of the families of the explosion victims, and we wrote all the names of the victims on biodegradable 
pieces of paper and planted them with the trees. In addition, we collaborated with the local NGOs 
such as Catalytic Action that were coordinating the site for us with the municipality of Beirut and the 
contractor of the site, which was quite complicated due to the bureaucratic nature of this process. 
Additionally, our partner Himaya will use the site to host activities and workshops with children once 
the playground constructions are finished. 

As such, our project contributed to having a community space where people commemorated the lives 
of their loved ones whilst impacting the environment in a positive manner. In the long term, the trees 
planted would be taken care of by the local community and therefore sustain a very positive socio- 
ecological impact for them. Dada’s forest technique, the Miyawaki method, is promising as it has 
greater environmental benefits than conventional forestry, sustaining a denser and more biodiverse 
forest. This initiative changed my perspective of the world in a unique way. Throughout my stay in 
Lebanon, I was continuously surprised by how generous and friendly people were. This manifested so 
clearly in the project, where people came together to commemorate their loved ones and plant the 
forest, and it was a very emotional thing to witness. I learned much more about the people there by 
talking to them while working on this initiative, and this profound element of the project taught me to 
always hesitate before making judgements about people based on the media discourse. Having 
experienced directly the effects of healthcare cuts, I was able to develop a deep sense of empathy 
and understanding of the circumstances people go through. I also gained organisational skills for 
environmental interventions which are very practically useful in the future. 

Personal statement 

This environmental initiative helped me understand how to tackle large scale issues with direct, small 
community actions that make a tangible difference. As climate change crises looms on our vital living 
systems, separating nature and culture is no longer an option we can afford. This project successfully 
engaged people to approach ecological issues in Beirut while commemorating the tragedy of the 
devastating blast, cultivating peace in its most essential form. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section II: Photographs 
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