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Jarahieh School
Al-Marj, Lebanon

I. Introduction

 The school is located in the Jarahieh Informal Tented Settlement, established for Syrian refugees in 2013 
on the outskirts of Al Marj, a small town in the central Beqaa valley of Lebanon. The facility is the result 
of cooperation between CatalyticAction, a UK-based architectural charity, and Jusoor, a Syrian NGO that 
provides non-formal education to out-of-school Syrian children. The partners were successful in organising 
the transport to Lebanon and repurposing the Save the Children pavilion from the 2015 Milan Expo. 
Completed with local materials and limited resources, the reused structure provides 320 children with safe 
and welcoming spaces in six small, colourful buildings organised around one open courtyard. The solid 
and comfortable environment stands in stark contrast with the provisionality of the settlement where the 
children and their families have been living since the beginning of the Syrian war.

II. Contextual information

A. Brief historical background

 Al Marj (a name which in Arabic means “meadows”) is a small city in the central Beqaa valley of Lebanon, 
just 1 kilometre south of where the Beirut–Damascus highway passes through the main town of Bar Elias. 
The original settlement dates to the 15th century, but real urbanisation is very recent, dating only to the 
last 70 years. Major changes have taken place after the beginning of the Syrian Civil War (15 March 2011 
to date) and the consequent influx of Syrian – and in some cases Palestinian – refugees. According to 
the UNHCR Lebanon Inter-Agency Coordination sector, Bar Elias – which currently has an estimated 
population of 100,000 inhabitants, a third of whom are refugees – is one of the most vulnerable localities 
in Lebanon. This is due to the high presence of Syrians and the general lack of access to basic needs and 
livelihood opportunities. The social and economic transformation derived from the refugee economy and 
the instability of the border area have radically changed both the physical and productive landscape of the 
region.

B. Local architectural character, including prevalent forms and materials

 The Beqaa valley is Lebanon’s most important farming region and Al Marj is at the centre of a predominantly 
agricultural area. The most prevalent building material is stone, locally sourced. The architectural character 
is disparate. The landscape of the informal tented settlement (ITS) for refugees that has appeared in the last 
eight years, as a result of the Lebanese government’s decision not to allow for the construction of camps, is 
in stark contrast to the reinforced-concrete structures inhabited by the local population. The binary opposite 
conditions of Lebanese and Syrians are made clearly visible, and this has become a unique feature of the 
rapidly urbanising valley. 

C. Climatic conditions

 The valley has a harsh Mediterranean climate of wet, often snowy winters and dry, hot summers. The 
average rainfall is around 680 millimetres per year, with the precipitation occurring between December and 
March at a rate of roughly 150 millimetres per month. January 2019 has been exceptionally rainy with a 
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total of over 400 millimetres of snow and rainfall. Average temperatures range from a low of 2°C in January 
to a high of 34°C in August. 

D. Immediate surroundings of the site, including architectural character, access, landscaping, etc.

 The Jarahieh settlement where the school is located was established by UNHCR in 2013, on the eastern 
edge of Al Marj. The total settlement currently comprises around 300 tents, over a surface of roughly 30,000 
square metres. The southern edge of the site is demarcated by a paved access road, coming from the town 
centre to the west, flanked by a long concrete wall towards the fields to the south. A first educational facility 
was set up by the Jusoor NGO in 2013 in two tarpaulin tents on a 422-square-metre plot, leased, with the 
assistance of Sawa for Development & Aid, from a Lebanese family living nearby. The refugees live in 
semi-formal conditions, makeshift tents assembled in different materials, predominantly wood, tarpaulin 
and metal sheets. Sanitation is not connected to the sewerage system, and consists of single pit latrines. The 
alleys are unpaved, and have no storm water management system. Refuse appears abundant, whilst there is 
no vegetation. Sparse electrical poles mean that connection to the grid is unreliable.

E Topography of the project site

 Al Marj is located in the central flat portion of the valley. The entire Jarahieh settlement and its surroundings 
are on horizontal ground predominantly composed of laterite soil, at approximately 900 metres above sea 
level.

III. Programme

A. History of the inception of the project; how the project was initiated
B. How were the architects and specialists chosen?

 (Because of the particular nature of this project I’m responding to both points with one answer)

 Jusoor (a word that in Arabic means “bridges”) is a US 501(c)3 NGO of Syrian expatriates supporting the 
country’s development and helping Syrian youth realise their potential through programmes in the fields 
of education, career development and global community engagement. Initially established in Syria, with 
the idea of raising money for scholarships for Syrians to study abroad, after the beginning of the Civil 
War in March 2011 it came to the realisation that in its home country it no longer had as many recipients 
of scholarships as intended. This led to a shift in its approach, and to the decision to assist Syrian students 
in Lebanon. Indeed, at the time the Lebanese Ministry of Education had not yet opened the doors for 
Syrian children in public schools and this had created a huge need for almost any form of educational 
infrastructure and support. In September 2012 Jusoor started a school in Beirut, as an activity centre. A 
van would pick children off the street and bring them to school, but it was soon clear that this was not 
enough. In February 2013 the decision was taken to start a school at the Jarahieh settlement. In April 2014 
it started another school in the western Beqaa valley. Over time the situation of Syrian children changed, as 
Lebanese schools opened afternoon shifts for Syrians. This allowed the work to focus on the curriculum. 
With its programme Jusoor provides non-formal education to out-of-school Syrian children to familiarise 
them with the Lebanese curriculum and allow them to learn enough English to be able to be placed in the 
appropriate grade in Lebanese schools. Using trained Syrian teachers, a sequenced language programme 
and child-centred learning methods, Jusoor is currently able to educate nearly 1,300 students a year in its 
three educational centres – two in the Beqaa and one in Beirut. 
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 CatalyticAction, a UK-based charity “that works to empower communities through strategic and innovative 
spatial interventions”, has been conducting work in the area since 2015. Their first project, in collaboration 
with Jusoor, was the design and build of the Ibtasem playground for a refugee school in Bar Elias. This was 
one of the different “Ghata” school structures developed by the American University in Beirut, nominated 
for the AKAA in 2013. The success of the cooperation led CatalyticAction and Jusoor into discussions on 
how to work together at Jarahieh School.

 Jusoor had initially secured 10,000 USD for the provision of a playground in the tented school. CatalyticAction 
suggested however that the budget be dedicated to improvement of the physical infrastructure of the 
classrooms. A serendipitous coincidence which was instrumental in the development of the project was 
a casual contact with the Italian branch of the international NGO Save the Children. This association 
had commissioned and built a pavilion for the 2015 International Expo in Milan, and was looking for an 
opportunity to reuse the structure. An agreement was struck to organise the dismantling, packaging and 
shipment of the pavilion structure from Italy to Lebanon, so as to provide the material elements to support 
the construction of a new school in Jarahieh. 

 This project was possible through the collaboration with different stakeholders: Jusoor NGO running the 
educational programme, Save the Children Italy donating the pavilion material, Sawa for Development & Aid 
for local support, ARUP providing engineering pro bono consultancy, Argot ou La Maison Mobile providing 
technical assistance on the Expo pavilion design, the community members of the Jarahieh Settlement and 
Lebanese members participating in the project, and CatalyticAction designing and implementing the school 
project with the support of local and international volunteers.

C. General programme objectives

 As Suha Tutunji, Academic Director of Jusoor puts it, the main objective is to open “the door for Syrian 
refugee children to a comprehensive remedial education, which will then enable them to successfully enrol 
in public schools in Lebanon; otherwise they will be on the streets”.

 Since 2013 the school had been operating in two big tents. These were divided into six classrooms, which 
served KG1 to grade 3 (5–14 years of age). With the upgrade of the school, the facility now serves children 
between 3 and 13, from ECD to grade 1. Remedial help is provided for children struggling to make up for the 
years of school they have missed, and all teachers have been specifically taught how to deal with childhood 
trauma and unsocial behaviours. Being refugees themselves, the teachers are able to understand what the 
children are experiencing and do their best to provide a warm, welcoming and predictable environment in 
an otherwise haphazard and sometimes hostile world. 

D. Functional requirements (i.e. architect’s brief)

 The brief was to maximise the use of the available six pavilions transported from Milan, and provide:
– six classrooms
– a teacher’s room
– an administration office
– storage rooms
– room for a custodian
– sanitation facilities: 1 for girls, 1 for boys, 1 for adults, and 2 sinks
– courtyard.
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IV. Description

A. Building data: volumetry, massing, number of units, surface in square metres, etc.

 The overall site is 422 square metres, and the actual footprint of the school is 284 square metres. Past the 
entrance gate, a main alley leads to a 116-square-metre central courtyard, around which six pavilions are 
organised in a pinwheel configuration. The relatively small buildings range in size from 100 to 25 square 
metres, and accommodate six classrooms – four of 25 square metres, and two larger ones at 32 and 40 
square metres – a principal’s office, a teacher’s room, two storage rooms, a janitor’s office and three toilets. 
All the outdoor spaces are paved in gravel and offer timber benches to sit on. The slanting metal-clad walls 
run up to a 4-metre-high horizontal gutter eave, and from there up the roof structure begins. The horizontal 
zenithal skylights cap the roof at 5.4 metres above ground level. 

B. Evolution of design concepts, including

1. Response to physical constraints – siting, climate, plot ratios, etc.

 There are two physical constraints to which the design responds. First, there is the limit given by the 
structures intended to be reused. The original Expo pavilion was characterised by the absence of any 
partition walls, and featured an open plan of free-standing columns supporting six roofs. Since these were 
almost identically reused, they ended up dictating the geometry of the school’s classrooms. Second, there is 
the limited footprint of the available plot, a rectangle of 22 by 18 metres, located at the intersection of the 
main tarmac access road to the south and a north-westerly unpaved road leading inside the settlement. From 
the onset the architect’s idea was to maximise the footprint of the school, by pushing all the buildings to de 
facto become external boundary walls, in order to create a safe protected playing and gathering space at the 
centre of the site. In conjunction with this idea came the decision to move the access to the school compound 
from the street front to the side, in order to offer more protection and safety to the children being dropped 
off.

2. Response to user requirements, spatial organisation

 The overall layout of the school was designed and implemented through participatory design practices, 
which engaged the community members and various stakeholders, inviting them to become part of the 
process. Through a series of workshops, both prior to the arrival of the shipping containers with the 
building components, and once the materials were on site, input was sought on the different elements. This 
allowed for the needs and desires of the beneficiaries and stakeholders to be taken on board, as is visible 
in the customisation of the elevations, the arrangement of the classrooms, and the location of the various 
programmatic components.

 The design brought key functional improvements to the running of the school operations. These can be 
summarised as:

– the integration of the perimeter fencing with the building envelope itself, to maximise safety;
– the provision of well-lit, and thermally comfortable, rooms;
– the provision of rodent-free spaces;
– the provision of additional storage spaces in between classrooms;
– the connection of bathrooms and sinks to the sewerage system;
– the provision of drinking water in storage and distribution tanks.



5

 The inclusive design process engaged not only with the Syrian children, teachers and family members 
but also with the Lebanese host community members, in order to coproduce a design that would enhance 
learning conditions and cultivate community cohesion.

3. Purely formal aspects – massing, articulation of façades, decorative features, use of traditional motifs, etc.

 Already from the outside the massing of the blocks appears solid, compact and hermetically sealed. The 
characterising feature of the small buildings is the truncated pyramidal geometry of the various roof structures, 
with their coloured corrugated metal cladding and horizontal zenithal skylight windows emerging from the 
context of the informal tented settlement. The metal cladding comes down all the way to the ground, taking 
on a slight slant off the vertical in order to provide a splash apron protection. A few small aluminium-framed 
windows punctuate both the exterior and interior elevations, and at times incorporate the chimney outlet for 
the internal heating stoves. On a number of façades, climbing hold elements and child-friendly decorations 
have been added, both by the architects and later by the school users themselves. 

4. Landscaping

 In stark contrast with the unpaved muddy and dirty alleys of the settlement, the school’s outside paving is 
covered in fine gravel, with a storm water management system that leads the water runoff to existing soak 
pits. Some of the original structure’s timber beams have been repurposed as outside benches, which line the 
central courtyard.

C. Structure, materials, technology

1. Structural systems, in restoration projects, structural interventions

 The load-bearing structure is made of a post-and-beam frame in cross-laminated timber elements, resting 
on a cast-in-situ reinforced-concrete slab. Specific designs for steel plate shear connectors and sole plates, 
together with lateral bracing, were provided and dimensioned to resist seismic load, thus making the school 
the only earthquake-resistant structure in the settlement.

2. Materials

 Structural members: Timber framing and OSB panels.

 Infill materials: Locally sourced treated sheep wool for insulation in both wall and ceiling, and damp-proof 
membranes.

 Renderings and finishes:  The OSB panels lining the main structure are clad with corrugated metal sheets on 
the outside and left visible on the inside.

3. Construction technology

 The basic load-bearing system is a frame with infill. With the exception of the foundation slab, which is in 
reinforced concrete cast in situ, all the rest is a dry assembly, requiring power tools and limited skill sets.
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4. Building services, site utilities

 The site, unlike the rest of the settlement, has electrical, water and sewerage connections to the municipal 
grids. The rooms had originally been planned to be heated with electrical stoves, but the school decided to 
replace them with mazut fireplaces, which led to the installation of the chimney pipes through purpose-made 
holes in the windowpanes. Every room also has a fan. 

D. Origin of

 (Given the particular history of the project the answers to these questions are not always complete.
 On the one hand one has to consider the various sources of the “original” pavilion for the 2015 Milan Expo, 

for which only limited information was available. This was designed by different architects, and built with 
all the technology available in a developed context. On the other there is the added component of material, 
technology and labour, which allowed the transformation and reuse of the initial structure.)

1.  Technology
2.  Materials

 (Responding to both points together) 

 What was not shipped from Italy was sourced and/or fabricated directly on site? 

3. Labour force

 During the construction on site in Al Marj the construction team comprised Syrian labourers from the 
settlement, local Lebanese artisans and international volunteers. Health and Safety was ensured by 
CatalyticAction. 

 
4. Professionals

Architects:  • CatalyticAction
      Riccardo Luca Conti, co-founder & Director
      Joana Dabaj, co-founder & Principal Coordinator
      Ronan Glynn, H&S Supervisor
      Maria Javaloyes, Intern Consultant
      Elena Brunete, Intern Consultant
 
Contractors:  • There was no main contractor. Specific works, such as concrete, steel and windows,  

     were locally procured. 

Consultants;  • ARUP International Development (UK Office)
      Sachin Bhoite, Associate

Others:   • Argot ou la Maison Mobile
       Luca Astorri, Partner, provided assistance in sharing the drawings of the Expo pavilion  

      and remotely supporting through the unpacking of the containers.
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      • Jusoor
       Suha Tutunji, Director of the Refugee Education Programme
       Maya Alkateb, Director 
       Sara, Jarahieh School principal

      • Save the Children Italia
       Claudio Gatti facilitated the process of dismantling of the pavilion and its delivery to  

      Lebanon.

      • Sawa for Development & Aid
       Partners in the project to secure the land rental contract. 
       Rouba Mhaissen, Director
       Mishaal Hammoud, Field Officer

V. Construction schedule and costs

A. History of project design and implementation, with dates

 May – October 2015:      Expo Milan
 December 2015:       commission
 February – June 2016:    design
 December 2015 – May 2016:   Expo Pavilion dismantling
 June 2016:        shipping
 June – November 2016:     construction
 September 2016:       school opening

B.	 Total	costs	and	main	sources	of	financing

 As per the descriptions of the materials above, the available costs only refer to the works carried out. No 
detailed information is available on the initial cost of the pavilion for the Milan Expo, but only its declared 
customs value, and the cost of shipping. 

 Value of the materials sent from Milan (as declared to Customs)   68,300 USD
 Project activities (building materials, local labour, etc.)    49,100 USD
 Personnel support expenses (fuel, rent, CA fee, etc.)      8,300 USD
 Shipment Milan–Beirut             4,400 USD

 Main Sources of financing
 Jusoor as client contributed 60% of the actual costs in Lebanon, whereas the rest was fundraised
 Jusoor                 35,000 USD
 CatalyticAction              17,400 USD
 Sawa for Development & Aid            5,000 USD
 Save the Children Italy              4,400 USD

C. Comparative costs (if relevant)

 Not applicable.
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D. Qualitative analysis of costs (per square metre, per unit, etc.)

 The architects indicate the cost per square metre as 145 USD. However, this does not include the value of 
the original material. It is hence not possible to express a qualitative judgement of it. 

E. Maintenance costs (heating, cooling, etc.)

 The yearly utilities costs total 3,000 USD. 

 These comprise the purchase of mazut for heating during the four winter months, the cost of electricity 
(which at times is also stolen), and the purchase of drinking water. 

F. Ongoing costs and “life performance” of building, in terms of materials, maintenance, etc.

 The yearly rent of the land is currently 1,400 USD. Other costs are covered once funding is available. 

VI. Technical assessment

A. Functional assessment (use)

 On the occasion of the site visit the school was completely operational. All six classrooms were occupied, 
providing double shifts for students. The morning one (8 a.m. – 11.20 a.m.) is open to children of the 
Jarahieh settlement, whereas the afternoon one (11.40 a.m. – 3 p.m.) caters for children transported by bus 
from seven different informal tented settlements in the area. A total complement of 12 full-time staff was 
on site. This includes 12 teachers, two for each ECD level (total of four), two dedicated English teachers, 
one teacher for each of the four primary levels, plus one principal and one vice-principal. All persons 
interviewed were extremely pleased with the facility. 

 Being the only safe space in, and of, the community, the school is currently used out of teaching hours 
for ancillary programmes. NGOs run different programmes such as yoga classes, parental education and a 
mobile clinic. The construction of a kitchen was not possible within the initial phase, and only a snack bar 
is provided on site. Teachers use a staffroom where the addition of a sink is being planned, to make it more 
comfortable to use as a small galley.

B. Climatic performance, lighting, natural and/or mechanical ventilation, sun control, insect control, 
acoustics, orientation, etc., description of systems developed and utilised

 The main qualitative aspect of the school classrooms is the provision of natural light and quality thermal 
and acoustic insulation. The zenithal skylights are very successful with the exception of the winter months, 
when they are not enough to provide adequate natural light. Hence electrical fluorescent tubes are kept on 
at all times, also because the windows are partly obscured in conjunction with the decision by the school to 
install mazut stoves for heating. The insulation of the walls and ceilings is quite effective in its ingenious use 
of locally sourced sheep wool. This both protects children from the intense summer heat and severe winter 
cold, and prevents noise from travelling between classrooms. The building has been designed to breathe 
so that the wool can perform at its best in terms of air and humidity control. However, in the two buildings 
where the classrooms do not correspond to the entire volume, the partition walls only reach 4 metres in 
height, hence the noise travels from one room to the other.
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 The flooring is not fully complete. The concrete slab is exposed, and mats are used to remedy the chilly 
ground temperature. When further funding will be available provisions have been made in the dimensioning 
to accommodate a floor finish in linoleum or tiles.

C. Response to treatment of water and rainfall, discharge of water, and retention and release system(s), if 
any

 Rainwater is collected in gutters, brought to ground level, filtered through the strata of gravel, and directed 
into a soak pit for dispersion. 

 Wastewater is connected to the municipal sewerage system.

D.	 Environmental	response;	adaptation	to	the	natural	environment;	adaptation	to	native	flora	and	fauna

 Both the settlement and the school share an ontological approach to recycling and reusing material scraps. 
This is an environmental response in and of itself. However, in the interstitial spaces between the school and 
the tents, stuff is thrown away. The care and maintenance of outdoor spaces in proximity to the school appears 
at best haphazard, possibly a result of the general insecurity of tenure and daily subsistence conditions.

E. Choice of materials, level of technology

 The main material choices were dictated by the original structure. What was necessary to complete the 
transformation into a set of school buildings was entirely locally sourced. This was achieved through an 
intense scouting process of local business and suppliers of second-hand building material.

 In order to work with local labour from the settlement, CatalyticAction brought to site the know-how and 
skill set to train and empower community members. 

F.	 Response	 to,	 and	 planning	 for,	 emergency	 situations,	 i.e.	 natural	 disasters,	 floods,	 winds,	 fires,	
earthquakes, etc.

 Through a detailed design provided by ARUP, adapted to locally available material solutions, the entire 
structure is earthquake resistant. A system of locally fabricated steel seismic anchor plates connects the 
foundations to the vertical structure.

G. Ageing and maintenance problems

 No major issues appear. Wear and tear consistent with the intense double-shift usage of the facility is 
present. A few leaks have happened, and in places new funding has allowed textile to be replaced with 
corrugated metal on the elevations. In heavy snowstorms metal sheets have been blown away by the wind. 
This has been attended to. The overall feel is of a rugged facility, which shows the signs of its resilience. 

H. Design features: massing and volume, articulation of spaces, integration into the site (topography and 
neighbouring buildings)

 The building volumes are generally well integrated within the site. The pale-toned colourful metal cladding 
of the small boxes creates a rugged massing that is easily recognisable in the landscape. The profile of 
the truncated pyramidal roof structures gives the school a physical and social identity that both children 
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and parents appear to relate to easily. Walking in the settlement it is apparent how some lessons from the 
construction site were easily replicated, as metal cladding appears here and there on the makeshift homes. 

 Inside the compound the open courtyard is a playful and intimate space, which allows for the interplay 
of the different classes and a set of physical activities. The classrooms are fairly basic rectangular spaces 
which were defined by the financial constraints. A number of suggestions have been put forward for future 
additions, such as the inclusion of mezzanine spaces in a couple of rooms, and the creation of a sliding/
pivoting partition wall in the main 100-sqaure-metre building, to allow for more flexible use.

I. Impact of the project on the site, in terms of increased circulation or vehicular movement, changes 
required for infrastructure (particularly for projects in high-density areas), etc.

 One of the main decisions of the design was to shift the entrance from along the main road to the south, to 
the east of the plot, where the children are dropped off and occasional parking of vehicles is easier. 

J. Durability and long-term viability of the project

 As a physical artefact, the structure is well constructed and capable of resisting the high degree of usage that 
a double shift of students brings to it on a daily basis. The overall condition is less clear. The plot is on a 
three-year lease from a local landlord, and the contract has been renewed once. The condition of the Syrian 
refugees in the settlement, and in Lebanon in general, appears increasingly precarious. As a state, Lebanon 
has insisted that it is not a country of asylum, and rejected ratification of the 1951 Convention on the Status 
of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol. Further, Lebanon’s recent policies aiming to decrease the number of 
Syrians in the country, by reducing access to territory and encouraging return to Syria, raise concerns about 
the future of the settlement. 

 Notwithstanding these obstacles, Jusoor’s Academic Director stated: “As long as there are students we’re 
staying. As long as there is a need we’re staying. For the next two years definitely staying.” The facility 
appears well positioned to ensure that.

K. Ease and appropriateness of furnishings, interior design and furnishing

 During its lifespan the school has seen a complete change in interior furniture. Initially only the leftovers 
from the tented classrooms were available, but now Jusoor has managed to procure new desks and chairs. 
From a design perspective the extreme scarcity of financial and material resources did not allow for the 
design or procurement of any other element of note.

VII. Users

A.	 Description	of	those	who	use	or	benefit	from	the	project	(e.g.	income	level,	socio-cultural	profile,	etc.)

 The school is used by Syrian children and refugees both from the Jarahieh settlement and from nearby 
informal camps. A total of 320 children are served by the school in two shifts. An interview with a mother 
revealed how all five of her children had attended the school at different times, and their father had been 
involved in the construction. For them this had created a very strong bond to the facility. Indeed, she 
reported that her eldest daughter, who had gone off to further studies at high-school level in a Lebanese 
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public school, missed the collegiality and care of the Jarahieh School, particularly in the difficult and at 
times hostile environment towards refugees.

B. Response to the project by clients, users, community, etc.

 The entire community, as well as the teachers and the NGO’s administration, are enthusiastic about the 
project, and have clearly benefited from the stability that the infrastructure has been able to allow for the 
running of the educational programme, and, more at large, as an anchoring element for the settlement. The 
school is characterised by its healthy and clean environment that encouraged four different NGOs to use this 
space in order to reach out to the community members of the Jarahieh settlement.

 Amidst a general condition of limited integration and social cohesion for the refugee community, although 
as of last year most of the children have been born in Lebanon, the attitude of parents has allegedly changed 
dramatically in a positive way. The fact that education is provided free of charge, and comes with books, 
bags, food, stationery and transport for the afternoon shift, represents a big security.

1. What do architectural professionals and the cultural “intelligentsia” think about the project?

 Hard to gauge in the Lebanese context. In the international context the project has received recognition 
in the LafargeHolcim Awards for the Middle East Africa region and from the Architectes Sans Frontières 
commendation. 

2. What is the popular reaction to the project?

 Most Syrian refugees live in housing without sufficient space for play and in areas where they do not have 
a safe space for play in their surroundings. According to Caritas Lebanon, the Syrian crisis has highly 
impacted children’s mental wellbeing. Educational spaces such as the Jarahieh School play a fundamental 
role for these children to create social networks, improve their behaviour and partially heal any psychological 
trauma they might have experienced. 

3. What do neighbours and those in the immediate vicinity think about the project?

 Although there is limited integration between Syrian refugees and Lebanese host communities, the smooth 
operations of the school, and the fact that its construction process benefited the local economy, has contributed 
to the appreciation of the project. Further, the constant interaction of the architects with local authorities has 
helped the initiative to garner institutional support, in terms of permitting and connecting the main service 
infrastructure. 

VIII. Persons involved

A.	 Identification	of	project	personnel	and	their	roles	in	the	project	(e.g.	client,	architect,	planner,	consultant,	
craftsmen, etc.)

 See enclosed spreadsheet (please note that CatalyticAction has indicated that the names of the Syrian 
refugees must be kept confidential)
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The Jarahieh settlement where the school is located was established by UNHCR in 2013, on the eastern 
edge of Al Marj. The total settlement currently comprises of around 300 tents, over a surface of roughly 
30’000 sqm.



The pavilion, built by AOUMM for 
the 2015 International EXPO in Milan, 
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shipped to Lebanon and re-organised to 
provide a school for the refugee camp.

The overall layout of the school was designed and 
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engaged the community members and various stakeholders, 
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space through independant units.
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The project 
provides a good 
educational 
space for refugee 
children. Using 
local materials 
and techniques to 
create a sustainable 
design.



Architect    CatalyticAction

Client    Save the Children Italy, Jusoor NGO, Sawa for Development

Design   2016

Completed   2016

The school provides not only educational facilities for children from 300 Syrian refugee families, 
but is also a hub for community activities and the settlement’s only secure shelter in the event 
of snowstorm or earthquake. An adaptation of the Expo 2015 Save the Children Italy Pavilion 
in Milan, it is a source of pride for the community who helped redesign and build it. The open-
sided pavilion was transformed into a series of enclosed spaces around a courtyard through a 
participative process that used envisioning exercises, focus groups and interviews to engage with 
children, NGOs, municipality members, teachers and parents. All transformation materials were 
locally sourced, including sheep’s wool to insulate against cold and heat, regulate humidity, resist 
fire and provide sound insulation.5091.LEB
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The school building was the result of an innovative sustainability 
exercise that saw the temporary exhibition structure of Save the 
Children Italy pavilion at the Milan Expo 2015 being reused in a place 
where there is an urgent need for shelter, such as in the Jarahieh 
Informal Tented Settlement (ITS) of the town of Al Marj, home to over 
300 Syrian refugee families.
Within a context lacking basic infrastructure, the school provides not 
only a space for education, but also a dignified environment that is a 
source of pride for the community who helped build it.
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Jarahieh School

Al-Marj, Lebanon

Architect CatalyticAction
London, United Kingdom

Client Save the Children Italy, 
Jusoor NGO, Sawa for 
Development and Aid NGO

Commission 2015
Design 2016 – 2016
Construction 2016 – 2016
Occupancy 2016

Site 422 m2

Ground Floor 422 m2

Total Floor 422 m2

Costs USD 61,800

Programme The school provides not only 
educational facilities for 
children from 300 Syrian 
refugee families, but also a 
hub for community activities, 
and the settlement’s only 
secure shelter in the event of 
snowstorm or earthquake. 
An adaptation of the Milan 
Expo 2015 Save the Children 
Italy pavilion, it is a source of 
pride for the community who 
helped redesign and build it. 
The open-sided pavilion was 
transformed into a series of 
enclosed spaces around a 
courtyard, through a 
participative process that 
used envisioning exercises, 
focus groups and interviews 
to engage with children, 
NGOs, municipality 
members, teachers and 
parents. All transformation 
materials were locally 
sourced, including sheep’s 
wool to insulate against cold 
and heat, regulate humidity, 
resist fire and provide sound 
insulation.

Building Type Education Facilities
2019 Award Cycle 5091.LEB



Corrugated iron sheet (6)

Airflow
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Perspective section

The design was tailored around an 
interdisciplinary approach, having the 
community at the core of the process. 
Conceptual planning started with 
children participating in envisioning 
exercises that directly informed 
the design. The school was then 
constructed with the participation 
of a team of skilled and semi skilled 
laborers from the settlement. Men 
and women learned new skills 
throughout training workshops and 
building sessions. 

The materials purchased to build the 
school were sourced locally from 
Lebanese businesses. We chose 
to make use of sheep wool for the 
school insulation since the 72% of the 
Lebanese sheep farms are located in 
the Bekaa Valley.
The inclusive approach adopted 
succeeded in generating livelihood 
opportunities, capacity building, 
empowering women & children, 
boosting local economies and 
enhancing community resilience.
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Jarahieh School,  
Al Marj, Lebanon 
 
Sponsors 
Jusoor NGO, San Francisco, United States: 

Maya Alkateb, director 
Suha Tutunji, director of Refugee Education Programme 

SAWA for Development & Aid NGO, Beirut, Lebanon: 
Rouba Mhaissen, director 
Mishaal Hammoud, field officer 

Save the Children Italia Onlus, Rome, Italy: 
Claudio Gatti, head of logistics and partnerships  

 

Architects  

 

Expo Milan Pavillon Design  

AOUMM Argot ou La Maison Mobile, Milan, Italy: 
Luca Astorri, Riccardo Balzarotti, Rossella Locatelli, Matteo Poli, partners 

 
Jarahieh Scool 
CatalyticAction Charity, London, United Kingdom: 

Riccardo Luca Conti, co-founder and director 
Joana Dabaj, co-founder and principal coordinator 
Ronan Glynn, health-and-safety supervisor 
Maria Javaloyes, Elena Brunete, Bahaa Ghassan, Claudia Munoz, Matteo Zerbi, Ramona 
Abdallah, consultants 
Dima Masbout, Wael Itani, Whard Sleiman, Odysseas Mourtzouchos, Rouba Daham, Fatima 
Al-Qobbi, Ramy Hayek, Stephanie El Hourany, Claudia Spinelli, Edoardo Conti, volunteers 

 

Consulting Engineers 

ARUP, London, United Kingdom: 
Sachin Bhoite, associate 

 

Project Data  

Site area: 422 m2 
Ground floor area: 284 m2 
Cost: 130,000 USD 
Commission: December 2015 
Design: February 2016 – June 2016 
Construction: June 2016 – November 2016 
Occupancy: September 2016 
 
CatalyticAction 



2 
 

CatalyticAction is a charity that works to empower communities through strategic and innovative 
spatial interventions. It collaborates with communities to deliver projects that can go on to sustain 
themselves, therefore catalysing community resilience. A participatory approach is adopted 
throughout all the phases of a project, therefore focusing on the process as much as on the quality of 
the final product, and integrating design and architectural skills with experience in participatory 
engagement. Participative methods are used as a tool to assess needs, implement solutions and 
monitor their impact.  
The charity’s projects are creating valuable impacts in the fields of education, local economy, equal 
engagement and wellbeing. Its work has been focusing on developing educational projects (schools, 
playgrounds),public parks as they have long-lasting impact. 
CatalyticAction follows six core values in the envisioning and implementation of each project: revealing 
and enhancing community knowledge, culture, needs, visions, aspirations and skills; transferring 
participatory tools for just decision-making processes; transferring context-appropriate technology, 
skills and innovative design solutions; generating livelihood opportunities; supporting local businesses 
by prioritising the use of local materials and labour; and enabling equal engagement in decision-making 
processes among all community members.   
 
Website  
www.catalyticaction.org 
www.aoumm.com/ 
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