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WHY THIS PROJECT

Lebanon faces deep, structural gender inequities and ranks among the highest globally for
gender disparity, ranking 119th out of 146 countries in theWorld Economic Forum Gender
Gap report 2022. Gender norms in Lebanon often result in heightened surveillance of
teenage girls to limit their interactions with boys, restricting their mobility and reducing their
access to public spaces.

Public spaces in Lebanon frequently feature football courts dominated by boys, leaving
minimal space for teenage girls. We chose to focus on teenage girls because they are
especially vulnerable to exclusion in public spaces. As girls grow older, their freedom to use
public spaces shrinks, while boys enjoy increased access.

@Tima, 14:“*My family doesn’t allow me to leave the house because I'm a girl, not a boy.”

In many communities in Lebanon, women and teenage girls are often expected to limit their

XVH Rl SXEOLF VSDFHVY WR VSHFL F WLPHVY DQG DFWLYLWLHYV
or no facilities for teenage girls, which results in many girls staying home and missing out on

the development of social, cognitive, emotional, and physical skills that are nurtured through

the use of public spaces.

For many girls, this exclusion leads to an acceptance of gendered norms, contributing to the
UHLQIRUFHPHQW RI SDWULDUFKDO YDOXHV 7HHQDJH JLUOV (

Safe Spaces for Girls in Lebanon Page 3


https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2022/
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2022/

social interaction and self-expression in a safe environment. If public spaces are perceived
as male-dominated, girls will remain excluded from public life. However, when public spaces
are welcoming to girls, they have the power to inspire them to take an active role in their
communities and promote gender equity in all areas of life.

The project was piloted in Karantina, a neighbourhood whereggender inequalities are evident
in its public spaces

Nassim, 12:“In Karantina, there’s no space where we girls feel comfortable. | love
participating in sports, but here | just don't feel at ease.”

Karantina is one of Beirut’'s most vulnerable neighbourhoods and has a long history of
hosting displaced communities, including Palestinians, impoverished Lebanese, Syrian
refugees, and other migrants. The 2020 Beirut port explosion drastically impacted
Karantina’'s infrastructure, worsening the existing struggles and tensions between
community groups. We prioritised this neighbourhood for our project due to our prior
successful community engagement activities. In a country where adolescent girls are
excluded from decision-making processes that affect their lives, our established community
trust enabled us to work closely with these girls, empowering them to address this sensitive
and crucial topic.
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PARTICIPATORY ACTIVITIES

We engaged 40 adolescent girls and young women, aged 10 to 24, in a series of immersive
participatory activities. The group was diverse, with participants selected based on age and
nationality, ensuring equal representation of Lebanese and Syrian girls.

We developed a co-design programme tailored to the context and participants. It aimed to
raise awareness of gender equality and equity, promote girls’ rights to safety in public spaces,
and explore how girls experience public spaces. The programme also focused on co-creating
and building design ideas for safer, more inclusive public spaces. The process remained
H[LEOH DQG WUDQVSDUHQW DOORZLQJ IRU DGDSWDWLRQV I
these spaces to life.

Using various participatory tools, we aimed to understand the girls’ needs in public

spaces, the places they currently use in their neighbourhood, their experiences, and their
aspirations for transforming these spaces. The adolescent girls selected the sites they
wanted to transform, and their ideas directly shaped the designs of these interventions. The
programme sparked new friendships and strengthened relationships, especially between
Syrian and Lebanese girls. Through the co-design activities the girls practised communication
skills, expressed their ideas, and learned to respect each other’s opinions. Working together
towards the shared goal of creating safe public spaces taught them how to overcome
differences and build lasting friendships.

Rahaf, 14:"My family decided to leave Lebanon for good and go back to Syria. I'm sad to
be leaving, but I'm happy that my last memory in Lebanon is creating these spaces. I'm
leaving a mark behind that my friends here will enjoy after | leave, and they will
remember me.”
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ACTIVITY 1 : PARTICIPATORY MAPPING

Participatory mapping involved creating maps that captured the relationships between

SODFHV LQ WKH QHLJKERXUKRRG DQG DGROHVFHQW JLUOV L
understanding of the landscape. This process included identifying potential public spaces for
interventions and highlighting areas to be disregarded due to the girls’ lack of engagement

with those spaces.

KEY LEARNINGS

e 1DWLRQDOLW\ LQ XHQFHV WK
use and avoid. Syrian girls tend to stay
close to areas where their community
members live, while Lebanese girls
move more freely and are more vocal
about why they like or dislike certain
spaces.

* In general, girls prefer spaces near their
families, with greenery, wide open areas
for play, and that are visually open.
They avoid spaces with noise, men’s
gatherings, unpleasant crowds, and bad
odours.

» The girls enjoyed walking in areas they
don’t usually visit, appreciating the time
spent together during these walks.

Maya, 13:“There are hundreds of spaces | would like to see improved. It's nice that we
QDOO\ KDYH D FKDQFH WR FUHDWH D VSDFH WKDW PDNHYV
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ACTIVITY 2 : GIRLS’ BODY MAPPING

The body mapping activity aimed to identify issues and experiences affecting adolescent girls
WKURXJK WKH VHQVHVAaVLJKW KHDULQJ VPHOO WDVWH WR.
girls to examine their feelings and experiences, revealing the connection between gender

norms and well-being in public spaces in Karantina.

KEY LEARNINGS

* The presence and behaviour of men
VLIQL FDQWO\ VKDSH KRZ PRV
navigate public spaces.

» Family upbringing and cultural factors
KHDYLO\ LQ XHQFH WKH JLUO\
in these environments.

Amal, 15:“When | go out to public spaces, | want to feel safe and comfortable being
myself. | don’t want to feel like | need to defend or protect myself from harm.”
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ACTIVITY 3 : DESIGNING A CITY FOR GIRLS ONLY

This activity aimed to help the girls gain a deeper understanding of the built environment and
how it affects their experience of space. They were asked to create two types of cities: one
for everyone and one exclusively for adolescent girls.

KEY LEARNINGS

* Younger girls expressed a strong
rejection of male presence in their
cities, highlighting their awareness
of the safety limitations imposed by
gender norms.
e 20GHU JLUOV LQFOXGHG PDOF
as military personnel and security
forces, seeing them as necessary for
protection.
» Girls associated spaces designed
for them with traditionally feminine
DHVWKHWLFVAa SLQNV SXUSOt
patterns— to discourage boys from
entering.

Basma, 14:61RZ WKDW ER\V DUHQeW DOORZHG ZH FDQ ZDON F
can wear whatever we want, even take off our headscarves.”
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ACTIVITY 4 : VISUALISING MY SPECIAL PLACE

In this activity, the girls were asked to visualise a place that was special to them—a space
they frequently use— and describe what made these places meaningful to them. Through
WKLV DFWLYLW\ WKH JLUOV H[SORUHG WKHLU UHODWLRQVKL
ZLWKLQ WKHVH VSDFHV DQG KRZ GHVLJQ FDQ LQ XHQFH WKH

KEY LEARNINGS

* The girls’ favourite places were deeply
tied to their experiences, memories,
and the people they enjoyed spending
time with.

» Proximity to home and the assurance
that their caregivers felt comfortable
letting them spend time there were
essential factors.

» Common elements included natural
features like sunlight, trees, wind,
breezes, and the sea.

» The girls valued activities such as

HDWLQJ WRIJHWKHU UH HFWLC
observing their surroundings. Quiet

spaces, like those near the sea or on

rooftops, were favoured for relaxation

and solitude.

Hanaa, 13:“l don’t go out much. I like to be alone with my thoughts, but there is no
place in the neighbourhood where | can sit undisturbed to contemplate.”
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ACTIVITY 5 : LARGE-SCALE MODELS

This activity focused on exploring the concept of safe spaces through large-scale model-
making. The girls used materials such as cardboard, bamboo canes, and fabrics to create
spatial interventions in Karantina’s public park, representing their visions of what a safe
space should be. The activity was conducted with participants from the CA summer
workshop, providing them with hands-on experience in community engagement.

KEY LEARNINGS

» Common spatial elements included
comfortable, diverse seating options
—especially around tables— colourful
decorations, and the integration of
QDWXUH ZLWK WUHHV DQG RZ
» Additional ideas involved elements
VXJIJHVWLQJ WKH RZ RI ZLQG
translucent drapes and colourful
ribbons.
» There was a strong emphasis on
welcoming pets and creating dedicated
spaces for them, along with recreational
activities like reading, swinging, playing
music, and competitive games.
e 6RIW RRULQJ PDWHULDOV ZHI
for added comfort.

Hoda, 14:“Our space welcomes everyone, a space that is safe and suitable for us girls
is suitable for everyone.”
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ACTIVITY 6 : MURAL MOCK-UP DESIGN

The aim of this activity was to co-design a mural mock-up that would serve as a reference
for the implementation of a mural in the neighbourhood. The activity was conducted with
participants from the CA summer workshop, providing them with hands-on experience in
community engagement.

KEY LEARNINGS

The recurring themes that the girls chose
to represent in their mural mock-up
posters about using public spaces included:
* Male-dominated public spaces,
uncomfortable stares, and catcalling.
* The freedom to wear what they want
in public spaces, and to spend as much
time as they wish with friends and
family.
» The freedom to engage in activities
they enjoy, such as walking, playing,
swimming, reading, and riding bicycles.
* Positive values they want to see
applied for all women in public spaces:
safety, freedom, peace of mind, self-
FRQ GHQFH H[FLWHPHQW FRF
cooperation, and gratitude.

Fadwa, 13:“The hands represent so much for us—friendship, a call for protection, connection,
and communication. They symbolise support and the bonds we create with one another.”
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ACTIVITY 7 : DESIGN BRIEF ACTIVATION

\\\\\k\\\\.

A 4

This activity aimed to observe how the girls used spaces they liked and how those spaces

made them feel. During the activity, the girls adapted the spaces by adding or removing
HOHPHQWY VXFK DV VFUHHQV URRIV DQG VHDWLQJ DUUDQJ!
GHVLIJQV WKH\ FUHDWHG DQG GLVFXVVHG KRZ WKHVH FKDQJF
space.

KEY LEARNINGS

» The girls prioritised privacy in the
spaces they created. They felt more
comfortable using the spaces when
cane screens shielded them from
passershy.

* When it came to seating arrangements,
the girls valued being able to see each
other’s faces, stay close, and ensure
everyone was part of the conversation.

» Safety was a major concern for the
Syrian girls, who focused on feeling
secure when accessing and spending
time in public spaces, while Lebanese
girls expressed less concern about
safety.

» There was a strong emphasis on
decoration and personalising the
spaces.

Aya, 13:“Once the screens were up, | stopped worrying about the boys bothering us. | was
able to enjoy my time. | can't believe | even danced in the street!”
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ACTIVITY 8 : BOYS' BODY MAPPING

ek €

. N

.

The boys expressed interest in participating in the project to help create safe public
spaces for girls. In this activity, we engaged them in conversations to explore the different
experiences of adolescent boys and girls in public spaces. The goal was to investigate the
connection between gender norms and the well-being of adolescent girls in Karantina’s
public spaces.

KEY LEARNINGS

* The boys’ experiences in public spaces
were primarily guided by their visual
senses. They mostly spoke about what
they saw, with little mention of what
they heard, smelled, or touched.

» They were attracted to public spaces
that allowed for physical activity and
movement.

* None of the boys felt that any public
space was off-limits to them.

* The boys did not express concern about
their appearance, how they moved, or
how they were perceived by others in
public spaces.

» They were surprised to learn that girls
felt they were dominating public spaces.

Abbas, 11:“We thought it was fun for girls to watch us being loud and competitive; we
didn’'t know it made them uncomfortable.”
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ACTIVITY 9 : MURAL PAINTING

In this activity, adolescent girls painted the mural they co-designed with the artist Roula
Abdo (Ahla Fawda). Boys and children from the neighbourhood also participated, and some
mothers joined their children in painting and taking photos. The girls took over the streets
with music and dancing, bringing the space to life.

o

L N\ KEY LEARNINGS

#

» Painting the mural was a meaningful
experience for the girls. Their strong
sense of ownership was evident in the
ZD\ WKH\ FRQ GHQWO\ HQJDJH
space, expressing themselves through

W 4 : [ music and dance.
/S A y » Although designed by a group of

adolescent girls, the mural became
a unifying element for the entire
neighbourhood. Boys eagerly
participated in painting, and some even
expressed jealousy over not having a
mural of their own.
* Mothers were particularly attuned to
the shifts in the girls’ dynamics and
WKHLU JURZLQJ FRQ GHQFH D
expression.

Hoda, 14:“Painting this mural is so exciting! Seeing our ideas come to life and knowing it
will stay here for everyone makes me proud.”
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ACTIVITY 10 : DESIGN CONSULTATIONS

We conducted design consultations over two days—one with the adolescent girls and
another with community members. The second day included the Karantina Park Women’s
Collective and the mothers of the girls. We also spoke with shop owners, the owner of the
building with the mural, and boys who were curious about the design.

KEY LEARNINGS

» The participants liked the design ideas
and requested to be involved in the
LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ RI WKH
of the spaces.

» The girls were particularly concerned
about boys taking over the spaces and
deliberately damaging them.

* Adults valued that we listened to
the girls’ needs and provided seating
options that were “appropriate to their
age’”

* Some women, who exercise near one of
the sites, expressed satisfaction that we
took that space into consideration.

Aziza’'s mother:“My daughter came home beaming with pride, telling the family that she
now knows how to design.”
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ACTIVITY 11: L.OV.E. WALL MURAL

Each of the girls created an artistic drawing on a 3D rendering of the L.O.V.E. wall,
LQFRUSRUDWLQJ HOHPHQWY DQG FRORXUV WKDW UH HFWHG
boys, and younger children then worked together in groups to paint the L.O.V.E. wall, with

guidance from the artist Roula Abdo. The artist outlined the drawings, and participants took
WXUQV OOLQJ LQ WKH FRORXUYV

Katia, 15: € 7KH ZRUG /29( DQG WKH PXUDO ZLOO KHOS PH RQ G
wall and the mural and remember everything that I love.”
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ACTIVITY 12 : INTERNATIONAL WOMEN'S DAY

To celebrate International Women’s Day, we gathered with the women and adolescent girls

of Karantina, who have played a key role in the revitalization of their neighbourhood’s public
VSDFHV RYHU WKH \HDUV :H VSHQW D IXQ OOHG GD\ LQ WKH
dancing, meditation, and free play.

Mariam’s mother: “My daughters and | had a great time. We rarely get the chance to
enjoy activities together because our home is so small.”
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ACTIVITY 13 : MOSAIC

In this activity, the girls worked on designing the mosaic wall. Drawing inspiration from

the mural, they created the mosaic pattern on a 3D rendering of the wall. Adolescent girls

DQG ER\V SDUWLFLSDWHG LQ JURXSVY WDNLQJ WXUQV EUHDN
corresponding colours.

Nada, 14:“l like that we start by making a big mess with the tiles, and then put them in
order to create something beautiful.”
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ACTIVITY 14 : INAUGURATION

For the inauguration, the girls organised a neighbourhood tour to showcase their project to
key stakeholders, including community members, project supporters, and representatives
from local NGOs, international NGOs, the French Embassy, and University College London.

INGO staff: E6HHLQJ WKH JLUOV JURZ LQWR FRQ GHQW \RXQJ Z
for them sends a powerful message about their role in the community.”
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DESIGN

Adolescent girls co-designed three spatial interventions in their neighbourhood: a mural and

two street interventions. The preliminary designs were presented to the wider community

through public consultations. Involving the girls at every stage of creating these public

spaces—from design to construction—was crucial in fostering their sense of ownership. The

girls took an active role in painting and creating colourful mosaics, leaving a physical mark on

WKH QDO SURGXFWV 7KLV SURFHVV RI FR GHVLJQ DQG FRQV

The newly designed public spaces provided the girls with a chance to create fresh memories
and cope with the traumatic memory of the Beirut blast. One girl, in particular, had lost

close family members, along with the sense of safety she once shared with them in the
neighbourhood. When the interventions were completed, she found elements of her
SHUVRQDO évDIH VSDFHé UH HFWHG LQ WKH GHVLJQ

Kate, 15:“l want to bring all my friends here to show them | was part of creating this
space. We will have a great time making new memories here.”
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L.O.V.E. wall

One street intervention is located on a quiet, tree-shaded sidewalk at the northern edge of
the neighbourhood. The adolescent girls appreciated the scenic qualities of the space and
envisioned a colourful design to enhance its use. The design spells out the word “LOVE” and
RITHUV PXOWLSOH VHDWLQJ FRQ JXUDWLRQV XQGHU D FDQRS
expressed their deep love for their community, friends, and neighbourhood, making it a
FHQWUDO WKHPH RI WKH SURMHFW $ SKRWRERRWK LV QHVW
mirrors and a mural co-designed and painted by the girls. Playful benches take up a small
portion of the sidewalk, allowing the girls to walk, sit, and rest without disrupting pedestrian

RZ
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Before

During construction

Safe Spaces for Girls in Lebanon Page 23



TOP VIEW

ELEVATION AA
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Mural

A co-designed mural, visible to the entire neighbourhood, represents the aspirations of
adolescent girls for public spaces in their city. The girls worked with local artist Roula Abdo

(Ahla Fawda) to design and paint the mural. Boys, younger children and mothers participated
in the painting process.
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Outdoor living room

The mural overlooks the second public space intervention, a shaded space by the sidewalk

with views to an empty green lot. In a co-design activity, the girls used simple materials

like bamboo, cardboard, and fabric to set up a temporary intervention, testing the space’s
XVDELOLW\ %DVHG RQ WKHLU LQSXW WKH QDO GHVLJQ HYR
features group seating arranged around a low wall that provides privacy from the street

while preserving views of the greenery and a nearby religious shrine. The girls, with guidance

from local artist Fouad Chehab, assembled the mosaics themselves.
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Before

During construction
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TOP VIEW

ELEVATION AA

ELEVATION BB
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CONCLUSION

Following the completion of the public space interventions, the adolescent girls took the lead

in activating these spaces. They organised neighbourhood tours to showcase their work and

hosted picnics, photoshoots, dance sessions, and meet-ups in the spaces they helped create.

These girls are now a strong, visible presence in the public spaces of their neighbourhood,
particularly in those they helped design. In contrast to before the project, they now engage

FRQ GHQWO\ LQ SXEOLF VSDFHV UHFODLPLQJ DQG HQMR\LQJ

reach.

We continue to monitor the use and impact of these public space interventions to inform
future projects and promote more inclusive, gender-sensitive urban planning.

Darine’s mother: “My daughter and her friends are creating social media videos in the
VSDFHV WKH\ GHVLJQHG 7KH\ SOD\ PXVLF GDQFH DQG Ol
their joy. We sit nearby to watch because it makes us happy to see them so full of life and

FRQ GHQFH &
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WHO WE ARE

We are CatalyticAction — an organisation that uses design and architecture to empower
vulnerable children, youth, and their communities.

We achieve this through built and research projects, delivered using a participatory
approach that actively engages local communities.

2XU WHDP LV FRPSRVHG RI DUFKLWHFWY UHVHDUFKHUV DUV
and humanitarians. Our journey began in 2014, when we co-created safe and stimulating
educational spaces for refugee children in Lebanon.

To date, we have implemented 71 participatory projects in collaboration with a diverse pool
of partners. Download our 2023 Impact Report to learn more about our work.

Resident of Karantina, 54:“You engage with us in design activities and then actually
deliver what we envision. You don'’t just come, chat, and leave. We really appreciate that!”

If you have any questions about this project or our work, please feel free to contact us at

info@catalyticaction.org

We would love to hear from you!
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