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ABSTRACT

The article reflects on the IBTASEM playground
project, looking at the process that led
CatalyticAction’s co-founders to implement this
particular space for Syrian refugee children

in Lebanon, and aiming at understanding how
architecture can respond to the challenges that
vulnerable communities face, and how it could
improve existing humanitarian practices. The
article begins with a description of the Syrian
refugee crisis and how it links to the concept
behind the IBTASEM playground project, and
then explores the participatory process that
CatalyticAction used to implement the project
and the design values including using local
materials and local labors to promote the local
economy. Lastly the article introduces other
projects targeting refugee children CatalyticAction
has carried out in recent years. After over 5
years of practice working with communities,
CatalyticAction has proven that the play space
has a massive role in improving the wellbeing
of vulnerable populations and it should not

be overlooked when planning for emergency
response.
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1. Children playing in
an informal tented
settlement in the Bekaa
Valley, Lebanon.
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A child presenting
his vision for the
IBTASEM playground
Children took part in
the implementation of
the playground.

Joist hangers were
not available locally
so they had to be
fabricated.

Section of the
IBTASEM playground
showing the different
play spaces

£ © CatalyticAction



SR/ RRSIRE

1 The Syrian Refugee Crisis

An estimated 1.5 million registered and unregistered Syrian
refugees currently live in Lebanon, making it the country
that hosts the largest number of refugees per capita'. The
total number is based on different estimates conducted by
the government and United Nations (UN) agencies, and does
not accurately represent the exact number of refugees in the
country. 914,648 Syrian refugees are registered with United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), of
which roughly 56% are children below the age of 18"

In response to this crisis, the UN agencies and different
nation states and international NGOs have delivered some
supports like informal tented settlements, but they do not
provide a vibrant and safe atmosphere for children to grow
up in (Fig. 1). This is also valid for most urban contexts where

refugees are living in Lebanon.

2 Early Days

In 2014, a team of three architects and urban planners,
who recently graduated from the University College London
(UCL), decided to take initiative and challenge themselves
to apply their knowledge and skills to respond to this crisis.
Then they founded CatalyticAction design studio. Riccardo
Luca Conti, the co-founder and director, said that they “wanted
to understand how architecture can respond to the challenges
that vulnerable communities face, and how it could improve
existing humanitarian practices.”

The first step was to speak with NGOs who were already
established in Lebanon and directly responding to the Syrian
refugee crisis. Through various meetings and interviews with
communities in Lebanon, designers collected enough insights
to start thinking about possible design solutions for some of
the needs identified.

As the majority of Syrian refugees are children,
CatalyticAction decided to work on a project addressing
this group in specific. While visiting the informal tented
settlements in Lebanon, it was almost immediately clear
how there is a lack of safe spaces for children. From this
observation the idea of raising funds to build a playground
was born. A playground would have the potential to not only
provide a safe space but also offer a space where children
could exercise their right to play and interact with each
other through playing. The project was the pilot project for
CatalyticAction and it was named IBTASEM, which means

“smile” in Arabic.
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3 Community Participation

Now that the idea for a project was born,
CatalyticAction team had to work on how to bring that idea
to reality. One aspect that CatalyticAction’s co-founders
strongly value is community participation in all the steps of
a project. For this reason, in every project CatalyticAction
conducts an extensive participatory approach with the local
community to reveal and enhance community knowledge,
skills, culture, needs, and visions. The same approach was
used for the IBTASEM playground project in early 2015.

Several activities were conducted with Syrian refugee
children during which they contributed to the ideation of the
playground spaces. Children shared with design team their
memories of play and drew the games or features that they
wished to include in the playground (Fig. 2). Design team
also observed the existing play practices in order to enhance
some of those through the spaces that the playground will
offer. Engaging children in design activities allows them to
build a sense of ownership towards the spaces that they
are designing and will then use. Furthermore, engaging
in meaningful participation with final users also offers
a learning opportunity for the designers and those who
facilitate activities (Fig. 3).

4 Design Values

CatalyticAction’s co-founders were also eager on
promoting certain values as part of the design process.
Using local materials to promote the local economy was
one of these values. This was particularly important
considering another aspect that the project addressed was
social cohesion. This was possible through the selection
of local materials because even though the project was
targeting Syrian refugee children, the materials used to
build the playground were purchased from small Lebanese
local businesses. This allowed the team to engage with
small businesses locally and inform them about the project.
Ultimately, they all showed interest in the project and in
the innovative idea of fabricating a playground and play
items rather than buying them ready off the shelf from
international manufacturers.

Similarly, labor was also hired locally. This was
important as it gave the opportunity for people who
took part in the construction of the playground to learn
about new techniques and methods to fabricate certain

components. This was also a learning experience for the



designers and engineers involved in the project. For example,
the structural engineering that was done by Arup Italia had
to follow the criteria of using local labor and local materials
for all the components of the structure. This meant that

all joining components had to be fabricated locally using

the materials available and the knowledge and skills of the
labor. In the IBTASEM playground, this was translated
into custom-designed joist hangers which were fabricated
locally by a welder and did not require any particular
welding skill (Fig. 4). This particular welder learned how
to fabricate such a component, which could also be used in
other future projects he will be commissioning.

5 The IBTASEM Playground

Ultimately in the summer of 20135, the design team
together with the local community and a team of national
and international volunteers implemented the IBTASEM
playground in the town of Bar Elias located in the Bekaa
Valley in Lebanon, which is a region with a very high presence
of Syrian refugees. The Syrian border can be reached in just
20 minutes by car from Bar Elias.

The playground design aimed at offering multiple play
experiences for Syrian refugee children: imaginative play
(for example, “car panel” in the playground could be used
by children to play acting as they were driving a car), role
play, active play, and educational play (Fig. 5). These were
identified during the participatory assessment conducted in

early 20135, including opinions from children, teachers, as well
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as key staff members of NGOs supporting this project.

The playground was therefore conceived not only as
a space to play but also a space to learn, and a space to
grow up by sharing play experience with friends. Play has
a fundamental role in child development but it is often
overlooked in emergency contexts. By implementing the
IBTASEM playground, CatalyticAction moved the attention of
several international organizations to the importance of play
spaces for children affected by displacement. The IBTASEM
playground also showed how children were overall happier
to take part in other activities, if they had the opportunity
to play before and after doing such activities. In fact,
school performance is often improved when children have a
playground at school or the teaching activities are conducted
in a playful way.

For the IBTASEM playground inauguration,
CatalyticAction partnered with the basketball freestyle group
Da Move to provide a two-day training to the children. This
presented a great opportunity for the children to use the
playground in a fun and educational way. The inauguration
day was a celebration of the day and all the children were
able to play freely in the playground, as well as enjoying a
basketball performance by Da Move and the talents and skills
of some of the children (Fig. 6, 7). Right to Play Lebanon
supported the project by donating basketballs, as well as
providing training for three teachers on how to use play for
education, therefore maximizing the use of the playground
space.

The collaboration with other organizations is a
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For more information
about CatalyticAction's
work, please visit its
official website.
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The team of volunteers
who built the IBTASEM
playground

An inclusive playground
implemented

in Lebanon by
CatalyticAction in 2019

fundamental aspect of the success of CatalyticAction’s work.

This is because each organization brings a specific set of
expertise and it is only through the merging of all these
collaborative knowledge and skills that the projects are
successful. CatalyticAction often partners with NGOs that
work on education and child protection (Fig. 8).

Other organizations in Lebanon and Syria were inspired
by the concept and design of the IBTASEM playground. This
led to 5 projects being implemented following the same design
principles. Two of these projects have been implemented
directly in Syria.

Until today the IBTASEM playground is used by children
in Bar Elias. The design team recently met the mother of one of
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the children who took part in the design process in 2015. She
remembered the project very well as her son was very happy

about it and he still remembers it with joy even after 5 years.

6 Other Projects

Besides IBTASEM, CatalyticAction has carried out many
other projects targeting refugee children in recent years®.

In 2016 CatalyticAction implemented the Jarahieh School
project in Al-Marj, Lebanon. The school was built through
the adaptive reuse of the structure from the Expo 2015
pavilion of Save the Children. The project was awarded
the LafargeHolcim Awards for Sustainable Construction
in 2017 and shortlisted for the Aga Khan Award for
Architecture (2017 - 2019 cycle).

In 2017 ~ 2018, CatalyticAction started working
intensively on projects to promote social cohesion. These
included a large playground in the town of Ghazze, Lebanon,
and different educational facilities in partnership with War
Child Holland. The strategy on many of these projects was
to reuse existing facilities rather than building new ones from
scratch. This was done to reduce implementation costs and
improve existing infrastructure, which would benefit both
refugee and host communities.

In 2019, CatalyticAction began working on multiple
research projects in partnership with UCL. The research
aimed at strengthening the knowledge on the context where
CatalyticAction operates. At the end of 2019, CatalyticAction
implemented the first 4 inclusive playgrounds in Lebanon
(Fig. 9). These projects, done in partnership with Terre des
Hommes Italy and Amel Association International, promote
the right to play for all children, including those with
disabilities. The playground spaces allow children to play
together rather than offering separate play spaces for children
with and without disabilities.

CatalyticAction has implemented 26 projects in the Middle
East, targeting the most vulnerable communities. After over 5
years of practice working with communities, CatalyticAction
has proven that the play space plays a massive role in the
wellbeing of vulnerable populations and it should not be

overlooked when planning for emergency response. LAF
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