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Cultivating Circular Economies in the Gaps of Governance: Lessons from 

Lebanon’s Ecosystem of CE Micro Projects  
Abstract: This article explores micro circular economies (CEs) in Lebanon. The researchers 
asked, “What do CEs that center human health, equity, and well-being into their design look like 
in practice? What lessons can macro-CE projects and policy learn from such approaches?” 
Employing a political ecology framework, the authors assess the socio-political conditions 
through which these CEs emerged to understand the possibilities for mobilising CEs as solutions 
for conditions of systemic violence and inequality. Analysing common discourses and practices 
across disparate CE micro projects, this article theorises the main differences between such 
projects and institutionalised or corporate CEs. This study traces CEs which emerged during the 
garbage crisis of 2015 and coalesced during the thawra (the 2019-2020 uprisings in Lebanon). 
The authors analyse the challenges, opportunities, and lessons learned in navigating multifaceted 
CE projects within these challenging conditions. Through examining circular economy solutions 
“from below”, we argue that CE projects that are designed to respond to histories of power and 
inequality have greater potential to advance socio-ecological equality by creating innovative 
models for resource (re)use and distribution. 
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Introduction 

In the past decade, Circular Economy (CE) solutions and discourse have spread across the globe 

as potential solutions for more sustainably utilising resources and confronting climate change 

(Bocken et al. 2016; Fratini et al. 2019; Murray et al. 2017). However, circular economies are 

rarely framed as mechanisms for increasing human well-being or as strategies for creating 

greater equity in society (Kirchherr et al. 2017; Padilla-Rivera et al. 2020). The majority of CE 

discourse and practice tends to frame circular systems as “modern” solutions for economic 

prosperity, enabling the extraction of greater value from resources while slowing environmental 

degeneration. However, major critiques of CE solutions for sustainable development suggest that 

they are at risk of greenwashing, continuing industrial capitalist development through other 

means (Friant et al. 2020; Ghisellini et al. 2016; Moore 2015). Dominant developmental, 

technocratic, and anti-political discourses of the CE also overlook the manifold ways that CE 
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systems have existed as modes of livelihood for centuries and continue to be passed down 

through cultural practices throughout much of world (McLaren et al. 2020). Moreover, most 

macro-CE projects and CE literature lacks analysis of power dynamics and inequality, tending to 

ignore the ways that conditions of structural violence and inequality often necessitate instituting 

circular economies as modes of everyday practice for low-to-middle income people across the 

globe (Moreau et al. 2017; Mathai et al. 2020).  

 Contrasting dominant CE literature, this study utilises a political ecology framework to 

analyse how small-scale CE projects in Lebanon work to advance social and environmental 

justice and why people are turning to a circular economy approach to address social and 

environmental inequalities in this context. A political ecology approach highlights the underlying 

social, political, and economic drivers behind environmental change and in turn, the context 

through which CE practices emerge, allowing for analyses of power dynamics at various scales 

(Robbins 2012). Our guiding research question asked how and why people institute CE practices 

such as resource reuse, sharing, and repair, land regeneration, and recycling not just as 

environmental/economic remedies but centrally as projects to confront socio-ecological violence 

and inequality.  

 Specifically, this article investigates CE projects and practices which have emerged to 

address challenging sociopolitical conditions, widespread poverty, and a series of environmental 

crises. The authors asked, “What do CEs that center human health, equity, and well-being into 

their design look like in practice? What lessons can larger CE projects and policies learn from 

such approaches?”  Since Lebanon’s garbage crisis of 2015, there has been a steady increase in 

international funding prioritising CE solutions, especially around solid waste management. This 

is in many ways unsurprising as key institutional funding partners for powerful organisations in 
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the country are the European Union (EU) and the United Nations (UN), two institutions that have 

championed CE approaches (Friant et.al 2020; One Planet 2020). Concurrently, there has been 

widespread grassroots mobilisation of CE “micro projects” that aim to institute sustainable 

everyday solutions for resource use while navigating high rates of income inequality. Despite the 

rise of both macro and micro-CE projects, there are significant barriers to instituting sustainable 

CE strategies in Lebanon, particularly given: 1) conditions of infrastructure, 2) governance and 

policy, 3) neoliberal citizenship ideologies, and 4) political mobilisation. These layers of socio-

political context present both ongoing tensions and opportunities when implementing CE 

solutions at various scales.  

 In this article, the authors will first explain the context giving rise to the CE projects we 

studied. We will then analyse the central ideologies and practices that unite these diverse 

projects, highlighting the reasons why people try to use CE innovation strategies to increase 

well-being and equity within their communities. We will then showcase a central ethnographic 

example, a “circular economy village” called “Regenerate Lebanon”, that further illuminates 

these common ideologies, delving into the tensions, challenges, and opportunities that emerge in 

using CE solutions in struggles for justice. Through examining grassroots circular economy 

solutions “from below”, we argue that CE projects that are designed to respond to histories of 

power and inequality have greater potential to advance socio-ecological justice by creating 

innovative models for resource (re)use and distribution. Such projects illuminate a productive 

contrast to commodified, anti-political implementations of the circular economy by prioritising 

who and what is most harmed by the unmitigated growth of capitalism. 

 

Methods 
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The data for this study was collected in three phases from June 2019 – January 2021 utilising 

ethnographic methods of participant observation and in-depth interviews along with surveys and 

discourse analysis of key texts. These phases directly correspond to socio-political timelines and 

purposive sampling was used to recruit participants.  

  Phase one focused on the time after the appointment of a new Ministry of Environment 

(MoE) administration under Fady Jreissati to investigate “post-garbage crisis” CE interventions. 

This phase consisted of over 100 hours of participant observation and 25 key informant 

interviews (KIIs) conducted by the first author from June 2019 - August 2019. The main research 

sites were 15 local circular economy projects including small companies, unregistered grassroots 

initiatives, and non-for-profits related to solid waste management. The author observed activities 

such as the reprocessing of materials, observation of industry meetings, conferences, and 

incubators, and spending time in recycling factories. This also included observation of specific 

meetings and events aimed at increasing collaboration between three small-scale CE projects, 

two international NGOs, and the MoE, allowing for a discursive analysis of the contrasting 

circular economy ideologies held between these different actors. 

  The second author runs a Lebanon-based CE non-profit established in 2016, allowing for 

purposive sampling by the first author within an identified eco-system of CE actors and 

networks. The selection criteria were any initiative using circular approaches to address 

consequences of the 2015 garbage crisis. While there were no geographic limitations set, the 

participating projects were based in Beirut, Mount Lebanon, North Lebanon, and the Chouf. The 

micro-CE projects included in this phase were initiated mainly by young Lebanese who represent 

diverse socio-economic and professional backgrounds but were inspired to engage with circular 

solutions to tackle the differential impacts of deteriorating waste infrastructures. These projects 
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received diverse funding sources including in-kind community donations of space and 

equipment, investments from local incubator funds, and international grant funding. Some of 

these projects included: creating new zero waste consumption options and re-fill stations; 

creating waste management companies and re-configuring waste flows to divert waste from 

landfills; transforming household waste into a new material such as vertical planters for urban 

gardens; collecting and recycling cigarettes into a surfboard used for coastal waste clean-ups.  

 Phase two spanned the 2019-2020 thawra (October 2019 - March 2020), observing 

emerging CE projects on the revolutionary frontlines. The second author collected data for this 

project through daily participant observation throughout the demonstrations. She documented her 

observations, experiences, and conversations in detailed fieldnotes as she participated in various 

CE projects being constructed in public spaces used for demonstrations. She then documented 

the creation of a CE micro project in November 2019, an open-air “circular economy village” 

called “Regenerate Lebanon” set up within the heart of Beirut’s revolutionary camp in 

collaboration between her non-profit and several other individuals and organizations.  

Phase three of data collection spanned the period following the dissolution of thawra 

activities, including this circular economy village, due to the COVID-19 pandemic and following 

the August 4th Beirut Port explosion (October 2020 - January 2021). During phase three, the 

authors followed up with previous research participants, collecting survey data from 15 

participants in CE activities from the previous two phases. Survey questions asked participants to 

reflect more explicitly on their relationship to the “Circular Economy,” their motivations for 

working on CE projects, the underlying benefits these projects have had in their lives, and to 

evaluate solutions and barriers to making change through CE frameworks in Lebanon. Phase 

three survey data was supplemented by 5 KIIs with survey participants, discourse analysis of 35 
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Instagram posts by organisations in the CE ecosystem in Lebanon, and content analysis of the 

only large-scale CE study conducted in Lebanon authored by international NGO Acted, funded 

by the UNDP and the EU (Acted 2020).  

The authors used qualitative coding and discourse analysis in NVivo to analyse the gathered 

repository of interview transcripts, fieldnotes, survey data, social media text, documents, and 

scholarly references. Using a political ecology framework, the authors analysed the underlying 

social, political, and economic drivers behind the studied CE practices and the discursive 

differences in CE approaches by smaller projects and international or governmental 

organisations. In presenting our results, all names and identifiable information of participants has 

been anonymised to the best extent possible. Names of NGOs, organizations, and public figures 

are included where appropriate. Certain identifying details of interview participants have been 

fictionalised to ensure anonymity. This research was reviewed and approved by the School of 

Anthropology and the Human Subjects Protection Program at the University of Arizona. 

 

Results  

To discuss our findings, we first review the main socio-political factors that CE micro projects 

were reacting to and trying to find solutions for that emerged in our data. The most significant 

factors were conditions of infrastructure, governance, and policy, shaping the ways CE solutions 

are being imagined and practiced. In the second section, we analyse the discourses and practices 

of micro circular economies and highlight some of their differences from the IGOs and 

institutions involved in coordinating or funding other, larger CE initiatives. We found that the 

practices and ideologies employed by micro-CE actors were more likely to make social justice, 

addressing structural violence, and creating alternatives to capitalism explicit aims of a circular 
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economy framework than the IGOs, governmental ministries, and funding initiatives also 

working in this CE ecosystem. Finally, we analyse the creation, practices, and implications of 

“Regenerate Lebanon” (RL), a pilot circular economy village constructed during the 2019-2020 

political revolution in Beirut, Lebanon. We present this case study as an imperfect portrait of an 

alternative circular economy that allows for experiments in human and non-human care, political 

organizing, and justice. Overall, this bottom-up analysis presents an important contrast to 

dominant CE publications, showing how people navigate the gaps of governance and broken 

economic systems to forge circular alternatives, revealing lessons for further collaboration 

between grassroots and institutionalised circular economies. 

 

The socio-political conditions surrounding CE solutions 

Unsurprisingly, deteriorating conditions of infrastructure throughout Lebanon was a central 

reason cited for experimenting with circular economy solutions. Recent statistics rank Lebanon 

130th out of 137 countries in quality of overall infrastructure (Schwab 2017) with access to basic 

services like 24-hour electricity, potable water, or waste management still a daily struggle. In 

Lebanon, infrastructures have been central to cementing social inequality through differential 

access to basic resources and entrenching environmental harm. However, they are also critical 

sites of innovation in infrastructural design, spurring investment into circular economy solutions 

(Acted 2020). Historically, infrastructural maintenance throughout the country has been 

obstructed in large part by Lebanon’s sectarian governance systems in which infrastructures are 

key sites for religious-political actors to entrench influence and jurisdiction (Allan 2014; Bou 

Akar 2018; Nucho 2016), resulting in patchwork, uneven infrastructural development (Bou Akar 

2018; Cammett 2014; Van der Molen and Stel 2015).  
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This patchwork development is further undermined by Lebanon’s political economy. In 

post-war periods, infrastructures were re-built based on neoliberal policies, resulting in physical 

entrenchment of wealth inequality, spatial segregation based on sectarianism, higher rates of 

unemployment, and increased privatisation of social services and spaces (Baumann 2016; Fawaz 

2009; Harvey 1985). These trends have created deep problems of access to services, especially 

for low-income and refugee populations which make up a significant portion of the population. 

For example, the privatisation of electricity and water coupled with the lack of pricing regulation 

has led to corporate monopolies for goods like private generators and water tanks. This leaves 

people either paying high prices for basic needs, relying on creative practices like siphoning 

electricity from the public grid (Allan 2016), or clientelist communal politics like promising 

local politicians votes in exchange for access to services (Cammett 2014; Nucho 2016). 

Neoliberal policies have in turn created significant opportunity for private industries and 

organisations to implement CE solutions like renewable energy and water efficiency 

programmes, however, as a recent study about the CE in Lebanon found, overall lack of national 

leadership, policymaking, and public trust in institutions undermines the ability to institute CE 

solutions on a broader scale (Acted 2020). 

 These conditions of uneven governance and the decentralisation of service provision has 

enhanced the role of the civil society. During Lebanon’s civil war (1975-1990), civil society 

groups took over basic service and infrastructure provisioning and were central to development 

and maintenance after the war. This, in concert with privatisation due to neoliberal policies, led 

to the rise of civil society organisations and corporations constituting a “shadow state” 

(AbiYaghi, Catusse, and Younes 2017; Harb 2018; Kingston 2013). This complex of governance 

is exemplified by the Ministry of Environment (MoE) in Lebanon. The MoE is part of the central 
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government and is mainly responsible for waste management regulation and strategy at the 

national level. However, the central government does not adequately invest in the MoE, and they 

are primarily funded by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the European 

Union (EU), which ultimately drives strategy, policy making, and funding priorities at the local 

level. The UNDP and the MoE have partnered for over a decade, with the UNDP supporting the 

governance and strategy of the institution. UNDP support includes planning and programming 

for sustainable development, “institutional strengthening”, and environmental policy 

development (UNDP Lebanon 2016; 2017). The UNDP has prioritised neoliberal models that 

match donors to projects implemented by non-governmental actors rather than on implementing 

governmental reform or policy. Such patterns of governance create significant gaps in overall 

social and environmental well-being and has in many ways enabled further negligence by the 

central government.  

 These gaps in infrastructure and governance, evidenced by the 2015 garbage crisis, have 

shaped the ways that CE solutions are being practiced, why, and by whom. In early 2015, the 

gulf-based company, Sukleen, that was responsible for solid waste management in the greater 

Beirut region did not bid to renew their contract. The government made finding new land for 

treatment facilities and sanitary landfills a condition of the contract, both an expensive and 

unlikely possibility as many existing dumps were nearing or exceeding capacity (Awwad 2017). 

This all coincided with the closure of nearby Naameh landfill which was exceeding its volume. 

These factors left a gap in waste management with no pick-up or disposal for months throughout 

the dense city with a population of about 2.5 million. The impacts of inadequate waste 

infrastructure are uneven as landfill placement and garbage dumping is more likely in low-

income neighborhoods, working class laborers such as fisherman are more likely to lose their 
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livelihood due to pollution, and Syrian and Palestinian refugees make up the overwhelming 

majority of waste laborers (Saleh 2021). As the garbage swelled, mass protests during 2015-2016 

took place in response with people rallying around garbage as a symbol for the larger landscape 

of interconnected governmental, infrastructural, and ecological problems (Yee and Saad 2019). 

 In the wake of this crisis, solutions for waste management exploded as citizens, 

companies, and the civil society sector jumped in to help. Recycling companies were formed to 

collect, sort, and treat waste from households and business, composting initiatives were formed 

to help treat organic waste, and citizens led waste clean-up events across the country. In this 

period, funding for and public awareness about the circular economy increased and there was a 

surge in CE entrepreneurship and initiatives. This mobilisation was similar to the impacts of 

programmes put in place in the wake of structural adjustment policies which cut government 

spending on waste management (Fredericks 2018). These programmes, popular all over the 

world, have individualised and privatised responsibility for waste management, an essential 

service provision (Chalfin 2016; Doherty 2019). In this case, governmental (in)action, along with 

the popularity of neoliberal policy making, produced new policies and practices in dealing with 

socio-environmental challenges and have subsequently transformed the burdens of climate 

responsibility onto consumers, remaking what it means to be a good citizen (Agrawal 2005).  

 The 2015-2016 protests also instigated changing patterns of socio-political mobilisation 

and consciousness. Subsequent grassroots micro-CE projects were concerned with not only 

creating environmentally restorative systems but also addressing the root causes and uneven 

impacts of Lebanon’s socio-ecological crises. This can be seen again in the political revolution 

across Lebanon beginning October 17th, 2019, where people demanded the ruling class take 

responsibility for patterns of injustice, while calling for sweeping solutions not only to neoliberal 
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governance issues but how such matters are interconnected with broader socio-ecological 

problems. Within spaces of revolution, people further experimented with creating CE projects to 

innovate solutions for Lebanon’s entangled crises and as spaces to debate local and global 

futures.  

As this contemporary history reveals, individuals and civil society organisations are 

shouldering the heaviest burdens of these challenging economic and infrastructural conditions in 

Lebanon. We will now turn to examine how grassroots actors discuss and practice circular 

solutions to some of these systemic problems and the significance of their choices within the 

larger context of circular economies. 

 

Confronting power, capitalism, and inequality 

The ecosystem of CE actors in Lebanon is diverse. This study, however, primarily focused on 

circular projects instituted by small, non-governmentally affiliated organisations, companies, and 

individuals. In doing so, the results illuminate several common practices and discourses used in 

the everyday implementation of micro circular economies (e.g., community composting 

programmes, facilitating resource trade or share platforms, permaculture farming) that largely 

differ from the IGOs, and institutions involved in coordinating or funding larger CE initiatives 

(e.g., municipal solid waste management, industrial production redesign). The first major 

difference we found was the willingness to tackle political conditions. Large NGOs and 

institutions tend to de-politicise CE projects (and development projects in general) and are more 

likely to create anti-political narratives about the broader context their work is situated within 

(Ferguson 1994; Ticktin 2011). In contrast, we found that these micro-CE initiatives were more 
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likely to base their actions in critiques of power and inequality. In other words, social and 

ecological inequalities were the driving force for them to create CEs.  

 All participants in this study reported that Lebanon’s struggles with waste management, 

culminating in the 2015 garbage crisis, made them reflect more on capitalism’s local and global 

influence on the waste crisis, consumption habits, and the value and exploitation of local 

resources. Furthermore, exposure to the vast material accumulation of waste throughout their 

lives alongside socio-political debates about waste in Lebanon are cited as the two primary 

motivations for people who became dedicated to environmental careers, political causes, or 

community initiatives related to the circular economy. Additionally, most of the participants in 

this study were introduced to principals of the circular economy through formative personal 

experiences (e.g., habitual, ancestral practices of reuse or land regeneration), educational 

experiences, and through professions implementing projects to address structural violence and 

inequality.  

 Within collected survey responses, social media analysis, and interviews, waste emerged 

as a trigger to discuss broader issues of social inequality and political corruption. As many were 

quick to point out, low-income and refugee populations are far more likely to live near landfills 

or toxic waste sites and those most at risk for losing their livelihood from climate pollution are 

those who rely on natural resources like fisherman and farmers. Most participants were cognizant 

of the local patterns of structural violence that waste enacts throughout the country as well as 

global impacts on the environment (e.g., pollution of the Mediterranean Sea). This is consistent 

with broader public discourse, as recent political movements linked waste mismanagement to 

issues of infrastructure, governance, and the environment (Yee and Saad 2019). Waste has also 

emerged as a symbolic theme to connect to broader issues of power such as when critiquing 
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corruption (the “waste” of the government) or discussing recycling (e.g., we need to “recycle the 

system”, “recycle the politicians”, “re-psych-le our mindsets”). Trying to reduce, reuse, and 

recycle waste, then, is not simply an environmental act, but seen as central to tackling everyday 

politics and structures of injustice. As we were told, “when you can’t change the government, 

you can just pick it [waste] up, you can try to pick up the pieces of this government.” 

 We also found that these micro projects are far more vocal about the common critiques of 

CEs than the institutional actors at IGOs in Lebanon or within the MoE. Rather than pulling from 

CE models using a monetary gains perspective, these projects saw their activities as remedies for 

the harms of capitalism. One participant illustrated this with a potent narrative highlighting the 

tensions that arose when they participated in a CE training organised by the UN. They narrated 

the experience of a group conversation on examples of a scientific circular economy, 

commenting on how CE products and solutions are often greenwashed: 

While not the intent, during an eco-design training for SMEs [small and medium enterprises] 
apparent corporate greenwashing came into play as multinational brands leading the change 
promoted cleaning up the sea from plastic bottles and then re-circulating them into a new product 
like swimsuits or bags. They advertised this as a circular economy solution as it reduces raw 
virgin material production by using fiber made of recycled plastic bottles and reducing plastic 
bottle pollution in the sea, which sounds really progressive. But when you go to wash that 
swimsuit, it releases micro-plastics from the fiber of shredded plastic bottles, releasing <5mm 
sized micro-plastics into waterways, now much more problematic to clean up. The plastic bottle 
in the water is harmful, and while it needed to be removed, it was large in comparison to micro-
plastic, now too small to collect. The new product is accelerating the crisis with each wash: 
enhancing the amount of plastic that is going into the waterways, animals, and humans by 
quantity and by time.  
 
During the training, I voiced alternatives to promoting or branding this as a CE solution…[In the 
end], it was all a dance around creating a bigger problem to the one we are tackling. I got 
passionate, as these measures are taking what a circular economy was—a scientific re-design of 
the system—and applying it to harm to system, not close all loops. This is part and parcel of the 
sustainable movement where half-measures to sustain are seen as “good enough.”  

 
This narrative shows a clear demarcation between the intention versus the impact of CE policies 

and the need to more adamantly examine the potential impacts of circular transformations, 

scientifically, socially, and institutionally. The disconnect this participant so eloquently describes 
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has been researched within the EU’s embrace of circular economy policies where researchers 

found that there is, “a dichotomy between words and actions, with a discourse that is rather 

holistic, while policies focus on ‘end of pipe’ solutions and do not address the many socio-

ecological implications of a circularity transition” (Friant et al. 2020). Interlocutors also critiqued 

the lack of commitment from larger producers to confront “the political game” underlying CE 

policy decisions and burdening consumers with the responsibility for justice and equity. Our 

research found that many participants were acutely aware of this dichotomy, and they invest in 

thinking through the potential unintended consequences of their circular processes and 

transformations, especially as they are less hindered by the demands of donors and investors than 

larger scale projects.  

 One common strategy that many of these micro projects used was to tap into ancestral 

practices and knowledge based in circular principles. When discussing how to make these micro-

CE interventions more sustainable, we were told, “we need a paradigm shift in our way of 

relating to ourselves, the earth and its resources. We need to shift our ways of thinking, being, 

feeling, existing on all levels to overthrow capitalism and colonialism on every level, inside us 

and in our lands.” This decolonial ideology has translated into projects aimed at returning to 

heritage practices to promote new consumption practices in the present.  

 For example, there are groups committed to using a traditional Lebanese method of food 

preservation, mouneh, to redistribute and source necessities between rural and urban 

communities and to ensure access to food for vulnerable populations. The process of making 

mouneh preserves food from the harvest seasons to ensure winter survival, preserving the 

freshness of fruits, vegetables, herbs, and cheeses into reused jars. Typically, farmers make 

mouneh from rejected produce or food waste. Food waste comprises the bulk of municipal waste 
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in Lebanon, with nearly all food waste sent to landfills. It is estimated that Lebanon emits more 

than 1840 Gg CO2eq from landfills, comparable to countries ten times the population of 

Lebanon (Acted 2020).  

 Within this framework, mouneh traditions represent a multifaceted opportunity: reduce 

food waste and carbon emissions in a particularly import dependent economy, connect to 

ancestral practices to heal oneself and one’s connection to the land, and to ensure better food 

access for vulnerable populations. As another participant framed it, “ it comes back to the 

indigenous because the motivations of indigenous production were not rooted in corporate 

industrialism. Our methods of evaluating what we need and how to produce it ask, ‘What is its 

benefit to me? And to the land? Or to the land and to me?’.”  

 Thinking about oneself in relationship to nature in this way represents a decolonial 

approach to CEs. Colonial ideologies about nature stem from centuries of Enlightenment thought 

that believed the “natural” and the “social” as separate domains of knowledge and science 

(Chakrabarty 2009). As scholars have robustly shown, such dichotomies gave rise to industrial 

capitalism’s exploitation of resources and have accelerated our current climate crises, turning 

natural resources into commodities and construing humans as masters over nature (Ernston and 

Sörlin 2019; Mintz 1985; Mitchell 2009; Tsing 2015). As another participant stated, “Ancestral 

practices, perspectives, and ways of life showed that our ancestors had the right perspective, they 

did not separate and alienate themselves from nature, they felt like an integral part of it.”  

  The final common discourse among micro projects was the focus on well-being and the 

emphasis on humanity. Micro projects were focused on social and environmental “healing” 

while macro projects were more focused on policies and practices that would maximise the 

“value extraction” (Acted 2020) from materials; micro projects were concerned with “centering 
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human health and well-being” while macro projects were largely focused on maximising 

profitability from the CE. According to our findings, micro and macro projects started with 

different answers and approaches to the question “what is the goal of a CE?”  

 In our analysis, all participants in micro projects emphasised that “centering human-

environmental justice” is the central aim of a circular economy. “Justice” was described both in 

general terms and distributive terms in reference to localised inequities and differential access to 

and stewardship of resources. In addition to justice and the merging of social-natural 

relationships, people also discussed the need for instituting cultural shifts through CE projects, 

calling for changing our consumption and production models for our “experiences, relationships, 

and collaboration to matter more than material wealth.” Furthermore, when asked about the main 

underlying benefits that CE projects and lifestyles have had in their lives, the most common 

responses were: 1) building a stronger sense of community, 2) increased solidarity among peers, 

3) reduced reliance on imported goods, 4) the ability to reduce costs, and 5) enhanced well-

being. By re-centering the “core” of what a circular economy should do (heal our systems from 

extractive, linear capitalist growth) such participants were better able to align the intents and the 

impacts of their CEs. 

In summary, we found major differences between small-scale CE projects and more 

large-scale CEs in Lebanon. Operating within the gaps of governance, micro-CEs were more 

likely to: 1) emerge because of contemporary socio-political challenges and inequalities, 2) 

design CEs not as a continuation of but as a remedy for the harms of capitalism, 3) think about 

the unintended consequences of circular transformations, 4) use indigenous knowledge and 

ancestral practices to inform CE strategies and decolonise relationships to nature, and 5) to 

design CEs to center well-being, health, and justice.  
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Finally, we turn to an ethnographic case study of a CE village constructed during the 

2019-2020 thawra that illustrates these findings in practice. We will explore how these elements 

were incorporated and the main challenges and opportunities learned through constructing a CE 

on the revolutionary frontlines.  

 

Creating a Circular Economy Village in Revolution 

In October 2019, large protests spread across the country after a particularly difficult summer of 

economic, infrastructural, and environmental deterioration. After a new series of taxes were 

proposed following a declared state of economic emergency (Sullivan 2019), climate change 

induced wildfires burned thousands of acres of forests across the countryside. The Lebanese 

government owned three privately donated helicopters specifically for carrying water to fight 

fires, but they diverted the funding to maintain them, and they fell into disrepair. Combined with 

economic hardships, the fires became the newest symbol of government corruption and 

negligence.  

 Protests continued to swell throughout October, coalescing into thawra. In the capital city 

of Beirut, people began reclaiming public spaces in downtown near the parliament, with people 

continuously occupying space in Riad al-Solh square and Sahat al-Shouhada (Martyr’s Square). 

Quickly into the daily demonstrations, garbage and debris from the protesters began to litter 

these squares at the end of each day, leading citizens to coordinate large garbage clean-ups of 

Sahat al-Shouhada and the surrounding areas. Hundreds of volunteers came each morning to pick 

up the previous day’s waste, learning how to sort and recycle. Leaders of the clean-ups 

coordinated waste pick-up and recycling streams with organisations who would process the 

materials. Over time, large political art installations were crafted in the square by artists using 
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reused and recycled materials. As new relationships were forged on the thawra streets and 

through these kinds of citizen initiatives, organisations and individuals constructed various tents 

throughout the square to seize on the growing wave of collaboration, hope, and change. 

Installations and events were aimed at civic engagement, collaborating on political solutions, and 

imagining the future of the country (see Figure 1). The second author was forging new 

collaborations as well, getting to know people in the demonstrations interested in using circular 

economy solutions for system change. In collaboration, they built a pilot circular economy 

village (as described by the participants) called “Regenerate Lebanon” (RL).  

 RL consisted of a series of tented stations to create an integrated, layered approach to 

show how circular solutions could meet and improve people’s basic needs, care for the 

environment, create sustainable infrastructures, and enhance overall well-being. These tented 

areas were adjacent to other groups’ tents and within a large area where people were living and 

sleeping for the duration of the thawra. People stayed in the streets because they could not afford 

housing, they wanted to remain in the streets strategically, or due to political differences with 

their families where they could not return home. As many activists and scholars have discussed, 

the 2019-2020 thawra represented the most diverse political uprising in terms of nationality, 

class, and political ideologies in the country’s history. Thawra presented an often-rare 

opportunity for people to collaborate and interact with one another across difference. In setting 

up their tent village in the heart of the protests, RL capitalised on this context to show people 

across diverse backgrounds what was possible in a circular system while providing a space to 

collaborate and collectivise the actions stemming from thawra.  

 RL constructed various stations for 1) waste, 2) land, 3) human needs, 4) water, 5) and 

energy with specialised co-working areas for people to discuss and create projects around policy, 
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data collection, agriculture and land, food systems, and other topics. The waste station educated 

people on sorting and segmented waste collection streams, assigning a responsible organisation 

for disposal. The land station focused on planting, composting, and growing. In the human needs 

station, they set up a zero-waste kitchen, feeding 500-1000 people per day, and a donation space 

to redistribute resources and everyday necessities. Large water tanks of potable water allowed for 

a water refill station and wash area. The space was powered by solar panels and a “bike to 

power” area. The project relied on community participation, pulling in large numbers of daily 

volunteers and in-kind donations (e.g., local food, solar panels, supplies). 

 The intent behind these infrastructures was to get people to think about the root of the 

problems being protested, which on the surface appear as corruption and poverty. The RL village 

modelled a circular way of life where people had access to infrastructures and services that have 

proven so difficult to achieve for the average person in Lebanon. For example, the RL organisers 

minimised the use of plastic bottles of water by installing water tanks and filtering those with 

drinking water, contrasting daily life where potable water is rarely free nor available via tap. 

They also wanted to bring in the indigenous element of Lebanese traditions, by putting glass briq 

on the tables (a glass carafe designed with a narrow spout to easily pour water into one’s mouth 

and allow for sanitary communal drinking).  

I think looking at something from circular perspective allows us to see where the root of the 
problem is coming from. We all don't have access to free drinking water in Lebanon, we have to 
buy it and water should be made available freely and cleanly. So, we thought, how do we package 
that water now and how did we used to package that water? How come water itself has been so 
commodified globally? Our entire kitchen became totally plastic free. We filtered water, 
encouraging refill stations on an open tap for all and served meals from stainless steel, food grade 
plates, bowls, cups, and utensils that were re-usable, washable, and people had to return them 
after every meal (Kehdy’s reflection, fieldnotes, January 2020). 

 
The village was trying to institute circular solutions that were not focused on re-

designing/producing commodities, but re-thinking what was needed to create a future for 
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Lebanon that could bring about greater economic and ecological equity. In modeling different 

consumption practices and social-environmental relationships, RL hoped to model a productive 

contrast to the everyday where infrastructures and governance systems differentially deprive 

people from accessing the resources needed for well-being and survival. RL offered an 

opportunity to showcase CE on a more widely accessible scale due to the size of the thawra 

environment and that there was a much more representative population of the overall nation 

interacting with RL than with other CE projects.   

  In addition to creating greater access and exposure to CE alternatives among the overall 

population in Beirut, participants reported several outcomes from the RL intervention: 1) 

encouraging reusable vs. single-use products, 2) creating access to electricity and water, locally 

farmed produce, and left-over supermarket food for those who have been systematically denied 

access, 3) facilitating new CE projects and collaborations, and 4) enhanced community 

participation. RL also faced challenges to both daily operations and overall sustainability. These 

challenges have ultimately spurred further CE innovation by both organisers and participants 

post-thawra. The main challenges they encountered were 1) gaps in the market for affordable 

eco-products, 2) building trust, and 3) the re-entrenchment of social divisions. One participant 

discussed how the project’s commitment to circularity revealed gaps in eco-product markets in 

Lebanon, with few producers creating products such as affordable, bio-degradable, package-free 

liquid dish soaps at scale. After the project’s end, such gaps gave participants ideas for future 

directions to make eco-products more accessible. 

  The RL organisers also learned a lot from how to make future CE projects more 

sustainable and socially equitable at scale. As they thought more deeply about the intersections 

and causes of poverty and resource depredation, they considered other economic models of 
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resource distribution, such as moneyless trade (rather than giving away goods for free). As their 

“soup kitchen” model had its challenges for sustainability, this spurred people to think more 

about systems of food production rather than consumption, questioning how to create adequate 

land sharing practices to enable urban agriculture in the dense city. As a result, many participants 

moved on after thawra to circular permaculture projects using regenerative farming and urban 

food access projects (e.g. Beit el Baraka, Nation Station, Adl Wa Rahme Project). 

  Building trust was a more significant obstacle. For example, the kitchen experienced a lot 

of theft of plates and cups. The group then had to institute new rules, first patrolling people’s 

tents in the mornings who were sleeping in the square to find the items, and then eventually not 

allowing people to eat at the kitchen if they had not returned items after three or four warnings.  

People of all backgrounds were living together on the streets most of whom did not know one 

another prior, making it difficult to build trust and community even if people shared political 

goals. Interlocuters soon observed everyday social divisions re-establishing themselves in social 

interactions, especially sectarian divisions and discrimination based on nationality and refugee 

status. Social divisions tend to reproduce themselves in liminal spaces like a political revolution 

over time (AbiYaghi, Catusse, and Younes 2017; Turner 1974), and can threaten movement 

sustainability. However, we found that RL participants and organisers saw discrimination and 

division as critical elements to discuss and question, akin to conversations on race and racism in 

U.S. political organising. Ultimately, this experience made organisers and participants more 

committed to redesigning systems to minimise such divisions. Indeed, many have since pursued 

new projects after the Beirut Blast that are based in coalitional models amongst different groups 

and draw on local models of conflict resolution (see Rosenbaum 2017). 

https://beitelbaraka.org/
https://thenationstation.org/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CNprBlVMSHL/
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  The need to tackle “common well-being” was emphasised repeatedly by participants in 

this study. They discuss well-being in tandem with self-reflection and growth as a critical 

practice of advancing equitable formations of CE and of society in general. Tackling the “hardest 

layer, the social, human care aspect”, as one person told us, will only happen when we 

understand the social dynamics of our society. They continued: 

When we break down corruption, we can’t blame the government. We have to understand that the 
rings of corruption come from within ourselves, too. That’s my biggest lesson that was tried and 
tested across this revolution. How do we really implement change when so many people next to 
us and within us are what is corrupting and/or benefiting from the system, because we’re living in 
that system, we are of that system. When corruption happens at the top, many people participate 
along the way, and in that way the system fails us all.  
 

This reveals a major lesson from CE micro projects. While such projects critique systems of 

power and inequality, they also emphasise cultural and personal transformations where people 

interrogate their relationships to themselves, others, and our environments. While this practice 

has led to more radically justice focused interventions after the RL project, it also highlights the 

neoliberal internalisation of personal responsibility for socio-environmental welfare. This 

internalisation may threaten to reproduce the gaps of governance that necessitate CE micro 

projects in the first place. 

 

Conclusion   

The spread of COVID-19 lockdowns across the globe threatened the political gains of the 

thawra (including the resignation of several key government officials) and the government 

seized the opportunity to disintegrate thawra physical hubs. The infrastructures built, including 

Regenerate Lebanon, were taken down, broken, or stolen. Just months later, on August 4th, 2020, 

the city of Beirut, Lebanon exploded in a deadly blast that wiped out life worlds and histories in 

an instant. The blast left hundreds dead, over 300,000 homeless, and utterly devastated the built 
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and ecological environment with initial findings revealing the blast is disproportionately harming 

women, children, LGBTQ populations, migrants, and refugees (U.N. Women 2020). However, 

amongst the destruction, lives are being slowly rebuilt with and through the rubble by dedicated 

people, newly formed collectives, and organisations; things falling apart and coming back 

together again. Shattered glass is being recycled and transformed into new jobs, windows, and 

glassware. Mutual aid collectives are distributing food, assessing damage, and creating networks 

of care: alternative circular economies in the making.  

Rather than the “Circular Economy”, Bradley Jones (2019) advocates for the “more-than-

human economy” as a framework to reveal how to make ends meet with others, and where 

surpluses are not of capital but of synergies that feed back into a resilient system (2019, 3). His 

analysis of post-capitalist forms of (re)production (Gibson-Graham 2006) speaks to the potential 

for alternative economies to disturb capitalist ruins. The CE projects we studied gesture towards 

such alternatives where circular systems allow for experiments in human and non-human care, 

political organising, and healing for those that face the impacts of systemic violence and 

inequality. In the midst and aftermath of this environmental catastrophe, “dominant ecological, 

economic, and material forms are (re)cycled to nourish alternative social relations and 

subjectivities” (Jones 2019, 5). Lebanon, in all the challenges it faces as a nation, is an important 

model for how people navigate the gaps of governance and broken systems to forge alternatives 

to human and non-human survival.  

However, as the results of this study also underscore, people face significant barriers in 

trying to form long-term CE initiatives. While there are pockets of hope, the socio-political and 

economic barriers are now even more challenging due to the explosion and the pandemic. Thus 

far, neoliberal patterns of institutional mobilisation and citizen engagement leave people still 
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shouldering the burdens of government inadequacy and the lack of effective service provision. 

Such citizenship relationships threaten sustainability, as neoliberal governance policies continue 

to individualise “externalities” to those who most suffer from their consequences and, to a lesser 

extent, NGOs, and corporations (Fredricks 2018; Millar 2018).  

 It is imperative for those in positions of power who tout CE solutions in policy and 

corporate design to learn from micro-CE projects and everyday circular practices around the 

world. Taking the premise that a circular economy can heal systems from extractive, linear 

growth models, we offer the following lessons learned from this study: 

1) Anti-political applications of CE risk reproducing power relationships that increase gaps 

in equity and resource distribution. 

2) There is a significant need for integrated CE networks that tap into expertise at various 

scales. Grassroots projects, civil society groups, the private sector, and public sector can 

work together to displace current burdens on impacted individuals and consumers.  

3) Examine the potential impacts of circular transformations—scientifically, socially, and 

institutionally—by investing time and research prior to development.  

4) Avoid one-size fits all approaches and develop solutions based on the local history and 

context.  

5) Rethink collaboration and who’s knowledge and expertise is valued when designing CE 

policy and practice. In particular, employ indigenous peoples to inform alternative 

circular approaches and marginalised community members to create greater equity in CE 

design. 
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Those in decision-making positions should ask themselves, what is the goal of a CE: maximising 

profit or well-being? In doing so, they may learn from grassroots approaches to produce more 

scalable economic systems that bring about greater socio-ecological justice for all.  
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Figure Captions: 
Figure 1: Refuse lines the streets during the garbage crisis in 2015. Source: Joss K/Shutterstock.  
Figure 2: Photograph of Sahat al-Shouhada during thawra with the Regenerate Lebanon tents in 
the background. The green sign reads, “Together we Regenerate Lebanon.” Source: Joslin 
Kehdy. 
Figure 3: The Regenerate Lebanon tents with their solar and water tank stations. Source: Joslin 
Kehdy. 
Figure 4: A social media screenshot of a digital map of the RL village. This map was shared 
across public Instagram profiles on their “stories.” Source: @thehub. 
Figure 5: A screenshot of an Instagram story by a RL participant showing the names of the 
various stations. Source: Anonymous. 
Figure 6: The set up for a zero-waste Christmas dinner in Sahat al-Shouhada set up by RL and 
many other thawra participants. Source: Hiba Al Khallas. 
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