
The issue of participation in housing has 
been in vogue for several years. The 
question usually posed concerns how people 
can best participate in the architects' and 
planners' housing projects. However, in 
most countries these projects are only the tip 
of the total housing iceberg. The reverse 
question is actually the more important 
how can architects and planners best par
ticipate in the people's housing process? The 
following case study attempts to answer this 
question. l Its single most important con
clusion is that the local and personal 
housing activities must be controlled by 
local and individual decisions. Only then 
will a variety and volume of housing supply 
be generated to meet an immensely diverse 
and rapidly growing demand. 

To achieve these objectives, the role of 
professionals must be redefined. Their past 
interventions as designers and regulators 
have done more damage than good. Pro
fessionals must stop planning and designing 
housing projects; they must learn to work in 
support of the local traditional housing 
process Their role is to assure the avail
ability of basic housing projection factors' 
properly subdivided land, finance and 
technology (materials, components and 
appropriate specialized skills); necessary 
urban services, supportive urban develop
ment planning and an appropriate legal 
framework. These are difficult responsibili
ties, and to meet them professionals will 
require personal commitment, new skills and 
an understanding of the sociocultural, 
economic, political and physical dynamics of 
the normal housing process in the time and 
place of their intended intervention. 

The Normal Housing Process 

Specific individual housing demands are 
immensely variable. They depend on dif
ferent combinations of factors, including 
location, tenure, cost and materials. Broad 
patterns of housing demand can be gen
eralized, however, into two types: rental and 
ownership. Potential renters want to buy a 
service, without financial commitment or 
commitment to dwelling and locality. 
Housing ranks as a relatively low spending 
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priority. For them, appropriate location in 
the city is important; physical standards of 
dwelling and characteristics of the locality 
are less crucial In contrast, potential owners 
want security, convenience and equity. They 
are willing to make a long-term commit
ment to dwelling and locality, and are 
prepared to invest time, money and effort 
toward its improvement. Housing is a high 
priority, as are physical standards and 
potential for improvement; location in the 
city is usually less important than the 
characteristics of the locality itself. The 
lower and moderate income population 
considers rental housing a stepping-stone to 
eventual home ownership. 

The normal Egyptian housing process has 
developed responses for each of these types 
of demand. Poorer households seeking very 
cheap but appropriately located housing 
were able to find accommodation in raba'as, 
one or two-story low cost tenements with 
collective utilities, or were renting rooms in 
single-family homes. A large number lived 
rent-free with relatives or friends for some 
time. The better-off renters, looking for 
higher standards of housing, were living 
mainly in 'imaras, moderately priced 
apartment houses with private utilities in 
every unit. Few were renting single-family 
houses. 

Households with ownership priority built 
single-family houses on plots purchased or 
claimed within the customary leasehold 
system called hikr. Construction and 
improvement were always undertaken in 
gradual stages over a number of years. 
Owner-builders wanting to increase the 
valJle and the income-earning capacity of 
their houses were further improving and 
expanding their homes; mud or sandi 
cement brick was replaced with burned brick 
and concrete, rooms and apartments were 
added for rental purposes in addition to 
shops, workshops and cafes for rent or for 
personal business. Single-family houses 
were thereby transformed into houses with 
lodgers, and ultimately into raba'as or 
'imaras with commerce on the ground floor. 

This system was capable of meeting any 
kind of demand change; through a process 
of progressive development, nearly every 
single-family house could potentially offer 
any kind of housing supply. Whether it 

would become an 'imara or a raba'a or 
would remain unchanged depended on its 
location in the city, on urban services of the 
locality and on general economic develop
ment of the region, as well as on the 
priorities and economic capacity of the 
owners. When the new demand required it, 
the system was capable of developing or 
adapting new forms of housing; the 'imara 
in its present form was only introduced in 
the nineteenth century. 

The growth of Ismailia offers a clear 
example of progressive development, one 
which is particularly impressive if we know 
that the development process was delayed by 
tenure insecurity, lack of building materials 
and other obstacles, and interrupted by war 
and the evacuation of the city popUlation. 
Arashia, a sites and services area of the 
1940s, has grown from single-family homes 
to three to five-story brick and concrete 
'imaras Urban services, schools, hospitals 
and other social services have been gradually 
introduced. 

El Hekr to the southwest has developed, in 
twenty years, to nearly that level. Renters 
predominate in both developments. In 
central El Hekr, forty percent of families are 
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Ismailia, Egypt: topography of El Hekr distnct 

Source: T Sudra, Ismailia Demonstration 
Project, Final Report 
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renters or non-paying guests, and houses are 
mostly one-story and of solid traditional 
materials. Further to the north, toward the 
desert, earlier stages of construction are still 
to be seen. Finally, the northeastern fringe is 
home to owner-builders busy with the initial 
stages of their homes. The stages of de
velopment inherent in the housing process 
are clearly visible in the districts of Ismailia. 

Kinds of Housing and Their Users: 
The Single-Family Home 

Single-family houses must be viewed in the 
context of the incremental process of their 
construction and expansion. Houses in the 

incipient stages will be small, cheaply built, 
poorly serviced and without renters At a 
later stage houses will be much larger, better 
constructed and serviced and often able to 
accommodate more than one family. The 
single-family houses studied in Ismailia 
ranged from two to twelve rooms on plots 
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Rural traditional 

from 40 to 480 square metres. Houses with 
lodgers had nearly double the floor area of 
those without lodgers. Rental units were of 
two to three rooms of 25-30 square metres, 
or single rooms of about 10 square metres 
In 1978, all rental units brought at least 
2.00 £Egyptian per month. 

Single family traditional 

'Imara (apartment block) 

Single family modern Raba'a (tenement) 
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Housing types in Ismailia 

Source: T. Sudra, Ismailia Demonstration Project, Final Report 
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The quality of materials used and range of 
utilities available differs in each single
family house-from mud to concrete frame 
with burned brick infill, and from barrel pit 
latrine to the bathroom with sewerage 
connection. But a consistent fact is that 
almost all single-family houses studied were 
built in an incremental fashion, mostly by 
the owner families themselves. This addi
tional construction might be done entirely 
by the family, by the family with some 
operations subcontracted, or by general 
contracting. All extensions were intended 
for rental, financed by savings or from 
income obtained from renting some of the 
rooms built earlier. A single-family house 
could expand into a raba'a, with maximum 
expansion potential of four rooms on the 
ground floor (further expansion would 
require replacement of the ground floor by a 
better construction method capable of 
bearing higher floors), or into an 'imara 
two or three floors high. 

Raba'as 

The raba'as offer the lowest cost and lowest 
standard rental housing in Ismailia. To the 
owners they represent an investment for 
present and future income and security. 
They consist of several rooms or small 
apartments using collective utilities and 
facing common courtyards. Dwellings 
usually comprise one, or at the most two 
floors. The owners often live in the building. 
With few exceptions, raba'as are of the 
construction type predominant in the 
immediate area: mud or a mixture of stone, 
brick and mud in the localities near the 
canal; sand-cement brick and less 
mud-brick in the localities on the desert 
side; or stone with timber roofing in the 
older central area. 

Most of the raba'as are well located for the 
needs of the occupants, mainly near the 
inner city in areas of high density with 
numerous employment opportunities, and 
near the main markets. Raba'a owners were 
usually born in the city or have lived in it for 
over thirty years; raba'a tenants are mostly 
immigrants. We studied ten raba'as in detail 
in 1975. Most had begun as single-family 

homes. There were an average of 55 
dwelling units per raba'a, on plots of 
between 40 and 370 square metres (average 
of 150 square metres). Space standards in 
each dwelling unit, averaging one to three 
rooms, were in most cases very low: 4.5 
square metres per adult and an average 
room occupancy of 3.2 adults. Half the 
raba'as had what could be considered good 
lighting and ventilation; all had shared 
toilets, and two of the ten had shared 
bathing and cooking facilities. Only two had 
interior piped water, three had electricity. 
All were equipped with sewage pits which 
required periodic emptying. 

Rents in the raba'as ranged in 1975 from 
1.50 to 3.00 £E per month for one to three 
room units; the most common rents per 
room were I 00 to I 20 £E in mud-brick 
raba'as and around 2.50 £E in those built of 
red brick. These rents accounted for ap
proximately ten percent of the tenants' 
incomes. 

Interviews with raba'a owners revealed that 
their construction was done illegally, as no 
official permits were ever obtained. Raba'as 
were built incrementally, with the work done 
partially by the owner family itself and 
partially by day-labourers contracted di
rectly. Financing of initial building stages 
was from family savings, sale of jewelry or 
sale of property. Subsequent development 
was largely a self-financing process, as 
additional rooms provided the owner with 
extra income. 

Some raba'as in the past were built 
"instantly," not in stages, by absentee 
investors. This no longer happens, as raba'as 
are officially considered substandard hous
ing and their construction is not permitted. 
A shortage of raba'as was evident in 1975, 
when key money payments of 20 £E began 
to be requested by owners and/ or outgoing 
tenants. As this type of housing becomes 
more scarce, rents continue to rise. 

'Imaras 

'Imaras are similar to raba'as in that they 
are generally extensions of single-family 
houses. These moderate-cost apartment 
houses feature complete private utilities in 

every unit, and often have shops or work
shops on the ground floor. They are par
ticularly well suited to the densely populated 
sections of the city in which they are located 

According to our 1975 survey of twenty-one 
'imaras, the average building contained four 
to seven dwelling units on two to four 
floors, with plots ranging from 50 to 300 
square metres. All were built of red brick 
and reinforced concrete. The dwelling units 
varied in size from one to five rooms with an 
average of 2.6 rooms, and from 25 to 81 
square metres of floor space, including hall
ways. The 1975 survey indicated great 
variety in 'imara construction processes, 
number of building stages and division of 
labour. 

Rents paid for 'imara units ranged from 4.00 
to 9.00 £E per month, with an average of 
6.5 £E. Average room rental was thus about 
1.80 £E per month. Key money payments 
did not exist prior to 1967, but by 1976 
owners were demanding payments ranging 
from 100 to 200 £E and occasionally higher. 
This is clear indication of a growing 
shortage of this kind of accommodation. It 
should be noted that rent control, which has 
frozen rents in most flats, has produced this 
"second," albeit illegal, pricing system. 

Family Housing Processes 

It is very uncommon to find a family that 
has always lived in the same dwelling. All 
have moved at least once, and in most cases 
several times. One common thread in their 
trajectories was that rental housing always 
preceded ownership. A special kind of rental 
housing is living rent-free, as a guest of 
friends or relatives. This arrangement is very 
common, with some forty percent of 
owner-builders having been non-paying 
guests for some period in their lives. 

The possibilities of becoming a successful 
owner-builder are greatly influenced by 
favourable conditions of initial rental 
housing, including low cost, proximity to 
jobs, to information about them and to 
cheap markets. This rental period is a time 
for the accumulation of essential savings 
necessary for initial construction. 
Non-paying guest situations are especially 
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El Hekr, Ismailia: an area of'imaras 

Photo: T Sudra 

El Hekr, Ismailia Owner-builder on the northeast fringe 

Photo' T. Sudra 

supportive; they not only permit the largest 
proportion of savings, but hosts are usually 
very helpful in finding the right job. 

The cheapest rooms in raba'as and in 
single-family houses are the initial form of 
housing for the poorest of upwardly-mobile 
families. For them it is a "take-off' position. 
But there are also very poor families who 
are not upwardly mobile, and for them the 
raba'a represents a permanent form of 
housing, the low rents and appropriate 
location are necessary for their very survival. 

When their incomes improve, some renters 
from the lowest income strata move to 
'imara apartments or to rental houses More 
frequently, however, those renters are low 
and moderate income families with stable 
employment. Under normal circumstances a 
majority of these would save toward the 
construction of their own houses, and would 
move as soon as they could afford to build 
them. Very few families simply prefer to 
rent, although at present the very low frozen 
rents have increased the proportion of 
families who choose to continue renting. 

Like rental housing, property owning also 
has two levels of entry. Families with the 
lowest incomes claim without payment, or 
buy for a nominal price, the rights to the 
unserviced hikr leasehold land on the city 
periphery. The first stage of their houses is 
the cheapest mud-brick or sand-cement
brick room or two. They reduce their costs 
by minimizing the use of industrially
produced materials. The proportion of a 
family's own labour is usually high At a 
later stage such a house often develops into 
a house with lodgers, possibly into a raba'a 
Building an 'imara requires rebuilding the 
ground floor in brick and concrete. 

The slightly better-off owner-builders also 
tend to use hikr land, but their plots are 
closer to the city They buy the rights to 
vacant plots or to portions of subdivided 
larger plots. They too build their homes in 
gradual stages, but if their incomes allow it 
they build initially with brick and concrete 
and aim toward an eventual 'imara. The fact 
that their land tenure is usually more secure 
than for those on the urban fringe enables 
them to build a better structure right away. 
Such variety within the normal housing 
process allows each family to adjust its 
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housing options to individual needs and 
priorities. 

The housing process consistently helps 
reduce the economic disparities in Egyptian 
society. It provides poor families with cheap, 
well-located rental housing when they need 
it. At the later stages it permits them to 
capitalize on their own family managerial 
skills, construction skills, time and other 
personal resources, first in their own 
dwellings and ultimately in income-earning 
property. The incremental nature of housing 
construction makes this process accessible to 
a wide range of incomes, including the very 
lowest income strata. Construction activity 
is an important component of the local 
economy, providing jobs for local craftsmen 
and unskilled labourers. 

The most important advantage of the 
normal housing process is a continuity of 
demand for industrial building materials and 
for local and specialized construction 
industry services. The demand from thou
sands of owner-builders maintains a stable 
level and permits the most efficient use of 
the industry's capacity. Economic activity 
contributed by the housing process 
strengthens the family, the locality and the 
national economy as a whole. The normal 
housing process also makes three other 
contributions to the economy. First of all, it 
minimizes the necessity for imported 
materials and technology. Secondly, it has 
served a large volume of demand without 
requiring government subsidy. To publicly 
house the population of Ismailia that was 
housed by the normal housing process 
would cost some 200 million £E in capital 
costs for building and urbanization, plus the 
current cost subsidies of monthly rents. 
This is more than the amount spent on 
public housing in the entire country between 
1960 and 1974. Housing only the public 
employees living in Ismailia's peripheral 
quarter of El Hekr, long considered illegal 
and partially bulldozed several times, would 
require at least three years' worth of the 
national public housing budget. The 
important third economic characteristic of 
the normal housing process is that any 
appropriate public sector intervention 
results in very high multiplier effects in 
housing improvement. In other words, the 
aggregate housing improvement many times 

El Hekr district of Ismailia. View towald the north: earlier stages of progressive housing development 

Photo: T Sudra 

Ismailia, Egypt An example of the worst type of professional intervention: a bulldozer destroys 
"illegally" built housing to make space for a new project designed by planners and architects 

Photo: T. Sudra 
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surpasses the amount invested by the public 
sector. 

The resources used in the normal housing 
process are both local and abundant. The 
construction process is labour-intensive, 
very important in a country with growing 
unemployment. Maximum use is made of 
recycled materials that would be discarded 
by public or large-scale private contractors. 
Developing naturally over the centuries, the 
normal housing process has served the 
cultural and religious needs of families and 
of society. The variety of plot sizes and of 
their horizontal-vertical use has permitted 
the continuation of the extended and 
aggregate family lifestyle, and has fostered 
appropriate degrees of privacy in indoor and 
outdoor space. 

The normal housing process encourages 
owner-builders to undertake their own 
general contracting, thus following Islamic 
emphasis on the individual. Local improve
ment actions and mutual self-help 
strengthen a community in both socio
political and religious senses. Mosque 
construction is often the first community 
effort, and this helps to crystallize the social 
organization necessary for further com
munity improvement. The small-scale social 
stratification and the social mix in the 
residential areas have gown as a result of the 
normal housing process. These coincide with 
the Islamic principle of equality manifested 
in a disapproval of special areas and 
privileges for special groups. 

In terms of urban spatial organization, areas 
built up via the normal housing process are 
a direct continuation of the Islamic city 
tradition of a visible hierarchy without 
rigidity, high mix of activities, restriction of 
monumentality to key religious and public 
buildings and spaces, and retaining a human 
scale for all living, working, or shopping 
areas. 

The normal housing process is stilI supply
ing a great majority of the housing in Egypt, 
and has been successfully doing so for the 
past five thousand years. It is capable of 
providing very good environmental and 
aesthetic quality in the urban fabric, while 
maintaining efficient land use (not a pressing 
issue in Ismailia, but very important in 
many other Egyptian cities). Land supply 

and appropriate layouts are, with building 
materials and legal procedures, some key 
areas where appropriate government inter
vention could greatly improve the func
tioning of the present housing process. 

Public Housing 

Due to its function as the administrative 
centre for the Suez Canal area and to 
post-war reconstruction efforts, Ismailia has 
an exceptionally large proportion of public 
housing, approaching ten percent of the 
total housing stock. Public housing in 
Ismailia consists mainly of four to five-story 
walk-ups. The most recent projects also 
include some single-story homes. All 
buildings are constructed of brick and 
concrete or stone and concrete. 

There are three kinds of public housing in 
Ismailia: Suez Canal Authority (SCA) 
housing; public housing authorized by the 
City Council; and, most recently, Sheikh 
Zayeat City, built with funds given by 
Sheikh Zayeat of Abu Dhabi after the 1973 
war. The latter has high construction 
standards, and in general the quality of 
construction and maintenance in SCA 
housing is better than in the Council hous
ing. Apartments average thirty to fifty 
square metres larger than most incipient 
owner-builder houses, but smaller than the 
fully developed ones. All dwellings have 
complete utilities, including bathrooms 
connected to the city's water-borne sewage 
system. 

SCA housing is a fringe benefit for Suez 
Canal employees; nearly fifty percent of 
them live in these projects. City Council 
public housing and Sheikh Zayeat City are 
officially accessible to any family with long 
residence in Ismailia and with evidence of 
housing need. The lowest income house
holds have priority over those with higher 
incomes. Tenure is secure, unlimited in time, 
and may even be transferred. 

The construction costs of public sector 
housing are about 3000 to 4000 £E for forty 
to fifty square metre dwellings, somewhat 
higher in the Sheikh Zayeat City project. All 
the residents of public housing whom we 

studied were public sector employees. Their 
incomes ranged between £E 50 and £E 80, 
with an average of £E 70, this income was 
higher than that of any other housing type 
studied, including owner-builders and 
'imara owners. Families in public housing 
were slightly smaller than in the other types, 
averaging 5.8 persons This is not surprising: 
most public housing families were nuclear 
families living apart from their relatives. 
Waiting lists for these highly subsidized 
rents are long, and illicit payments were 
regularly made to public officials who 
controlled allocation of dwellings. Such 
payments were also made to earlier occu
pants for the transfer of their tenancies. 

The public sector is sponsor, builder and 
maintainer of its housing projects. The 
notorious low level of maintenance is a 
consequence of economic and managerial 
difficulties faced by public sector admin
istrators, and of the complete lack of any 
responsibility for and control over the 
process by tenants. In the public housing 
projects, individuals are passive recipients of 
a governmental service; they exercise no 
control whatsoever. In terms of income 
distribution, public projects are definitely 
regressive. Even with highly subsidized 
rents, new public housing apartments priced 
at 5 to 8 £E per month are beyond the reach 
of the poorest households. Nor do allocation 
procedures favour the poor: the average 
public sector tenant family has an income 
well over the city's median. Accommodation 
of non-paying guests, an important mutual 
support system within the lower income 
sector, is nearly impossible in public housing 
projects. Public housing tenants cannot 
build up equity or apply their spare time and 
skills to housing investment. In urban 
economic terms, public projects are 
double-cost. Project areas are costly to 
maintain, and are not the residents' re
sponsibility. In addition, tenants are not 
likely to leave their secure, highly subsidized 
apartments to pay the costs of private home 
construction and become property 
taxpayers. 

Projects are wasteful in many ways. They 
subsidize groups that do not need subsidiz
ing. Public investment produces no 
multiplier effect in aggregate housing 
improvement. The direct improvement is 
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1: 10.000 

Plans for upgrading of existing settlement of El Hekr, Ismailia, via new subdivisions and development 
of community services. El Hekr was an unplanned, incrementally built locality, now inhabited by 40,000 
people 

Source: T Sudra, Ismailia Demonstration Project, Final Report 
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less than the investment, and indirect impact 
is completely negative: the funds are not 
revolving, and projects do not get repaid. 
Construction costs are much higher than in 
the private sector. Public housing apart
ments are two or three times more expensive 
to build than the comparable, only slightly 
smaller apartments in an 'imara. If public 
housing were to be rented at cost, less than 
ten percent of the population would be able 
to afford it. 

Even disregarding the fact that it goes to the 
wrong groups, the volume of public housing 
is completely insignificant in comparison to 
the yearly increase in the demand. Public 
housing calls for industrialized processes 
requiring specialized labour that is both 
scarce and costly. Employment opportuni
ties for the lower-skilled local labour force 
are fewer in public housing than in the 
normal housing process. Large quantities of 
scarce industrial or imported materials (such 
as steel, cement, wood, etc.) are used 
wastefully in the public housing projects. 
Material waste accounts for a big part of the 
high construction costs. Since these 
materials are in short supply, this is one of 
the main sources for the black market on 
which most owner-builders must rely. The 
scarcity and high cost of materials, resulting 
from the monopolization by public sector 
construction and larger private sector 
commercial contractors, are delaying local 
construction activities and reducing the 
ability of the normal housing process to 
meet demand. 

The physical layouts and open spaces 
created by public sector projects and their 
environmental and aesthetic characteristics 
have little in common with the Islamic 
tradition. Projects do not provide the 
necessary degree of privacy for women and 
families. The construction process, alloca
tion procedures and management of public 
projects contradict Islamic emphasis on 
individual responsibility. Resultant urban 
environments are usually very unattractive, 
especially after a few years of use. Thus, 
although the process is easily replIcable from 
Moscow to Buenos Aires, when costs and 
other negative factors are considered this is 
more of a danger than an advantage. 
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Despite obvious drawbacks, the govern
ment's policy in recent years has been to 
build housing projects. The worse the 
housing shortage became, the stronger was 
the government commitment to this sup
posed solution. This error reached its peak 
in 1974-75, when the Egyptian government 
was lured by peddlers of prefabrication 
systems to buy twelve "factories of houses" 
from Europe. The results only confirm the 
most pessimistic predictions of the inap
propriateness of this particular solution. The 
entire 1977 Ministry of Housing and 
Reconstruction budget was not sufficient to 
operate the prefabrication factories pur
chased.in previous years. No positive 
programmes were offered to support the 
housing construction activity of owner
builders and local contractors. On the 
contrary, excessive controls on the con
struction process practically strangled this 
principal form of housing supply. 

Worsening income distribution may be cited 
as the main cause of the housing problem. It 
is undeniable that the poorer the population, 
the worse the housing it can afford. The 
Egyptian example highlights the impact that 
inappropriate government policies have had 
on creation and aggravation of the housing 
problem. The prevailing policy of public 
housing construction has practically 
monopolized the use of basic construction 
materials, of urbanized land and of the 
existing finance mechanisms. Owner
builders and local contractors have been left 
with the costly black market as their only 
source of building materials supply; they 
face a lack of surveyed land, a lack of 
financing, long delays in the introduction of 
basic services, and a host of other obstacles. 
In addition, the legal framework~ 
standards, costly and complicated permits, 
rent controls~has further discouraged 
normal construction of the much-needed 
housing supply and has exacerbated 
shortages. 

Breakdown of the Normal Housing Process: 
An Evaluation 

We have already discussed the merits of the 
normal housing process and the costs of the 
public housing policy. Suppression and 
breakdown of the first and attempts at its 

substitution by the expansion of the second 
have had disastrous effects on the lives and 
economies of families, of cities and of the 
nation as a whole. Market dysfunctions and 
excessive government regulation of housing 
have deprived families and local communi
ties of the control of their housing process. 
The few who became beneficiaries of the 
public projects have better housing for less 
money, but enjoy even less control and are 
turned into passive recipients of services. 

Diseconomies resulting from the breakdown 
of the normal housing system find the poor 
the hardest hit. As shortages of lower 
quality rental units become more acute, 
rents are rising and claiming an increasing 
proportion of already low incomes. The few 
new lower-cost rentals are not only more 
expensive than the old raba'as, but they are 
also of lower quality and are farther away 
from jobs and markets. Lacking other 
options, most low income owner-builders 
have to build on unserviced plots and 
without the security of tenure. For both 
renters and owner-builders the housing 

Ismailia, Egypt: an extended family compound 

Photo: T Sudra 

process has become another channel of 
decapitalization, worsening the distribution 
of wealth in Egyptian society. 

Public housing wastes scarce resources, 
while suppression of the normal housing 
process inhibits the use of plentiful local 
resources: managerial and construction 
skills, labour, local materials, etc. Reduction 
of owner-builder activity means a loss of 
local employment and of the multiplier 
effects for the local, regional and national 
economies. The so-called "high technology" 
prefabricated housing creates a few highly 
specialized jobs requiring scarce and costly 
skills; it also alters the nation's balance of 
payments. In terms of cultural continuity, 
the harmony of the normal housing process 
with Islamic values and cultural traditions 
and the disharmony between them and the 
foreign environment created by public 
housing projects is readily discernable. The 
breakdown of the normal housing process 
and the emphasis on public housing 
increases the distance between the society 
and these values and traditions. 
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Government interventions in housing have 
long been based on a view of housing as a 
series of dwelling units; congruent with this 
viewpoint, the housing problem is seen as a 
deficit of units of a certain standard. The 
alternative definition, the one which 
underlies our evaluation criteria, was 
formulated by Turner fifteen years ago. This 
view sees housing primarily as a process, 
and is therefore interested in how housing 
affects the lives of its residents in each city 
and in the nation. 

We should see housing as a problem when 
the housing process creates more depen
dence than self-reliance, when it further 
impoverishes the poor instead of helping 
them to rise above poverty, when it wastes 
scarce resources and when it cuts people off 
from their cultural roots. In Ismailia, the 
housing problem is compounded in propor
tion to the users' loss of control of the 
housing process. The normal housing 
process is a local and personal activity that 
must be controlled by local and personal 
decisions. The more these decisions are 
taken out of the hands of people and 
communities, the more dependent, uneco
nomical, wasteful and culturally destructive 
the housing process becomes. 

The main factors that restrict local decision 
making and the normal housing process are 
shortages of building materials and surveyed 
land, lack of credit and services, restrictive 
regulations and the poverty of such a large 
proportion of the population. Public 
housing also restricts users' decisions, but 
this directly affects only the few who use it. 
Its more far-reaching impact is its 
monopolization of scarce resources, which 
in turn aggravates shortages suffered by 
owner-builders and small contractors. 
Because of the scale of the housing process, 
and even more because of its present 
breakdown, governmental intervention is 
indispensible. However, its role should not 
be to provide dwelling units. It should be a 
catalyst, guide and regulator of the housing 
process in order to maximize the use of 
resources available in the society. 

In Support of the Normal Housing Process 

When we came to Ismailia in early 1975 to 
work on the Master Plan, the main question 
asked by the client was "Where shall we 
build the public housing projects?" Our 
analysis led us to the conclusion that no 
more projects were justified. Instead we 
urged support of the normal housing 
process, and developed proposals of official 
intervention on the basic factor markets and 
service provision systems, to help this 
process resume its role as the main supplier 
of low cost housing. 

Our recommendations on questions of land, 
building materials, financing and standards 
were meant to assure resources, tools, 
necessary services and a supportive legal 
framework for the local housing process. 
Except for the recommendations on in
frastructure provision, they were postulates 
for policy decisions on the national level. 
Although our suggestions improved atti
tudes toward the traditional forms of 
housing supply, the expected national policy 
changes did not occur. Subsequent projects 
therefore had two objectives. They needed to 
be successful in themselves, to demonstrate 
the feasibility of policies returning decision 
making power to the users and supporting 
their initiatives. They also represented an 
opportunity to introduce new forms of 
government intervention that could be 
institutionalized to serve the entire popula
tion. The overall objective was to revive and 
strengthen the locally controlled, flexible 
and self-adjusting normal housing 'process, 
not to supply "X" units to the "target 
population" (as unfortunately happens with 
a majority of sites and services projects). 

As we learned from our analysis, the key to 
the success of the normal housing process 
was its capacity to accommodate an 
immense variety of family economies, plot 
uses and patterns of incremental develop
ment. This affords guidelines for financial, 
administrative and physical design. We 
reduced the compulsory minimal level of 
services to bring mandatory payments down 
to a level which all owner-builders could 
meet. Cross-subsidization schemes were 
used to reduce costs of even the cheapest 
plots. Repayment procedures were flexible, 
allowing for different payment levels and 

periods. At the same time, provisions were 
made to facilitate and encourage additional 
investments and improvements, one of the 
main criteria of design for infrastructure 
provision. 

This brings us to the relationship of infra
structure provision and physical design. In 
order to lower the cost we have reduced the 
level of services but not the size of plots, 
based on a knowledge of user priorities and 
an analysis of the normal housing process. 
Below a certain plot size (about 100 square 
metres in Ismailia), typical single-story 
inexpensive construction precludes the 
addition of a room for rent or for ac
commodating an extended family or guests. 
A too-small plot eliminates the possibility of 
a workshop or shop, a room for baking 
bread, raising children, etc.-all activities 
essential for the economy and lifestyle of 
many families and the adaptability (from 
single family housing to raba'a or 'imara) of 
the housing process in general. Very small 
plots also waste a high proportion of space 
for internal communication, especially when 
more stories are added, and at the same time 
deprive families of the privacy required by 
their culture. 

The argument that even very small plots 
permit vertical expansion does not consider 
the needs of low income families who cannot 
afford the expensive brick and concrete 
construction necessary to build beyond one 
floor, but who need income from rented 
rooms, workshops, etc., or want to live as an 
extended family. From the point of view of 
the renter, it is important to note that brick 
and concrete rooms added through vertical 
expansion are usually two or three times 
more expensive to rent than ground-floor 
rooms built of traditional materials. Very 
small plots are often promoted as a way to 
achieve higher densities. This is initially true, 
but analysis of the normal housing process 
reveals that, through vertical expansion and 
multifamily occupancy, plots of the 
customary size achieve the same and even 
higher densities. 

While level of services can always be in
creased, there is no way to make a too-small 
plot bigger. However, all housing projects 
currently sponsored in Egypt by large 
international funding agencies offer plots far 
below the limit enabling the normal housing 
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process to occur. They provide expensive 
full services, even masonry fences and core 
units, on plots averaging 45-60 square 
metres. Such plots are far too expensive for 
the genuine low income population, 
especially for those families with irregular 
incomes. The crowding and stagnated 
progressive development which result from 
these projects seem less bothersome to 
official sponsors than the lack of water 
closets. Too-small plots, too-high initial 
services, too-high mortgage payments and 
even water-borne sewage may be completely 
inappropriate for the local economy, culture 
and climate, but these are what the sponsors 
like to provide-even at the expense of 
poorly serving or altogether missing their 
supposed beneficiaries. 

In our proposals for Ismailia, we have 
offered a variety of plot sizes ranging from 
72 to 162 square metres. The majority are 
108 square metre plots, with frontages of 
six, nine or twelve metres. This method of 
layout design allows the proportion of plots 
of varying sizes to be changed at a later date 

within the same street layout in order to 
meet possible changes in demand. We 
propose a very low initial level of services if 
no external subsidy is available (the project 
is viable without any subsidy). Higher levels 
of provision are planned if, for example, 
new infrastructure mains might be paid for 
by central budget allocations and not 
covered by the area popUlation. 

The Role of the Professional 

A relatively slow pace of development, 
undistorted markets of the main production 
factors and lack of excessive regulations 
meant in the past that professional input 
into the normal housing process was 
unnecessary. The professional role was 
limited to some subdivision layouts and to 
the design of structures and spaces of major 
public significance; essential housing 
decisions were personal and local. 

In the public housing model, whose popu-

Central El Hekr. Ismailia' workshops and shops in front of the houses 
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larity we have already demonstrated to be 
unwarranted, professionals and bureaucrats 
completely take over. Control of the housing 
process is expropriated from the hands of 
families and of local communities. Re
turning the housing process to its normal 
capacity requires strong professional input: 
to improve the responsiveness of markets to 
the needs of the traditional process, to 
establish new routes for the supply of 
services, to create a legal framework 
supportive and encouraging to local initia
tive. These are the kinds of professional 
interventions needed at the moment. Our 
work in Ismailia shares this direction. 

Once the main obstacles now facing the 
normal housing process have been elimi
nated, what should be the role of the 
professional? Will there be a need for 
professional intervention at all? The answer 
is certainly yes. First of all, the monitoring 
and evaluation of the production factor 
markets, service systems and of the housing 
process itself will be needed as an early 
warning system for possible regulatory 
interventions by the government. Methods 
of maintaining such an information system 
that would be simple and inexpensive need 
to be developed. Another important re
sponsibility is the development and running 
of service systems that could be adjusted to 
incremental provision, capable of respond
ing to user demands and not just following 
the suppliers' linear planning process. The 
technologies and administrative and finan
cial mechanisms for this process are still in 
their infancies. 

Another area for professional input is urban 
planning and subdivision design that would 
support the normal housing process, 
permitting flexible adjustments of housing 
supply to the changing patterns of demand. 
We have yet to see examples of an urban 
planning process that would consistently 
serve the needs of the low income majorities. 

Materials, components and construction 
methods will constantly need technological 
innovations. The design and implementation 
process of new structures will likewise need 
various forms of professional assistance, 
including some plans and projects for build
ings and supervision of some construction 
processes. These are all examples of 
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contributions that professionals will still be 
able to make to the user-controlled normal 
housing process. They require a different 
relationship between professional and client 
and even different skills from those taught in 
architectural and planning schools today. 
Professionals will need substantial re--edu
cation and new education in order to 
participate usefully in the optimal housing 
process of the future. 

Reference Note 

1 The study is based on my personal experience as a 
housing consultant in IsmaiJia, Egypt, in 1975 and again 
in 1977-78 The initial task was development of housing 
policy for the city and region of IsmaiJia The work was 
done by the team of John Turner, Anastasia Shkiluyk, 
Patrick Cooke and Tomasz Sudra as a part of the 
Ismailia Master Plan Study, prepared by Clifford Culpin 
and Partners of London for the Egyptian Ministry of 
Housing and Reconstruction and the U N D P In 
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within the larger planning team of Clifford CUlpin and 
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El Hekr district, Ismailia: Single-family homes develop into raba'as and 'imaras, and adapt flexibly 
to local housing demands 
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