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Yemen: A Closer Look 

Hodeidah: The Transformation of a 
Yemeni City 

Bernard Verdier 

Hodeidah derives its importance from its 
coastal location on the Red Sea. Its com
manding position on major sea routes that 
link the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea to 
the Mediterranean Sea, and on routes 
leading inland to Sana'a, the capital, and to 
Ta'iz, the other major urban center of the 
Yemen Arab Republic (YAR) , enhances 
its importance as a route focus and as an 
administrative center as well as its strategic 
significance as the country's main port of 
entry. In recent years, Hodeidah has 
experienced considerable economic 
growth, partly as a result of its locational 
advantages and partly because of the over
all pace of development in the Y AR, sti
mulated by remittances from Yemenis 
working abroad and by the general open
ing up of this formerly isolated country 
under more secure conditions of govern
ment. 

With the economic growth of Hodeidah, 
however, has come an eruption of moder
nising influences that have been streng
thened by these same locational factors: 
the city has been mediator of, and indeed 
has been transformed by, incursions of a 
modernity whose effect has been as signi
ficant as that of the more visible imports of 
consumer goods that have passed through 
Hodeidah as a port of entry. This dual 
process of economic and cultural transfor
mation is still underway and has been little 
studied, especially in its effects on the 

urban factor and in the challenge it pre
sents for the management of the urban 
development process. 

The present paper is no more than an 
attempt to delineate some of the main 
features of the urban development pro
cess, the significance of which is of course 
much wider in its implications than the 
specific manifestations encountered in 
Hodeidah. The paper begins with a brief 
overview of Hodeidah's background and 
history. It then identifies and briefly 
characteriseS three emergent patterns of 
urban settlement and the new urban style 
that they are engendering in Hodeidah. 
Hodeidah's development process is next 
compared with that of Sana'a, the capital, 
whose very isolation may have helped pre
serve its strongly developed traditional 
character. The paper concludes with a ten
tative evaluation of the Hodeidah expe
rience and a look at the future prospects of 
this ~rban community as modernisation 
proc~~s apace in years ahead. 

Hodei, ah, the main port and principal 
industn I city of the Y AR, is the center of 
economiC activity of the Tihamat al
Yemen the lowland coastal belt that it 
dominates. The only other port of signifi
cance in the YAR is Mokha, further south. 
The intervening coastal settlement of al
Khawkhah is minimally developed, as is 
al-Salif to the north, while Mokha has a 
more limited capacity than Hodeidah and 



Hodeidah's commercial centre. 
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less adequate transportation links to the 
mountainous but fertile interior. 

Because of its strategic coastal location, 
port facilities, and transportation links, 
Hodeidah has received a significant 
amount of national investment during the 
past decade. Its development was stimu
lated by the completion of the paved road 
to Sana'a in the late 1960s and, subse
quently, by the reopening of the Suez 
Canal. As a result of all these factors the 
dominance of Hodeidah in the natio~al 
economy is clear. It accounts for about a 
quarter of the nation's non-agricultural 
activity, and it is second only to Sana'a in 
population. In 1975 the Governorate of 
Hodeidah had a total resident population 
of about 700,000 inhabitants. Sana'a 
Governorate had a total population of 
800,000, and that of Ta'iz was nearly 
900,000. But the city of Hodeidah itself 
had about 83,000 inhabitants compared to 
81,000 for Ta'iz and 138,000 for Sana'a. 
Almost 60 percent of economic 
establishments with ten or more 
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employees were located in Hodeidah in 
1975, and 50 percent of the loans granted 
by the Yemen Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development benefited enterprises 
located in Hodeidah. 

Because of its location, Hodeidah has been 
exposed more than any of the other urban 
settlements in what became the Y AR to 
the political, cultural, and architectural 
influence of the Ottoman Empire and, 
indirectly, of other powers seeking regio
nal domination. Other settlements were 
more protected from such foreign incur
sions as a result of their isolation in diffi
cult inland terrain. The Ottoman presence 
was particularly strong from 1848 until the 
collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1919, 
following the upheavals of World War I. 
As a result, an Ottoman-inspired architec
ture flourished in the old urban core of 
Hodeidah, although many of the buildings 
whose architecture reflected the Turkish 
influence were destroyed during the shell
ing by Italian warships lying offshore 
during the Italo-Turkish war of 1911-12. 
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This near destruction of the city reinforced 
the isolationist tendencies amply demon
strated by the Zaidi Imamate in earlier 
centuries.' Although the isolation of 
Yemen generally was enhanced by the pre
emption of the international maritime 
routes by the competing external forces, 
more subtle effects, such as the installation 
of the telegraph system by the Turks, were 
to provide some foundation for the later 
difficult process of nation-building. ' 

After World War I, however, the British 
handed over Hodeidah and the Tihamat 
ai-Yemen to the rulers of Asir, to the 
north. The area was re-captured by 
Yemeni forces in 1925. The Saudis occu
pied Hodeidah in 1934 as part of a territo
rial dispute, bu the city and the Tihamat 
were returned to Yemen in that year by 
the Treaty of al-Ta'if. The city was under 
the semi-autonomous control of one of the 
sons of the Imam Yahya until the four
decade-old Mutawakilite kingdom col
lapsed in 1962. Hodeidah subsequently 
emerged as the capital of the republican 
Hodeidah province (liwa) following the 
turbulence of the Civil War (1962-70). 

Yemen was now becoming more open to 
the outside world. The ending of isolation 
had earlier resulted in the beginning of 
construction (in 1961) ofthe all-weather 
improved road from Hodeidah to Sana'a 
with the assistance of the People's Re- ' 
public of China. Equally significant was 
the opening, also in 1961, ofthe deep
water port of Ahmadi, several kilometres 
north of Hodeidah. The port was built by 
the Soviet Union in the former lagoon of 
Khawr al-Kathib. Whereas the old port 
was no more than an open roadstead, only 
capable of handling 100 to 150 tons daily 
through off-loading of ships into lighters 
and dhows, the new port could handle 
several10,000-vessels simultaneously. The 
port became the main port-of-entry for 
machinery, metal goods, and consumer 
goods of all types. This was to have a 
major cultural as well as economic impact 
on Yemeni society. 

In any event, the people of the Tihamat 
ai-Yemen had been much more exposed 
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Hodeidah's slum area. 
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Traditional buildings on the coast. 
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,. than those of the interior to regional 
influences, and their settlement patterns 
(e.g., hut types) and ethnic admixture 
both reflected influences from the Horn of 
Africa, quite accessible across this narrow 
portion of the Red. Sea. The Zaidi in- . 
fluence itself had been largely confined to 
the inaccessible interior, the Sunni in
fluence having been long established the 
people of the coastal plain. Development 
of the nation as a whole, however, as 
represented by the modernisation of the 
harbor at Hodeidah and the new road link 
to Sana'a, had a significant effect by spur
ring migration from the coastal belt to 
Hodeidah. 

The result of all these influences was that a 
new urban pattern started to develop on 
the fringe areas of the old core of Hodei
dah. This new urban pattern is primarily of 
rural origin and became more prominent 
as the oil boom caused a large influx of 
worker remittances, which were mostly 
invested in trade activities. Thus the attrac
tiveness of the city of Hodeidah to rural 
immigrants has increased. 

Three distinct urban patterns presently 
exist in Hodeidah as a result of the inter
actions between historical and economic 
forces. 

The first urban pattern one can distinguish 
is predominantly the one that developed 
within the massive defensive wall that 
girded the old medina of Hodeidah. It is in 
many aspects similar in its spatial pattern 
to the one encountered in the old city of 
Sana' a or similar cities.2 It is a very tight, 
almost organic grid with narrow pedestrian 
streets flanked by multi-storey buildings 
that shade this part of the city. The domi
nance and vertical extension of these solid 
masses is a solution to the problem of 
protection from the sun because it facili
tates minimal solar exposures of the build
ing surfaces. The basic component of this 
urban pattern is a square house with a 
covered patio on the roof. The house with 
all activities contained within its walls is a 
cultural response to the Islamic require
ments for complete privacy for the family. 
The individuality of such houses was en-



hanced by occasionally elaborate patterns 
of decoration. The Friday Mosque, which 
is flanked by a few outdoor cafes, is the 
center for all community activities that 
take place outside the confines of the 
house. It remains to this day the spiritual 
focal point of urban life. 

The second pattern that one can distinguish 
is the built up area outside the city walls. 
This pattern is characterised by the pre
sence of mixed buildings. Some are made 
of stone and red bricks with patios; they 
were the garden estates of affluent mer
chants, government buildings, or palaces. 
New one-to-two-storey houses built of 
cement have developed in this area and 
mixed in with the earlier buildings. Street 
patterns are visually less distinct than those 
in the urban core of the old medina, indi
cating a less intimate perception of neigh
bourhood community. This zone is per
meable and loosely structured. 

The third pattern that one can distinguish is 
the very large development based on tradi
tional grass hut compounds of the type 
found on both shores of the Red Sea. This 
constitutes what is referred to as the slum 
area of Hodeidah. The area has expanded 
in a circular way and has a tendency to 
develop along the main radial axes, parti
cularly the coastal road and the Hodei
dah-Sana'a road. These compounds now 
comprise two or three dwelling units 
erected on plots of 300-400 square metres 
each. The more recent dwellings are very 
lightly built, usually in plywood or sal
vaged material. The dwellings are segre
gated at the four corners of the compound 
and provide shelter for the animals and for 
families, with women and men separated. 

There is today a striking characteristic in 
the development of these three very dis
tinct urban patterns: their convergence 
towards a uniform, architecturally undis
tinguished, and even unattractive urban 
pattern that seems to be very characteristic 
of the evolving urban fabric in Hodeidah. 
This new urban.fabric is characterised by 
the sprawl of one-to-two storey buildings, 
built in concrete or cement blocks, with a 
definite "western" style of drab anony-
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The centre of the city in decay. 
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The new Hodeidah. 
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Detail of a door in the old medina. 
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mity. This architecture does not incorpo
rate any of the ornaments and related 
decorative characteristics found in the 
traditional Yemeni buildings and which 
exemplify attention and care. 

The process of convergence of the three 
types of urban patterns is very simple, 
though still has to be fully analysed. In the 
old city, what remain of the old Turkish
style buildings are being destroyed. Those 
on the waterfront were destroyed to make 
room for major sewer lines. A large cor
niche road has developed along the shore, 
and stores have taken the place of these 
buildings. Other buildings, within the city, 
have collapsed, mainly because of lack of 
maintenance. They are being gradually 
cleared up. Also, as the centre of economic 
activities and particularly trade activities 
became established firmly within the old 
city centre, some of these buildings were 
also torn down to provide additional rooms 
for storage facilities and for stores. The 
architectural style of these stores, storage 
facilities and new buildings extended and 
merged with the monotonous architecture 
of low-income "western" style buildings; 
that is, they are concrete or made of 
cement blocks, one or two storeys high 
with flat roofs. 

The second urban fabric characterised by 
brick buildings with patios is also dis
appearing very fast. As the center of the 
old medina is gaining economic impor
tance, the value of land has increased in 
the vicinity of the old city. Most of these 
old red-brick houses are disappearing 
because the requisite brick kilns have also 
disappeared and they cannot be main
tained. The plots on which they are erected 
are eventually divided up. New one-to
two storey buildings of the ubiquitous kind 
already described are now being put up on 
these plots. 

Finally, as far as the third element of the 
urban fabric is concerned, mainly the slum, 
a very similar process is occurring. The 
large plots, particularly those that are very 
close to the city center, are being divided 
up. The traditional grass huts are being 
consolidated. Materials such as plywood 



are being replaced by concrete blocks, and 
the house is reinforced so as to support 
another, or even a third, level. This pro
cess is very apparent in the slum area, 
which is close to the fringe areas described 
above. 

Overall, the conversion of the three types 
of urban housing pattern gives a distinctive 
flavour to the city of Hodeidah, a sort of 
modernity without imagination that is also 
permeated by a tremendous dynamism to 
the extent that what is left of the past 
urban fabric is quickly transformed into 
the more modern type of buildings. 

The above description seems to make a 
case for clear-cut distinctions among these 
three elements of the urban fabric. But it is 
very much apparent that in, say, five to ten 
years from now, there will be nothing left 
of the old city except slides and memories. 
In the absence of any kind of conservation 
effort on the part of the Yemeni govern
ment the old city is ready to disappear. 
Eventually, the end result will be that 
Hodeidah would look very much like any 
fast-growing port city in the developing 
world: a modern core developed in a hap
hazard way with a fringe area basically 
made up of slums. 
It is very interesting to contrast the deve
lopment of Hodeidah's urban fabric with 
that of Sana'a, which is explored very fully 
in Ronald Lewcock's paper. It is clear that 
Sana' a has also undergone many changes 
in its urban patterns. But there is no such 
contrast between the old city of Sana' a and 
its more modern parts. All the buildings, 
whether contemporary or two decades old, 
have kept some characteristics of the tradi
tional and individualistic Yemeni architec
ture. In fact, a government regulation 
obliges all government buildings to con
form with traditional Yemeni architectural 
practices. Because of the similar charac
teristics in the various kinds of buildings, 
Sana'a gives the impression of continuity. 
It is also interesting to note that many 
immigrants who have built new houses in 
Sana'a are coming from the more tradi
tional areas of the central highlands. 
(There are very few people from the Tiha
mat ai-Yemen, except in the case of street 
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A window in the heart of the old city. 
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sweepers, living in Sana'a). These people 
have built in keeping with the traditions of 
their villages of origin, and the architeture 
has maintained a coherence that is some
how unique. 

In Hodeidah a reverse phenomenon has 
occurred. The old architecture is slowly, 
gradually, but definitely disappearing. The 
migrants who built new houses did not 
bring with them any tradition of architec
ture. Complying with what they thought 
was the "new look" and the "modern" way 
to go about architecture, they eventually 
transformed a typically Yemeni city into 
one of those cities that can be seen 
throughout the developing world. This 
type of city does not have any claims for 
integration into a specific kind of culture 
and tradition. 

It would be an interesting exercise, but one 
which is unfortunately beyond the scope of 
this paper, to compare the experience of 
Hodeidah concerning this process of de
individualisation with respect to the imme
diate cultural environment with that of 
other settlements on the shores of the Red 
Sea, such as Suakin in the Sudan, Massawa 
in Ethiopia, or even Jeddah in Saudi 
Arabia. 3 

The Hodeidah Experience: An Evaluation 

Many positive aspects and interesting 
issues have also arisen from the develop
ment of the city of Hodeidah. One of the 
most interesting aspects of urban develop
ment in Hodeidah is the very manner in 
which the city has expanded, indeed posi
tively without any specific constraints. 
Land was available and cheap; it did not 
offer any difficulties for erecting buildings. 
In the absence of a land registration 
system, and in the absence of land expro
priation procedures, people have built 
freely wherever they wanted. As a result, 
they have not made the best use of the 
land, and the density of urban develop
ment in Hodeidah is extremely low. But, at 
the same time, this free occupation of land 
has definitely resulted in a mix of income 
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classes as wave after wave of migrants have 
settled in Hodeidah without clustering in 
any specific neighbourhood or areas. This 
mix of classes reinforces to some extent the 
pre-existing continuity in the architecture 
style. Unlike the experience in some North 
African cities, the old city has not been 
transformed into an exclusion area for the 
very rich; neither has the fringe area along 
the old city been converted into a villa 
area. This continuity of architecture is thus 
the reflexion not only of the architectural 
process but also of a social process. 

It also is clear that the condition of the 
sandy soil favored the particular develop
ment of this urban fabric. There was and 
still is, at least in the short term, no special 
need for a water borne sewage system. The 
waste water is naturally absorbed in the 
soil. Therefore, besides the difficulty of 
getting water from some particular point in 
the city, there is really no incentive to build 
closer to the city centre to get access to 
basic services. The sandy soil also provides 
good conditions for foundations; there is 
no difficulty in digging, and the soil is very 
stable. This again encourages free building 
all around the Hodeidah centre. 

There are, however, some interesting 
drawbacks to such a process of urban deve
lopment. Because of the high outside tem
peratures in summer and autumn, the envi
ronment in Hodeidah is beyond the com
fort zone; and because of high humidity, 
the combination of design elements is very 
critical. Appropriate materials should be 
used for cooling, and ventilation must be 
carefully designed both to cool the building 
at night as well as to give some cooling 
effect by an air flow near the occupants. 
The thermal mass of a building structure is 
a liability-when the temperature is elevated 
above the comfort zone, and this is the 
case in Hodeidah if the buildings are not 
completely shaded and cool at night. The 
new houses, whether cement block or con
crete, are not at all suited to the Hodeidah 
climate. For example, because of the 
extensive pattern of land use, they are not 
protected at all from the sun. This com
pounds the problem of architectural struc
ture, as the walls are usually very thin and 

the roofing is not adequate to reflect the 
heat. Therefore, the medium-weight con
crete structure in Hodeidah is oppressively 
hot, and this is the case for more than 50 
percent of the new buildings being erected. 

Two interesting consequences accordingly 
emerge. The first is that the construction 
process in Hodeidah is becoming more and 
more dependent on imported materials for 
building. In addition to window frames and 
reinforcing rods, the cooling elements, 
such as fans and air-conditioning units, 
also have to be imported. The second con
sequence is that this technology is now 
highly dependent on the provision of local 
energy, mainly of electricity. It is also 
dependent on the availability of skilled 
workers to maintain or to repair these 
materials. With the importation of these 
elements and the widespread erection of 
these buildings, the traditional providers of 
local building materials are gradually dis
appearing, reinforcing the very process by 
which the city of Hodeidah is in any event 
becoming more and more dependent on 
the outside world. 

There are some additional problems that 
might emerge in the medium to long term. 
As the city grows very quickly, the need 
for water increases proportionally. The 
need for evacuating this water also in
creases. Since it is very doubtful that the 
city can manage to provide a piped water 
supply to all its new developments, most of 
the waste water would be disposed of 
directly into the soil, as it is done pre
sently. If so, it would not be surprising if 
the soil condition too were to change over 
time, thus affecting the foundations of the 
buildings. 

It also should be noted that cement is very 
difficult to cure in a city like Hodeidah 
because of the oppressive heat and the 
high degree of evaporation, and the sand 
mixed with cement is usually salty because 
it is very expensive to wash sand. The 
reinforcing rods are often exposed because 
of poor construction, and, as the air is 
salty, they are bound to deteriorate 
rapidly. It is not unreasonable to assume 
that the average lifetime for concrete struc-



ture in Hodeidah will not be over fifteen 
years, particularly if Qne takes into account 
the shortage of skilled labour and the 
attendant difficulty of maintaining build
ings. 

Finally, although the free development has 
had many advantages, one of the tremen
dous drawbacks is that the municipality 
will have to bring water supply, sewage, 
access roads and garbage collection ser
vices to this sprawling and very extended 
network. It is clear that because of the 
accelerating modernisation of Yemen, a 
city like Hodeidah cannot for very long 
remain deprived of most of these basic 
services. Although many efforts have been 
undertaken in that direction, there is still a 
great deal to do. In order to limit future 
infrastructure expenses, some though 
should be given to more fundamental 
issues and solutions such as giving the 
municipality the right of eminent domain, 
and the authority to allocate land titles and 
to raise taxes. 

It is interesting to note that the develop
ment of a modern type of architecture has in 
itself brought about the challenges of 
modernity and modern finance for the city 
of Hodeidah: how to raise taxes to main
tain services, how to finance new services, 
etc. Additional challenges are how to 
ensure that trade is sufficient to provide all 
the materials that are needed to maintain 
and keep up the housing supply and, per
haps most significantly, how to make sure 
that this booming development does not at 
the same time compromise the environ
ment of Hodeidah - that is, how to mini
mise air or soil pollution. The underlying 
challenge is how to make the city an attrac
tive community for people who are looking 
for job opportunities and an appropriate 
modern life-style. 
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