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I have been given the formidable task of 
bringing together the various themes dis
cussed until now which Prof Vigier has so 
ably summarised, and then of going 
beyond what has already been said, to link 
it to two further topics: the problems of 
institutional financial issues and their con
text, and, beyond that, some philosophical 
issues relating to architecture and urban 
planning. These are after all the main con
cerns of the Aga Khan A ward for 
Architecture. 

The Challenge of Growth and the 
Need for Effective Interventions 

We have been talking very extensively ab
out the growth of Cairo and of the huge 
exploding metropolis of which it is the 
core. But I wanted to specifically highlight 
that,up to the period of about 1800, the 
whole size of Cairo was about 600 hectares 
and that, therefore, the Old City of which 
we speak, has now become an even smaller 
part of this huge metropolis with which we 
have to cope. Thus, in spite of its wealth of 
monuments and its large size compared to 
other historic cities, Old Cairo is only a 
small, protectable part of the large metrop
olis, whose growth of a thousand souls a 
day can be accommodated elsewhere That 
this substantial growth is due to migration 
is true in a substantial part, but it is not all 
due to migration. I Migrants, when they 
first arrive, usually live in very poor condi
tions, but as soon as they have the means, 
they upgrade these conditions and improve 
significantly upon them. But the results o.f 
this rapid growth has been a very dense cIty 
with its problems of traffic, of sewers, 
vanishing open spaces and other problems 
that are all well known. But the Govern
ment has responded. Specifically, it has set 
in motion a whole series of interventions 
within the context of a plan which we dis
cussed at length this morning and whose 
merits have already been debated. Indeed, 
the response has included a significant 
number of major projects, such as the new 
sewer systems, the water system and the 
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metro system. 

But growth, which will now be fed by the 
city's own natural increase and not just by 
migration, creates problems of a differe~t 
order when that growth is impeded by dIs
torted price signals and the deleterious 
effects of other well-intentioned policies. 
Of these, we have seen the dramatic pic
ture of collapsing buildings in Dr Mona 
Serageldin's presentation (see p. 166) We 
have also heard of the difficulties that the 
municipality meets in its efforts to ensure 
proper maintenance as well as proper stan
dards. 

Furthermore, over time, land ownership in 
certain places became very fragmented. 
This results in aberrations such as the very 
peculiar structures (see Fig. 1) which are 
due to further subdivisions of land, which 
would be difficult to cope with in any en
vironment. It has also resulted in illegal 
settlements which, as was pointed out, are 
not necessarily always poor. Indeed some 
of them are substantially new, and many 
are illegal additions to existing structures 

More important from the perspective of 
some of our concerns in dealing with the 
Old City is the unsuitability of some of the 
new construction. It is just not compatible 
with the character of the Old City. Some
body suggested that this was due to the 
building codes which encourage certain 
patterns of development. This is p.artl~ 
true but does not explain everythmg smce 
much of the new building is illegal and built 
in defiance of existing laws and regulations. 

But I would like to come back to a diagram 
which Dr Mona Serageldin used in her pre
sentation to highlight some of the problems 
that we are facing in an institutional 
framework in trying to cope with the prob
lems of rapid urban growth (see p 125) It 
lists a series of issues, priorities, time hori
zon, geographic areas and so on, as well as 
the determinants when one deals with the 
situation in the form of crisis management, 
and when one deals with it in the form of 
programme planning. And it is very very 
clear that there is a substantial difference 
between the two approaches. 

Fig 1 Extreme fragmentation of land ownership 
produces aberrant structures such as this building 
less than 3 metres wide 

Photo' Allam 

Where we are concerned with urgency and 
an immediate type of action, we go for the 
feasible, the expedient. On the other hand 
when we consider a time frame of five to 
twenty years, we are concerned with ac
tions at the level of strategy. We are also 
concerned with objectives and optimisa
tion of resources. In crisis management we 
are concerned with the immediate "bottom 
line", with the initial cost of an action since 
it has to come out of this year's budget. In 
strategy we are concerned with the econom
ic life cost of the investment Unfortu
nately this exploding metropolis that we 
have been discussing forces upon decision
makers at all levels, a constant concern 
with the immediate, a continuing mode of 
crisis management. 



Crises are happening daily, and it is there
fore difficult to go from crisis management 
to programme planning It is part of the 
responsibility of the technicians and the 
planners to build that bridge between the 
two frameworks or else the long-term will 
be overwhelmed by a series of short-term 
actions, something that we should definite
ly try to avoid. To cope better with this we 
will have to seek to (a) streamline the 
administration; (b) clarify objectives and 
responsibilities; as well as (c) strengthen 
existing staffs in both national and local 
institutions. That challenge, however, will 
be the subject of one of the workshops 
later today; therefore I will not go into 
greater detail now, but I would like to pick 
up some of the themes stated during our 
last panel, specifically on finance, and dis
cuss briefly the question of a public and 
private partnership to go beyond the crisis 
management and make the programme 
plans of the future a reality. 

As Professor Vigier has pointed out, part 
of the responsibility of the public sector 
must remain in guiding and channelling the 
future growth of the city, and to do so by 
dealing with, I think, three key instru
ments: land, public services and finance 
It is true that we have to let people build. 
They can build and they have demons
trated that they can build in very large 
amounts. And it is equally true, as Dr Ali 
Sabry Yassin has noted, that one has to 
look at costs to understand the substantial 
revolution that has occurred and the nature 
of the problem we are trying to face 

The curve in Figure 2 reflects the aggregate 
cost of providing a unit of housing shown in 
its component parts of structure, infras
tructure and community facilities. The me
dian household income and the average 
household income rising below it are also 
shown. As long as decision-makers address
ed that part of the curve which is 1972 as 
opposed to 1981, there was hope that by 
tinkering with the standards of housing one 
could reasonably bridge that gap and talk 
about affordability. 

However, when we are facing the sort of 
gap shown at the edge of the diagram, it is 
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Fig 2 Movements of aggregate costs of 
construction of a housing unit and income levels 
over time 

Courtesy of Mona SO'ageldin 

almost impossible to talk about building 
houses that will be affordable based on 
income distribution patterns of this type. 
Indeed, to further strengthen Dr Ali Sabry 
Yassin's earlier statement, this slightly re
duced curve is one that is computed on the 
basis of a core unit which, by that arithme
tic, would not be easily affordable by any 
segment of the population that is being 
targeted. 

How, then, can one deal with this problem 
and make the solution work? I would like 
to carry this further by linking it to some of 
the examples of New Towns that have been 
discussed and by focussing on one particu
lar new town which has been studied in 
some depth. 

Specifically, we have known that the ex
isting land use has led to an explosion in 
Cairo's growth that is eating into valuable 
agricultural land. This has been argued 
many times. We can all see that building on 
agricultural land is costing the Egyptian 
people a very valuable resource. We are 
trying to reclaim marginal land and desert 
land to make up for it. This aspect has been 

206 

mentioned in discussing the satellite com
munities and the new towns as a means of 
protecting agricultural land while coping 
with Cairo's growth. 

AI-Obour as a Case Study 

I would like, however, to be quite specific, 
and pick on one particular case - that is 
AI-Obour - with which I am quite 
familiar 2 AI-Obour is strategically located 
on government-owned land along the 
north-east expansion corridor of Greater 
Cairo (Fig. 3). The actual site is im
mediately south of the Bilbeis Desert 
Road, about 9 km from Cairo Airport, 
with a gross area of 2,650 ha, of which 
about 450 ha are currently earmarked for 
agricultural use, and about 500 ha are un
developed fringe desert, leaving about 
1,700 ha as the planned area. AI-Obour has 
he advantage of being a case study for 
vhich we have worked out the full econo
CJic and financial considerations in greater 
etail than for any other Egyptian new 

town project, even though it is not yet 
under construction. Indeed, I should men
tion that Mr Robert Wildeman was one of 
the key persons behind this analysis, work
ing in conjunction with the Egyptian au
thorities and their West German technical 
assistance colleagues from the Gesellschaft 
fUr Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) 
This is indeed a major project AI-Obour 
has been planned to have a resident capac
ity of about 500,000 inhabitants two de
cades from now, at a cost in today's prices 
of at least US$2 bn. The immediate project 
is designed for 140,000 inhabitants, at a 
cost of US$300 2 m over a seven-year 
period. Foreign exchange costs will 
account for US$151 5 m of that total. It is 
sub-divided into five major components: 
an industrial park, housing and community 
facilities, regional infrastructure, public 
administration and operations, and tech
nical assistance. 

The Master Plan for AI-Obour (Fig. 4) 
offers an employment base, which is a 
large industrial site to the south, and a 
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Fig 3 Location of Al-Obour 
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series of "modular" neighbourhoods which 
will be built incrementally and which can 
be modified in the light of the feedback 
from earlier phases I would also draw your 
attention to the fact that close to the site, in 
fact right on the other side of the Bilbeis 
Desert Road, are existing industrial plants 
providing about eight thousand jobs, and 
to which people commute from all over the 
Cairo area. These jobs, and the people 
who fill them and who certainly need hous
ing closer to their work, provide an im
mediate economic core for the project, a 
good base on which to start. As Dr EI
Rimaly has said more than once, it is diffi
cult to imagine going straight into the de
sert and building without an economic base 
and then hoping that people will somehow 
come along later and fill up the site. 

I do not intend to go into too much detail 
on the AI-Obour project, but I would like 
to give an overview of the elements of the 
project and its institutional context, and 
then mention some of its financial and eco-

nomic aspects. For the details please see 
Tables 1,2,3 and 4 which show the overall, 
urbanisation schedule, and the financial 
and economic analysis involved. 

First, the components: the industrial park 
will cost US$43.3m and is designed to pro
duce 11,400 on-site industrial jobs within 
the first six years by servicing and subdivid
ing 371 ha in five stages. The housing and 
community facilities component will cost 
US$169.0m and is designed to increase the 
low- and middle-income housing stock 
near places of employment by servicing 301 
ha under appropriate norms and standards. 
Development will be in ten stages, and will 
provide about 11,800 serviced sites, 5,050 
dwelling units and associated community 
facilities. The regional infrastructure will 
cost US$73. 9m and is designed to provide 
infrastructure headworks and other facili
ties for both the town and its vicinity. A 
cost of US$l1 6m will provide an adminis
trative building and two satellite centres 
and some equipment and maintenance. 

Finally, US$2 4m will provide consulting 
and extension services via technical assist
ance. 

As the urbanisation schedule (Table 1) in
dicates, we are proposing the building pro
ceed sequentially on plots whose density 
can increase over time, thus emulating the 
nature of the phenomenon that takes place 
already in Cairo. We are not trying to fight 
it; we are not trying to establish a com
pletely different alternative to it; but we 
are trying to guide and channel it in a more 
effective fashion. The net result will be 
about 300 fully serviced hectares in 1991 
(according to the original schedule of 
1983), and a population of about 100,000 
with about 13,000 jobs. The planning pat
tern involved is in fact one of the major 
problems of financing new towns because 
there is such a high peak investment up 
front that it is difficult to recoup the nega
tive cash flow and make it work. 

This brings us to financing: the key to mak
ing all this work is no small project itself. I 
have already mentioned a project cost of 
roughly $300m, of which US$151m would 
be in foreigh exchange. Again, to reflect 
what Dr Ali Sabry Yassin has said, at least 
43 per cent of the costs in Egypt today for 
building are foreign-exchange related. Yet 
that substantial amount can, however, be 
financed over an eight-year project life at a 
profit of US$146m, while catering to the 
needs of the poor. 

How can we do this? I think we have to 
learn a lesson from history and remember, 
as I have remarked frequently to my col
leagues, that Baron Empain did not be
come poor in putting together Heliopolis 
half a century or more ago. And we at the 
World Bank are confident that there is no 
reason why the government should lose its 
valuable resources in developing an exten
sion to a rapidly expanding city like Cairo. 

The key to the whole process, as Table 1 
indicates, is keeping to a reasonable sche
dule generally, and especially to a market 
schedule for the selling prices of land. 
Land should not be given away It is one of 
the scarcest resources in Egypt today. Thus 
the approach of the World Bank, when it 
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Fig 4 Master plan of Al-Obour 

Source GOPP, Courtesy of the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture. 

Table 1 AI-Obour Urbanisation Estimates 

Item 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 

Serviced Land Occupied (ha) Industry 147 441 1029 1764 2499 2793 2939 
Residential/Commercial 163 423 732 1041 1350 1625 1625 

Completed Housing Units (ODD's) 1.1 40 76 116 156 196 214 
Population (ODD's) 40 15.2 299 466 645 827 923 
Jobs Off-site Permanent (ODD's) 71 79 88 99 107 113 118 122 127 

On-site Permanent (ODD's) 07 24 54 97 149 200 23.7 
On-site Construction (OOO's) 05 26 48 51 48 45 39 3.2 16 
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Table 2 Eight-year Summary of Budget Estimates 

Property Sales 
Less Cost of Sales 

Gross Profit 
Less Administration and Maintenance 

Operating Profit 

Less Fixed Asset Expenditures 
Regional Infrastructure 
Community Facilities 
Public Administration Facilities 
Technical Assistance 

Cash Profit 
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89.4 
312 
32.4 
2.0 

LE (millions) 

475.8 
1554 

320.4 
193 

301.1 

1551 

146.0 

Table 3 Economic Rate of Return and Net Present Value 

Item 

Project as a whole 
Industrial component after absorbing regional 
infrastructure 
Residential/commercial component when 
viewed as incremental to industrial component 
Commercial component after absorbing regional 
infrastructure 
District 1 after absorbing regional infrastructure 
District 2 after absorbing regional infrastructure 

• , ~-I 

1 Discount at 6% ., 

was asked to review the project, was to 
emphasise that land has to be sold at least 
at the cost of development. Indeed some of 
the revenues of these land sales can and 
should be used to cross-subsidise internally 
within the project a certain segment of the 
population that needs such assistance to 
have access to shelter. Cross-subsidy can 
make it all work. This has indeed been the 
Bank's experience world-wide in projects 
of this kind. In the case of AI-Obour, I 
think a median price of say £E50 per sq. m 
would enable all land to recoup its full cost 
and to cross-subsidise as well as to ensure a 

Economic Rate of Return 
(%) 

438 
44.0 

42.7 

-125 

-229 
-271 

Net Present Value! 
(LE OOO's) 

103,123.8 
86,1574 

16,967.3 

-29,7550 

-37,287 1 
-39,191 1 

reasonable rate of return. The Bank's 
analysis has shown that a comparison of 
costs and capacity to pay shows us that we 
can reach roughly into the tenth percentile 
in terms of serviced sites for which people 
will be able to afford monthly payments of 
the order of £EW. Monthly payments of 
the wealthy would be going up as high as 
£E150, depending on the specific (large) 
sites that would be sold at full commercial 
rates. 

More importantly, taking a project of this 
type and applying proper economic analy
sis to it, we see that it has a rate of return of 

Fig. 5 Rabbi Ibrahim ben Jzra (synagogue in 
old Cairo). 

Source: Collection of Prof Laila Ali Ibrahim 

Fig. 6 Priest and Sheikh 1919 from Ahmad 
Chafik Pacha, L' Egypte et les influences. 
etrangeres (Cairo, 1931) 

Source Courtesy of Prof Laila Ali Ibrahim 

almost 44 per cent (Table 3). This conclu
sion is fairly solid on the project as a whole 
when you take the industrial and residen
tial components together. However, there 
is a negative rate of return if you try to 
build housing alone without the economic 
base to support it. This, I think, is an im
portant consideration that supports some 
of the arguments already made concerning 
the necessity of linking a vibrant economic 
base to any urban development. We do 
what we call a sensitivity analysis which 
tests out the results of changes in various 
assumptions underlying the streams of 



costs and benefits which have produced the 
44 per cent rate of return figure already 
mentioned: such as, for example, an in
crease of 50 per cent in commercial land 
values, or a 33 per cent reduction. As 
Table 4 shows, the results of this type of 
analysis have been all extremely positive, 
the lowest rate of return being 28 2 per cent 
which is significantly above the opportu
nity cost of capital in Egypt, which would 
probably be of the order of 12 to 13 per 
cent today. 

In short, we feel confident that a project 
designed in this fashion, and organised so 
as to recoup the full value of the land, with 
cross-subsidies for the poor, will yield a 
profitable "bottom line." Although it may 
not yield the full US$129m profit over an 
eight-year period, depending on how the 
assumptions work out, under no reason
able scenario would we expect a loss to be 
produced. 

I wanted to provide these figures because 
in earlier discussions I sensed a series of 
concerns about investments and whether 
or not they were well-placed. As the AI
Obour project shows, using careful 
methods of analysis and with careful prepa
ration successful, profitable solutions are 
possible. 

Table 4 Sensitivity of Project Economic Return 

Item 

1 Base estimate 
2. Variations in benefit estimates 

- 50% rise in residentiallcommercialland 
values 

- 100% rise in residential/commercialland 
values 

- 33% reduction in industrial land values 
3. Additional arable land savings of 415 ha 
4. Additional savings from better timing of 

service provision 
5 Additional savings from resource 

mobilization 
6. Additional cost from idleness due to delayed 

occupancy by one year 
7 Constant benefit levels over time 

1 Discounted at 6%. 
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Some Philosophical Issues 

But let us now come back from the 
periphery to the heart of the city and talk a 
little more about Cairo proper, the city of 
many facets which we all love. Let us shift 
from the crass materialism of dollars and 
cents, or pounds and piastres, to some of 
the philosophical issues that are involved in 
dealing with the physical aspects of urban
isation and what the role of the architect 
should be. 

I think that the concerns of the architect 
and urban planner have been touched 
upon in this seminar in a variety of ways 
starting with Professor Grabar's very chal
lenging question about the meaning of his
tory to a contemporary architect. Not the 
technical issue of "How do we restore a 
building?" , but rather "What is the mean
ing of a historical heritage to an architect 
practicing today?" And I also think we 
have heard from Dr Abdelhalim and 
others that our heritage did not stop at the 
time of the Mamluks, but that we have 
subsequently had a large number of signifi
cant buildings. I think we have to take 
those two points together and address the 
question of the role of a heritage in inspir
ing architects to serve a contemporary soci-

Economic Rate of Return 
(%) 

438 

543 

645 

282 
504 
466 

621 

305 

394 

Net Present Value! 
(LE OOO's) 

103,125 

134,778 

166,430 

54,865 
115,090 
108,383 

145,319 

101,194 

84,066 
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ety. But I would like to go back to the first 
question, that of history, and suggest that 
historical reality is much more complex 
than we have heard in some earlier com
inents. I would invoke one comment made 
by Dr Salah Hejab during the discussions 
in which he said there is not simply just an 
Islamic Cairo, or a Christian Cairo, but 
there is one Cairo that has gone on through 
time. I would like to highlight this to ex-

Fig 7 Qutan Leaf - Mamluk period - Dar el 
Kutub, Cairo 

Source: Collection of Prof. Laila Ali Ibrahim. 

Fig 8 "Ingil" Gospel- Coptic Museum, Cairo. 

Source: Collection of Prof Laila Ali Ibrahim 
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Fig 9 Minbar of the mosque ofAI-Muayyad, 
Cairo. 

Source Collection of Prof Laila Ali Ibrahim 

plain that Cairo through the ages has had a 
culture of its own. That culture may have 
been imbued with the spirit of Islam, but it 
also had the contributions of other reli
gious faiths, welded together in a broader 
cosmopolitan urban culture than can be 
subsumed under any narrow label. 

Let me refer you to a few images, for which 
I must thank Professor Laila Ali Ibrahim, 
who has been able to dig up these very 
interesting examples from archival re
search and was kind enough to loan them 
to me. The distinguished gentleman por
trayed in Figure 5 is not a Muslim scholar 
He is the rabbi of the Jewish community in 
Cairo; but there was a commonality of 
dress and a commonality of behaviour that 
was shared in a wide variety of ways in a 
single community in the nineteenth cen
tury. There was a commonality of culture, 
manifested through clothes, habits and so 
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Fig 10 Altar of the Abu Sirga Church, Cairo 

Source: Collection of Prof Laila Ali Ibrahim 

on, that spread throughout the various 
communities within Cairo; it was not so 
dichotomised (into Muslim/non Muslim) as 
one would imagine from some of the com
ments made by earlier participants in this 
seminar. In fact Figure 6 is another striking 
picture of a priest and a sheikh sitting 
together at the time of the 1919 revolution; 
one would be hard-pressed to identify 
which is which. 

Even in something that we consider as un
iquely Islamic as the decoration of the cov
er of a Koran (Fig. 7), one would find a 
very strong resemblance to a contemporary 
picture of a Bible of the same Mamluk 
period (Fig. 8). Architecturally speaking, 
the magnificent decoration of the minbar 
of the Muayyad Mosque in Cairo (Fig. 
9) can be found almost identically in the 
altar of the Abu Sirga church (Fig. 10). 
And the doorway of the Mullaqa church in 

Cairo is striking in its homogeneity and its 
closeness to the character of other parts of 
the Old City. In fact one cannot easily 
differentiate between a traditional mihrab 
and the apse of the Church of the Virgin in 
Zuwayla which is in the heart of Gamaliya. 

I use these many examples to make the 
point that when we interpret (historic) cul
ture we should not be obsessed with specif
ic periods in history or with specific indi
vidual monuments, or with specific labels. 
Instead, we should take the broad product 
of Egyptian Cairene society which was tru
ly predominantly Muslim; but which in
corporated many talents and many 
geniuses in producing a magnificent 
heritage. 

These living evidences of the genius of the 
Egyptian people and of Cairenes through 
the centuries should serve as an inspiration 
and should be respected, but not copied. 
And by "respected" I mean that modern 
buildings should not seek to copy the sur
rounding buildings, but should respect 
them in terms of proportions, height and 
volume. This is more important than trying 
to get the details right. Specifically, I 
would go further and say that the key for 
protecting what we call "urban character" 
is street alignments where variability in the 
age of structures and the tortuous nature of 
the streets are maintained. If we lose that, 
then unfortunately we will have serious 
problems. We have some examples of this 
which we have seen before in this seminar 
and which need to be highlighted again. 

We have seen many pictures of modern 
buildings which are completely out of scale 
with traditional buildings, escaping the 
volumetric constraints of the building code 
by a setback. Widening the street com
pletely destroys its character. But the 
opposite sin of overcrowding is to be equal
ly avoided. Indeed the zone of respect 
around buildings is something that 
architects and urban planners have to study 
very carefully. The Qaytbay complex 
which, for all of us who know and love it, is 
probably one of the most magnificent 
structures of the Islamic heritage. But un
fortunately that very old picture cannot be 
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Fig. 11 Faisallslamic Bank, Cairo. An example of sensitive adaptive re-use 

Photo I Serageldin 

replicated today, because structures have 
come up so close from all angles that one 
cannot stand at this distance and see the 
complex in its entirety. We have robbed 
ourselves and our children of the ability to 
appreciate, enjoy and be inspired by 
monuments of this type by not respecting 
them volumetrically in terms of approach 
and surroundings. 

I do not want to be too negative, however, 
because there are also some interesting ex
amples of success. The Faisal Islamic Bank 
structure (Fig. 11), which is an interesting 
example of adaptive re-use, has been done 
rather sensitively. There are other exam
ples of trying to build within character, 
such as the girls' commercial school near 
AI-Hakim Mosque, and then again there 
are other examples, of course, which pro-
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duce buildings that are not only disrespect
ful of the visual h'eritage but force us to 
rethink whether indeed they could have 
been in any way as inspired by that heritage. 

What, then, is the means of coping with the 
problem of contemporary architecture and 
urbanism that still seek a cultural authen
ticity and an expression of continuity from 
the character of the city in which we live 
and which we love? I think first we have to 
admit that there is a continuity of experi
ence that is an integral part of our cultural 
and architectural history. Professor 
Abdelhalim took us on an interesting tour 
of this more recent period of our heritage. 
The images he has shown demonstrate that 
our heritage does not stop at the Mamluks. 
If one took that position it would be iden
tical to having westerners say that within 
western cities such as London, Paris and 
Rome, nothing but Gothic cathedrals 
should be built. Clearly that is not the case 
in conservation movements throughout the 
West, which have not adopted such a posi
tion. We have a series of buildings that, 
whether we like them or not, were repre
sentative of the best products of their gen
erations. Many have come to be consi
dered landmarks. 

The second point of this continuity is that 
we are talking about an urban continuity 
throughout. And we are struck again by 
one of the comments that was made by 
Professor Holod and repeated by some 
other colleagues that in the search for 
cultural authenticity people have had a 
flight into rurality. We have found it easier 
to cope with rural models that are more 
readily accessible than to cope with the 
demands of a changing urban environment 
with its high densities and large volumes. 
We, therefore, have to go back to coping 
with an urban environment, to d~velop an 
urban aesthetic which will produce the only 
type of building that will be compatible 
with the social and economic forces that 
interact within the boundaries of a city, 
and even more so in a city that is growing 
as rapidly as Cairo. 

What can we do? I cannot prescribe But I 
will suggest that I think it is important to 
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remember that from this entire heritage we 
have developed a system of signs and sym
bols that have exceeded by far the original 
uses of the structures, forms and elements 
of architectural vocabulary that generated 
the signs and symbols originally. 

I will not digress here with the general 
issue of signs and symbols and their enrich
ment of architecture, or indeed of the crea
tive aspects of the design process in gener
al, as I hope to explore these at length 
elsewhere.3 Let me first note here that us
ing symbols and signs to enrich architectur
al expression is both inevitable and 
desirable. 4 The problem lies elsewhere
in the degradation of the symbols and signs 
to mere signals. And we cannot remain 
indifferent to, or unknowing of, how the 
public views certain symbols as mere sig
nals. 

I think I can most easily explain my point 
by dealing with elements of that most easi
ly recognisable of structures, the mosque. 
Indeed, in folkloric displays the 
architecture of the mosque is interpreted as 
a symbol of religious feelings. I shall deal 
with the two elements - the minaret and 
the dome - which, in combination, have 
an immediate signalling effect to the 
population at large. 

Specifically, as Oleg Grabar has pointed 
out, the minaret has long been a symbol of 
Muslim architecture generally and has ac
quired a very special position in the lexicon 
of architects working in the Muslim world.5 

Minarets have indeed been magnificent ele
ments of the architecture of a city. They 
give it character. They work as landmarks, 
identifying the building as a mosque for 
most people. Yet today, tall buildings 
make a mockery of the minaret's landmark 
function. The minaret is completely over
whelmed by the high structures right next 
to it. Yet the minaret is so deeply ingrained 
in the minds of the population that it has 
acquired the status of a signal. Minaret = 
mosque; ergo, no minaret, no mosque! 
This has led to such extremes as piercing a 
balcony to allow a tiny minaret or a ground 
floor mosque, or implanting a very tiny 
minaret where no funds were available to 
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Fig 12 Tiny minaret is added to ensure that structure is recognised as a mosque 

Photo Collection of Prof Laila Ali Ibrahim. 

build any further. 

Although mosques do not have to have 
domes, the latter are again perceived as 
signals by the symptom population. A most 
striking example is found in Giza (Fig. 13) 
where a mosque was built with a dome 
over its central space. After it was built, it 
was noticed that people walking by could 
not see the dome from the street. Hence, a 
second dome was added, whose only func
tion was that it could be seen from the 
street, and thus complete the mosque's 
facade by providing an appropriate sign for 
a mosque. And the function of the dome 
has no longer been as an enclosure for a 
volume or a space, but has become some
thing more important in the intersection 
between a built environment, a building, 
and the citizens who live around it 

Envoi 

But what we are looking for I think is more 
than what has just been indicated. I have 
simply used the model of a mosque be
cause it was easiest to cope with and deal 

with in the limited time we have, and is a 
model which is familiar and more easily 
accessible to all of us. And the examples 
are more striking. But I think what we are 
all looking for is how to harmonise the 
elements of architecture and urbanism in 
order to produce an environment that we 
can relate to instinctively with as much pas
sion and fervour as we can relate to the 
mediaeval city of Cairo. But, we must 
simultaneously recognise that we are living 
in a modern city and not in the mediaeval 
core of that modern city. 

In sum, we can all hope that the discussions 
in the seminar have helped to locate the 
role of the architect, builder and urbanist 
in the context of the historic as well as the 
contemporary socio-economic, political 
and demographic factors which frame the 
domain of his or her actions. Without that 
strong link those concerned with the 
physical environment would be working in 
a vacuum, producing architecture that may 
be vibrant or sterile, but that is quickly 
overwhelmed by a tide of construction that 
architects will be let to deplore. Architects 
and urbanists must therefore join hands to 
work with those concerned with preserving 



Fig 13 Mosque in Cairo Note that tall structures 
destroy the "landmark" function of the minaret 
Note also the second (closer) dome which is added 
only because the real dome (in the back) could not 
be seen from the street 

Photo: I Serageldin 

our heritage as well as with those from 
other disciplines concerned with the living 
city, including the unglamorous and pain
staking work of the economists and finan
cial analysts such as bore fruit in the analy
sis of the AI-Obour project. The end result 
of all these efforts is a better future where 
beauty is accessible to all in an architectur
al built environment that respects the 
past, understands it and is inspired by it. 
Only in this way, in my opinion, can the 
concerns of today and tomorrow effective
ly be addressed. 
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