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Site: HafSia qUaJ·tel', Medina 
of Tunis . 

Client: Municipality ~f 
Tunis, through the Agency 

for Rehabilitation and 
Urban Renewal. 

Finance: Government ~f 
Tunisia and World Bank. 

Design: Association for the 
Safeguard of the Medina. 

Architectuml Conception: 
Achraf Bahri, architect, 
Samia AkrOt/( Yaicize, 
architect, AmorJazil'i, 
architect. 

Coordination: Denis 
Lesage, aJ'chitectlurhal1 
planner. 

Execution: InJi'astructures, 
Septembel' 1984. 

Stl'Uctures , April 1985 . 
. Completion: 1990. 

All documents, photographs 
and text courtesy of the 
Association pour Ie 
Sauvegarde de la Medina 
(ASM) , Tunis. 

The "Hafsia", Tunis 
This project, construction of which is now 
underway, is the product of a unique and 
exemplary organisation, the Association fol' 
Safeguarding the Medina (ASM) if Tunis. 
Founded in the 1970's with the aid if UN
ESCO, it has become a truly innovative force 
striving to preserve the architectural and urban 
heritage of the city, including the option of 

A large segment of the medi
na can be classified still to
day as among the most 
unhealthy in the city of 
Tunis, and this is particu
larly so for the lower 

medina where the Hafsia neighbourhood 
is located. Traditionally called the Hara , 
the Hafsia was the Jewish quarter from 
the 10th century onward. 

At the beginning of the French pro
tectorate (circa 1890), the Jews began to 
leave the run down and overpopulated 
Hara in order to settle in the European 
sectors. Only the poorest remained 
while immigrants from rural areas 
moved in to join them, attracted by the 
practice of rooms for rent and by the 
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inserting new buildings in the old fabl'ic. It is 
not governmental, possessing its own prifes
sional expertise, and frequently the ASM 
office finds itself in the praiseworthy position 
of offaing alternative proposals to publicly
or privately-sponsored pl'Ojects. 
- Editors . 

neighbourhood's proximity to centres of 
employment. 

In 1933 the quarter was declared un
sanitary and the first demolitions took 
place. Three apartment buildings for re
housing were put up on the vacant land 

Below: Location of the Hajsia quarter in the medi
na of Tunis. Aerial photograph shows two juxta
posed kinds oj fobric: traditional, with the medina 
and its suburbs, and European, with its orthogonal 
grid. Hajsia appears like a hole in the dense fabric 
of the medina. 
Bottom: View of the site, where the supaposition 
of several historical periods and the steps of urban 
development are apparent: the traditional city; in 
the distance, high-rise buildings in a Western style, 
the demolitions and renovations oj 1973-78. Recon
struction of a bazaar is in the foreground. 



in the 1930's and in the 1960's two pri
mary schools, a market (clothing), a so
cial centre and a children's club, all were 
constructed along an orthogonal axis irre
gardless of the ancient street network. 
With the creation of the ASM, a prog
ramme of new housing construction and 
commercial facilities between 1973 and 
1978 used up nearly half of the vacant land 
resulting from earlier demolitions. (This 
project, Hafsia Phase I, ,eceived an Aga 
Khan Award in 1983.) 

Proposal 
The new proposal (Phase II) was con
ceived in 1981-82 by a different ASM 
team under the auspices of the Third 
Urban Project created by the Ministry of 
Housing, financed by the World Bank, 
and in close coordination with the Muni
cipality of Tunis and the Agency for 
Rehabilitation and Urban Renewal, 
especially for the socio-economic sur
veys and financial planning. 

The site for the proposed new hous
ing comprises 13 hectares, the centre of 
which is made up predominantly of the 
open vacant land designated for urban 
renewal and the periphery of which has 
built up lots intended for rehabilitation. 
The entire Hafsia project has been con
ceived as a mixture of renovation and 
rehabilitation, with the zones for rehabi
litation avoiding direct contact between 
the new and the dilapidated construc
tions. Thus, restructuring Hafsia entails 
three components: 

An overall programme of renovation. 
Infill renovation (e.g. housing) on in
built lots inside the rehabilitation 
zones. 
The rehabilitations of existing con
structions. 
Among the many aspects of this res

tructuring are the following: improve
ment of housing, programming of fac
lities, maintenance or repair of the infras
tructures, restructuring the spaces de
voted to economic activity, restoration 
and attribution of new functions to his
toric monuments, and fmally, provision 
of public or semi-public spaces in order 

Right, top and above: Several kinds oj dwellings 
cohabit within Hafsia quarter as evidence oj an 
evolution in ideas concerning urban renewal and 
preservation oj historical urban areas. For example, 
low-cost apartment buildings of 1936-38 Jor reho~ls
ing the population, or patio houses of 1973-78. 
Right and for right: The HaJsia's architectural char
acter includes traditional expressions and Italianate 
colonial interpretations oj these. 
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. to inject an urban character. 
Foremost among the objectives of the 

project is maximum avoidance of mov
ing people out of Hafsia, especially the 
poorest ones. 

The project was designed as a link for 
the whole neighbourhood, filling up the 
empty spaces and ensuring an urban 
homogeneity, between the renovated 
areas and the older fabric by way of a 
continuity of new and existing streets. 
To achieve this we established a' separa
tion between the pedestrian and the 
vehicular traffic, restricted to a single 
lane for serving the bazaars and market. 
It also became necessary to develop a 
main axis for the quarter, re-establishing 
the link between the two poles of reha
bilitated buildings and crossing through 
the two projects of new Hafsia housing. 

Dwellings 
In order that the operation be truly feasi
ble, in social terms, a variety of house 
types were developed to satisfy the needs 

of different socio-economic groups: 
• several apartment buildings that con

tinue the European-built structures on 
the site of the old ramparts encircling 
the medina, 

• a majority of patio houses, most of 
which could be divided into two 
dwellings, one on the upper level and 
lit from the street, the other opening 
onto the patio at ground level. 
From the architectural point of view, 

It was decided to respect the traditional 
typology of patio houses, although in
cluding some new amenities (e.g co
vered circulation around the patio) . For 
the infill housing, it was decided to con
form to the old plot lines and therefore 
each house would be a special case; • 
whereas for the global project of renova
tion, five plan-types on small sized plots 
were conceived, which corresponded to 
the demand by people with low in
comes, and these plans will be adapted 
according to their placement in the over
all plan. 
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Plan of the HaJsia quarter which is the focus of this 
renovation and rehabilitation endeavour. The pro
ject initiated in 1981-82 attempts to weave the 
urban fobric into a new whole, incorporating the 
vm'ious renewal efforts and the old city. 

Maximum heights along the road
way for cars will not exceed ground 
floor plus two upper floors, whereas in
side the blocks they will have only a 
ground floor and first floor. Besides the 
problems of preserving the homogeniety 
of the urban fabric and of proposing vi
able low-cost housing, it was also a mat
ter of giving new dynamism and life to 
Hafsia by diversifying the activities pre
sent. To do so new collective facilities, 
or reactivating old ones, was necessary, 
particularly social and cultural facilities . 
For this to occur, a day care centre and 
kindergarten were introduced, as well as 
a public bath, health centre, 3 hotels for 
tourism stimulated by the bazaar, a 
group of offices and commercial space, 
including a clothing warehouse fondouk. 
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Lift and below: The overall I'enovation project, 
shown in plan and model jorm, occupies the central 
p0l1ion oj the demolished areas. Integration oj the 
new with the old is achieved through sheet networks 
and a respect jor the size oj traditional blocks. 

Finance 
The guiding principal behind the fman
cing of Hafsia Phase II was that the new 
residents with the highest incomes 
should subsidise the rehabilitation and the 
reduction of population densities of the 
old housing. Since it has been noted in 
the past that each new renovation 
attracts a new group of residents in older 
urban areas, it was decided at the outset 
to try to maintain the local inhabitants of 
Hafsia in the 600 units to be rehabilitated; 
moreover, 120 units of the 400 new units 
in the renovated sector were to be ex
empt from the real estate tax in order to 
be made available to residents with suffi
cient means and whose houses were to 
be demolished or the number of rentals 
reduced. Rehabilitated units will also be 
exempt from the real estate tax as an 
incentive for the inhabitant to remain. 

However, the real estate tax for new 
units in the renovations sector will in
clude the overall costs of roads, demoli
tions, indemnities paid to those evicted, 
and a surcharge intended to fmance the 
rehabilitation of old houses - revenues 
of which will go into a specially-created 
arcount. This surcharge will be levied in 
a way so that the most remunerative 
constructions, e.g. shops, offices, mid
dle-class apartments, will pay the most 
while exempting the subsidised housing 
and social facilities. 

Conclusion 
The originality of this pilot project in 
the medina comes from the combination 
of two concerns, one of which is social, 
i.e. rehabilitation of dwellings for low
income families, the other is cultural i.e. 
preservation and integration of our built 
heritage into contemporary life. 

It is the model character of the pro
ject, both as an illustration of the new 
housing policies created since 1980 by the 
Tunisian government and as a test case 
for rehabilitation of traditional Arab 
cities which today are experiencing the 
same sorts of pressures, that attracted the 
interest of Wodd Bank experts who, by 
the way, had never fmanced any other 
killd of project than self-help housing in 
Tunisia. It is the first time, on an interna
tional scale, that the IBRD financed re
habilitation in an historical urban centre. 



Above: Elevation of new housing units in Hafsia 
based upon traditional vocabulary. 
Right: Plan of new housing reflects traditional typo
logies of the patio house. There is a national divi
sion of the ground floor and first-:flQor units into 
separate dwellings, one lit from the patio and the 
other from the street. A cul-de-sac provides access to 
several houses in a block, with shops around the 
periphery on the ground level. Since Muslim 
houses are introverted, the real 'facades' are on the 
patio, not the street. 
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Left: Commercial facilities 
include a clothing centre
predominant activity in the 
area - based upon the 
typical traditional fondouk. 
As the plot is triangular, 
small shops are organised 
around small interior courts. 
Left, below: Architectural 
elements such as woodwork, 
cantilevers, angle furnishings, 
ceramicframing were inspired 
by local heritage, however 
simplication of this decoration 
was accomplished for a better 
adaption to new technologies 
and the restricted budget of 
subsidised public housing. 
Left, bottom: Photograph of 
the construction site in 1985. 
The system of construction 
adopted is a conventional 
reinforced concrete post and 
beam structure with double 
panels ofbrick infill. 

AchrafBahri, Samia Akrout 
Yaiche and Amor Jaziri, 
graduates in 1978, 1981 and 
1982 respectively, are young 
architects employed by the 
ASM. Madame Akrout 
Yaiche's thesis project was 
published in MIMAR 4. This 
project is their first large-scale 
commission. 

Mr Denis Lesage is a 
French architect-urban 
planner who has lived in 
Tunis since 1972 and who 
participated in the Hafsia 
Phase I project. He currently 
coordinates projects for the 
ASM Architecture section. 
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