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B A C K G R O U N D  

The Islamic world is on the whole poor, consisting of many demographically large 

countries (Bangladesh, Pakistan, Indonesia, Nigeria and Egypt comprise half of its 

total population) that rank among the lower-middle or low-income nations of the 

world. Being poor, this world cannot escape the challenge of shelter provision that 

confronts the developing world as a whole. 

Shelter would seem reasonably simple to define: a roof over the individual's and 

his family's head, and protection from the elements, with, in Islamic societies, the 

need to meet the cultural requirement of privacy and other social aspects which the 

local community considers essential for a Muslim way of life. Along with food and 

clothing, shelter thus defined is always given prominence in any discussion of basic 

human needs, and the absolute right to it has been proclaimed in numerous inter

national declarations. The shelter itself, be it a room in a crowded building or an 

illegal squatter shack, is but one aspect of a predominantly urban housing problem. 

The physical structure itself is part of an invisible web of relationships and services, 

the availability or lack of which have to be taken into account. Location is a key 

component of the problem. The poor themselves often prefer to live in overcrowded 

and expensive central locations which are nevertheless close to employment oppor

tunities in both the formal and informal sectors of the urban economy rather than 

live on the urban periphery where they would have more space. If a shelter is to be 

healthy for those who dwell in it and for those who live in the community as a whole 

the water supply and the disposal of human wastes and refuse must be taken into 

consideration. Wider considerations involve the provision of power sources, access 

to and from the dwelling, and the provision of other facilities that fall within the 

framework of physical and social infrastructure and which range from transport to 

schools, markets, and mosques. Finally, if the dwellers are to survive, there is a need 

for opportunities to participate in income-generating labour. Housing, therefore, is 

far more than a material entity: individual dwellings are integrally related to the 

fortunes of the wider community. 

The challenge of providing shelter for the absolute poor involves coping with 

the needs of some 800 million people, perhaps a third of whom are Muslim. These 

people, many of them children, are caught in a condition of life so limited by 

malnutrition, disease, illiteracy, short life-expectancy and high mortality as to be 

beneath any rational definition of human decency. Half of them are found in 

Southern Asia, mainly in India and Bangladesh; another sixth are in Eastern and 

South East Asia, mainly Indonesia; and a considerable proportion of the rest are in 

the Middle East and in sub-Saharan Africa. Only the poor of Latin America lie 

outside the Islamic world. 

One simple set of statistics portrays the extent of the social challenge of shelter 

provision: In 1980, the number of poor households (with around seven people per 
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household) in the developing world was about 120 million — 40 million in urban 

areas, and 80 million in rural areas. By the end of the century, however, given the 

immense surge in world population and especially in urban populations, the number 

of poor households will have risen to 130 million, according to even the most 

optimistic assumptions regarding development. This overall rise will conceal a 

dramatic drop in the number of poor rural households, from 80 million down to 56 

million, and a startling rise in poor urban households, from 40 million to 74 million. 

The Muslim world itself will be growing: from 800 million to 1400 million by the 

end of the century. Many of the poor households will be squeezed into the unpre-

cedentedly large cities that will develop in the Islamic world, such as Jakarta, 

Karachi, Tehran, Cairo and Lagos. The basic fact about the challenge of social 275 
housing is that, in the decades ahead, the Islamic world will be bigger, with more 

poor households, particularly in urban areas, creating immense needs for shelter. On 

a world scale, no less than 33 million new units will be required from 1980 to 2000, 

equivalent to the total stock of poor urban households in 1975. 

M E E T I N G  T H E  C H A L L E N G E  

The magnitude of the problem requires a pragmatic approach that avoids expensive 

solutions which could only be applied on a limited scale. Reality requires that the 

programmes undertaken must be affordable to the final beneficiaries in order that 

sufficient resources can be mobilised by the communities and the countries con

cerned. The programmes must be replicable on the scale needed to address the 

vastness of the needs. 

It follows that the single most important criteria in assessing the viability of a 

scheme dealing with the problem of mass housing for the poor is its replicability on 

a sufficiently large scale. This can best be tested in terms of relating costs, and hence 

the "affordability" of the units being provided, to the incomes of the target group. 

A second fundamental aspect of meeting the challenge involved in providing 

mass housing and community facilities is the mobilisation of the people. No amount 

of well-intentioned government programmes organised and executed by technolo

gists will be able to reach the totality of the rural and urban populations, targeted by 

such an approach. Mobilising the people has to be an important characteristic of ap

propriate schemes. This -implies the involvement of the ultimate users in the design 

process and, more importantly, in the execution of part of the programmes, 

whether they be self-help or other community building ventures. There also exists 

the possibility of participation through financial payments and small-scale contrac

tual arrangements. 

No architecture or design can be disassociated from the human element which 

is the rationale of the design in the first place. Hence, creating a sense of self-worth 

and self-respect among the ultimate beneficiaries should be seen as an important 

part of the process. Some community building projects have been notably success

ful in generating this sense of self-worth and self-respect by involving the people in 

the design and construction processes. 

It is important that such schemes do not deal solely with individual elements of 

the building or even one or two buildings, but rather with the generation of a 

process that upgrades the environment in which these masses of humanity live. The 

Kampung Improvement Programme, honoured in the first Award cycle, was pre

cisely such a programme, where environmental improvements led to a massive 

upgrading by the inhabitants of their own homes. The programme managed to reach 

five million people in ten years, an astonishing achievement considering the real 

improvements introduced in the lives of so many with such limited resources. 



A S S E S S I N G  S O C I A L  H O U S I N G  A N D  C O M M U N I T Y  B U I L D I N G  E F F O R T S  

Finally, beauty is not a commodity restricted to the rich. Hassan Fathy has 

showed us that the poor can aspire to beauty, and today the aesthetic quality of 

vernacular architecture is widely recognised. 

The ability to design programmes that combine these different features, in 

varying degrees, is a measure of the extent to which the architectural and planning 

professions can address the magnitude of real problems facing the majority of 

Muslims today and that they are able to produce solutions of relevance to the 

Islamic world. 

276 THE NEED FOR A SPECIAL AWARD 

It is undeniable that schemes designated within this framework lack the visual 

impact of individual buildings designed by architects working under less stringent 

budgets and who are concerned with making a statement in terms of architectural 

expression. It is also undeniable that to exclude from the Master Jury's scope of 

concerns such socially motivated efforts as the Kampung Improvement Programme 

and the Pondok Pesantren Programme that effectively address these massive needs, 

and to deprive such efforts from being recognised and premiated, would send a 

wrong signal to the architectural and planning professions in the Islamic world. 

There is a definite need to alert aspiring young designers and planners, as well as 

dedicated practitioners, to both the relevance and importance of work that may 

have a more lasting effect on the lives of many. Finally, upgrading an environment 

is something which benefits all and too frequently have we focused on individual 

buildings without taking note of the rising sea of misery and degradation that 

overwhelms the cities where such jewels of architecture may be found. 

C R I T E R I A  F O R  S E L E C T I O N  

Against this background, the Master Jury is requested to address a number of social 

housing and community projects brought forth by the Nomination process and 

judge them with regard to the following criteria: 

Relevance. The approach should be relevant to the nature of the problems being 

confronted. Frequently, one finds that it is the absence of an adequate economic 

base that destroys a particular project. Hassan Fathy's Gourna is an example where 

the most brilliant architecture was offset by the inadequacy and inappropriateness of 

the economic base of the target population. 

Effectiveness. In the final analysis, the test of a successful approach to any problem 

is its effectiveness in meeting the challenge and, hopefully, its ability to create a 

multiplier effect that transcends the direct impact of the intervention. Thus, hous

ing that is too expensive is not an effective means of coping with low-income 

requirements, no matter how beautiful it may appear in a physical sense. Likewise, 

a well-intentioned organisation of local citizens that is unable to achieve significant 

improvements in its physical environment is not an effective approach, no matter 

how attractive it may be on paper. 

Sustainability. Sustainability is increasingly perceived as a measure of success in 

community building efforts. Frequently the architects, planners and other techni

cians who help to launch a project cannot indefinitely sustain the community 

building effort. Thus, one of the tests of the success of their intervention is the 
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degree to which a community building effort is sustained by the community itself 

following their initial participation. It is important that the intended beneficiaries 

recognise the value of the intervention and internalise it, to make it their own. 

Replicability. It is important to consider whether a scheme can be repeated again in 

coping with similar problems elsewhere in the same city, in the same rural environ

ment, in the same country, or even in another country. This, after all, is the 

principal advantage of rewarding projects: they become models that can generate 

ideas which may inspire similar interventions (not copies) elsewhere. 

Impact. It is necessary to differentiate between various levels of impact. There is 277 

the impact on the residents and users themselves - undeniably an important crite

rion - as well as the impact on the environment surrounding the intervention, such 

as improvement and upgrading, protection of the natural habitat, protection of 

natural resources, limitation of pollution, etc. There is also the more subtle issue of 

the impact of the scheme on the national and international perceptions of practitio

ners, clients and the general public. Ideas are an integral part of award-winning 

designs and programmes; ideas that have generated a response on a national or 

international scale deserve greater attention and recognition by the Master Jury. 

Aesthetic Quality. Good design can produce beautiful buildings inexpensively. The 

aesthetic quality of the design being considered is an important criterion in bestow

ing an award to a particular project. 

Other Architectural Merits. These are the more common standards for judging good 

contemporary architecture and therefore need not be discussed here at length. 

These merits include such standards as the suitability of materials, quality of detail

ing, appropriateness of the building techniques and methods utilised, the functional 

qualities of the layouts, and so forth. These more conventional standards of archi

tectural merit should, where applicable, be taken into account. 

W E I G H T I N G  F A C T O R S  

The Master Jury may ascribe different weightage to the above criteria and may wish 

to add others of its own. Nevertheless, the intent outlined in this brief, concerning 

the nature and type of projects to be premiated, should be maintained. It is hoped 

that the Master Jury's choices will enhance the social consciousness of architects, 

designers and planners throughout the Islamic world and help to focus their talents 

on the enormous problems facing their countries in this sector as well as in the more 

traditional areas of architectural practice. 

S E L E C T I O N  

It is expected that the Master Jury will select one or two projects that deal directly 

with these issues. However, it is possible that no project will be recognised as having 

sufficient merit to receive an award. The Master Jury should, in that case, declare in 

its official statement that, while giving due importance to the issues of social 

housing and community building, and having searched for particular projects that 

deserved recognition, the Jury failed to find among the nominated projects any that 

achieved the standards of excellence required for the Aga Khan Award for Archi

tecture. Such a statement would emphasise the importance of this sector without 

compromising the integrity and standards of the Award. 


