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H.E. INES ABDEL DAYEM 
MINISTER OF CULTURE
ARAB REPUBLIC OF EGYPT  

In the frame of the 16th International Architecture Exhibition - Biennale di 
Venezia that will take place from May 26th to November 25th 2018 in the 
Giardini and Arsenale venues, and in other locations in Venice, I have the 
pleasure, as Minister of Culture and as first woman Minister appointed for 
this portfolio in the contemporary Egyptian history, to present my good 
wishes and sincere congratulation to Mrs. Yvonne Farrell and Mrs. Shelley 
McNamara, curators of La Biennale Architettura 2018, for their outstanding 
theme “FREESPACE” offering for public materiality of surface as well as 
sequencing of movement that would reveal  the real power and beauty of 
architecture.

In the history of La Biennale di Venezia, we all have keenly followed how 
architecture has carved out a place for itself within the International Art 
exhibition.  It was in 1998 when La Biennale’s statute confirmed “Architecture” 
as an independent sector with its new institutional reform, and from that 
historical date, all the Exhibitions that have taken place, so far have offered 
us different points of view.

I really hope that the International Architecture Exhibition would offer us 
interesting projects, topics of discussion and wish that this edition would 
offer us the desire to create FREESPACE.  

Therefore, I feel particularly thankful to President Paolo Baratta, “Chef 
d’orchestre” of La Biennale who is adding through every edition, an 
important link to the chain of Exhibitions held over the years.
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It is always a real joy and pleasure to introduce the Egyptian Project 
delivered within the prestigious Biennale di Venezia, that promotes this 
year the 16th International Architecture Exhibition. 

Being an architect, I feel proud to contribute through my current position of 
President of National Organization for Urban Harmony  in the achievement 
of the overall presentation of the Egyptian pavilion and keen to present an 
innovative vision. 

I have always believed in the creativity of architecture and of the fresh 
input it would insufflate in our present life, although complicated socio-
economic mutations all around the world. 

Let me underline in my introduction that Egypt has the pride to be 
the first Arab country to acquire a pavilion within the area of Giardini. 
This outstanding acquisition took place in 1952 and has immediately 
contributed to the first edition of the International Art Exhibition with 
the highest level of political representative in Italy: President Giovanni 
Gronchi, such a pride for all of us! Today, I have the pleasure to introduce 
architects Islam El Mashtooly Mouaz Abouzaid and Cristiano Luchetti, 
curators of the Egyptian pavilion, who present an amazing project entitled 
“Robbabecciah: the informal city”, that won unanimously the prize of the 
selection board of the Egyptian Ministry of Culture. 

For my generation, this title means a lot, old good days during which time 
was generous and gave us the pleasure to listen to the sharp voice of the 
“Robabecciah“ man crossing the streets of Cairo as part of our childhood. 

I would like to thank H.E. Minister of Culture Ines Abdel Dayem for her great 
presence and strong support. I extend as well my gratitude to my team 
work within the National Organization for Urban Harmony and particularly 
Arch. Haby Hosney and Eng. Alaa Shakwier. All my recognition also goes 
to my colleagues Head of Department within the Ministry of Culture and 
particularly to the Egyptian Academy in Rome.

GIHANE ZAKI
Director 
Egyptian 
Academy in Rome

MOHAMED 
ABOU SEADA
President 
National 
Organization for 
Urban Harmony

Arts and culture represent one of the few areas in our society where people 
can come together to share experiences, feelings and ideas even if they 
see the world in radically different ways.

The use of this soft power has recently become a key tool of foreign policy 
and international relations, with people and organizations often calling 
upon it to inspire positive change in our modern world.

As former U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan, once said: “The United 
Nations was created in the belief that dialogue can triumph over discord, 
that diversity is a universal value and that the people of the world are far 
more united by their common fate than they are divided by their separate 
identities.”

La Biennale di Venezia comes as the latest example of this use of soft power 
in our modern societies with one of its main objectives being dialogue 
between cultures and civilizations.

In fact, through architecture, this International exhibition aims to give artists 
and architects a common platform and a unique chance to work together, 
exchange ideas and broaden their horizons. 

With that being said, I would like to take this opportunity to thank architects 
Islam El Mashtooly, Mouaz Abouzaid and Cristiano Luchetti and wish them 
great success.

Also, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my colleagues at the 
Ministry of Culture, under the leadership of the International artist H.E. Ines 
Abdel Dayem, and address a special thank to the President of the National 
Organization of Urban Harmony, architect Mohammed Abuseada with his 
energetic team.

Finally, I cannot fail to thank the hard working staff of the Egyptian Academy 
in Rome, whose relentless and dedicated efforts made this project possible 
and worth seeing.

Now, all that remains for me to do is to wish you all a fruitful and great stay 
in Italy. 
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FOREWORD
When I lived in Cairo 40 years ago, I discovered for myself the exciting 
dynamics of this developing megacity with its various urban centres, messy 
fringes and vibrant informal markets. I was only 10 years old; one can 
imagine the impact this experience might have had on a boy that had so 
far grown up in sleepy European suburbs. I remember distinctly walking the 
fascinating markets of Cairo and appreciating the rich mix of life and trade 
so precisely documented in this book. 

As children my sisters and I could already notice the apparent lack of 
waste in these markets. Everything seemed to be made to use and re-
use. We would enjoy observing the ways glass bottles were recycled in 
lamps, colourful carpets were woven from leftover rags and many other 
inventive re-use projects. We could see craftsmanship and ‘makers’  space’ 
combined informally with salesmanship and ‘traders’  space.’ This was in 
1978. Now we know that these markets are no relics of the past or exotic 
tourist traps. These informal markets are important assets of the city, they are 
schools of sustainability, they are laboratories to learn from. The concept of 
ROBABECCIAH, brilliantly studied and exposed in this book, represents the 
value of these markets Free Space. 

Cairo made an intense and lasting impression on me. It changed my 
youthful view on what a full ‘urban’ life could be. In Cairo I turned an 
urbanite. Maybe this experience was crucial in leading me to the architect 
- urbanist profession. But it certainly left me with very challenging questions 
about the qualities and the importance of the informal city. This book offers 
some very valuable answers.     

Rotterdam, April 2018

FRANZ ZIEGLER
Ziegler | Branderhorst Urbanism and Architecture

Academie van Bouwkunst Rotterdam
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Cities were founded because societies are better 
than the individuals that make them. A society 
needs places to operate, manifest, recognize, 
and reproduce. The city is the place of society, 
opportunity, exchange and, therefore, of 
knowledge. In these few lines, one could explain 
the reasons of the secular phenomenon of the 
massive urbanization that seems to have no 
limits or exhausts its scope. Through its expansion, 
over time, the city from limited conurbation 
has become a region, then a whole territory. 
Since long time, the historical clear separation 
between Urbs and Orbs, between the city and 
“the everything else”, has been outmoded.

Nowadays, through the globalization and 
the cancellation of physical distances due to 
the digitization of the world, the city begins 
to become “urban-world”. This accumulation 
process of volumes, functions, and lives has 
never been completely issueless; undeniably, 
it has been very unfair and painful. Since the 
age of industrialization in the XIX century and 

THE
CURATORIAL 
STATEMENT
ROLE OF “FREE SPACE” WITHIN THE DENSE 
MORPHOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL FABRIC OF 
THE CITY

consequent rapid urbanization, great visions, 
planning strategies and str ict zoning have 
slowly but inexorably demonstrated their 
implementation limits. In the post-modern era, 
the city seems to be more and more a metabolic 
organism.

In their process of continuous expansion and 
transformation, cities are incapable of pursuing 
sustainable development in favor of mere 
speculative applications. The same members 
of the society that created the city seem to be 
no longer participating in its urban destinies but 
only to take part as spectators. On one hand, the 
spectacular and glamorous expansion of some 
Asian metropolises is governed predominantly 
by neo-liberal logics and increasingly exclusivity. 
On the other hand, in many North African and 
South American metropolises, a huge inclusive 
process of populating suburban areas is taking 
place in forms of contemporary mega-slums. 
This is the spatial explication of the planetary 
conflict occurring in metropolitan territories 

for, paraphrasing David Harwey, the “right 
to urban space.” He writes: “The right to the 
city is far more than the individual liberty to 
access urban resources: it is a right to change 
ourselves by changing the city. It is, moreover, 
a common rather than an individual right since 
this transformation inevitably depends upon 
the exercise of a collective power to reshape 
the processes of urbanization. The freedom to 
make and remake our cities and ourselves is, I 
want to argue, one of the most precious yet most 
neglected of our human rights. [1]

Therefore, it is in the urban space that the society 
recognizes itself, meets / clashes, and creates 
opportunities for “progress” by portraying and 
inducing lifestyle models. In the global capitalist 
contemporary world, very often, the notion 
of public urban place collides with that of the 
space of commerce. In fact if David Seamon’s 
definition of place “Any environmental locus in 
and through which individual or group actions, 
experiences, intentions, and meanings are drawn 
together spatially” [2]   could be understood 
as general ly typological, observing more 
closely contemporary global urban places we 
cannot avoid to notice how they are extremely 
influenced in their spatial features by functional 
paradigms. In other words, the function is still 
(if not nowadays even more) the catalyst and 
promoter of the urban place even when it refers 
to more contemplative intangible properties 
such as the symbolical, iconical, or mnemonical 
dimension.

We think that the challenge for a sustainable 
livability of contemporary metropolises is first 
played through the analysis and then through 
the design of the “free space” as an “ultra-
public” dimension. The free space is the 

place of individual functions that expressed 
collectively become public. Free space is, 
thus, the summation of multiple contributions, 
which, expressed in the space / time dimension, 
represent a fundamental part of the urban 
locus. In the contemporary city of the thousand 
prohibitions and private spaces, strenuously 
defended and impenetrable, “free space” is 
a rare and precious resource and frequently 
coincides with the unplanned space. It is, in fact, 
potentially, the place of the unexpected and the 
original creativity. It is the place of unpredicted 
(good or bad) surprises. At the same time, 

1. Harvey, D. 2008 “The right to the city”. New Left Review. New 
Left Review. 

2. Seamon, D. 2013. “Place Attachment and Phenomenology: 
The Synergistic Dynamism of Place”. In Place Attachment: 
Advances in Theory, Methods and Research, ed. Lynne Manzo 
and PatricnDevine-Wright. New York: Routledge.

© Curatorial Team | Souq Al Jumaa, Cairo 2018
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however, it cannot be a fully anarchic space, 
thus, lawlessness or “with no governance”. 
Chaos left to itself is not a carrier of quality. By 
borrowing metabolic concepts, “free space” 
must be equipped with infrastructures capable 
of governing its existence and addressing its 
implementation and development. In this sense, 
the definition and design, of a “free space” 
would seem contradictory because it would 
frustrate the celebration of a space without 
constraints and directives but it is not so. The 
infrastructure (flexible, adaptive, and changing) 
frees and enhances the potentiality of the “free 
space”, thus allowing its maximum functional and 
symbolic fruity.

In the search for possible applications of 
this strategy, it is inevitable to avoid looking 
at spaces that are heavily used, but usually 
lacking of qualitative solutions, these are the 
spaces of commerce.  They are defining spatial/
functional realities often predominant in the 
contemporary urban geography and they could 
be ideal experimental sites. They are affecting 
communities far more than others are. These 
spaces are the most lived and experienced since 
they go beyond the mere need of commerce to 
pursue and satisfy the natural need for sociality. 
Furthermore, they are of a different typological 
nature depending on the demands of different 
social classes. Institutional, controlled, delimited 
territories, often lacking of an identity or suffering 
of “placelessness”[3] contrast to spontaneous 
and unregulated ones. The latter are, especially 
in cities that have seen recent demographic 
explosions, in much larger quantity than the 
first ones. The whole “world” is on sale in fixed or 
temporary markets on the edge of the city’s most 

important nodes. They live in symbiosis with roads 
and transport infrastructures, exploiting massive 
daily commuting of potential users or customers 
placing themselves in abandoned, unresolved, 
or unfinished spaces.

Indeed, infrastructures always foster “habitats” 
between themselves and the urban fabric. 
Their being artificial (bridges, railways, viaducts) 
or natural (rivers) is irrelevant. The city always 
produces a kind of “no-sense” zones when 
it meets such urban devices. Therefore, the 
“resulting areas” (defined as “under” or 
“between” the infrastructure and the city) 
become “places” of lack of institutional interest 
resulting in unplanned space quality. Instead, the 
social interest on these areas is very high. Thanks 
to their often barycentric location these areas are 
highly strategic thus very attractive. Throughout 
time, these spaces, frequently neglected, often 
became bearers of spontaneous social functions 
never really reaching minimum standards of 
livability. Furthermore, the impact of certain 
factors such as density, viability (or non-viability), 
maintenance, and pollution on the use of these 
portions of the city is very negative and greatly 
contributes to the contemporary perception 
of the metropolis as a hostile place far from the 
necessities of man’s measure.

3. Relph, E. 1976. Place and Placelessness. London: Pion.



THE EGYPTIAN PAVILION | ROBABECCIAH FREESPACE: 16TH INTL. ARCHITECTURE EXHIBITION | 2018

© Curatorial Team | Souq Al Jumaa, Cairo 2018
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© Curatorial Team | Robabecciah Items
Souq Al Jumaa, Cairo 2018
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“ Thinking of designing the space of the “urban market” means rethinking the 
role of “free space” within the dense morphological and social fabric of the 
city. It is a proposal that aims at the upgrading and “governance” of large 
urban areas allowing a “free use” that contributes to a better living of con-

temporary metropolises. ”                   
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The contemporary global society mainly focuses on growth based on economical fac-
tors fuelled by consumerism. In this light the “roba bicchia” is “revolutionary” because it 
fosters the notion of “recycling”. As the world slowly become aware of the environmen-
tal insustainability of its current economical system the systematic re-use of dismissed 
objects brought to a new existence can be seen as one of the agent of auspicable fu-

turistic yet sustainable scenarios.

“ In this sense, the definition and design, of a “free space” would seem contradictory 
because it would frustrate the celebration of a space without constraints and directives 
but it is not so. The infrastructure (flexible, adaptive, and changing) enhances the po-

tential of the “free space”, thus allowing its maximum functional and symbolic fruity.

© Visual art:Mostafa Salem
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The “roba becciah” represents an important metaphor of the anthropological-urban 
condition of the contemporary world. It is an ancient form of recycling. It involves, in dif-
ferent ways, all the layers of the society. It is not only interesting because of its social role; 
indeed, it is capable of gaining geographic value by determining the spatial fruition of 
substantial areas within urban territory. In addition, it influences travelling through to the 
city and the development of residential areas, it conquers and reintroduces functions in 

abandoned areas, and it builds economies on the waste of the society.

© Visual art:Mostafa Salem
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© Visual art:Mostafa Salem
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SOUK ALJUMAA

THE 
MARKET-
PLACE

Ideas for the design of market infra-
structures in strategic areas of Cairo

SOUK AL ATTABA

MAHATTIT MASR
سوق الجمعة محطة مصر

سوق العتبة
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“ Chaos left to itself is not a carrier of quality. By borrowing metabolic concepts, “free 
space” must be equipped with infrastructures capable of governing its existence 
and addressing its implementation and development.

RE-IMAGINING
SOUK 
ALJUMAA

سوق الجمعة
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ROBA VECCHIA
ROBA BECCHIA

ITALIAN WORD

AFTER DIVERSION

ARABIC 
PRONUNCIATION

THE THEME BRANDING

They are known as collectors of "roba bika," an Arabised word 
deriving from the Italian Roba Vecchia, which literally translates 
as old clothes.

© Visual art:Mostafa Salem
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Our idea for the Egyptian pavilion on “free 
space” proposes the theme of redevelopment 
and strategies of requalification of spontaneous 
commercial spaces across the entire country. 
In many urban and suburban areas, the 
phenomenon of “free”, unstructured, often 
abusive and illegal trading reaches such high 
levels that it is the predominant element for 
driving the use of public space. The traditional 
souk confined to the narrow streets and interstitial 
spaces of the historical fabric has conquered 
new territories. The space of commerce extends 
its tentacles seamlessly along the lines of urban 
streams without any apparent rule. In addition, 
this phenomenon is not temporary. It is not 
sporadically limited to daylight hours or few days 
a week. The commercial space is permanent 
between buildings and roads, invading free 
lots, girders, underpasses, etc. In some cases, 
few spaces intended for public use and leisure 
must be fenced off and paradoxically closed, in 
order to not be invaded by the ever-expanding 
commercial activities. In other cases there are 
real “city-markets” with specific “administrations” 
and self-governing tools extending to the point 
of forming semi-autonomous districts within the 
metropolitan territory.

Our research focused not only on some strategic 
spatial spheres but also on the content that 
specifically activates them. The trading of 
“roba becciah” is a large portion of all market 
activities. Disused items produced and dismissed 
by consumerist societies are first collected, 
and then stacked in areas of such dimensions 
to create mono-functional enclaves for future 
trading purposes. The selection process divides 

items in different categories:  antiques, used 
items that can be re-used, and those that 
have now reached the end of their functional 
life. The space that houses the trade of these 
objects is perhaps the true, ante-l itteram, 
junkspace. The “roba becciah” represents for us 
an important metaphor of the anthropological-
urban condition of the contemporary world. 
It is an ancient form of recycling. It involves, 
in different ways, all the layers of the society. It 
is not only interesting because of its social role; 
indeed, it is capable of gaining geographic 
value by determining the spatial fruition of 
substantial areas of urban territory. In addition, it 
influences travelling through to the city and the 
development of residential areas, it conquers 
and reintroduces functions in abandoned areas, 
and it builds economies on the waste of the 
society.
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© Curatorial Team | Robabecciah Items
Al Moez Street, Cairo 2018

Souq Al Jumaa, Cairo 2018

The installation displays Robabecciah 
as a “spatial catalyser”. More than 
500 pieces have been collected 
throughout the markets in Cairo and 
hung from the ceiling of the space. 
Through the installation, we want 
to depict how ‘robabecciah- the 
waste created by society -can be 
used to create a spectacular space. 
However, there is a story to tell about 
the everyday life of ‘robabecciah’ 
and a dedicated short video is also 
part of the exhibition.Furthermore, 
a more analytical approach to the 
theme is displayed on the walls of the 
pavilion through a series of diagrams 
and projects.
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“ The installation is our “spatial catalyser”. We want to show how the “roba-
becciah”, the waste of the society, can be used to create a spectacular 

space. It will be the main feature of the pavilion.  ”                   

curators

THE EGYPTIAN PAVILION | ROBABECCIAH

EVOLUTION

S U R F A C E 

SURFACE EVOLUTION-2

SURFACE EVOLUTION-3

SURFACE EVOLUTION-4

SURFACE OUTCOME 
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Through an open call for contributions the curators tried to outline the “state of 
art” of the research on informal trading and its urban spaces in Egyptian cities. The 
following texts, projects, artwork, and photographic reports have in common the 
search for of an epistemological definition regarding the phenomenon of “illegal” 
trading and its consequences on the livability of contemporary urban scenarios. 
We like to think that this work could represent the cultural legacy of the Egyptian 
pavilion at 2018 Architecture Venice Biennale. 

OPEN CALL                 

CONTRIBUTORS             
Can disused objects redefine visual aspects 

of contemporary urbanism in egypt?
Cairo festival city

Lessons learnt from lively urban spaces in 
cairo’s informal settlements

An informal opportunity de-marginalising 
cairo’s informal settlements

The juxtopolis of cairo: the city as resource, 
space as a solution

Absurd reality
Historic aqueduct offers free space for 

artisans
Suq bab al-luq

Revolution 4.0: the market
Sense of responsibility and belonging in open 

spaces of residential clusters in new cities in 
egypt

Syrian market street
The 4th space sentinel

A parallel System: The Rise of Informality
-Archiving the city in flux : informal roadside 

development
Anatomy of informality

A photographic crosssection of cairo and the 
role of Attaba square

Transit modes and the reincarnation of urban 
spaces into markets

The zabaleen : urban ecologies in  motion
Dynamics of space

Informality as an alternative urban order

Kom El dikka “time and memory”

Street vendors and the contestation of public 
space

Cairo sidewalks: spatial spines and sources of 
synergy

The “market-space”: an informal-formal 
transition

Taher Abdel-Ghani

Rehab Sobhi
Ahmed Hassan

Mohamed Adeeb Serour

Magda Mostafa, Farida El Benhawy, Mariam 
Zeitoun, Marwan Omar, Mohamed Badawy & 
Rana Sadek
German University in Cairo
Afaf ali badran, Lara Hassan Waked

Cairo Lab for Urban Studies, Training and 
Environmental Research (CLUSTER)
Abdullah Ahmed N Aldabbous
Mohamed Atef Hussien

Eslam Salem ,Mostafa Aly , Mostafa Salem
Aarathi Muralidharan , Sarath Chandran 

Ahmed Borham
Cairo Lab for Urban Studies, Training and 
Environmental Research (CLUSTER)
ARCHITECTEM
Apostolos Kyriazis

Salma Nassar

Steven Velegrinis
German University in Cairo
Cairo lab for urban studies, training and 
environmental research (CLUSTER)
Mohammed Mohy Eldeen Abd Elhamed 
& Heba Ezzat Mahmoud Soliman
Cairo Lab for Urban Studies, Training and 
Environmental Research (CLUSTER)

Salsabil Fahmy

Ossama Hegazy
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a THE MEMORY OF AN URBAN 
COMMUNITY
CONFLICT URBANISM
THE TRADING METROPOLIS
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A PARALLEL SYSTEM: 
THE RISE OF INFORMALITY

AUTHOR:

Ahmed Borham
1-This text was originally published in the Maspero 
Par t icipatory Project Report avai lable in this 
l i n k  h t t p s :// i s suu .co m/m a d d p l a t fo r m/d o c s/
maspero_parallel_participatory_proj

The Informal Communities

During of the advancing of the uprising in 
the streets of major cities, the poor were 
occupied with their search for basic l iving 
needs. Afterwards, some took advantage of the 
superficial collapse of the security apparatus 
through annexing hundreds of vacant buildings 
and abandoned apartments to their possession 
to use and renew them as their own properties.

Since the choice of land appropr iation 
has become unlawful in many countries of 
the middle east region especially after the 
independent movements and revolutions such 
as the free officers movements in Egypt and the 
Islamic revolution in Iran, the seizure of land and 
property without permit has accelerated. This 
phenomenon has contributed to rapid growth in 
both major and minor cities in the following years 
of these revolutions. What is in common between 
the perpetrators of those acts is a life style in 
which basic necessities are at risk prompting a 
constant need to defend them. How many times 
have the residents of informal areas attempted 
to demand the supply of water and electricity 
but were met with rejection or have been stalled 
by local authorities, left no choice but to resort 
to collective efforts and to acquire their needs 
through informal practices? Residents countlessly 
have undertaken the paving of streets, 
establishing of clinics, building of prayer halls and 
libraries, managing waste and water supply. They 
have founded leagues and social organizations 
to organize their livelihood in a model that is 
independent of the authorities. This model, which 
is termed by some as ‘silent encroachment’, has 
extended to the labor market. Unemployed poor, 
joined by peers belonging to the middle class, 
resorted to the family-business model, which is 
based upon social relations of friendship and 
relativity.

The rest have launched themselves in the streets 
of the city as street vendors, peddlers and parking 
attendants. They set up kiosks, stands on which to 
hang their merchandise and display boards that 
can be easily folded and dragged on wheels 
to escape in the event of being chased by the 
authorities. They lit these markets by connecting 
their electric wires to those of a street lamp. These 
collective efforts have transformed the sidewalks 
to crowded marketplaces full of color and life. But 
the authorities could not tolerate such activities, 
types of appropriation and use of public space, 
so it waged a war on those street vendors joined 
by shop owners who saw such activities as a 
menace to their business. Some researchers have 
termed these clashes between the authorities 
and informal vendors as ‘street politics’.

This type of practice happens on a daily basis 
in all developing countries across the Middle 
East. In Egypt, there are over a hundred informal 
areas, so-called slums, with over 7 mil l ion 
inhabitants. Those have divided their agricultural 
land among them, and built their houses over 
them without official permit from the authorities. 
Rural emigrants who have been displaced 
from the countryside in search for better living, 
along with cemetery dwellers and residents of 
informal areas, have formed quasi-independent 
communities on the outskirts of major cities. 
The expansion of these communities and their 
persistence on providing themselves with better 
living conditions has forced the authorities at 
some point to supply basic infrastructure to these 
areas.. For example, the volume of informal water 
consumption in Alexandria reached around 3 
million dollars (yearly?) as street vendors moved 
to occupy many of the city’s main streets to 
display their goods. Thousands of poor Egyptians 
make their living through tips from parking cars 
beside sidewalks or in vacant lands,

attempting to accommodate the largest number 
of cars to generate the largest possible of daily 
income. From the view point of authorities 
entrusted with the management of the city, this 
amounts to chaos. But on the other hand, all 
attempts to ban these activities have failed. Those 
who adopt these informal practices have relied 
on resisting the authorities through tactics of 
fast escape, swift resistance or non-compliance 
with instructions. Examples of street politics are 
numerous, among which are the Attaba square, 
Sayeda Zeinab square, Bulaq El-Dakrur, the Friday 
market in Imbaba and the forced relocation of 
the used books market around the fence of the 
Azbakeya garden. Additionly, there are also 
a numeros informal modes of transportation 
commuting people to areas not reachable by 
the formal ways whether due in accessibility

Similar politics take place in cities throughout 
Asia. In South Korean cities, any person can 
occupy a spot in any street with a display board 
on wheels appropriating it as his own to showcase 
his merchandise. In such circumstances, taxation 
becomes a nearly impossible mission.Famous 
brand chains like Luis Vuitton and Ralph Lauren 
cannot prevent street vendors from sell ing 
counterfeit products except through buying the 
spots where they stand to put them on display.

Similar practices have emerged in Latin American 
cities. In Santiago, Chile during the 80s, nearly 
200,000 families have utilized informal methods 
to connect themselves to the official networks 
of water and electricity while the authorities 
were left unable to discover how. These popular 
movements since then came to be called 
Basimo, which means local social collaboration. 
In South Africa, over 20% of the urban population 
lives in slums and refuses to pay in return for urban 
services. In response, the government and the 
business community organized the “Culture of 

1
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Payment” campaign in 1994, or what is known 
as Masahakan to avoid the damage that results 
from this kind of appropriation.

It is difficult to deny that the main concern of the 
majority of the marginalized urban population 
is to provide for basic living needs. Nonetheless, 
it is a concern that is accompanied with the 
ambition of improving their standard of life slowly 
and silently. It is not true that the struggles of this 
group are merely defensive. There is a type of 
daily resistance to the aggression of the more 
powerful groups. 

Despite the fact that these struggles are of a 
silent type and are likely to be done individually, 
yet they are posed against the privileges of the 
dominant groups of society in an attempt to 
adjust the balance of resources, independence 
and power in favor of the marginalized groups. 
This is what enables the informal communities to 
maneuver collectively without prior planning. In 
addition to their continuing attempts to gain the 
support of the state, their daily actions remain 
striving to create real change in their lives. Driven 
by the force of necessity, they move individually 
and slowly like turtles in a manner that can barely 
be observed.

These usual silent encroachments form a type 
of slow, persistent progress in the lives of below-
ordinary people to circumvent the difficulties 
of life and improve their living conditions. These 
silent encroachments, as coined by Asef Bayat, 
generate change that is seen by this group as 
having a major impact on their lives without 
necessarily causing disruption to the political 
structure of the state. This daily resistance is 
nearly a political practice whereby residents 
are involved in a way or another in collective 
decision making, observing the political weight of 
such acts and decisions through being exposed 
to danger or through observing threats to their 

gains and interests. Often the source of conflict 
between the state and marginalized groups are 
the economic and political burdens endured by 
the authorities and distinctive groups of society 
as a cause of silent encroachment, since the 
informal distribution of public benefit does steer 
any returns towards the state.

When a society as such reaches complete 
independence, the state thus becomes obsolete; 
with no role or meaning. Societal control over 
contracts, urban spaces and cultural activities 
detracts a key segment of the state’s political 
domain. Herein lies the point of collision. The 
state’s intervention in this domain comes when 
the accumulative growth of this group extends 
beyond the “allowed limit”. ”. Therefore, street 
politics often depend on appearing in a 
tolerable and limited form whereas expansion, 
encroachment and appropriation increase in 
a way that escalates resistance against them. 
Hence, slum residents can at times prevent others 
from settling in their areas and street vendors can 
ban their peers from approaching zones within 
their assumed control in order to avoid spread 
beyond the allowed limit of the state.

Some resort to bribing government officials, 
while others become reluctant to share their 
practices with colleagues. Eventually, all of them 
and their families take the same path and their 
increasing numbers make them an influential 
social force. This compound mixture of individual 
and collective acts is the source of their strength. 
In the case that encroachments exceed the 
limit allowed from the standpoint of the state, 
collision becomes inevitable; although most 
probably it will fail because it will probably be 
too late, while the encroachments will have been 
socially rooted and interlinked with its economic 
surroundings. Then, silent encroachments would 
have arrived to a critical mass and have become 
a reality that is difficult to change.

Contrary to other groups of organized 
labor, street vendors are in constant 
liquidity. They are individuals who 
work and move outside the domain 
of organizations and trade unions. 
They don’t have an institutional 
capacity through which they can 
pressure the state for their rights. They 
may participate in demonstrations 
and other forms of legit imate 
participation, but this happens 
under external leadership and in 
cases of stable democracies. Such 
encroachments are a result of the 
prevailing non-democratic political 
situation in the area of the Middle 
East, as well as the absence of civil 
society organizations. Therefore, 
this group probably does not follow 
politics of demonstration, but street 
politics that are often individual and 
with immediate return. Street politics 
are essentially a set of struggles 
between groups of residents and 
the authority that are embodied 
periodically in the material and social 
domain of the street whether an alley, 
a sidewalk or a square.

What makes this conflict political 
i s state control over society’s 
movement in the street, while in the 
past, local communities enjoyed 
greater autonomy and ability for self-
organization. Silent encroachment is 
thus a natural and ethical reaction 
to the necessity of survival and the 
pursuit of decent livelihood. It is the 
marginalized majority’s search for 
justice.

Spatial justice is the main concern 
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SILENT RESISTANCE                     
THE INFORMAL ECONOMY 
In light of a global crisis consisting of totalitarian 
capital ist global ization operations which 
affected many developing countr ies since 
the 1980s, and the collapse of the communist 
regime in the 1990s which resulted in high rates 
of deinstitutionalization and marginalization, 
there appeared strategic alternatives towards 
reducing the volume of labor employment 
without any vision of what would happen to the 
economic situation, nor prospects of job creation 
in the near future. At the beginning of the 1990s, 
during the transition to free market policies, the 
percentage of stable employment in countries 
of the third world decreased to become 5-15%. 
In Africa, the unemployment rate increased to 
10%, while the percentage of job entry in the 
formal sector continued to decline. Under these 
circumstances, a large group of the educated 
and qualif ied segment turned to assume 
governmental positions while a broad spectrum 
of peasants became engaged in the so-called 
informal economy.

The informal economy is an impulsive autonomous 
system that grows more rapidly than any other 
economic system. This system, from a superficial 
view, seems to be random and chaotic, but is 
governed by tacit unwritten rules.

Predominantly based on self-help and 
characterized by autonomy, it is at the same 
time closely linked to the formal economy. It 
has contributed to the growth of many cities 
over time. It is literally a global economy that is 
not limited to a country or a particular political 
system. It is primarily considered an important 
alternative that provides income for classes 
whose interests the state has failed to care for.

Many economists and politicians are not in favor 
of such economy, often describing it as a threat 
to public order for its evasion of taxes. Some 
criticize it for lacking social security protection 
(health insurance, pensions, etc.) for its workers, 
despite the fact that the formal sector itself in 
many countries does not provide this kind of 
protection for workers that fall under its umbrella. 
Nevertheless, it is acknowledged by everyone 
that the informal economy has become an 
integral segment of the society.

This economic system is not considered to be 
formal since it does not adhere to generally 
accepted conventions of the free market in terms 
of rules of growth and development that have 
been established by the West. These rules assume 
any economic system to be highly ordered, 
subject to monitoring and measurement as well 
as permitting the state to be included within it. 
The modern state considers any work that does 
not have specific work hours, a license and is 
not officially registered to be non-formal. Since 
the informal labor sector does not fall under 
this domain nor abides by these rules, the state 
thus considers it as an enemy and a source of 
harm. The colonial economy was the founder 
of this view, as it marginalized the value of local 
labor and weakened their creative capacities, 
which has led to economic stagnation and 
the dissolution of traditional socio-economic 
networks. This was when the informal economy 
arose as an alternative and a naming. 

The informal economy carries out legitimate 
activities, but it does not commit to issuing the 
necessary permits nor does it keep accounting 
logbooks that make it subject to taxation. Thus the 
informal economy provides goods and services 
that are criminal from a legal point of view.

The informal economy, termed at times as a 
parallel economy, usually spreads in developing 

countries. Since Egypt is considered to be among 
those countries, the informal economy in recent 
years has become of interest to the academic 
community. Several theses addressed the 
potential and means to transform this sector into 
the formal economy, allowing it to be included 
within the national fiscal database, and to 
provide a better work environment for its labor 
force.

The Size of the Informal Economy 

The size of this informal sector continues to grow 
around the world; in Spain it is estimated to be 
200 billion euros. In October 2009, the size of the 
informal economy in Ireland reached 6.1 billion 
sterling pounds, while the Swiss government 
has recorded in 2007 the volume of trade in the 
informal market to be 35 billion dollars per year.

Estimates to determine the size of the informal 
economy in Egypt vary. According to renowned 
economist Fernando de Soto, the informal 
economy in Egypt is estimated at 395 billion 
dollars, equivalent to 2.6 trillion Egyptian pounds. 
A recent estimate of the Federation of Egyptian 
Industries puts it at about a tril l ion Egyptian 
pounds.

The informal economy extends to the realm of 
services, since usually the prices of goods and 
services provided within it are less than those 
offered by the formal economy, due to its evasion 
of taxes both in purchases and in sales, besides 
the presence of other forms of abuse in all phases 
of its economic activity.

The informal economy model poses an alternative 
value to economic efficiency, critiquing its 
different facets. For example, why does central 
planning, represented in large commercial 
markets whose activities and sales rates are easy 
to monitor, is considered to be a better practice 
than a model that guarantees employment to a 

of all urban policies for governments in the 
past century. The absence of urban justice is 
embodied clearly in the spatial arrangement 
of cities; an arrangement that reflects the fact 
that 10% of the population generates 28 times 
the income of the rest of the population. The 
absence of urban justice appears to the foreign 
visitor even before they arrive to the city. During 
landing at the airport, the spreading fabric of 
naked masses can be observed revealing red 
brick walls topped with temporary structures 
of wood and tin, demonstrating the extent of 
informality that now characterize Cairo’s built 
environment.

Cairo is a screaming example of the fact that 
informal communities cannot be avoided, and 
are becoming key segments of the Egyptian 
society, its culture and economics. Informal areas 
around Cairo appear like cancerous masses 
spread in chaos with no discernible order or clear 
boundaries. But after a closer look, we can start to 
recognize the hidden order behind the assembly 
of those housing units. This order is dissimilar 
to what architects and planners are taught in 
universities. Recently, research studies have 
started to emerge as a result of the increasing 
consciousness to the importance and extent of 
complexity of the informal sector in an attempt 
to understand its internal structure logic. Many 
of these researches have shown the flexibility of 
this sector and its ability to adapt to surrounding 
circumstances socially and economically.
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greater number of people such as the informal 
commercial markets? Likewise, why is price-
fixing considered to be better practice than 
open negotiations? In this context, the informal 
economy, with its limited but diverse size of trade 
activities, may be regarded as more efficient 
than the traditional model of economy that runs 
on the logic of large commercial chains.

While the state has failed to provide sustainable 
job opportunities and fair resource distribution, 
the informal economy has succeeded in allowing 
a wider range of employment opportunities for a 
larger segment of labor, while at the same time 
achieving greater growth rates in more flexible 
ways, managing to deliver its benefits to a wider 
segment of the population.

What is meant by the informal sector is that class 
of craftsmen, tradesmen, workers and farmers 
that operate outside the framework of taxation 
and social security of the state. The informal 
labor sector can also be defined in simpler terms 
for non-specialists as follows: “a set of economic 
activities that are not subject to government 
monitoring or taxation, and are not included 
within the gross national product measurement 
value, as opposed to the registered activities of 
the formal sector.”

Unsteady employment constitutes 60% to 80% 
of the total workforce in Egypt, and exists in all 
sectors starting from the construction sector, to 
land transport, street vending, mining, quarrying, 
and agriculture, reaching to the workers of the 
unorganized sector (units that employ 10 workers 
or less).

• The vast majority of construction workers whom 
we see working, for example, on the construction 
of new settlements (as in New Cairo and the Sixth 
of October City).

• Vendors of corn, chicken peas dr ink 
(Halabessa), local coffee shop attendants 
and others.

• Vendors of shoes, clothes, toys and other 
products whom we see squatting the 
sidewalks of Attaba, Sayeda Zeinab, Sayeda 
Aisha and Ramses squares, among others.

• Gatekeepers that are not insured and who do 
not possess a formal employment contract 
that guarantees their rights.

• Daily wage farmers, who assist in the digging 
of canals or in collecting seasonal harvests 
for a modest daily wage.

Thus is clarified the characteristics of the informal 
sector as follows:

• Work that is not registered within the different 
official records of the state (trade registry, 
industr ial registry, work permits, social 
security, trade union organizations) and that 
lacks a written or registered employment 
contract.

• Work of an individual nature, since 92% of 
the informal sector’s set ups in Egypt are 
estimated to be individual projects.

• Small -scale operations, measur ing the 
number of employees with or without pay, 
permanent or temporary.

• Limited capital, since the informal sector’s 
projects are largely considered “poorer” in 

Drifting in Attaba Markets by Night
By  Azza Ezzat

Pen & Ink on Canvas
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comparison with those of the formal sector 
in terms of the capital employed, in addition 
to the difficulty of obtaining finances from 
official channels making its capacity to 
expand and diversify extremely limited.

• Dependence on manual operation, which 
is the case for the largest percentage of 
informal sector set ups, with no need for 
equipment, complex or expensive tools.

The beginning of the road may be through 
the acknowledgement of governments to 
this kind of economy and the vital role that it 
plays in economic growth and development. 
Consequently, important following steps may 
be in the global recognition of this sector, the 
insurance of the rights of those working within it, 
and that its benefits return to the public domain.

It is important not to view the reform of the 
informal economy through the logic of tax 
collection and improving the country’s revenues 
only; the fact that this sector is the largest 
operator in the Egyptian labor market must be 
put into consideration. According to studies 
conducted 2 years ago, it was found that the 
informal economy employs about 73% of new 
entrants to the Egyptian labor market. Therefore, 
it is necessary to involve the workers of this sector, 
and listen to them regarding the measures 
proposed for their inclusion within the formal 
economy.

There is an important psychological factor, 
which is to deliver a message to workers of the 
informal sector that the state is not against them, 
nor after them, but seeks to legalize their status, 
include them within the system of the national 
economy, and that it will be at their service 
through its agencies and institutions. Removal 
of informal markets has to stop; these practices 

have proven their failure in many countries, 
such as what happened in Angola in early 2010 
where the government removed one of the main 
and largest informal markets in the country with 
catastrophic results both for the region and the 
tradesmen, which reminds us of the incident of 
removing the Rod El-Farag market and relocating 
it to Obour City.

Other factors include facilitating the licensing 
procedures, reducing the fees for existing set ups 
of the informal sector en route to including them 
within the formal economy, 

providing incentives by the government such 
as the reduction of social insurance for workers 
by 30 to 50% on condition that the government 
compensates those reductions from its general 
budget, and specifying fixed periods until these 
institutions are encouraged to provide health and 
social protection for their employees. Realizing 
the importance of such informal economic 
activities, economist De Soto proposed its 
annexation to the formal milieu to benefit from 
the vast amount of liquid money and labor 
energy that it contains. Yet, the formal milieu 
with its laws and regulations might become an 
obstacle that limits the growth of the informal 
sector.

Researchers propose strategic alternatives that 
conserve the autonomy of the informal economy 
while ensuring the return of its benefits to the 
state economy. Among these strategies is the 
exemption of workers in this sector from taxes 
while issuing them licenses in return for a fee that 
guarantees they will not be chased or detained 
by the authorities.

Whether we accept it or not, both the formal 
and informal economies have become strongly 
intertwined. As a general tendency, many 

Stealth of Nations: The Global Rise of the Informal 
Economy by Robert Neuwirth, Anchor; Reprint edition 
(October 2, 2012)

 االقتصاد غير الرسمي واالستفادة منه 
بمصر عبد الحافظ الصاوي

 مصر: دعوات إلى ضبط االقتصاد غير 
 – الرسمي ودمجه

(هالة عامر( 15 مارس 2012
http://ksa.daralhayat.com/ksaarticle/374495

Un-civil society: The politics of the ‘informal people’, 
Asef Bayat , Third World Quarterly , Vol. 18, Iss. 1, 1997.
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economists wish to limit such economy either 
through its criminalization or through connecting 
it to smuggling practices, and thus keeping it 
outside of the formal domain. But the question 
remains: isn’t it viable to think of changing the 
existing economic system, i.e. the free market, 
having proved its inability to accommodate 
more of the global labor? 
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ARCHIVING THE CITY IN 
FLUX : INFORMAL ROADSIDE 
DEVELOPMENT

CLUSTER’s documentation of informal roadside 
development includes a mapping of informal 
encroachments along the Ring Road, as a means 
to study the political and economic condition 
of exclusion of the largely marginalized urban 
underclass, that lack services and connectivity 
to the city and society.

The Ring Road in Cairo, which was completed 
towards the end of the 1990s, was conceived not 
only to divert regional traffic away from the city 
center, it was also designed to contain informal 
housing development on agricultural land, 
and set a new limit to the city, beyond which 
construction would be illegal. What it did not 
intend to do was give access to communities in 
informal areas alongside, despite the immediate 
proximity between the elevated highways and 
neighboring buildings– some so close one could 
almost reach out and touch the roadway without 
gaining access to it. Over time, communities 
started contesting the border between formal 
and informal areas. They constructed much 
needed transition points to gain access to the 
Ring Road, informally building stairways and 
ramps that lead to multi-modal transportation 
nodes from ‘tuk tuk’ to microbus stops. 

AUTHOR  

Cairo Lab for Urban Studies, Training and 
Environmental Research (CLUSTER)

LOCATION
Ring Road, Cairo

Principals: 

 Omar Nagati
 Beth Stryker

Lead Researcher: 

 Yasmina Taha

Research and Design Team: 
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 Ahmad Kadry 
 Miran Mohamed 
 Mohamed Rafik 
 Adham Bakry
 Sherief Gaber
 Salma El-Lakany
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Ring Road

Ring Road

Ring Road

residential zone

residential zone

residential zone

No. of bus stops on one side 

of the Ring Road 48

15% of bus stops 
have tea stands

62% of bus stops 
have staircases

minimum sidewalk 
width: 0.5m

Tea/Food Stands 

Informal Ramp 

Staircases 

Car repair shops 

Bus stops

stair width: 1.2m

8% of bus stops 
have car repair 
shops

2% of bus stops 
have car repair 
shops57% of bus stops 

have staircases

21% of bus stops 
have staircases

18% of bus stops 
have car tea 
stands

18% of bus stops 
have car tea 
stands

Analysis of activity on both sides of the Ring 
Road

Bus stop - microbus stop 
near informal neighbor-
hood access point

Tea stand - small kiosk 
that sells tea and snacks 
near bus stop

Staircase - access point 
to the Ring Road from 
informal residential area 
on a lower level

Staircase - access point 
to the Ring Road from 
an elevated informal 
residential area

Car repair shop - the 
display of car tires on the 
roadside indicates the 
existence of a car repair 
shop on the other side of 
the barrier wall

Local transportation in 
residential neighbor-
hood (toktok)

TRANSITION  AND  INTERFACE
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 Roba Becchia is both a sophisticated system and 
a hope. A radical act with a mobile, physical, 
virtual, and pneumatic activation of Freespace.

Roba Becchia is simultaneously noun and verb. 
A conscious condition and a reaction. An 
ancient form of recycling(1) where nothing is 
discarded but instead reapplied and repurposed 
- circulating in a continuous cycle of reuse. It is 
the assertion of ownership and a freedom to 
act, a network of informally erected markets 
embedded within the pockets of ‘leftover’ 
spaces and infrastructures. Here the seemingly 
haphazard arrangement of goods fol lows 
both an inherent logic and a unique system of 
unwritten yet clearly understood rules that both 
define and facilitate the event.

Of Italian origin, the appropriated practice 
in Egypt evolved from the static occupation 
of a flea market to a spontaneous mobile 
event. Carts collecting and supplying Roba 
Becchia flow through the city, unfettered by 
formal infrastructures and restrictions, thereby 
stitching together the leftovers, crevices and 
fragments of the urban fabric. Giving birth to a 
new vocabulary supporting the selling of goods 
- a hybrid of Italian words and their Egyptian 
pronunciations – that is further transformed by 
the lyrical delivery of the vendors. The vendors’ 
chants of ‘becchia’ echo throughout the city, 
a pneumatic broadcast animating a physical 
and virtual freespace at ground level, one that 
transcends the street network and vertically 
penetrates domestic spaces through their 
balconies and building sections.

(1)From the Curators of the Egypt Pavilion Venice 
Architecture Biennale 2018
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To those wishing to uncover a hard anatomy of 
urban informality, one can only say, “Welcome to 

Cairo, where informality rules supreme!
David Sims, Understanding Cairo

The logic of a city out of control

Anatomy of Informality : : Collapsing of traces // Mapping of objects and events that support the functioning of a 
city of organized chaos.

ANATOMY OF INFORMALITY
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This combination of organized chaos and 
interactive event operates at the scale of the 
object, the individual and the city, and is the 
essence of Roba Becchia. An inherent self-
defense system that works tirelessly to reorganize 
the functions and functioning of its host, Roba 
Becchia is both collective re-action and 
condition of freespace.

Through dissecting these operations of Roba 
Becchia, we present an argument for the 
Anatomy of Informality in Cairo. Scanning the 
urban condition for acts of resilience and survival 
at three distinct scales identifies systems that 
have developed in critical situations to keep 
the city functioning. Our anatomy investigates 
informality across these three dimensions: Object 
[micro scale], Individual [human scale], and 
City [infrastructural scale]. Our observations 
focus on a taxonomy of these traces and the 
subsequent dismantling of static conditions. Born 
out of necessity, and constructing the freedom 
to occupy space in a seemingly haphazard and 
informal structure, organic systems begin to 
emerge that when collectively engaged create 
a network of unique relationships, and a method 
to the chaos.

The Anatomy of Informality aims to open up a 
space for investigation and a more nuanced 
understanding of public space, a space to 
deliberately mis-read and re-read informality in 
Egypt. 

TAXONOMY OF INFORMAL SYSTEMS
We begin by both conceptually and literally 
dissecting the city, surgically extracting from its 
photographs a series of everyday objects, actions 
and landscapes. These urban fragments are then 
re-assembled into informal and unexpected 
collections. A subsequent  translation into line 
drawings of the collaged textures and grains, of 
densities and orientations, facilitates a layering of 
textures and scales where the combination and 
collapsing of multiple traces [independent yet 
inherently connected] explores the complexity 
of informal systems, and suggests an alternative 
mapping of objects and events that supports the 
functioning of a city of organized chaos. 

David Sims’ book ‘Understanding Cairo, The 
Logic of a City Out of Control’, online resources 
and conversations with individuals who have 
experienced Cairo serve as primary  references 
in mining evidence supporting and explaing 
these informal systems.

Cairo has generated its own logic of 
accommodation and development … at best 
in a symbiotic relation with its weakness. For the 
lack of a better word, these logics can be called 
‘informal’*                                                              

David Sims, Understanding Cairo,                                      

The Logic of a City Out of Control

 

On the surface Cairo’s ways of coping seem 
hopelessly tangled and sclerotic. They can be 

maddening …. By and large, though, the city’s 
mechanisms work …. In richer cities formal structures, 

rules, and regulations channel a smooth flow of things. 
In Cairo informal structures predominate. 

Max Rodenbeck, Cairo

Image 1 Image ARCHITECTEM
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ROBA BECCHIA

Roba Becchia is an opportunity to uncover  
alternate and multiple narratives. Thoughtfully 
composed informality is often motivated by a 
desire to position objects in the foreground for 
better sales or to enhance value by proximity of 
one with another. This subtlety of planned stacking  
leads to accidental poetic juxtapositions, 
opening up a space of the imagination where 
a clock might sit on a weighing scale, casually 
alluding to the weight of time. While there is no 
functional nor temporal discrimination in the 
selection or placement of objects, these informal 
spatial compositions, and their disregard for 
origin and use, blur traditional boundaries and 
serve to curate new and     unexpected narratives.

INFORMAL MOSQUES AND PRAYER AREAS
There is a general lack of appropriate or sufficient 
civic facil ities in the megalopolis of Cairo. 
Mosques are abundant but there are simply not 
enough spaces of prayer to serve the expanding 
population of Cairenes, resulting in makeshift 
praying areas all around the city. Mosques are 
often informally organized in basements of 
residences, and temporary prayer areas occupy 
spaces between buildings, encroaching on 
sidewalks, main thoroughfares, day markets 
and public squares, creating ephemeral events 
lasting for merely the duration of prayer.

MICRO BUS
The Micro bus network is a lifeline for mobility 
and connectivity in Egypt. An informal network 
of transportation that does not have organized 
or printed schedules, instead functions on a word 
of mouth basis and unique understanding of an 
underlying structure.

Appearing first in mid 1970’s, the number of 
minibuses running over 650 routes in the city had 
reached around 27,300 by 1998 (Sims, 229). The 
importance of this mode of public transport, 
especially for the average citizen, cannot be 
overstated. 

This informal network not only covers the urban 
centers of Greater Cairo, but also reaches     
informal areas that  “government buses do not 
penetrate” (Sims, 230).

TUK TUK 
The tuk tuk taxi has emerged as another            
organically developed option for transport 
serving both the larger as well as more informal 
areas of Cairo. These compact auto-rickshaws 
navigate through dense informal settlements 
negotiating the narrowest streets and lanes. 

Although being completely “informal or         
extralegal” they are often “tolerated” by the 
authorities as long as they remain within the 
“informal enclaves” (Sims, 243). 

In contrast to Egyptian critics who deplore         
informal solutions, … in Cairo, they work! 
Its population is relatively well housed; the 
metropolitan region has kept its compact shape of 
high density by contiguous additions and infill within 
and between existing villages; roads, buses, and 
informal transportation systems move people with 
flexibility.

 Janet Abu-Lughod - Foreword, Understanding 
Cairo, The logic of a city out of control

Image 4Image 3

Image 2
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INFORMAL URBAN SETTLEMENTS
Moving away from the traditional discourse 
around third world cities and focusing on the 
chaos of over population, we look at informal 
settlements as agents of survival. Informal 
neighborhoods, rather than being poverty ridden 
pockets of failure, in Cairo become a collective 
act of perseverance, providing housing solutions 
for a significant part of an otherwise homeless 
population. 

Sims credits these informal settlements for 
”averting growing housing shortages and for 
absorbing ‘excess’ population growth (Abu-
Lughod, foreword xxii). 

Informal settlements grew slowly, expanding 
quietly, with an unplanned and organic footprint 
that occupied all available interstices in the 
urban fabric, not unlike a system of functioning 
organs embedded in the city.

These settlements in Cairo are not simply slums 
or shanty towns. Informal neighborhoods are 
organically embedded into the city, creating both 
a diversity and cross section of income groups 
that Sims refers to as “income heterogeneity in 
geographical space”, a situation that he believes 
sets Egypt apart from many other developing 
countries (Sims, 42). 

Much like the apparent haphazard organization 
of the Roba Becchia, there is a common 
misconception about the seemingly random and 
unreliable construction of informal settlements.

Sims clarifies instead that as these settlements are 
predominantly “owner built’”, greater attention 
goes into their construction as compared to a 
more formalized construction by contractors 
(Sims,100). 

Although most settlements grew without basic 
faci l it ies, they eventually drew ‘attention 
and infrastructural services’, with authorities 
eventually providing basic services(Sims, 68).

Informal systems hence not only become 
constructs supporting survival, they also ensure 
their own survival.

Image 5

ANATOMY OF INFORMALITY
THE PROCESS
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TRACES
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ANATOMY OF INFORMAL SYSTEMS
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THE INDIVIDUAL [HUMAN SCALE] Image  8,9 and 10
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THE CITY [INFRASTRUCTURAL SCALE]
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Cross-sections are indisputably the most popular of all architectural representations, as they display in 
a dense and revealing manner the most crucial information in all depth of structure, always in relation 
with the human scale of reference. Similarly so, the cross-section of a city should be able to manifest 
its social sequencing, spatial relations and morphological patterns. 

This presentation is the photographic cross-section of Cairo, as documented by the author in February 
2015, as he travelled by car along the long (SW-NE) axis of the Metropolis, from the modern bourgeois 
October 6th City to the Eclectistic Heliopolis – with the Attaba square being the very epicenter of 
activity. The open and built urban areas, the densities, the dynamic public space around the numerous 
informal souqs, the transition of history layers in this unique palimpsest, the sand storm and of course 
the everyday people are shown in this visual sequence in a peculiar uniformity; everybody’s urge to 
survive yet another day, in the city of the Nile. 
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While the photographs of Al Attaba square had no added filter (apart from the natural one of the sand storm), 
whenever I see them I still get this smell of the spices and the rotten wood of the shaders, the dryness of the thick 
air, the sounds of the Souq, the voices of the vendors and the symphony of car horns. 

Al Attaba square delicately balances on the threshold between the Islamic and the colonial urban cores of airo. 
Its openness and dynamism imitate the Nile. And similar to its everflowing waters, people carry the burden of 
preserving its collective memory and thus keeping the city alive. 
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TRANSIT MODES AND THE 
REINCARNATION OF URBAN 
SPACES INTO MARKETS

Roba Becciah as an urban concept could be 
interpreted as the reincarnation of an urban 
element. In which it starts a different life cycle 
with different morphological attributes. Each life 
cycle contributes in the making and unmaking 
of spaces where they each pursue a different 
raison d’être. The concepts of Roba Becciah and 
urban reincarnation could imply a prolonged life 
cycle, however in an urban framework the pace 
is much quicker and regenerative. This is clearly 
manifested in the milieu of urban markets in the 
city of Cairo. Some typologies of urban markets 
are continuously fugitive. They have a short and 
repetitive life cycle; they appear and disappear 
over small-time intervals.

There are innumerous agents that catalyze 
that rapid change or even consolidate it, one 
of the prevalent agents is road-based public 
transit systems in Cairo. Public transit acts as an 
urban magnet to extend or give birth to market 
opportunities hence it is inevitable to find a transit 
stop without the parasitic imposition of street 
peddlers and street vendors. 

According to a field study over five transport 
nodes in Cairo the modality split of transit is 
divided over formal public transit and informal 
public transit (paratransit)1. The ratio of the split 
in each spatial typology pre-determines the 
life expectancy – permanency or temporality 
–  of markets and their dispositional attributes in 
relation to the urban morphology. 

1 “The term “paratransit” conventionally describes a 
flexible mode of passenger public transportation that 
does not necessarily follow fixed routes or schedules” 
(Ferro and Behrens, 2015, p.123)
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it verified the initial correlation between transit 
nodes and the development of intricate urban 
markets. Thus this helped define the elements 
that catalyze the reincarnation of space and its 
life span. 
Cairo Proper:
1. Ramses Station
2. Ma’adi Metro 
Station

Cairo Desert Towns:
1. 90 St. New Cairo
2. Al Mehwar Axis

The selection of the examined sites are based 
on their transit activities, the variation of transit 
modes and their geographical locations. Two 
sites are on both ends of the city (in the desert 
new towns) and the other two are from the dense 
urban core of Cairo. Due to the opposite nature 
of the urban typologies - new towns vs. saturated  
towns -

The reincarnation of space occurs  when several 
urban systems interact, with the activation of 
the user. In order to analyse this process two 
frameworks were combined to reach intricate 
conclusions. One is heavi ly ethnographic 
and almost impressionistic (Caroline Moser’s 
Petty Commodity Production), the other is 
extremely positivist and technical framework 
(Dan Olsen’s Computer User Inter face). 
Thus, the understanding of space becomes 
mult id imens ional .  These ver y d i f fe rent 
epistemologies acknowledge the order in 
the chaos and the chaos in the order of the 
holistic producing system. All these interactions 
contr ibute in the continuous making and 
unmaking of spaces, - the reincarnation of space 
- which enable new interactions and linkages 
to occur (Moser, 1978; Olsen, 1998; Harvey, 
2003).  Bui lding the analysis methodology 
assisted in defining the elements that create 
the boundary of the market and its life span. 

CASE | CAIRO

THE ANALYSISUser
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reincarnating the space. The anchoring agents 
that reproduce  permenant requalification of  
urban spaces and  semi-anchoring agents. 

The anchoring agents are the formal public 
transit stations, like metro station. and the semi-
anchoring agents are the paratransit stations. The 
permenancy of the formal station’s geographical 
location helps consolidate markets and invites 
street vendors to reappropriate the space 
everyday till permenant consolidation, unless 
an eviction raid wipes it out. However, semi-
anchoring agents donot restrict the production 
of the market space to a specific area. In the 
case of the desert towns where there is a lack 
of consistent formal transit services the informal 
markets pop -up and disappear according to 
demand . If the paratransit means regularly stops 
at a certain point for the right amount of time, 
street vendors will start to be parasitic and co-
occupy the space. Since, it is a demand driven 
service, the place isnot fixed it could die at any 
point in time. 

The reincarnated space is a hidden potential 
in every existing urban space, if the r ight 
connections are linked, it stimulates a series of 
interactions that allows the birth of production 
modes that were not necessarily present or 
visible.  The space then enhances the triggered 
connection through st rengthening and 
developing them further with other systems 
depending on the degree of agency of the 
different actors.  

Reincarnation of space and roba becciah 
are derived from a very romanticized field but 
when navigating this term to social sciences 
and planning, it gives another dimension of 
rationality in a seemingly disordered structure 
(the city). Rationality by no means can be the 
only moderator in the city, but sometimes it is 
overlooked in the simplest interactions. Hence, 
the combined framework utilized to analyze the 
reincarnated space. contradictions to test its 
viabil ity. 

Findings: 

When inserting the sites Cairo Proper  and Cairo 
Desert Towns into the methodology analysis 
model, it revealed two groups of agents that 
assist in  

User User
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In nature symbiotic, scavenger and epiphitic 
species perform an essential role that keeps 
ecologies in equilibrium and minimize waste.  
They take potentially damaging waste and 
detritus and turn it into productive biomass.  This 
is essential in ecologies but equally in cities.

Cities are l ike metabolisms.  They embody 
interdepedent systems of flow that bear striking 
similarities to organic metabolisms.

The Zabbaleen (literally Garbage People in 
Egyptian Arabic) of Cairo have been a global 
exemplar of such an urban metabolism.  Over the 
last 80 years they have developed an incredibly 
efficient system of collecting and recycling 
materials that results in up to 80% of the waste of 
Cairo being recycled.

Roba Becciah is an urban parallel of that process 
of symbiotic efficiency.  In many ways it is only 
possible in urban agglommerations where people 
survive through entrepreneurial neccessity.  It is 
a sign of hope and optimism.  Like the homes in 
Cairo built with Re-bar emerging from their roofs 
(ready for the next addition) roba becciah is not 
unique to Cairo but a sign of ambitious and vital 
developing nations.  

Given the environmental challenges facing the 
globe, efficiency and zero waste are of incredible 
importance.   Roba Becciah is an ultimate symbol 
of urban optimism.  A sign that Cairo (and the 
world) is part of a Cyborg Metabolism that excels 
in urban metabolism

THE ZABALEEN - URBAN ECOLOGIES 
IN MOTION

AUTHOR:

Steven Velegrinis

LOCATION:

Manshiet Nasr, Cairo, Egypt
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While the scenes of the Zabaleen at Manshiet 
Nasir in Cairo seem dystopian and desperate 
an alternative reading is that they are 
entrepreneurial and hopeful.

Seen from above Manshiet Nasir is remeniscent 
of an organism.  As noted by the urbanist 
Stephen Read is increasingly  “erupting and 
fibriform growth over a landscape seen at global 
dimensions– something a visitor from the next 
galaxy might mistake for an invasive contagion 
on the surface of the earth”.

Over time other cities have been similarly 
innovative, if not attractive.  The Kowloon Walled 
City in Hong Kong was a simlarly entrepreunerial 
community of self-determination.

Considering that Cairo is a city expanding into a 
Global Biodiversity Hotspot of the Nile Delta, the 
importance of an ecological approach to the 
city is heightened.

The ultimate in free market self-determination the 
Zabaleen economy is a sign that environmental 
action is as much a business opportunity as it is 
an obligation.

The entrepreneurial initiative of the Zabaleen is a 
clearly inspirational example of human ingenuity.  
An ecosystem of urban utility, managing the flows 
of material around the body of Cairo.
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The architectural space of Cairo is defined 
by static architectural elements creating an 
organized static urban context, which is the stage 
for a constantly changing space of action. Within 
this static setting, energy and movement are 
flowing continuously. A dynamic space is created 
through constant change, activity, interactivity 
and motion. Public spaces in Cairo are dynamic 
and energetic, recreated by the users endlessly. 
A fluid space of interaction stands in contrast to 
its static beauty.

One of those actions is the flow of movement 
which appears in several forms. Movement in 
itself is there and then gone – a motion, which 
disappears, but changes the dynamics within the 
space of action. One can perceive the existence 
of those dynamics, the movement and flow, 
interaction with objects, context and people. 
Little stories narrate the fluidity of space, creating 
new ways of seeing the world.

Street vendors create actions and stories within 
public spaces. By moving from place to place, 
they establish spaces of informal trading and set 
up informal markets. New spaces of actions are 
generated. With their temporary existence they 
change and create spaces of action in Cairo – 
a fluid moment and space which is visible and 
documentable for a certain moment in time.

Within the elective course „Dynamics of Space“ 
a research was done about the dynamics 
of public spaces in Cairo in relation to the 
unspoken wishes of its users and inhabitants, 
which were documented, traced and mapped 
in experimental photography, video and spatial 
installation projects.

TALES OF LOST FREEDOM(S)
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ADAPTED REALMS
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The street level analysis is a window into more 
complex urban and political questions in the 
city at large. The relationship between informal 
appropriation of space and authorities appears 
to be a contentious one, wherein state and non-
state, private and public actors all compete for 
the right to the city; the right to use, appropriate 
and control space. The collision between the 
perceived chaos produced in the streets by 
vendors and the restoration of order by authorities 
is often a violent encounter. This conflict is an 
ongoing dialectic, as informality reappears, 
subverting and questioning the existence of a 
normative formal order. A resolution may lie in 
recognizing the possibility of multiple orders, 
both informal and formal, evolving alongside 
one another, their development interlaced 
and negotiated, forming a multi-layered urban 
experience. Learning from informality almost 
seems redundant in a city like Cairo, considering  
the informal economy absorbs almost half of the 
labor force, while informal urban development 
constitutes up to 70 percent of its growth. In other 
words, since informality is not an exception, we 
must reimagine the place of informality in public 
space, not as a problem, but rather as part of the 
solution.

This photo is extracted from Archiving City in Flux. 
Nagati and Stryker, 2013 
Photo by David Lazar

INFORMALITY AS AN 
ALTERNATIVE URBAN ORDER

AUTHOR:  

Cairo Lab for Urban Studies, Training and 
Environmental Research (CLUSTER)

LOCATION:

Cairo, Egypt
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Kom El Dikka was a well-off residential area in 
Greco-Roman times, with luxury villas, bathhouses 
and a huge theatre. The area was known at the 
time as the Park of Pan, During the latter part of 
the 19th century the site was discovered when 
a building foundations were being laid on a 
site known unceremoniously from alexandrian 
people as Kom El Dikka – “Mound of Rubble”

In the early part of the 20th century the area of 
kom el dikka grew up when workers migrated 
from rural areas and Upper Egypt to find work 
opportunities, in this era, Kom El Dikka acquired 
fame because Sayed Darwish, who lived there, 
became one of Egypt’s most famous singers 
and composers that lately his musical heritage 
became one of the biggest attractions that 
makes this part of the city quite popular.

Kom El Dikka has a unique location at the heart 
of Alexandria which gives a big advantage to the 
neighborhood to be a focus point. It also has a 
unique identity of the authentic Egyptian culture 
because of diversity in social groups living such 
as those from Al Nuba, Upper Egypt, countryside 
as well as native Alexandrians of course. Which 
created diversity in beliefs and so we found a 
number of Sufi shrines inside Kom El Dikka.

Moreover, this diversity helped on the differences 
in commercial activities such as handicrafts and 
local industries , as there are several carving art 
workshops, furniture and carpentry specialists, 
painters and gypsum manufacture industry. 
The neighborhood is also a host of several car 
mechanic workshops.Beside to the local resident’s 
small markets, cafés and the outdoor market 
“The Souk”

KOM EL DIKKA
“TIME AND MEMORY”

AUTHOR:
MOHAMMED MOHY ELDEEN ABD ELHAMED

HEBA EZZAT Mahmoud SOLIMAN

LOCATION:
Kom El Dikka- Qesm Al Attarin- Alexandria -Egypt

And because of the strong relation that bends 
local residents with their neighborhood they 
intend to use the ground floor of each house 
in their commercial activities. Even more in the 
last decade they began to build random new 
constructions of a ground floor opposite to their 
houses to grew up their commercial activities.

Despite the recent growing phenomenon of 
informal ground floor constructions and informal 
housing that is spreading inside Kom el Dikka, it 
still has a unique architectural identity which can 
be seen in old houses that belongs to traditional 
Ottoman style that locally called Turkish style.

Sufi shrines of Kom El Dikka The Oldest Residential Building of Kom El Dikka 
belongs to the Turkish style
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In This research, the rehabilitation of Kom el Dikka 
mainly will revolve around the public spaces as 
commercial open free spaces which lacking 
to qualitative solutions to improve the quality 
of living conditions which in turn is reflecting on 
reviving culture and tourism in the area. 

The most important design driver is the organic 
and randomized urban pattern of kom el dikka 
streets, this urban fabric reflects the memory and 
the socio-cultural identity of kom el dikka urban 
community that is important to be preserved 
and re-developed. Especially the organic street 
typology of the main commercial path that 
leads to various directions which is formed with 
slopes, steps and different levels that we can call 
“informal market”

Kom El Dikka Map shows the commercial path with public open spaces The entrance to Kom-El Dikka which is characterized 
by the multi-level layout. 

The proposed development with applying colors to 
leave delightful impression for all ages and decorating 
the  walls with art of Graphic-icy which expresses the 
musical and historical heritage.
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The redevelopment of the informal commercial 
platform will include Four main points:

First is the main commercial path that will be 
the core of upgrading the area, and in order to 
make this path do its function as a commercial 
path it needs adding some streetscape such as 
pedestrian paving, seating areas, lights, shading 
elements, trash pin and re-arrange for markets 
signage.  

Second is to benefit from the differences in 
sequential visual in this informal commercial path 
and the creation of attraction points on this path 
presented in the main plazas, open spaces, local 
cafés and several available venues that easily 
can be converted to open theatres. All these 
proposed to host cultural events or commercial 
activities such as outdoor exhibitions for local 
industries that would enhance the local economy 
of Kom el Dikka.

Third is the rehabilitation of some historical 
buildings on the main commercial path to 
host new uses such as public libraries, Indoor 
Exhibitions, workshops, vocational trainings 
and culture centers or any use that offer job 
opportunities for youth in the neighborhood and 
reflects the identity of kom al dikka.

Fourth,this Research propose many requirements 
of the building typology for any new building or 
even the preservation of old houses.

Final ly, in order to achieve “sustainable 
development of kom al dikka” it is important to 
take advantage of the commercial activities 
targeting “sustainable economic sources” that 
will fund and develop the area socially as well 
as culturally and also take advantage of this 
youth capacity targeting “sustainable youth 
empowerment”.

The proposed Development the  re use with   
in needed uses of free spaces for selling their antiques 
made of wood and copper that they are famous for  
and covered with light recycled wood 

The main commercial path with un used and closed 
shops

the proposed Development with the re use of the 
closed shops with new uses of workshops for  the local 
industries such as furnitures and nubian shades elemnts 
which refers to their identity.

Unused free spaces and paths
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The propsed development  of the main commercial path  with the traditional elemnts of wood and warm colors 
presented in paving, seating areas, lights, shading elements.  

Public open  spaces lacking to facilities and streetscape elemnts.

The  Development  of public open spaces that proposed to host cultural events or 
commercial by adding paving, seating areas, lights, shading elements.  
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b REDEFINING URBAN SPACES
SPACES FOR THE INFORMAL 
TRADING
STREET VENDORS
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STREET VENDORS AND THE 
CONTESTATION OF PUBLIC 
SPACE

Street Vendors and the Contestation of Public 
Space explores the issue of street vendors as 
an entry point to broader questions regarding 
who owns, controls, and uses public space. This 
research on street vendors is divided into two 
main cycles: the first beginning January 25, 
2011 and the other June 30, 2013. From a street 
perspective, it refers to the first wave as the “city in 
flux,” and the following as a “restoration of order.” 
Through the full swing of this process sites, actors 
and institutions exchanged roles and redefined 
their claims over the city. Looking at the question 
of street vendors within the framework of these 
broader cycles, the study identifies incremental 
cycles of confrontation, eviction and return 
between 2012 and 2015.  

Perhaps the most significant issues raised by street 
vendors pertain to the sidewalks where they 
organize themselves, which serve as markers 
of delineation between private and public 
domains. Street vendors offer an important 
example of the extent to which, if left to resolve 
their own challenges, communities are able to 
self-organize, develop semi-formal structures, 
and engage in daily fluid spatial practices.

AUTHOR:
Cairo Lab for Urban Studies, Training and 

Environmental Research (CLUSTER)

COLLABORATORS:
This material is based on a study undertaken by 
CLUSTER between 2011 and 2015, and is an extension 
of a policy paper commissioned by the school 
of Global Affairs and Public Policy (GAPP) at the 
American University in Cairo (AUC), December 2013.

LOCATION:
Downtown, Cairo

Principals: 
 Omar Nagati
 Beth Stryker

Lead Researcher: 
 Yasmina Taha

Research and Design Team: 
 Randah El Hakim 

                                          Salma El-Lakany
                                       Sherief Gaber
 Hanaa Gad
 Ahmad Kadry 
 Miran Mohamed
 Salma Nassar
 Mohamed Rafik 
 Marina Tharwat
 Tamer Kamel

Additional support:
 Sarah Aita-Omnia Awni-Lobna Ayman-

Mariam El Daour-Gabriella Rossi
 Menna Shokeir -Marwa Shykhon-Yasmine Yusuf
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Early morning Unfolding Peak hour During rain

Changing pattern of street vendors' setup during daily, weekly and seasonal events

ADAPTATION  AND  RESILIENCE

Protests Eviction Cleaning Seasonal festivities
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EVICTION  AND  RETURN 79 79

Municipality truck during an eviction campaign. Downtown Cairo, August 2014 سيارات البلدية أثناء حملة اإلزالة، وسط البلد بالقاهرة، أغسطس 2014

 Cycle showing street vendors’
 behavioral patterns during an
eviction

للباعة السلوكي  النسق   دورة توضح 
اإلزالة أثناء حمالت  الجائلين 

Street vendors escape into the nearest 
hiding spaces when they hear of evictions 

about to happen
هروب الباعة الجائلين إىل أقرب مخبأ عند سماعهم عن 

إقتراب حملة إزالة

Street vendors on the sidewalk
الباعة الجائلون يشغلون األرصفة

الباعة الجائلون يستعدون لفرش  
بضائعهم مرة أخرى

Eviction of street vendors
حملة إزالة للباعة الجائلين

Cleaning of sidewalks
تنظيف األرصفة

Sidewalks free of street vendors
أرصفة خالية من الباعة الجائلين

Street vendors start to set up again
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Street vendors and informal markets implicitly contest the 
borders and clear delineation of space. The project on informal 
roadside developments entailed the mapping of street 
vendors along the Ring Road, to understand and categorize 
the different types of informal sellers that appear along this 
major axis surrounding Cairo. Overtime, communities started 
contesting this infrastructural border, which was initially built to 
delineate the city limits and now marks the divide between 
formal and informal areas. They gradually starting integrating 
the overpass highway it into its surrounding neighborhoods by 
informally building ramps and stairs to facilitate access to the 
Ring Road from below. Through a negotiation process with 
public officials, the citizens’ attempt to adapt the infrastructure 
to their needs was then officially recognized by the Giza 
Governorate at the community’s request, giving legitimacy to 
an act that would have otherwise been deemed a criminal one. 

DRAFT

Privately owned 
front yard

Privately owned 
premise (restaurant 
or cafe)

Daily encroachments on 
the sidewalk compromise 
pedestrian movement and 
accessibility

Encroachments on the street 
disrupt smooth vehicular traffic 
and parking

Extension of privately 
owned premise on 
sidewalk

Barrel used as a tool 
to prevent parking 
in front of a private 
premis

Parked car uses more 
street space

Sidewalk with no 
obstructions for 
public use

Clear boundaries between public 
and private spaces

Regulated extension of private 
premises

Encroachments on the sidewalk

CONTESTATION  AND  NEGOTIATION
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Street vendors and informal markets implicitly contest the 
borders and clear delineation of space. The project on informal 
roadside developments entailed the mapping of street 
vendors along the Ring Road, to understand and categorize 
the different types of informal sellers that appear along this 
major axis surrounding Cairo. Overtime, communities started 
contesting this infrastructural border, which was initially built to 
delineate the city limits and now marks the divide between 
formal and informal areas. They gradually starting integrating 
the overpass highway it into its surrounding neighborhoods by 
informally building ramps and stairs to facilitate access to the 
Ring Road from below. Through a negotiation process with 
public officials, the citizens’ attempt to adapt the infrastructure 
to their needs was then officially recognized by the Giza 
Governorate at the community’s request, giving legitimacy to 
an act that would have otherwise been deemed a criminal one. 

DRAFT

Heavy encroachments on 
the sidewalk compromise 
pedestrian movement and 
accessibility

 Sidewalk and street 
transformed to host a 
temporary regulated or 
informal market
Balconies become 
semi-private zones during 
seasonal events

Encroachments 
spread onto 
the street and 
disrupt vehicular 
movement

Full occupation of the street: either 
seasonal/ regulated or informal

Extreme encroachments by street 
vendors on the sidewalk and street

Gradual transitions of the 
interface between public and 
private domains, through a 
blurring of boundaries between 
the semi-public and semi-private 
arenas. 
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CAIRO SIDEWALKS: SPATIAL 
SPINES AND SOURCES OF 
SYNERGY

AUTHOR :
Salsabil Fahmy

COLLABORATORS:
Johann Jessen

Magda Mostafa
Mohamed Salheen

LOCATION:
Heliopolis, Cairo

Cairo has been described at times, rather 
reductively, as two separate cities- the formal and 
the informal. This literal distinction however fails to 
distinguish and underline the more nuanced, and 
often characteristic quality of hybridity that exists 
at the margins of these majority urban constructs, 
as well as pockets of infiltration of one condition 
across the other. A vibrant and demonstrative 
spatial point where this hybridity and infiltration 
is often epitomized is Cairo’s many dynamic and 
kinetic sidewalks. The everyday informal practices 
are in most cases enclosed in the public space 
of the sidewalks, interfering with the pedestrian 
paths and ground floors’ activities and shops in 
the form of territorial appropriations. The role of 
daily informal practices on Cairo Sidewalks can 
extend beyond generating spaces of conflicts 
and negotiations, where their investigation/
study can lead to possible planning actions by 
corresponding to the needs of the community. 

Acting as connectors of commercial nodes, 
intangible extensions of economic territory and 
vibrant spaces of varying levels of the resultant 
interstitial contestations, these sidewalks are 
presented as the archetypal condition of on-
going flux that is the city of Cairo.

Looking at sidewalk space as a crucial resource, 
much more than the discarded, the in-between, 
the mover of pedestrians- this collection of work 
documents, discusses, critiques and celebrates 
Cairo’s sidewalks as the spatial home of recycling 
space, the domain of the city’s practice of both 
actual and conceptual Robabecciah.

A small kiosk in Heliopolis, Cairo, 1953. Source: http://www.coug.net/egypt/Heliopolis.htm  
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Photo of Sidewalk café in the Place De L’Opera in 
Cairo, 1910. Source: https://www.pinterest.co.uk/
pin/20477373279365863/

Photo of Selling soft drinks on one of the sidewalks of 
Helwan, 1910. Source: https://www.pinterest.com/
pin/476818679268585662/

HISTORY

Hanging laundry in a Cairo Street. Source: http://www.
vintag.es/2015/09/15-beautiful-color-photos-of-street.
html

Men walking down a street in Old Cairo, no sidewalk 
spaces, strrets acts as main commercial spaces  1910. 
Source: http://www.vintag.es/2015/09/15-beautiful-
color-photos-of-street.html
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REALITY                                                  SPACE

Highlighting the five streets proposed for selection in Heliopolis. 

A Diagram explaining the Data Collection Methods used by the researcher. 
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Categorizing the Typologies of Informal Practices on the Sidewalks of Haroun Al-Rashid & Alexandria St. Allocating the Typologies of Informal Practices on the Micro Universe of the Selected Sidewalks.



THE EGYPTIAN PAVILION | ROBABECCIAH FREESPACE: 16TH INTL. ARCHITECTURE EXHIBITION | 2018

Three zones of uses can be identified on Haroun Al-
Rashid Sidewalks.

No clear zones identified on Alexandria Sidewalks

Third zone usually occupied with separate chairs & 
tables used by shop owners & salesmen.

Street Vendors occupy the Third Zone of the Sidewalk

Temporarily located vendors off the narrow sidewalks of 
Alexandria St.

A typical scene of products displayed by shop owners on the 
sidewalks. 

Products block the movement on the Sidewalks Workshops extend their territories to the Sidewalk.
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Tangible Boundar ies of a 
Grocer y Shop extends to 
occupy the adjacent wide 
space of Haroun Al-Rashid 
Sidewalk

Tangible Boundaries of a Bakery 
Shop extends to occupy the 
narrow Sidewalks and the Street 
of Alexandria St.

Water Coolers are placed by 
Shop Owners on the adjacent 
S idewalk Space creat ing 
tangible boundaries. 
 

Tangible Boundaries of a bakery 
Shop extends to occupy the 
adjacent wide space of Haroun 
Al-Rashid Sidewalk 
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Intangible boundaries created through displaying matresses on the Shop 
Owner’s private car, which is parked in front of a shop in Haroun Al-Rashid St.

Sidewalk’s finishing tiles indirectly mark the boundaries of the territories created by movable furniture/ displayed 
products. 
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Few shops indirectly extend to the sidewalk by painting the floor tiles of the adjacent area instead of occupying 
the sidewalk with displayed products

A typical scene for the Sidewalk Zoning in Haroun Al-Rashid 
St., diagram shows the high level of personalization by users 
of informal practices.
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A typical scene for the narrow sidewalk zoning of Alexandria St., diagram 
shows the low level of personalization by users of informal practices.

Space-Time Diagram: X-axis presents the studied sidewalk space of Haroun Al-Rashid St., and the Y-axis presents 
time. Each practice was given a color code. The area of the colored bar increases with the increase of the area 
of each practice. This diagram reflects the vibrant and dynamic use of the sidewalks, where different informal 
practices take placesimultaneously and are rearranged throughout the day.
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Space-Time Diagram: X-axis presents the studied sidewalk space of Alexandria St., and the Y-axis presents time. 
Each practice was given a color code. The area of the colored bar increases with the increase of the area of each 
practice. This diagram shows that the Sidewalks of Alexandria St. are less vibrant,and occupied with less Dynamic 
practices, and more Static ones (like malfunctioning objects, and parked motorcycles).

The Edge Effect: The diagram shows the impact 
of the edge effect on the spatial arrangement of 
movable furniture on the Sidewalks of Haroun Al-
Rashid and Alexandria Streets. Separate chairs are 
usually placed by shop owners/salesmen adjacent 
to walls or trees where their stay becomes more 
discreet and they then are provided with a better 
view of the space.
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The Edge Effect: Location of Separate chairs was shown to be 
affected by the Edge Effect phenomenon. The diagram shows the 
re-arrangement of chairs throughout the day, on both Sidewalks.
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Territories are shared by users of various informal 
practices, not only throuhout the day, but also 
throughout the week. This diagram reflects the 
multifunctionality of the sidewalk space on weekdays 
vs. Fridays. Scenes on the bottom are on weekdays, 
while scenes on the top are on Fridays. Diagram 
shows how some specific zones are used differently 
throughout the week.



THE EGYPTIAN PAVILION | ROBABECCIAH FREESPACE: 16TH INTL. ARCHITECTURE EXHIBITION | 2018

GRAVITY
Multiplier Effect: the diagram shows the impact of the multiplier effect on the accumulation of informal practices 
on both sidewalks. The red circles represents the magnets and their zones of influence around them. The identified 
magnets attract more informal practices to take place around them. 

These are some examples of Informal practices located around the adjacent sidewalk space of Gamal al-Afghany 
Mosque, which is one of the most important magnets in both streets.
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Some magnets attract informal practices to take place around them. For example, shoe polishing workers were 
shown to always locate themselves within the territories of oriental coffeeshops (Qahawy). Their location on the 
sidewalk depends on the existence of oriental coffeeshops.

Well-known restaurants also act as magnets, attracting some informal practices to take place around them. This 
photo shows how some vendors locate themselves daily in front of GAD restaurant to maximize their profits and 
reach larger number of clients.
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Some Informal Practices share territories for socio-economic benefits, like the foul cart and the grocery vendor, 
where they share it only on specific days, these two vendors are usually relatives or friends, and they choose to 
locate themselves in the same zone to maximize the use of their territories.

PERCEPTION
Cognitive Maps drawn by  pedestrians, explaining their image of the Sidewalk life. These maps reflect the 
majority didn’t recognize the sidewalk as a separate space from the street; however, they described their walking 
experience on the street as a whole; including the sidewalks  
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C o g n i t i v e  M a p s 
drawn by pedestr ians, 
explaining their image 
of the Sidewalk l i fe. 
These maps shows that 
some pedesrtians rarely 
described the zoning of 
the sidewalk, but rather 
the overal l picture of 
the two streets. On the 
left the image of Haroun 
Al-Rashid sidewalks, on 
the r ight the image of 
Alexandria sidewalks.

C o g n i t i v e  M a p s 
drawn by pedestr ians, 
explaining their image 
of the Sidewalk life. These 
maps shows that some 
informal practices on the 
sidewalks are recognized 
as importantly as the 
existing builidngs. On the 
left the image of Haroun 
Al-Rashid sidewalks, on 
the r ight the image of 
Alexandria sidewalks.

This research outlines a comprehensive and in-
depth investigation of the spatial manifestation 
of informal practices within the micro-universe 
of the sidewalk in order to develop a better 
understanding of how sidewalks can be 
managed and designed in a more effective way 
to fit the needs of the community. The aim is to 
suggest new and comprehensive investigation 
tools and to set a base for proposing possible 
planning actions. The case study analysis was 
undergone on two streets in Heliopolis: Haroun 
Al-Rashid and Alexandria Streets. 

It was also crucial for the work to understand 
and track the historical development of this 
phenomenon in the context of Cairo. The street 
life in Cairo, in its socio-cultural setting, plays 
an important role in identifying the significant 
features of the Cairenes’ identity.

The work poses a series of questions: who was 
performing informal practices on the sidewalk 
of a small part of the city, how much space they 
used, what they were doing, and when this was 
taking place.  It asks, while viewing through the 
framework of state enforcement agents, and the 
informal negotiations of the terms of entitlements 
and liabilities as they evolved over time and 
varied by authority: What are the principles 
behind the demands of users practicing these 
activities on Sidewalks? What are the motives 
behind their territorial behaviors on the Sidewalk? 
What are the factors  facilitating the existence 
of these practices? How do pedestrians and 
users of these practices perceive these informal 
practices? How can the study of these spatial 
practices be implanted in the urban planning 
system?
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A teeny seating setting squeezed into a gap 
between two cars is usual ly inadequate 
to enjoy lunch, unless the user desires it to.  
According to Herman Hertzberger, users interact 
with inappropriate venues and turn them to 
appropriate ones, if the first perceives the 
second as such. Within the context of “informal 
markets,” the article theoretically reflects on 
dynamics leading the former to be formal; that is 
via underling following aspects: discourse, power 
and space.

Foucault has explained that “discourse” not only 
emerges from the manner by which a subject 
is perceived, but furthermore “discourse” also 
affects the human behavior towards this specific 
matter. On the one hand, informal markets 
endure shortage in adequate equipment 
and sufficient facilities, for instance in terms of 
infrastructural qualities, security measures and 
safety precautions. Yet on the other, some states 
do not provide convenient alternatives for this 
dilemma, especially in third world countries. This 
contradiction creates the “perception” which 
encourages both vendors and consumers to 
interact with their location specialties, societal 
bonds and economic needs, in order to validate 
the market informality on ground—that is the 
“discourse” seizing dominance to formalize the 
informal.

Concerning “power”, Robert Chambers primarily 
revealed the following “power types”. The first is 
“power to” which facilitates access to a certain 
location, while the second is “power with” which 
allows the collective usage of space. “Power 
within” is the third type. The last underlines the 
user’s self-confident actions in site. All of these 
are practiced at the marketplace. Normally, 
they are implemented in agreement with the 
government, which owns the “power over”, the 
power to control and organize according to 
Bertrand Russell. 

Nevertheless in informal markets, the official 
“power over” is fading in favor of the emerging 
“power to empower.” This shift in power does 
not take place because the powerful, the state, 
wants to empower the powerless, the citizen—
as addressed by Chambers. Indeed, it takes 
place because the authority has to, due to its 
inability in providing solutions. Thus, the absence 
of the effective authority paves the way to 
marketplace-users to take the lead, and grasp 
power.  

De Certeau introduced places as physical and 
static objective elements, unlike are informal 
marketplaces. The latter host intensive trading, 
exchanging, and employing actions. These are 
everyday activities that do not only constitute the 
residents’ daily life perception, but also reflect 
their imagination of the lived space—even if this 
vision is informal and opposes the conceived 
formal one. It is a process forming the triadic 
forces: the perceived space (spatial practice), 
the l ived space (representational space), 
and the conceived space (representations of 
space) which are addressed by Henri Lefebvre 
as essential for “the production of space.” Thus, 
the market is not a mere objective place, but a 
subjective space. 

Last but not least, the informal market generates 
immense collective, coherent and cognitive 
interactions at the societal, economic and 
ethnical levels, and therefore intensifies the 
inhabitants’ right to city (David Harvey). Thanks 
to tackling the abovementioned aspects of 
discourse, power and space, the article does not 
consider souks as mere objective and doctrinally 
informal market-place, but rather as complex 
subjective and socially formal market-spaces.

AUTHOR:

Ossama Hegazy

Assistant Professor Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisal 

University, Dammam, Saudi Arabia

THE “MARKET-SPACE”:
AN INFORMAL-FORMAL 
TRANSITION

Captured by  ROBABECCIAH team ,Cairo,October 2017
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Disused objects are usually defined as items 
that have passed through stages of neglect by 
the consumerist individual. They are destined to 
being collected and stacked at areas of informal 
trading, where counterparts exist as well. Such 
transition from the private realm to the public 
arena is a metaphorical correspondence to a 
specific visual medium that redefines the visual 
aspects of contemporary urbanism in Egypt 
since the 1990s – an era that has been mainly 
characterized by the privatization of the state, 
and the prioritization of global, fast-gaining, 
profit where the consumer culture spreads and 
finds its dependency. Henceforth, the Egyptian 
urbanistic scenery has become a model product 
of modern life, one that is presented as what 
Guy Debord would refer to as accumulation 
of spectacles. The aim here is to contextualize 
disused objects in Egypt as spatial responses 
to the fast-growing global ized urbanism 
through its visual intervention within public 
spaces, thus changing the visual aspects of 
Egyptian contemporary urbanistic ideology. The 
conceptual proposal highlights the role of disused 
items in producing fourth places, considered to 
be derivatives of third places, which are usually 
characterized by the in-betweeness in nature, 
e.g. watching, walking, buying, etc. What makes 
fourth places so unique in function and form is the 
actual absence of any spatial limitations framing 
such aspects. A heterogeneous character that 
encompasses a broad spectrum of users and 
strangers, diversity and flexibility within the very 
core of its socio-spatial fabric, and equally-
leveled hierarchal management. As a result, the 
trading of dismissed objects, occurring within the 
informal market, shortens the distance between 
customers and sellers – which in turn can redefine 
three qualities of the visual aspects of Egyptian 
urbanism: 1) Imageability, 2) Legibility, and 3) 
Identity. Source: http://theconversation.com/modern-life-is-rubbish-the-stories-

abandoned-objects-tell-25803, (April 23, 2014)

CAN DISUSED OBJECTS REDEFINE 
VISUAL ASPECTS OF CONTEMPORARY 
URBANISM IN EGYPT?

AUTHOR:

Taher Abdel-Ghani

LOCATION:

Cairo, Egypt
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Adopting Lynch’s concept, Imageability refers 
to the easiness in which one can recognize the 
patterns and meanings constructed by the 
surrounding environment. Such patterns evoke a 
specific valuable image that symbolically reflects 
the nature of the physical and social fabric.

Legibility is the ability of an environment to be 
read and comprehended by the users. Certain 
human factors can have impact on the quality 
of legibility, i.e. the level of comprehension of a 
certain space. These factors range from physical 
activities and events occurring within space to 
the culture of urban society and human senses 
used in the perception of the environment.

Identity is simply a collective set of characteristics 
by which an envi ronment or space is 
recognizable. The previous two aspects add-up 
in an ordered manner to produce a certain 
space with a specific identity. 

Contextualizing the proposal, fourth places 
encompass the ability to transform and redefine 
the image of contemporary urbanism in Egypt, 
i.e. from the traditional top-down implementation 
to small-scale informal interventions where socio-
spatial interactions, mutual memories, symbols, 
and citizen congregations all occur in one place.  IMAGEABILITY: Image produced by 

the surrounding environment. Source: http://www.l-
2-des ign.com/imageabi l i t y/#sthash.4CMqg5n7.
qjtu(May 09, 2015)

Source: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-2565122/Im-worth-1-STILL-lose-Abandoned-objects-New-
York-City-streets-given-witty-voice-thanks-new-art-project.html (February 21, 2014)

01
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Certain qualities that make space readable. Source: https://segd.org/what-next-legible-cities (2007) Identity: Set of characteristics by which space is recognizable. Source: http://www.asianurbanepicenters.
com/?p=2309(September 30, 2013)

LEGIBILITY IDENTITY
0302
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Captured from Garage al-Atabah, Feb 2018

Street vendors and informal markets used to be 
part of Egypt’s economy for years. And they are 
always seen as a problem for the government, 
with unsuccessful attempts to relocate them, 
without taking into consideration the drivers 
of this phenomena, be it social, economic or 
cultural needs.Whether we accept it or not, these 
informal markets form a layer and without it; the 
city loses its identity.

For decades downtown Cairo used to be the 
main shopping center for Egyptians, including 
almost all types of goods from grocery to 
appliances. And as a result of the economic, 
political and social changes, this shopping centre 
itself changed.

In the end of the day, with all vendors, buyers and 
colors united, a true festival spirit is created in the 
heart of the downtown, forming a real version of 
the Cairo Festival City Mall.

CAIRO FESTIVAL CITY

AUTHOR:  
Rehab Sobhi

LOCATION:
Cairo-Egypt
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LESSONS LEARNT FROM LIVELY 
URBAN SPACES IN CAIRO’S 
INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS

In spite of the importance of lively residential 
urban spaces and activities taking place as 
influential qualities responsible for providing a 
sense of belonging, safety, and surveillance 
to the community, there is a shortening in such 
quality in housing projects built for people, 
used to live in informal settlements, provided 
by the government. These people used to live 
in informal settlements with urban spaces and 
streets full of activities most of the day. After that, 
the same people were resettled in the same 
site but in new physical settings, the residential 
urban spaces became almost abandoned with 
limited outdoor activities. In spite of the existence 
of a lot of factors and conditions responsible for 
encouraging outdoor activities to take place, the 
physical setting is still the most manageable and 
the easiest factor to influence. This raises the issue 
of partial responsibility of the physical settings for 
that.

So the research sought to answer this main 
question: 

‘What is the role of the physical settings of 
residential urban spaces in Cairo’s informal 
settlements in making these spaces lively and 
more encouraging for outdoor activities than that 
introduced by the government for resettlement 
of residents used to l ive in similar informal 
settlements?’

AUTHOR  :

Ahmed Hassan Abayazeed, 
MSc Architect and independent researcher

COLLABORATORS:
This essay is based on a master thesis, submitted by the 
author to Ain-Shams and Stuttgart Universities in 2016 
within IUSD MSc program, named ‘The Mutual Impacts 
of The Physical Settings of Residential Urban Spaces and 
Human Activities in Cairo’s Informal Settlements’ and 
supervised by: Prof. Dr. Ghada Farouk, Prof. Dr. Astrid 
Ley and Dr.Abeer Elshater. The whole master study 
period was supported, through providing a scholarship, 
by The German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD).  

LOCATION:
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A collage showing the physical settings and the outdoor 
activities taking place in Istabl Antar Iinformal settlemnet.  
Source: Author

A collage showing the physical settings and the outdoor 
activities taking place in Zeinhum Housing Area.  Source: Author
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ISTABL ANTAR SETTLEMENT ZEINHUM HOUSING AREA
MORPHOLOGY MORPHOLOGY

THE PHYSICAL COMPONENTS OF THE RESIDENTIAL URBAN SPACE THE PHYSICAL COMPONENTS OF THE RESIDENTIAL URBAN SPACE

LAND USE LAND USE

THE BASE THE BASE

BUILDING STRUCTURES BUILDING STRUCTURES

VERTICAL PLANES VERTICAL PLANES 

PLOT PATTERN PLOT PATTERN

THE CEILING THE CEILING

STREET PATTERN STREET PATTERN

LANDSCAPE FURNITURE LANDSCAPE FURNITURE

Introducing mixed uses in the 
residential urban spaces within 
Istabl Antar makes these spaces 
safer and increases causes for 
contacts which accordingly 
increases oppor tunit ies for 
outdoor activities to take place.

The project was des igned 
so that no mixed uses would 
be introduced. This k ind of 
segregation of uses decreases 
contacts between residents and 
safety within the urban spaces. 
Subsequently, this decreases 
activities taking place. Some of 
the residents introduced kiosks 
informally as a result of lack of 
commercial services in the area.

The dominant rocky sur face 
causes some threats for the 
residents as they consider it as 
a source for insects, snakes, 
and scorpions. This may impose 
caution when being outside the 
dwellings. Subsequently, some 
areas paved with ti les in the 
settlement could help in make 
these urban spaces safer for 
outdoor activities.

Some of the ti les are broken 
or lost and all the lawns are 
eroded. One of the residents 
told the researcher that they 
used to sit on the lawn when 
it was in a good condition but 
now they do not. Some of the 
residents see that this is due 
to the lack of maintenance 
and services which started to 
decrease recently.

Continuous ver t ical growth 
in I s tab l Anta r he lps in 
encouraging outdoor activities 
taking place on the overlooked 
res ident ia l  u r ban spaces 
through increasing number of 
the inhabitants and providing 
thermal comfor t condit ions 
through offer ing shade and 
protection from sunlight.

The bui lding blocks are not 
higher than four stories because 
of the weakness of the soi l. 
Informal ver t ical growth is 
l imited to l ight structures on 
the roofs. Vertical densification 
is i r relevant in Zeinhum, Also 
achieving thermal comfor t 
by providing shades through 
the height of buildings is not 
applicable in this case because 
of re lat ive smal l bui ld ings 
heights.

Most of the dwell ings have 
only one facade overlooking 
the urban space; most of the 
openings are oriented to it. This 
creates a sense of surveillance 
and safety which encourage 
and invite activit ies to take 
place and enables residents to 
follow the life in the street and 
meet each other during the 
daily activities.

The windows of the main 
indoor spaces in half of the 
units do not over look the 
urban space. This distr ibution 
of the openings decreases the 
density of surveillance, reduces 
oppor tun it ies fo r contacts 
and this weakens the sense of 
belonging between residents 
l iving in these units and the 
urban space. Subsequently, 
this leads to reducing activities 
taking place in this urban space.   

The plots are small and mostly 
attached to each other leading 
to shorter distances between 
entrances where most of the 
contacts take place. Th i s 
encourages further activities to 
take place. The deformed plot 
pattern reduces permeabil ity 
and thus pushes the outsiders to 
avoid passing through the area. 
So it increases possibil ities for 
local activities.

Because of the uniformity of the 
building block in Zeinhum, The 
urban spaces are uniform too. 
Also, the multiple entrances 
for the each space increase 
permeability within the urban 
space. This could weaken the 
residents’ sense of pr ivacy 
related to the space which 
c o n s e q u e n t l y  d e c r e a s e s 
possibilities for local activities to 
take place.

T he ex tended ba l con i es 
over the narrow street could 
be cons idered as par t ia l 
covers. Some of the tiny shops 
int roduced some meta l l ic 
sections or thick cloth to provide 
shades over their shops which 
cover a part of the space. The 
protection against sun rays in 
summer attracts residents to sit 
below for longer periods of time.

The whole spaces are opened 
to the sky except the some 
centered pergolas which are 
covered bes ides covered 
seating units.

Greater blocks as a result of 
attached dwell ings in Istabl 
Antar mean fewer choices 
of paths and less permeable 
envi ronment which lead to 
increasing residential activities 
in inner streets and provide 
safe spaces protected from 
outsiders.

Each two or three bui lding 
blocks are attached to each 
other. Such organization in the 
site does not create bigger 
block size. This means providing 
more choices of paths and 
continuity within the spaces and 
a more permeable environment. 
This leads to reducing residential 
activities in the urban space and 
encouraging outsiders to pass 
by the residential urban space.

Primary seating represented in 
“Mastaba”, built seats, attracts 
residents for sitting and being 
on the street for long periods 
of time. This is because of the 
activity itself, buying and selling, 
which is attractive for the 
residents and encouraging them 
to stay and sit.

Some older residents prefer 
sitting outside on a chair near 
the entrance of their building 
block or just using differences 
in the ground levels as a 
secondary seating. This gives 
opportunities for contacts and 
more developed activities and 
is considered as an evidence for 
the needs of the residents which 
are not supported through the 
existed settings.
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To answer the research question, a theoretical 
framework based on investigating Cairo’s 
informal settlements, the physical settings of 
residential urban spaces in these settlements, 
outdoor human activities taking place in these 
spaces and the mutual impacts of these settings 
and activities. This framework is applied to a 
comparative analysis of two case studies. The 
first one is Istabl Antar settlement, an informal 
settlement located in Cairo. The second one is 
Zeinhum developed housing area, a housing 
area built to relocate residents of a former 
informal settlement on the same site but in new 
physical settings.

The findings from the research advance our 
understanding to rethink the relation between the 
physical settings of residential urban spaces and 
outdoor activities in Cairo’s informal settlements 
and looking at it with local eyes depending on 
empirical logic based on observation of such 
local patterns. This imposes on those in charge 
of the development of any informal settlement to 
examine and investigate these settlements, not 
only in terms of socio-economic aspects but also 
in terms of their physical settings and patterns of 
outdoor activities. It is important to look at these 
settlements respectfully as a source for learning 
rather than a burden that should be got rid of.
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AN INFORMAL OPPORTUNITY
DE-MARGINALISING CAIRO’S 
INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS
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Design University of Toronto

THESIS ADVISOR:

Adrian Blackwell

LOCATION
Ezbet al Nasr, Cairo, Egypt

Cairo and Egypt’s revolution on 2011, January 25th 
has undeniably signaled the need for change. 
Social disparity, urban & economic inequalities 
are some examples of why the Egyptian 
revolution occurred. One voice finally heard 
was that of Cairo’s informal settlers. For years 
they have suffered through their marginalisation, 
government negligence, and socio-economic 
exploitation. Yet, as these settlements provide a 
living environment for so many, they present a 
viable opportunity for Cairo’s future growth. 

This thesis is focused upon questioning the 
extent architecture can operate as an agent of 
informality; to provide an infrastructural system 
that aids in redefining the urban & social field 
within informal settlements. The proposal, which 
hypothesises a re-invention & implementation 
of infrastructural systems, can aid in the de-
marginalisation of informal settlements; creating 
a revitalised social unity while obtaining a level 
of autonomy, through self-sufficiency, from formal 
infrastructures. 

Infrastructural towers; minimum footpr int 
with maximum effect. “Core” towers are a 
decentral ised approach that serve thei r 
immediate context within residential clusters by 
providing what is lacking; basic service & social 
infrastructure. The design concepts attempt 
to capitalise on the opportunities that the 
mechanisms of informality offered. The resultant 
design approaches are spatial opportunism, 
roof activation, overhead infrastructure, & 
density + densification. The retention of the 
settlement fabric is crucial; as the existing 
social & professional networks were deemed 
too important, through site visit research, for 
the livelihood of its residents. Scarcity of space 
necessitates a vertical response.

FREESPACE: 16TH INTL. ARCHITECTURE EXHIBITION | 2018
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The towers rehabilitate waste gathering rooftops 
to create a new roof line, living datum & social 
interaction. Rooftops can now be used as spaces 
for social interaction & recreational uses that were 
contextually unobtainable. Space is allocated 
within the towers to house public programme 
that each residential cluster determines. Public 
uses such as community kitchens, educational 
workshops, or health clinics can help to sustain & 
enhance informal settlers’ livelihoods through a 
more collective community. 

Basic services of running water, sanitation & 
electricity are provided through the systems 
housed within the tower. The systems are 
comprised of ‘low-tech’ components that can be 
readily assembled inexpensively. Organic waste, 
grey water, & materials are recycled to provide 
potable water, bio-gas for heating & cooking, & 
solar water heating. 

4 meter by 4 meter crane tower modules 
constitute the structure of the towers, with 
cantilevered steel grate floors housing the basic 
service components. The structure enables 
speedy construction of the towers, at a relatively 
low cost. Towers gain structural rigidity through 
tethering to their surrounding residences, as 
the tethers also support the gravity fed delivery 
piping. Thus, the towers form a reciprocal 
relationship with existing dwellings as both are 
dependent on each other. 

Hybrids of infrastructure & architecture, the towers 
not only serve an essential utilitarian function, but 
are an architectural symbol of change; at a time 
when a city, & country, need it the most.
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Cairo is a city of contradictions. Contradictions 
that are juxtaposed in often close proximity. Its 
very “Caironess” exists in the interstitial condition 
of these proximities, that hybrid space between 
old and new, permanent and transient, static 
and dynamic, formal and informal.

Cairo is a city that is in a constant state 
of reinvention, re-use, re-adaptation and 
resurrection.

In response to this condition, a new nomenclature 
has emerged, in the spirit of Soja’s Postmetropolis 
descriptors- that of Cairo as a Juxtopolis©. First 
introduced across the research/design studios 
of Cairo run by Magda Mostafa at the American 
University in Cairo, this pedagogical approach 
to the city, the Juxtopolis© Pedagogy, was 
presented at Columbia University’s Arab Cities: 
Architecture and Representation in 2014. It was 
later published in a book of the same name 
edited by Amale Andraos and Nora Akawi, from 
which portions of this text are adapted.

The Juxtopolis© Pedagogy is based on the 
following suppositions:

- Cities are layers and juxtapositions of diverse 
and often opposing forces- a city is a Juxtopolis©

- Architecture should be the conscious and intent 
driven negotiation between, over, around and 
through these juxtapositions

- The architect as a mediator, an advocate, 
a facilitator, a moderator, an ambassador of 
design intent

THE JUXTOPOLIS OF CAIRO: 
THE CITY AS RESOURCE, SPACE AS A SOLUTION

ARCHITECT AS MODERATOR/NEGOTIATOR

The aqueducts of 
Cairo in juxtaposition 
with its formal city 
and informal tannery 
d i s t r ict (photo by 
Mariam Elibyari)

Adaptive re-use of an 
abandoned tannery 
into work- l ive units 
in contestation with 
the proposed plan of 
forced eviction (Rana 
Sadek)
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Architecture as recycled space in the garbage collectors district of Mensheyet 
Nasser utilizing an abandoned quarry and local stone carving craftsmanship 
to create vibrant commercial space as a socio-cultural connector (Mariam 
Zeitoun).

ARCHITECTURE AS RECYCLED SPACE
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The pedagogy presents urban areas as 
juxtapositions of often opposing forces, layering 
them and negotiating between, over, around, 
and through them to uncover a middle ground, 
beyond a reductive binary either/or approach. 
Juxtopolis defines architecture as the inter-, multi-
, and cross-disciplinary negotiation between 
these forces of context on the one hand, and 
the needs, desires, hopes and aspirations of a 
community on the other.

Juxtopolis promotes these nuanced and layered 
interventions, with the conceptual positing of the 
city as a resource, with space as its most precious 
of commodities. An analogy of adaptive 
re-use is supposed on the scale of the urban, 
where architectural intervention weaves itself 
in interstitial space, recycling, re-using and re-
interpreting spaces, across multitudes of scales. 
Juxtopolis scales up the concept of Robabecciah 
to the scale of the city as a whole- extrapolating 
its practices in commercial spaces to actions on 
the urban fabric and space itself.

The Juxtopolis Pedagogy promotes non-binary 
thinking, asking of the designer to spectrumize 
the city. It calls on the designer to think beyond 
the binary often mutually exclusive constructs 
and confines of formal/informal, built/unbuilt, 
temporary/permanent, static/dynamic.

The lens of the city as a Juxtopolis allows emerging 
roles of the architect, and they architect he or 
she creates, to manifest. These works, all results of 
this pedagogical approach illustrate these roles.

Re-envisioning the historical gateway of Cairo in Ramsis Square as a series of interwoven connectors of commerce 
and pedestrian space (Mohamed Badawy and Marwan Omar).
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Reconnecting the informal neighborhood of Athar 
Elnabi (Lil ian Mina, Zina Adly, Zeina Tantawy, Afaf 
Azzouz, Farida Benhawy, Sara Karama)

ARCHITECTURE AS A CONNECTOR / FACILITATOR

Anticipatory architecture for the wholesale fruit and vegetable market of Athar Elnabi (Farida Benhawy)
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ABSURD REALITY
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Youssef Salaheldin | Absurd Reality

The street vendors and the informal markets 
being obviously present in public realms of Cairo 
might be creating a conflict within the city’s 
urbanism nowadays. As a result, new innovative 
strategies should be thought of, engaging the 
community with the space, in order to increase 
the socio economic impact on space and users. 

Observation and understanding of spatial 
dynamics can help unleash hidden qualities and 
potentials.

ABSURD REALITY tackles the phenomena of the 
abandoned, the unused and the overlooked, 
translating space into new meanings.

“Abandoned structures” represents a proposal 
of how space can adapt to a new use. Those 
structures are symbolizing a lost memory of 
an urban community - left only with traces of 
humans and life.

Revital ized as market places, abandoned 
structures could be organized freely as they are 
composed of preliminary elements.

Moreover, street vendors act as catalysts 
activating the space, being used as a gathering 
point for interaction between strangers. Reviving 
an abandoned vast place near those light 
structure interventions, might widen the impact 
of cultural landmarks enriching the use of space 
while bringing some sort of order and structure 
to it simultaneously, while maintaining the natural 
flow of social behavior.



THE EGYPTIAN PAVILION | ROBABECCIAH FREESPACE: 16TH INTL. ARCHITECTURE EXHIBITION | 2018



THE EGYPTIAN PAVILION | ROBABECCIAH FREESPACE: 16TH INTL. ARCHITECTURE EXHIBITION | 2018



THE EGYPTIAN PAVILION | ROBABECCIAH FREESPACE: 16TH INTL. ARCHITECTURE EXHIBITION | 2018

c UNSPOKEN WISHES
NEW WAYS OF SEEING THE 
WORLD
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HISTORIC AQUEDUCT OFFERS 
FREE SPACE FOR ARTISANS 

The concept of a free Do It Yourself commercial 
place is common in open spaces in old and 
informal urban places in Egypt and is called 
“souq”. The DIY souq is a typical tradition with 
roots in the culture. These open souqs have been 
part of traditional urbanism for so long that they 
have become inseparable from its ingredients.

Up to this day, they are responsible for the special 
vibe in many Egyptian streets in old and informal 
areas.

However, in such areas where vendors and 
artisans use any free space, shaping it freely, 
dynamically and spontaneously, everyday 
urbanism often grows out of control. The number 
and type of vendors, the area occupied, the 
dynamism and spontaneity, all need to be 
regulated. The necessary supporting infra-
structure need to be provided so that these 
souqs may serve the interest of the people with 
the least drawbacks. Alternative accessible 
places need to be allocated. Places which need 
to be revitalized, constantly visited or sustainably 
maintained could serve well.

Environmental development is one of the aims 
of Darbellabbana, a non-profit entity working in 
Darb Al Ahmar and other old districts in Cairo. In 
this paper, Darbellabbana proposes a practical 
solution and location for an artisan souq that can 
take place of the piles of rubble under an old 
historic aqueduct in Cairo.
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CREDITS:
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LOCATION:
6 Darbel Labbana Street, Al Khalifa District,

Cairo, Egypt.

© Reuters

Historic Aqueduct along Salah Salem

Road in Cairo. (status quo)
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A Shepherdess walking the sheep along the Aqueduct. (status quo)

Rubble and Rubbish accumulating under the Aqueduct. (status quo)

Historic Aqueduct along Salah Salem Road in Cairo. (proposed idea)
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SUQ BAB AL-LUQ
CLUSTER’s research on Bab al-Luq market in 
Downtown Cairo highlights informal commercial 
spaces appropriation of a formal structure. Built 
in 1912 as a modern covered market inspired by 
Les Halles in Paris, the Bab al-Luq market originally 
contained ten regularly spaced commercial 
zones. Today, informal commercial units and 
retail spaces have significantly expanded the 
market, encroaching upon circulation routes 
and occupying additional floors. Bab al-Luq 
represents a microcosm of the formal-informal 
interface that is reiterated across the city at large. 

The area within which Bab al-Luq market lies was 
itself a spillover zone of Tahrir Square during the 
2011 revolution, Bab al-Luq Square is currently one 
of the pilot locations for Downtown renovation 
led by the government. With the proposed 
relocation of many ministries from Downtown 
to the new administrative capital, the future 
of Downtown remains unclear. What is likely 
is a wave of redevelopment efforts and rapid 
change is immanent, including new occupation 
of the soon-to-be vacant ministry buildings. As 
such, CLUSTER has undertaken this study of Bab 
al-Luq market highlighting its prime location 
to set the tone for an alternative model for 
urban regeneration; promoting socially diverse, 
inclusive and accessible public space, whilst 
avoiding social displacement.

AUTHOR:  

Cairo Lab for Urban Studies, Training and 
Environmental Research (CLUSTER)

COLLABORATORS:

Suq Bab al-Luq study was made possible 
with support from the Danish Egyptian 

Dialogue Institute

LOCATION:
Downtown, Cairo

Principals: 

 Omar Nagati
 Beth Stryker

Research and Design Team: 

 Marwa Shykhon 
 Ahmed Morsi 
 Hanaa Gad
 Sarah Aita
 Miquel Benedito Ribelles
 Engy Mohsen
 Mayar El Sayed
 Nourhane Wahba 
 Ahmed Helal
 Mahmoud Fahmy
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1912
original design

1970 2017

APPROPRIATION  AND  ENCROACHMENT
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1912

SUQ BAB AL-LUQ 
cross section showing THE historical evolution OF THE MARKET 
1912 - 2017

2017
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The global issue of agricultural erosion has 
always been the core of the multi- dimensional 
poverty in Egypt and the third world in general. 
Environmentally, this epidemic contr ibutes 
to many universal issues such as heat islands, 
greenhouse effects, and, global warming. The 
main cause of farmland erosion is the neglect by 
ruling regimes since pre-history. In greater Cairo, 
erosion was due to informal settlements built by 
middle class landowners to exploit the need of 
the poor to dwell close to the metropolis; since 
most Egypt’s businesses were clustered there. 
Ironically, internal migration of the poor to the 
metropolis caused unemployment to increase 
and the farmlands to start to erode, while 
majority of Egypt’s labour force worked in the 
agricultural sector. The risk of agricultural erosion 
is not only re_ected on unemployment, but also 
in the consequence of unemployment; which 
include homelessness, mendacity, terrorism, and 
thievery.

The research conducted revolves around 
answering the question of how to offset farmlands 
erosion happening in Cairo’s outskirts, into the 
heart of historic Cairo. The offset intervention 
tackles the current outdated plantation methods 
and locations, and finds new methods of urban 
farming that can be subsidized by private 
companies such as Shadouf; the work of which 
is providing hydroponics equipment and training 
for the poor in informal settlements. The proposed 
Low-Pressure Aeropinics specifically serves the 
goal of the project because it copes with the 
scarcity of water in slums and the inexperienced 
population who require user-friendly intervention. 
Since informal settlements in historic cores 
(the heart of Cairo) are home to the largest 
poor population, this intervention will ease the 
agricultural circle for them, from production to 
selling through a market in underused spaces 
below flyovers. In addition, the food supply 

and distribution will be more practical, as work, 
accommodation and food will be in close 
proximity.

The intervention is not limited to agriculture, 
but also offsets the decline of agricultural 
employment. The self-sustained intervention 
works as an all-in-one machine, increasing the 
poor’s independency.

REVOLUTION 4.0: THE MARKET

AUTHOR:

Abdullah Ahmed N AlDabbous

PROJECT:
Extraction of Abdullah Al Dabbous’s 

Masters thesis at the Bartlett School of 
Architecture, UCL.

SUPERVISOR:
Professor Murray Fraser ( Bartlett School of 

Architecture, UCL)

LOCATION:

The Alabagia area-Cairo
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The intervention aims to create a sustainable agricultural 
market in place of the deteriorated informal market below 
the AlAbagia Bridge, in historic Cairo.The most critical design 
drivers for urban farming in this site are its existing natural 
resources, such as sunlight and wind direction. The space below 
the motorway bridge is elongated north-south, exposing the 
entrance of the existing space to low-angle eastern and western 
sunlight at various times of the day. In addition, the voids in the 
bridge’s structural members are oriented to the south, making 
them ideal for addressing the process of photosynthesis.
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SENSE OF RESPONSIBILITY AND 
BELONGING IN OPEN SPACES OF 
RESIDENTIAL CLUSTERS IN NEW CITIES 
IN EGYPT

THE CASE STUDY OF 6TH OF OCTOBER
AUTHOR:

Mohamed Atef Hussien

COLLABORATORS:
Ahmed Said Yusuf 

Ahmed Alshafie

Amr Auf

CREDITS:
Cairo university-American Univesity - Megawra-

Embassy of Netherlands-Sodic -British Council

LOCATION:

6 of october - Cairo - Egypt

Planning for new cities started since the 70’s 
through several generations. The planning 
includes many housing projects based on – most 
of the time– the typical residential clusters.  This 
typical solution produces more open spaces that 
had supposed to be an opportunity for higher 
quality of life. From simple observations it is 
apparent that most of these spaces lack intimacy 
on human scale and turned into neglected 
spaces with lack of liveliness.

This proposal studied the open spaces of a 
neighborhood in the 6th of October city as 
one of earliest new cities. The research studied 
inhabitants’ behavior, patterns of activities and 
the modifications on the space that they do 
independently. It is noticed that people usually 
try –by their own efforts– to improve the quality 
of space in the closest spaces from the entrances 
and walls of their residential buildings. This 
behavior noticed in many forms such as: cleaning 
these spaces more than others, growing food 
crops, refinishing the entrance, and gathering 
near the entrance.  This observation means that 
people feel responsibility and belonging to the 
small space (around the entrance) more than 
other larger open spaces. In addition, when large 
amount of people are responsible for the place, 
it turns to be a neglected. Otherwise, making the 
spaces less public or shared by smaller amount 
of people increases people’s responsibility and 
sense of belonging. 

For that reason, the research suggests a 
proposal enlarging the spaces which people 
feel responsibility and belonging to them and 
providing inhabitants needs in a small scale 
of intervention. Families that live in the same 
residential building represent a small community. 
This small community is suggested to be the core 
of development for the neighborhood and the 
similar cases in new cities of Egypt.
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The 6th of October City hosts the largest number 
of refugees in Egypt. Almost 25% of the country’s 
total number of Syrian Refugees live in this city. 
The targeted area of the city located between 
6th of October and Al-Hossary Mosque which is 
one of the city’s most important landmarks which 
has been developing over the past two decades; 
encompassing the 6th of October City University 
in addition to a dynamic mixed-use zone known 
as Al-Amrikiyya Area. 

The importance and vitality of Al-Amrikiyya Area 
have been escalating, especially over the past 
few years due to the increased presence of Syrian 
refugees in the city. Subsequently, it has become 
an important gathering point; a hub of different 
commercial, administrative, residential and 
social activities; and an important urban node.

The main street of the targeted area is considered 
one of the most famous and condensed 
commercial streets in the city. It contains 
numbers of shops, restaurants and street vendors 
where the locals could find most of all their needs 
there. Subsequently it has become one of the 
most condensed and crowded streets in the 
city and having frequent traffic an unplanned 
organization between pedestrian spaces and 
vehivles ways. 

AUTHOR:
Eslam Salem
Mostafa Aly

Mostafa Salem

CREDITS:
Arab Academy for Science, Technology & 

Maritime Transport

LOCATION:
6th of October, Giza, Egypt

SYRIAN MARKET STREET

Panoramic views showing the street within it’s 
context from the two opposite sides
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EXISTING SITUATION

EXISTING SITUATION
ANALYSIS

PROPOSED CHANGES
ANALYSIS

MAIN EXISTING ROAD

EXISTING UNUSED UNDERGROUND PARKING #1

EXISTING PEDESTRIAN PLATFORMS

SECONDARY EXISTING ROAD

EXISTING UNUSED UNDERGROUND PARKING #2

EXISTING VEHICULAR ROADS

EXISTING VACANT PLOT

EXISTING UNUSED UNDERGROUND PARKING #3

EXISTING SOLID & VOID

PROPOSED GENERATED NODES

PEOPLE MOVEMENT

PROPOSED PEDESTRIAN NEW PLATFORM PROPOSED LAYOUT AND NODES 

PROPOSED FABRIC 
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The proposal main intention is to present a 
new idea to make people connect more, by 
converting the current street to a pedestrian 
walkway, as it wi l l provide the base to 
propose something to organize the street’s 
activity. Besides,it has no negative effect 
on the vehicular circulation as analyzed. 
  
In the targeted street there are street 
vendors, passing people, customers and 
university students which causes a highly 
congested traff ic problem in the city. 
 
The proposed idea was mainly about representing 
a retail unit that contains display areas and 
storages for vendors considering the space for 
pedestrian movement and retail activity impact.  
 
The unit is a user fr iendly element that 
could be easi ly used and maintained 
by vendors themselves, as every vendor 
w i l l  get h i s own area and borders . 
 
Organizing the activity of the street and the 
relation of vendors vs. passing people wil l 
have a great impact on the retail activity itself 
and on the using the public space proberly. 
 
The proposed unit is considered a street feature, 
as it contains all vendors and retail activity all 
day. while, at night after vendors close their parts 
and storages the unit is converted to outdoor 
public seatings, which will add to the land value 
and will be more user friendly street.

CLOSED UNITS

OPENED UNITS

OPENED UNIT (RIGHT SIDE)

CLOSED UNIT (RIGHT SIDE)
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d THE FOURTH SPACE
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Sentinel is an intelligent living machine comprising 
of autonomous components (people) running its 
internal environment. There is no blue print nor a 
global leader. These components sense the status 
of their local surrounding environment, acts on it 
in pursuit of its own agenda. These local changes 
help to keep the Sentinel at homeostatis – stable 
internal state balancing functions/agendas. This 
emergent behavior of the superorganism is the 
4th space. Its dimensionless and non tangible. 

The artwork is a describes how the emergent 
behavior of the Super Organism is the 4th space. 
The superorganism is collective of autonomous 
agents working towards achieving a balance or 
homeostasis.

We asked ourselves what is 4th space or free 
space? Is it just informal markets or unstructured 
trading? Is it just an urban intervention? Is it even 
a space? Do the socio-economic and political 
layers in a society affect it? We feel that it cannot 
be broken down into its component parts as its 
an emergent system churned out of the existing 
differences in people, their economic status 
and social class, changes in market trends 
– demand and supply, because goods are 
valued differently. To comprehend this space its 
important we understand all the layers involved 
in it. The layers cannot be looked at in isolation, 
but only seen as a collective. The Concept sketch 
is an attempt in comprehending the layers and 
what the 4th space could look like.

THE 4TH SPACE SENTINEL

AUTHOR:

Aarathi Muralidharan 

Sarath Chandran

LOCATION:

Cairo

The 4th Space Sentinel :It is a Super 
Organism. It is Agile, Alive and Responsive.
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The different tiers represent different socio-
economic tiers in a society. Each tier responds to 
markets differently, have different demand and 
supply and hence goods are valued differently. 
Hence each tier has a different category of 
people – the ‘I have it all’ guy, the ‘I want it all’ 
guy and the ‘I cant have it all’ guy. The unused/ 
disowned/ unwanted goods gets passed down 
through the pipelines towards the central pit / 
black slurry – representing the landfill. The flow 
of unwanted waste is uni-directional. What is 
unwanted to one is treasure to another, until 
it becomes waste at all the three levels and 
enters the fourth level. Here the ‘I collect it all’ 
guy, explores and scavenges through the trash 
and pick out material out of it which could be 
of use or could be converted to raw material. 
‘I put it together’ person, who we would like 
to call the artist and converts the raw material 
into useful goods. The machinery represents 
the working of the overall system. It is like an 
assembly line, unidirectional even though it is 
organic in its physical form. The machine gathers, 
sorts, processes and through its tentacles pumps 
out goods to different levels of society and the 
loop begins again. In between these processes, 
based on market trends, space availability, flux 
of goods, and people; unstructured trading pops 
up, which we tend to called the ‘free space’ 
or the 4th space. The ‘4th space is beyond 
comprehension – it involves politics, logistics, 
economics, architecture, planning and so on.

The artwork is an attempt to make us think of how 
these spaces pop, what is the flow and how the 
flow, who is involved in this is and in turn this would 
help us to find ways to reach its source so that we 
can help the process so that everyone involved 
will benefit from it. 
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ISLAM EL MASHTOOLY
Is an architect, urban designer, 
and educator. Embracing a 
comprehensive and humane 
design philosophy, Mashtooly 
is committed to architecture 
that supports and enhances 
communities.  Mashtooly has 
worked in a wide range of 
projects, and he has been 
awarded the 2015 Middle East 
Young Architect of the year in 
Dubai, UAE. In the same year, 
he also won the outstanding 
individual of the year in ME 
consultants’ awards. His project 
in Mecca “The Uptown” won 
the 2016 World Architecture 
F e s t i v a l  i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
competit ion. Recently he 
was selected as one of top 
20 power list architects in the 
Middle East. 

MOUAZ ABOUZAID
is an award winning Architect, 
Designer and BIM Manager. 
He graduated in 2004 from 
Fine arts, Alexandria University. 
Abouzaid have always sought 
new chal lenges in l i fe to 
learn, explore and expand his 
knowledge of Architecture. 
Abouzaid was selected as the 
Young Architect of The Year 
in 2016 and one of the top 40 
Architects in the Middle East. 
The judges praised his strong 
commitment to sustainabil ity 
and mentioned that he showed 
huge promise and had kept true 
to his own ideas and equally 
added that he will be a person 
to watch out for very closely over 
the coming years.

CRISTIANO LUCHETTI
Is an Assistant Professor in the 
College of Architecture, Art 
& Design at the American 
University of Sharjah where he 
teaches architectural design, 
urban design and drawing. 
Luchetti often writes about 
the architecture and urban 
development of the Middle 
East as an architectural critic 
for international publications. 
His research refers to the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n 
architecture and contemporary 
urban contexts, global ized 
c i t i e s ,  n ew sus ta i na b l e 
strategies of development 
and re-adaptation as well as 
vernacular and tradit ional 
architecture.
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ROLE OF “FREE 
SPACE” WITHIN 
THE DENSE 
MORPHOLOGICAL 
AND SOCIAL 
FABRIC OF THE CITY 

© Engi El Gamal © Engi El Gamal
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