
ApproAching cAiro

5641_Cairo_AKTC_LayoutRZ.indd   10 16.05.18   16:03



5641_Cairo_AKTC_LayoutRZ.indd   11 16.05.18   16:03



5641_Cairo_AKTC_LayoutRZ.indd   12 16.05.18   16:03



His Highness the Aga Khan inaugurated al-Azhar Park on 25 March 2005. In the 
speech given on that occasion, he recalled the incremental approach that guided the 
interventions of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) and the Aga Khan  Development 
Network (AKDN) in what would become a template for future actions that bring to- 
gether renovation, new construction, infrastructure development and socio-economic 
initiatives. He stated: “What started as one project actually turned into three: the 
design and construction of a park, the restoration of the Ayyubid Wall, and the com-
munity redevelopment of the historically important Darb al-Ahmar neighbourhood.  
All are tightly interconnected and have added to the body of knowledge we can share 
with others.”

The multifaceted nature of the interventions of AKDN in the heart of Old Cairo was  
the result of a series of events that began in 1984. It was in that year that an inter-
national seminar, entitled “The Expanding Metropolis: Coping with the Urban Growth 
of Cairo”, was organized by the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. Significantly,  
Ismael Serageldin, at that time Director for Programs in West Africa at the World Bank, 
spoke at the seminar of the need for architects, builders and urbanists to take into 
account historic and contemporary socio-economic, political and demographic fac-
tors in framing their actions in places such as Cairo.

During his visit to the 1984 seminar, the Aga Khan met with the Egyptian architect 
Hassan Fathy in the architect’s apartment. Located on the top floor of an eighteenth-
century urban mansion called Beit al-Fann, this residence is in the area of the Citadel, 
close to the mosque of Sultan Hassan. From the broad terrace of Fathy’s apartment, 
the great monuments of Islamic Cairo were clearly visible, but so, too, was an empty 
expanse of land, running along what was left of the Ayyubid Walls built in the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries by Salah al-Din and his successor. As the heir of the Fatimid 
founders of Cairo and Egypt’s greatest modern architect looked out, a part of the 
city’s future began to take form.

It was also in 1984 that the Aga Khan decided to donate a park to the citizens  
of Cairo. Two years later the thirty-hectare site on the Darassa Hills belonging to  
the Governorate of the city was selected. Because of its sheer size and site near the 
historic centre of Cairo, this location offered a unique opportunity to create a new 

“lung” for a megalopolis that is notably deficient in green spaces. What little greenery 
or park space may have existed in the city has been in large part consumed by the 
pressures of urbanization. His Highness the Aga Khan recognized from the outset  
that a park must not only be a space for leisure where residents can compensate for 

preceding pages, panoramic view over cairo 
from al-Azhar park.

opposite page, khayrbek minaret and 
mausoleum.

Above, Alin Aq palace and the khayrbek 
 complex in the 1890s.
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the stress of the densely populated city, but that it should also favour community 
relationships and family life. It would be a place set in the heart of the medieval city, 
yet dedicated to the future of Cairo.

The location of al-Azhar Park is, indeed, exceptional in many ways, not least 
because it abuts the Historic City Walls. Though parts of the Ayyubid Wall remained 
visible, much of it had been buried under centuries of rubble. The largely empty tract 
 visible from Fathy’s apartment was nothing other than the ancient rubbish dump of 
the metropolis. More than half a millennium of trash and debris whose accumulated 
mass would thus ultimately define the contours of the future al-Azhar Park. Once the 
site of the park had been selected, it became clear that restoring these Walls would 
become a major element of the project. Beginning in September 2001, the French 
Institute for Oriental Archaeology (IFAO) undertook work in the so-called Darassa 
parking area, finding, among other elements, unknown sections of the Fatimid Walls 
(1087–92) and of the Ayyubid Walls (1174–78).

Twenty-five years ago, other great cities began to imagine the recovery of their 
abandoned, often industrial fringes. Thus Barcelona, chosen in 1986 to host the 1992 
Summer Olympic Games, engaged in a large-scale renovation that opened the city 
once again to the sea. In New York City, the industrial South Street Sea Port area 
was converted, beginning in 1982, into a tourist attraction and “festival marketplace”. 
Cairo with the pioneering al-Azhar Park project made use of an ancient rubbish heap 
to recover views and access to its own rich cultural heritage.

Top left, pilot landscape project on the 
 western slopes.

Top right, Bab al-mahruq towers before 
 restoration, during al-Azhar park earthworks.

Bottom left, earthworks on Azhar park’s hills.

Bottom right, Burg al-mahruq and adjacent 
curtain-wall restoration.
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In 1990, the Governorate of Cairo and the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, defining the pro- 
cedures for the development of the Park, including the need to integrate three large 
water tanks as part of a district reservoir system, signed a protocol. The date of this 
agreement makes it clear that Cairo was in the vanguard of efforts to improve the urban 
environment through the recovery of underused land. This and other agreements 
related to the development of al-Azhar Park took the form of ‘Public-Private Partner-
ships’, a form that AKTC and others have since used successfully on numerous occa-
sions in the context of the redevelopment of historic areas in Islamic cities.

When the potential and challenge of the restoration of the Ayyubid Walls entered 
the scope of the project, it became obvious that the neighbouring Darb al-Ahmar 

Al-Azhar park hills during earthworks.
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community had to be closely involved. The Park could thus benefit all of Cairo but 
it would also become the main resource of the neighbourhood. In conjunction with 
the creation of a new green space, it was decided to engage in a bold experiment 
aimed at upgrading the socio-economic environment of the community. Far more 
than a matter of landscape design and historic preservation, this was an attempt to 
provide an integrated, sustainable renewal of a large section of Cairo that could serve 
as an example for the development of other parts of the medieval city. Although 
historic preservation actions have often been undertaken elsewhere, the evolution 
of the AKTC programme in Cairo uniquely brought together the apparently disparate 
domains of landscape design, conservation of historic monuments – including many 
in al-Darb al-Ahmar – and a programme for socio-economic development in the 
area. The combination of these initiatives constituted nothing less than a proposal to 
revive elements of a historic city centre and to breathe new life into the community 
concerned.

It is the philosophy of His Highness the Aga Khan that sustainable socio-economic 
development is not possible unless a parallel cultural change takes place. The Old 
City is by no means inherently to be swept aside, nor is it an obstacle to progress. 
Old structures, if properly treated in conjunction with an adequate integration of 
newer buildings, can clearly provide a good quality of life and be more qualitatively 

Al-darb al-Ahmar seen from the completed 
Azhar park.
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interesting than a purely modern development. It was essential to put this process 
in motion through a strategy of gradual evolution rather than any rupture with the 
past. Based on knowledge of negative experiences in the West and elsewhere, where 
historic areas were entirely replaced by new neighbourhoods, this would be an inte-
grated intervention – where the tools for economic development were combined with 
a judicious treatment of the existing urban tissue.

In the nineteenth century, al-Darb al-Ahmar was the area of a certain gentry, a 
middle- to upper-class neighbourhood, but this situation changed, in particular after 
the construction of the Aswan High Dam (completed in 1970) caused an exodus of 
rural populations who could not find work in Upper Egypt towards urban areas and 
Cairo in particular. Provincial agricultural workers replaced the gentry. Despite having 
been in the area since the 1970s, many of these people still have difficulty adapting to 
the ways of the city, in creating a sense that they are more than a transient population. 
In an attempt to alleviate this problem, the Darb al-Ahmar project devised a strategy 
aimed at providing tools for residents to become not only urban dwellers but also to 
gradually climb the social ladder. The goal was clearly not to provoke a new gentri-
fication, but to give the residents of al-Darb al-Ahmar what they needed to improve 
their lives. This is where the resources of the Aga Khan Development Network came 
into play, by promoting the creation of local associations, developing vocational train-
ing opportunities – varying from computer skills to tailoring – and offering financial 
opportunities through a microfinancing and micro-credit strategy. Healthcare was 
also part of the scheme with the creation of an obstetrics centre for women of the 
area. Training and credits are not enough, the infrastructure also had to be dealt with: 
water and electricity upgrades were undertaken in collaboration with the Governor-
ate of Cairo. AKTC directly assumed the responsibility for the public spaces near 
the monuments it restored. Although pragmatic in its rational progression from the 
 original idea of a park to that of archaeological work that involved not only restoration 
but historic research, and on to the socio-economic implications of working directly 

Above, families enjoying al-Azhar park’s  
open spaces.

Below, peak visitation along Azhar park’s 
main spine.

left, landscaped slopes in al-Azhar park.
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next to one of the poorest areas in Cairo, the efforts of AKTC began to form a logical 
system whose conclusions would serve other projects shortly thereafter.

For several reasons, the construction of al-Azhar Park and related projects should 
be construed as symbols of hope. The first of these involves the rediscovery of Cairo 
itself. From the now green hills of the Park, Cairo, for the first time, has a vantage 
point that allows visitors to take in the heart of the Islamic city in a single glance. This 
metropolis offers one of the greatest concentrations of art and culture in the world, 
on a scale matched by very few other cities. A second symbol of hope is the impact  
of the Park on the polluted environment. This thirty-hectare stretch of greenery has 
created its own eco-system whose microclimatic influence on neighbouring areas 
can only be positive. Since it houses three great water tanks for the city, al-Azhar Park  
is also Cairo’s symbolic fountain, a source of freshness in a city besieged by dryness. 
A third reason for hope is the cultural impact of the project. The Park and its influence 
in the area contribute to the development of a new perception of the city. Just as  
the renovation of Barcelona for the 1992 Olympics created civic pride, the  inhabitants 
of Cairo can view this initiative as a source of inspiration. It is conceivable that the 
self-image of the city may evolve, and that other efforts to maintain and improve this 
great centre of learning and art will spring forth with no apparent link to what has 
gone on here, and yet al-Azhar Park will have quietly sown its seeds. Finally, it may be 
said that this project had an undeniable socio-economic impact. New job opportuni-
ties were created in the area, and new economic undertakings were launched if only 
because of the services required by the Park and the flow of visitors that it engenders.

With an average of two million visitors a year, the Park generates enough funds 
for its own maintenance through gate and restaurant receipts. The overall impact on 
the quality of life in this community has been palpable. Disposable family income in 
al-Darb al-Ahmar, for example, increased by 27% between 2003 and 2009 – one third 
faster than in the whole of Old Cairo. Literacy rates climbed by one fourth. Despite 
the notable successes of the project, it will be noted at various points in this volume 
that subsequent outside events have sometimes had a negative impact, notably on 
the Darb al-Ahmar community. In the wake of the 2011 Egyptian revolution, for example,  
less control was exerted on the urban development of the city and certain structures 
were built without sufficient documentation and design quality. However, it is certain 
that the initiatives that were set underway by His Highness the Aga Khan more than 
thirty years ago have had a positive impact on the life of thousands of Cairenes.

More, the entire experience of the interventions of AKTC in Cairo has been at the 
origin of the development of a system based on ‘Public-Private Partnerships’, and  
a multifaceted approach that combines respect for history with an investment in the 
future. The template thus created in Cairo responds in a practical way to the theory 
expounded by Ismael Seregeldin at the 1984 seminar when he called on all those with 
a stake in the renewal of old urban centres to work together. The system developed 
served AKTC’s own later projects in Afghanistan and India, but it has also had an in- 
fluence on historic urban renovation carried forward by other organizations.

The Aga Khan Trust for Culture and the Aga Khan Development Network as a whole  
did not come here simply to temporarily improve the landscape, but rather to bring 
forth a new growth and pride that will surely continue to flourish. When His Highness 
the Aga Khan looked out from the terrace of Beit al-Fann with Hassan Fathy in 1984,  
he saw the great monuments of Islamic Cairo, silent witnesses to a glorious past. The 
creation of al-Azhar Park, the restoration of the Ayyubid Wall and efforts in al-Darb  
al-Ahmar have been nothing other than an expression of confidence in the future of 
the metropolis and beyond, in the future of the great cities of Islam.

Above, a rampart walkway on top of the 
 historic city Wall.

Below, al-darb al-Ahmar urban 
transformations.
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Above, the walkway along the historic city Wall.

Below, circulation on the rampart walkway.
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The Historic Cities Programme (HCP) has been operational in Cairo since the early 
1990s, after the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) entered into a Protocol Agreement 
with the Governorate of Cairo (1990) that called for the transformation of a thirty-
hectare site in central Cairo – at the time a hilly and unstable terrain of debris – into a 
metropolitan park, the present-day al-Azhar Park. The 1990 protocol was the culmina-
tion, in turn, of many years of engagement by the Trust with Cairo as a prime exemplar 
of a historic city in the Muslim world, which, in the twentieth century, was to face  
the dilemma of modernization without sacrificing the integrity of its cultural heritage 
at the same time.

origins of The projecT
In the interest of highlighting the challenges and opportunities such  simultaneous 
and opposing forces exerted on metropolitan and Historic Cairo, the Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture (AKAA) Programme sponsored a seminar on “The Expanding 
 Metropolis: Coping with the Urban Growth of Cairo” in 1984 in Cairo. In this ninth  
in a series of seminars on “Architectural Transformations in the Islamic World”, an im- 
pressive array of area scholars, architectural, engineering and planning practitioners,  
and municipal officials were encouraged by His Highness the Aga Khan to reflect on 
the growing pressures of cities with populations over fifteen million by the end of the 
century. As His Highness framed the question at the time:

“Fifty cities are expected to have populations in excess of fifteen million by the 
end of the century. Are they going to collapse into disorder under the strain of ex- 
pansion? And, if solutions can be found, will those solutions satisfy the needs of the 
inhabitants? […] Cairo is likely to be one of those fifty cities. But, unlike many of the 
others, it has experienced centrally controlled urban planning going back over a 
century and, more significantly, possesses the rich tradition of a thousand years of 
Islamic culture …”1

The 1984 seminar was to have an impact beyond the published proceedings of  
the essays and discussions that the seminar generated and which, on its own account, 
continues to offer critical insight on the subject. Following the seminar, to put ideas 
into practice, His Highness proposed the development of a metropolitan park in the 
historic core of Cairo as the initial step in the experiment of revitalizing marginal urban  
space in historic urban cores and, in the process, spurring socio-economic trans-
formation and improvement. The precise delineation of the urban district of al-Darb 
al-Ahmar adjoining the selected park site – today’s al-Azhar Park – would take time 

opposite page, khayrbek minaret covered  
in scaffolding for its conservation and the 
reconstruction of its missing upper segment.

Above, khayrbek complex after restoration.

The hisToric ciTies progrAmme
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and study. Both elements of this area development project and a long segment of the 
eastern Historic Wall (Ayyubid and Fatimid in parts), which pierces the two elements 
and serves as a spine, would preoccupy the Historic Cities Programme that was 
tasked in the early 1990s with the project.

projecT scope
The Cairo area development project logically comprised ultimately three primary 
components – the Park, the Historic Wall and the district of al-Darb al-Ahmar (ADAA) –  
in an area-wide redevelopment and conservation initiative. Each component had its 
particularities, while their adjacency, interconnections and critical mass allowed for 
interesting synergies and cross-benefits. Teams working on the Park site needed to 
be respectful of the often fragile condition of the ramparts and towers of the Historic 
Wall, which, in numerous sections, were in a highly dilapidated condition. Passages 
through the Wall allowed the project to envision a park that would not only serve 
Greater Cairo but also provide vital green and leisure space for the residents of al-
Darb al-Ahmar. The western slopes of the Park that flanked the Wall offered stunning 
views of Historic Cairo, already of interest to nineteenth-century travellers and paint-
ers2 who had captured details of this panoramic view. The historic significance of 
this central zone of Old Cairo is commented on in a number of other chapters in this 
 publication. On a different and immediate level, the architectural conservation work 

The historic city Wall and al-darb al-Ahmar 
seen from al-Azhar park.
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carried out on numerous monuments in the area (discussed in the Case  Studies at  
the end of the book) and the socio-economic vocational training activities expanded 
the base of trained crafts people who could be involved in work across all three areas.

Given the range of activities, sites of work and beneficiaries the project encom-
passed, rather than a single set of “methodologies” that might be applied to a single 
landmark site, the Cairo area development project called for multiple sets of  methods 
drawn from numerous disciplines – urban planning, architecture, engineering, 
 socio-economic, touristic, and environmental/landscape design, to name only the 
most central. Engagement with the public authorities – the Governorate of Cairo, the 
Supreme Council of Antiquities (SCA) and even al-Azhar Tunnel Authority for work 
near its boundary – was a parallel exercise throughout the project. To draw on best 
practices and available knowledge, the team(s) assembled for each of the three 
components – the Park, the Historic Wall conservation, and the Darb al-Ahmar urban 
conservation initiative – drew on international and national experts, with knowledge 
generation, sharing and transferring a key objective.

from The pArTicUlAr To The Whole: mAjor principles
In understanding the complexity of an inner-city urban district redevelopment  project 
over the course of time, a factor of key importance was the continuity of critical 
thinking and assessment of opportunities and challenges from the proposal gener-
a tion stage to implementation. While some of the proposed interventions could 
be grounded in existing best practice and international standards, others required 
field investigation and testing. Accordingly, as expected, data collection became 
a significant phase of the work as there were many existing conditions relating to 
site, patterns of space and urban land use and misuse, degrees of structural instabil-
ity of structures to be conserved, and so on. The intrinsic nature of problems or 

left, restoration of the historic city Wall.

Above, the historic city Wall under restoration 
and the shell of the darb shoughlan school 
before restoration.
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sub- optimal conditions, be they environmental, physical, or socio-economic, required 
first the definition of the same via two- and three-dimensional surveys, rectified 
photo graphy, historic research and socio-economic surveys.

One unavoidable constraint in such an approach is the fact that in projects of 
complex scope not all the data required for decision-making are immediately avail-
able. Certain physical factors – the topography of the terrain, the chemical compos-
ition of the soil, the salt deposits on monuments or the rising water table in al-Darb 
al-Ahmar – were readily verifiable. Less immediately tangible were factors such as the 
compression of soils under conditions of flooding (locally testable but not generally 
suscept ible to calculation), the structural stability of weakened minarets or the critical 
needs of the adjacent community in terms of proposals for improvement to their qual-
ity of life. These primary and secondary factors were very much contingent on each 
other – dependent on detailed field research and database development – and were, 
 further, subject to the risk that enquiry and testing might alter the original conditions 
of the situation, a well-known risk to scientific enquiry in broader terms.

The historic city Wall interface with al-darb 
al-Ahmar urban fabric.
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From the outset, due to its nature, the project approach was one of blended in- 
vestigation – one that considered components both as stand-alone and as composite 
elements of a greater whole. The grain or scale of each component was specific to 
its type. The Park site called for a design and treatment that recognized its status as 
a micro-ecology in its own right. Thirty hectares of planted zones of varying species 
and types required the attention of numerous geotechnical engineers, soil scientists, 
irrigation engineers and horticultural engineers – all in support of a master landscape 
design. The Historic Wall and selected monuments in al-Darb al-Ahmar (Khayrbek 
Mosque, Aslam Mosque, and Umm al-Sultan Shaaban Mosque in earlier phases, and 
Alin Aq Palace, the Aqsunqur (or Blue) Mosque and the Tarabay al-Sharif complex  
in later phases) would call for a multi-year process of surveying, documentation and 
careful conservation in some cases, and restoration in others.3

Socio-economic research and baseline surveys in al-Darb al-Ahmar carried out  
by the project team led to the capture of the existing “Quality of Life” (QoL) indicators, 
in accordance with an AKDN-based format. Combined with detailed urban physical 
and socio-economic research, a valuable GIS-based database was developed that  
would later underpin AKTC’s proposals for a conservation master plan for al-Darb 
al-Ahmar.

His Highness’s remarks at the 1984 seminar underlined that Cairo had been the 
beneficiary of central urban planning; another conclusion that emerged was that  
a more granular and detailed conservation master plan that reflected the diversity  
of al-Darb al-Ahmar’s rich urban culture and living traditions was also critical. As a  
historic settlement, al-Darb al-Ahmar, when the project commenced, offered a rich 
tapestry of monuments and urban space that, with time and multiple phases of 
changed patterns of occupancy and use, had been subjected to severe physical and 
environmental stress.

Bab al-Wazir street in the vicinity of the 
 khayrbek complex.
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The conceptual and methodological gap between the scale and method of con- 
servation planning pursued for al-Darb al-Ahmar stands in stark contrast with the 
earlier wave of new cities planned in the 1960s on a heroic scale – for example, 
 Islamabad, Chandigarh and Brasilia – and which were to preoccupy urban planners 
and architects for several decades thereafter. By the 1990s, the allure of new city 
planning had been partially tempered in maturing urban regions by urban redevelop-
ment and regeneration, in acknowledgement of the critical need to ameliorate urban 
areas in which large portions of the population lived and had been living for centuries, 
and were likely to continue living.

The above factors and considerations were to remain visible as reference points 
during the data collection and analysis that followed. In new planned settlements, 
one collects data to support physical and economic models and plans for new 
configurations of urban fabric and services serving a future population. In historic 
districts, one collects data on urban space, fabric or communities in an effort to bet-
ter understand appropriate mechanisms and interventions required to upgrade the 
urban fabric and services and further serve the aspirations of an existing community. 
In the latter case, with processing and critical review, data become essential tools 
for the conceptualization of interventions and consultation with stakeholders and the 
authorities for community space as well as monuments.

This line of urban and environmental research was tied to the definition of the area 
development project’s “catchment area”. Inscribed in 1979, Historic Cairo encom-
passes much of the historic centre of the city founded in the tenth century. AKTC’s 
area development project measures an area approximately two kilometres in length 
and one kilometre in width, with a population of approximately 70,000.

overArching oBjecTives And ApproAch
The project had numerous objectives, all of which complemented and reinforced the 
others. On a city and district level:
 ‣ reclaiming an important area of a historic city centre (itself a UNESCO-listed  

World Heritage Site) that had fallen in areas into a derelict state;
 ‣ demonstrating how a historic district, even one that had been marginalized and 

passed over by waves of modernization of the urban agenda, could again be  
a vital focal point for urban and cultural regeneration;

 ‣ creating a large-scale prototype of environmental rehabilitation of inner urban 
space (on the community and park sites).

At a site-specific level for the Park project:
 ‣ providing vital green and open space in a city that was notorious for its sparsity  

of park space;
 ‣ commissioning a “world-class” yet sensitive landscape design in a city famed for  

its Islamic architectural monuments; and,
 ‣ providing a large inner-city area for use as leisure and civic space by the wider 

population.

The Trust, of course, knew this was a tall order but it also sensed that in order for a 
project to have impact in a complex urban setting such as Cairo, the right scale and 
mix of facilities were critical. As the Park site was a long, linear tract of land adjacent 
to the historic Ayyubid Walls and the adjoining district of al-Darb al-Ahmar, visibility  
of and access to important historic monuments were assured, although the urban 
fabric in which all the above nested was generally poor in quality and in maintenance.

Top, rough shaping of limestone blocks.

middle, fine restoration of plasterwork.

Bottom, fine cleaning of gilded inscription 
band.
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This involvement would lead from the initial site enabling works and prototype test-
ing as of 1994 to major master planning, landscape design and the tendering of a 
series of construction packages in the period 1998–2002. During the course of these 
years, a design competition of a number of short-listed architectural firms was organ-
ized to select final designs and design architects for three major Park facilities: the 
Entry Building, the Lakeside Café, and the Citadel view Restaurant. The planning and 
design process of the Park that ensued is described in detail in the section entitled 

“Al-Azhar Park”.
In al-Darb al-Ahmar, in addition to the launching of monument conservation activ-

ities for selected sites, with full building scaffolding allowing materials and structural 
problem diagnostics, the results of the 2003 socio-economic baseline survey carried 
out in the thirteen shiyakhas that make up the district enabled the project team to 
piece together a community redevelopment and support initiative. The overall goal of 
the latter was to stimulate social and economic development in the intervention area. 
Darb al-Ahmar households closest to the Ayyubid Wall were found to be among the 
poorest in Egypt.

The survey results led to the selection of focus on three specific areas of develop-
ment: Housing and Open Space Upgrading, Access to Credit and Employment, and 
Basic Social Services (the latter including Health, Education and Solid-Waste Dis-
posal). A Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) Unit was established to track progress by 
reference to predefined quantitative and qualitative indicators. As the project brief 
explained the process at the time:

left, the entry hall of the citadel view 
 restaurant in al-Azhar park.

right, ceiling details.
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“These sectors are combined and integrated in order to lay the foundations and create  
the preconditions needed for the social and physical rehabilitation of the area. In 
addition to these sectors, three priority issues were identified as cross-cutting; these 
cross-cutting issues are: the environment, gender, and organizational and institution- 
al development.”4

The counterpart to the Darb al-Ahmar Revitalization Project was a wide-ranging set 
of tools dealing with the dilapidated urban fabric within the intervention area. These 
tools included at different phases new mixed-use development proposals to deal with 
space made vacant by collapse or demolition of structures; housing rehabilitation to 
introduce upgrades, better hygiene and ventilation; infrastructure and street improve-
ments to introduce pedestrian areas and friendlier community spaces; and more 
intensive and comprehensively planned urban “action areas” in which all the above 
and related urban design methods were brought to bear on well-delineated and 
 pivotal or node spaces. These action areas, from south to north, along the Historic 
Wall’s length were: (i) the Bab al-Wazir / Southern Entrance to al-Azhar Park Action 
Area (from the south end of the Park to Tower 2); (ii) the Aslam Mosque and Neighbour- 
hood Action Area (from Tower 4 to Tower 7); and (iii) the Burg al-Zafar Action Area, 
spanning from the Burg al-Mahruq (or Tower 10) to the Archaeological Triangle and 
northern terminus of the Wall.

The Historic Cities Programme spends substantive time documenting not only the 
sites in which we work but also the processes and methodologies used to conserve 

The citadel view restaurant in al-Azhar park.
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or restore a site, and then the results or the impact afterwards. This publication is in 
many senses a review of a major area development project completed in 2005 and 
operated since under a ‘Public-Private Partnership Agreement’ with the Governorate 
of Cairo. As can be discerned, documentation is a continuous process that, for the 
HCP, actually survives the end of a project. While these sites are testimonies to the 
long curve of history, time, ironically, is not always on our side.

generAl meThodologY
The documentation task is one that is increasingly collective and technically demand-
ing in nature: no individual professional can hope to have come across the nearly 
infinite number of project types and idiosyncrasies that make the conservation and 
management of heritage sites so complex and fascinating at the same time. Over 
the years, the Historic Cities Programme portfolio has included many projects of a 
similarly challenging nature. Within the constraints of this section, a small number of 
cases are listed below to illustrate the challenges and opportunities faced:

looking over the lake towards al-darb 
 al-Ahmar from the lakeside café.
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 ‣ in all projects that deal with historic sites containing material heritage, one must 
at the outset determine the extent to which the immaterial or socio-economic and 
community dimension needs documentation and treatment. Even if certain sites 
appear to be stand-alone, they are usually part of a system of neighbourhoods and 
often inseparable in terms of usage, guardianship and welfare;

The khayrbek complex seen from 
Bab al-Wazir street.
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 ‣ the Trust’s experience with its initial project portfolio led it to expand the docu-
mentation process from one that mainly captures physical and environmental data 
to one that includes important social and demographic information as well. Com-
munity focused, baseline survey methodology has been an essential tool in probing 
not only current problems but also ways in which conservation and good manage-
ment of historic sites can have a beneficial impact on the residents of a catchment 
area;

 ‣ this leads invariably to the consideration of what a project’s “catchment area” is.  
An earlier geographic term, catchment areas signal the spatial relationship of  
a specific physical feature or site and a zone of influence. It became popularized  
in urban and regional planning and then by market models and location theory.  
Here, we are not concerned with a precise boundary but a concept of proximity 
and adjacency and thus influence and interaction. Hence, the Trust’s projects soon 
moved from the documentation of isolated landmark sites to broader spatial urban 
or semi-urban assemblies, which demand documentation not only by normal  
physical surveying methods but also social scientific and economic methods;

 ‣ prior HCP projects, such as the Stone Town, Zanzibar, and towns in northern 
 Pakistan, led to an increasing focus on urban area development projects centred on 
heritage sites. The Cairo area development project was a prototype of many similar 
projects to follow. Later projects, such as the Lahore Walled City project, focused 
on the Shahi Guzargah processional route, which connects Delhi Gate to the Shahi 
Hammam, the Wazir Khan Mosque and the Akbari Gate of Lahore Fort; linkages 
(physical and cultural) between the Delhi Nizamuddin Basti and Humayun’s Tomb 
and the Sunder Nursery have explored and reinforced this approach. In Herat and 
in Kabul, multiple linkages have developed in the centres of these historic cities of 
Afghanistan;

 ‣ to avoid conserved sites that lack animation or that would only serve as tourist 
 venues, the Trust undertakes to develop a number of community focused assets 
where possible. In Cairo, Delhi and Kabul, newly built or restored parks and gar-
dens serve as viewing platforms for the conserved sites, providing buffer space 
and  better community access in fragile but important historic areas. In northern 
 Pakistan, historic forts adaptively reutilized as heritage lodges provide critical 
 facilities for access, leisure and discovery of local heritage;

 ‣ the Trust monitors such completed sites and enters into operating trusts with the 
local authorities to maximize transfer of knowledge. A “Parks Impact Measurement 
System” (PIMS), developed in-house, allows collection and updating of information 
about key performance indicators, represented in a documentation system or data-
base, which evolves over time and allows time comparison.

sUmmArY
In summary, the documentation and planning process within the Historic Cities Pro-
gramme starts in the project’s conceptual phase and allows for sometimes discovery 
and sometimes reconfirmation of critical aspects of a project site and its catchment 
area and population. Determination of appropriate treatment of a certain site prior to 
such thorough analysis is inconceivable. Data collection itself has a time dimension, 
in the sense that previous historical surveys can serve as vital references but these 
are seldom sufficient; many of the places in which we work require fresh documenta-
tion because whatever exists is historical and may have been limited due to the equip-
ment of that particular time, never previously surveyed or surveyed under earlier and 
different conditions.5

Above, khayrbek mosque after conservation.

Below, khayrbek mausoleum after conservation.
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1  Opening speech by His Highness the  
Aga Khan in The Expanding Metropolis: Coping 
with the Urban Growth of Cairo, Proceedings  
of Seminar Nine in the Series Architectural 
Transformations in the Islamic World, Concept 
Media Pte Ltd. Singapore, The Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture, 1984, p. xxi.

2  The Scottish painter, David Roberts (1796–
1864), is a prime example; he captured scenes of 
al-Darb al-Ahmar and the Ayyubid Wall from the 
site that became the Park in a lithograph entitled 
Cairo Looking West. Pascal Sebah recorded a 
similar view in a later photograph from the heights 
of the Park site.

3  Earlier detailed archaeological surveys of 
the Ayyubid and Fatimid Walls within the project 
area, prepared by Sir Keppel Archibald Cameron 
(K.A.C.) Creswell, were to provide an excellent 
basis for later extended documentation and the 
preparation of conservation strategies.

4  “Cairo: Urban Regeneration in the Darb 
al-Ahmar District: A Framework for Investment”, 
Aga Khan Trust for Culture Historic Cities Support 
Programme, Aga Khan Trust for Culture, Geneva, 
2010, p. 7.

5  We normally assume that we need to per-
form brand-new and thorough, two-dimension- 
al and three-dimensional surveys, especially with 
the advent of newer technologies today that offer 
much more resolution, precision and ability to 
visualize readily via digital files than was the case 
twenty years ago. In a recent generation of pro-
jects, the use of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs 
or “drones”) equipped with cameras has allowed 
considerable advances in project and site visual-
ization and mapping, saving great amounts of time 
on the ground.

Further information of a detailed nature can be 
found regarding the Historic Cities Programme’s 
methodology and approach to the various 
 com ponents of the Cairo area development pro-
ject in the following series of brochures, available 
 digitally on Archnet at the following link:
https://archnet.org/collections/54/details 
(accessed on 17 November 2017):

“The Azhar Park Project in Cairo and the Con-
servation and Revitalisation of Darb al-Ahmar”, 
Aga Khan Trust for Culture, Geneva, 2001;

“An Integrated Approach to Urban Rehabilitation”, 
Aga Khan Historic Cities Programme, Aga Khan 
Trust for Culture, Geneva, 2007;

“Cairo: Urban Regeneration in the Darb al-Ahmar 
District: A Framework for Investment”, Aga 
Khan Trust for Culture Historic Cities  Support 
 Programme, Aga Khan Trust for Culture, 
Geneva, 2010.

When we develop design proposals, the documentation process has to go further 
and, in a reverse mode, we test the documentation. We may have to go back to the 
site and collect more data; we may have to excavate further in some places while con-
sidering how to go about restoring, shoring or consolidating; we may realize that our 
information may not be adequate. Very often, a proposed intervention needs to be 
initially tested via a prototype. Whether dealing with earth and architecture or mud-
brick architecture or traditional techniques of stone or masonry arches, and so on, 
the skill-set has been lost, so we have to train people on site and we have to carry out 
prototypes off site to illustrate that the right mix of technology, the right standards 
and the right materials have been selected.

The above are merely examples of technical approach. The need in an area devel-
opment project to reach a balance between the physical and the socio-economic 
has been alluded to above, since the integrated development approach is premised 
on the material and immaterial cultural heritage in a given catchment area being 

“restored” to a position of importance in the daily life of a historic district. The respon-
sible choice for historic cities is to understand their past, the reasons for established 
patterns and features in their built heritage and culture, and to seek a form of urban 
redevelopment or initiatives that are compatible and mutually reinforcing.

The benefits of area development projects including, as in Cairo, an important 
facility that takes on an operational life as a new or revitalized element in the  heritage 
area, such as al-Azhar Park – providing critical green space and amenities for the 
public and access to their cultural heritage while contributing to the local economy – 
call for more flexible and long-term ‘Public-Private Partnership Agreements’ with the 
responsible authorities and the development of important local operational capacity. 
This process, if successful, is critical in accruing more than ephemeral or short-term 
benefits from a project and allows for an important feedback loop to all participants. 
It can be illuminating to return to a project area after ten or fifteen years, to gauge 
impact with regard to a previous conservation and/or socio-economic intervention 
and to cull lessons learned. This publication will hopefully contribute to this process 
of assessment.

Opposite page, alignment of restored minarets 
along Bab al-Wazir Street.
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in the gamaliyya district.
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The Historic City of Cairo was among the first sites to be inscribed on the UNESCO 
World Heritage List in 1979 under the title of “Islamic Cairo”. The justification for the 
inscription was based on the following “criteria of selection”:

I Several of the great monuments of Cairo are incontestable masterpieces. [...]
v The centre of Cairo groups numerous streets and old dwellings and  

thus  maintains, in the heart of the traditional urban fabric, forms of human  
settlement which go back to the Middle Ages.

vI The historic centre of Cairo constitutes an impressive material witness  
to the international importance, on the political, strategic, intellectual and  
commercial level, of the city during the medieval period.

As often happened in the very early nominations, the site was inscribed on the basis 
of a weak documentation, without a clear geographical delimitation and specifying 
no legal planning protection measures. The World Heritage Site was described as a 

“historic fabric” where many distinguished monuments stand out as “focal points” in 
different urban settings, such as al-Fustat, al-Saliba and al-Kabsh, the Citadel area 
and al-Darb al-Ahmar, the Fatimid nucleus of Cairo from Bab Zuwayla to the North 
Wall, and the necropolis from al-Fustat to the northern limits of Fatimid Cairo. These 
urban heritage zones, bearing witness to a complex history and to the multiple 
 cultural layers of the city from the Roman to the late Ottoman period, were only in- 
dicated on a sketchy map, but the close relationship was stressed between each 
monument and its surrounding urban fabric, whose historic characters were reported 
as “almost intact”.

from “islAmic cAiro” To “hisToric cAiro”
The inconsistency of the nomination as “Islamic city” was clear from the beginning, 
as well as the lack of any urban conservation policy beyond simple “protection” from 
demolition of the registered buildings and the restoration of single, mostly religious 
monuments. On the contrary, the enforcement of a series of decrees and regulatory 
measures of the 1970s produced a widespread renovation of the urban fabric, with 
the widening of the historic street pattern in the denser areas and indiscriminate 
demolitions and reconstructions of up to four storeys. The process was accelerated 
after the earthquake of 1992 with hundreds of decrees of demolition of damaged 
buildings, without any concern for their real state of conservation and architectural 
value, which entailed the abandonment of a relevant building stock and the creation 

Al-muizz street rehabilitated.

hisToric cAiro As 
A World heriTAge siTe 

DANIELE PINI

A long And UncerTAin pATh 
To UrBAn conservATion
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of large “voids” and “frozen areas” in the urban fabric, which soon became informal 
waste-disposal areas and parking lots.

Despite the Antiquities Law of 1983 and the creation of the Supreme Council 
of Antiquities (SCA), insufficient protection measures and proactive actions for the 
pre servation of the historic fabric was called out by UNESCO beginning in the early 
1990s. It was only in 1997 that a United Nations Development Programme report1 
addressed the issues of urban conservation with a large-scale and consistent strategy 
of intervention focusing on the main spines of the Historic City and addressing not 
only the monuments but also the upgrading of urban infrastructure and the rehabilita-
tion of the housing stock in the most derelict areas.

2000 m

World Heritage Core (1310.93 ha)
World Heritage Buffer Zone 
(3742.95 ha)

map of World heritage core and Buffer zone, 
2006.

36

ApproAching cAiro  HISTORIC CAIRO AS A WORLD HERITAGE SITE  

5641_Cairo_AKTC_LayoutRZ.indd   36 16.05.18   16:05



As a follow-up, in 2002, the Ministry of Antiquities and SCA launched an ambitious 
“Historic Cairo Rehabilitation Project”,2 which addressed the preservation of the ar- 
chitectural heritage, without unfortunately targeting housing rehabilitation as a main 
objective. The project activities included the restoration of thirty-four listed monu-
ments along the main spine of al-Muizz Street3 to make it a sort of “open-air museum” 
and sixty-seven listed monuments in other parts of Historic Cairo. However, despite 
the limited approach to urban conservation, the interventions on al-Muizz Street  
for the first time transcend the mere conservation of historic monuments to address 
aspects of infrastructure – a chronic problem facing the areas of al-Muizz and  
al-Gamaliyya – as well as street paving and renovation of the facades of non-registered 
and recent buildings. This work did not include structural or utilities interventions 
inside the houses since it did not fall under the SCA mandate. The project activities  
of SCA’s “Historic Cairo” project are still ongoing with numerous and important 
achievements in monument restoration, while the al-Muizz experience has been 
extended to cover entire residential blocks in both al-Gamaliyya and the southern 
stretch of al-Muizz Street.

At the same time, the state of conservation of the urban fabric has sensibly 
 worsened with an overall and progressive decay of liveability and environmental con - 
ditions (poor housing, lack of infrastructure and services, uncontrolled waste  
disposal…), while the issues of protecting and safeguarding the World Heritage Site 
remain unsolved and await remedial action on the part of the different authorities con-
cerned with Historic Cairo, including the Ministry of Culture and SCA, the Governorate, 
and several ministries (i.e., Planning, etc.).

A view of al-darb al-Ahmar, spoiled by recent 
unauthorized buildings.
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The declining condition of historic  building 
stock and a post-2011 unauthorized new 
 apartment building.

Since 1999, the World Heritage Committee prompted the government on several 
occasions to formalize the limits of the inscribed site and pointed out the need to 
strengthen the coordination among the various institutions involved in the rehabilita-
tion. In 2002, an international symposium organized by UNESCO very clearly stated 
the need to elaborate a comprehensive conservation plan, to define an appropriate 
management system for Historic Cairo, and to address the multiple threats affecting 
the Outstanding Universal value (OUv) of the World Heritage Site and its integrity.4

In 2006, in response to another decision of the Committee, the Egyptian govern-
ment submitted a schematic “primary plan to define the borders of Historic Cairo” to 
UNESCO-WHC5 that included five zones reflecting the nomination file, without in- 
dication of the buffer zones still “under discussion among the governmental bodies”. 
Finally, in 2007, in response to the Committee’s request to prepare a comprehensive 
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Urban Plan for the Conservation and Development of the Old City, Egyptian author-
ities officially submitted the boundaries of the World Heritage Sites to UNESCO, now 
named “Historic Cairo”, and its buffer zones. These boundaries have not, however, 
been approved by the World Heritage Committee because they were considered  
unsatisfactory and lacking a consistent “Statement of Outstanding Universal value”.

The new denomination of the World Heritage Site reflected the ongoing ex- 
perience of the SCA “Historic Cairo” project that, despite a strictly “monumental” 
approach, addressed for the first time the urban scale and the structural elements of 
the historic pattern with a more comprehensive vision than single-monument restor-
ation. Meanwhile, several small-scale projects, in different areas, mostly sponsored 
through international cooperation, raised awareness of the need to tackle the state  
of dereliction of the historic fabric also with interventions of rehabilitation of vernacu-
lar architecture in some selected, but limited, areas, such as al-Darb al-Asfar in the 
Gamaliyya neighbourhood6 and al-Sayeda,7 mostly meant to promote tourism.

In parallel, a new legislative framework was established, adding to the Antiqui-
ties Law 117 / 1983, which only addressed the registered monuments’ protection. Law 
144 / 2006 fixed new criteria and procedures to limit the demolition of non-registered 
buildings that could be considered of heritage interest, while Building Law 199 / 2008 
introduced the concept of “areas of particular value” and empowered a new body  
 – the National Organization of Urban Harmony (NOUH) depending on the Ministry of 
Culture – for the delimitation of these areas and preparation of the related protection 
tools, in cooperation with the relevant governmental and non-governmental bodies.

NOUH soon identified six “areas of particular value” in metropolitan Cairo, which 
also included the “modern” urban heritage of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, whose perimeters were established by decree in 20098 without related 
protection measures. The area of Historic Cairo was delimited based on an appropri-
ate methodology, mostly taking into consideration the urban evolution of the site 
between the Nile and the Muqattam, and defining the area of the “maximum level  
of protection” with its “buffer zone”. These provisions could have represented an  
important improvement of the operational framework for the conservation of the 
historic fabric, but proved to be inefficient due to the lack of coordination between 
NOUH and SCA, still responsible for the management of the World Heritage Site,  
and the absence of legal protection measures. 

It took thirty years from the inscription of Cairo on the World Heritage List to 
achieve recognition from a governmental body that its World Heritage patrimony 
should reflect the overlapping of multiple historic and cultural layers (not only the 

“medieval” and “sacred” ones) and should not be understood as a simple collection of 
registered monuments and distinguished buildings.

A sTrATegY in UrBAn regenerATion: AkTc’s projecTs for 
Al-dArB Al-AhmAr
In this light, the projects carried out by AKTC in the neighbourhood of al-Darb  
al-Ahmar (ADAA) between 2002 and 2010 within the framework of the Cairo Area Pro-
gramme9 represent a conceptual and operational innovation in the practice of urban 
conservation. Some crucial aspects deserve to be highlighted in this regard because 
they represent the basis of a new practice of urban conservation in Cairo – as well as 
worldwide-recognized “best practice”.

First, they marked the implementation of a long-term and coherent process 
of revitalization and regeneration of one of the most derelict neighbourhoods in 
Cairo, going well beyond architectural heritage conservation and single-monument 

The deteriorated condition of open 
spaces and infrastructure prior to AkTc’s 
intervention.
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restoration for religious or tourism purposes. Following a flexible and incremental 
strategy of implementation, AKTC interventions addressed the larger urban environ-
ment and the historic fabric with the aim of improving the living conditions of inhabit-
ants while recognizing the full cultural and social significance of Cairo’s outstanding 
urban  heritage. As indicated elsewhere in this volume, the interventions started 
in 1996 with the design of al-Azhar Park (opened to the public in 2005),10 a catalyst 
intervention that opened the way to the restoration of the Fatimid Wall (completed in 
2003),11 and eventually to the rehabilitation of the neighbourhood of al-Darb al-Ahmar 
within the Walls, based on the extensive and detailed baseline surveys carried out 
since 2003.12

Second, the rehabilitation strategy for al-Darb al-Ahmar reflected an integrated 
approach, combining several programmes of intervention targeting crucial aspects 
simultaneously. It supported a comprehensive view of urban conservation to be 
intended as a process for preserving cultural heritage, while improving the socio- 
economic and environmental conditions of the Historic City, not simply as a col- 
lection of single-monument restorations. Thus, the AKTC strategy comprised the 
 following components:
 ‣ a series of socio-economic initiatives concerning community involvement,  vo- 

cational training and capacity building, access to micro-credits, and so on. These 
were aimed at alleviating poverty and creating new job opportunities, particularly 
through reviving and developing traditional skills involved in building activities  
(i.e., carpentry, masonry, metalwork);

 ‣ historic building and monument conservation, following international standards 
and adopting the principle – which was quite new for the Egyptian authorities13 –  
of the “adaptive reuse” for community and/or cultural uses as a keystone in urban 
rehabilitation;

 ‣ a large Housing Rehabilitation Programme (HRP) that mainly addressed “minor”  
vernacular architecture in al-Darb al-Ahmar and was associated to the multiple 
socio-economic initiatives for community development, improving health stand-
ards and including the upgrading and rehabilitation of infrastructure networks  
and public spaces. The HRP was aimed at improving the quality and quantity of 
housing while maintaining its historic architectural features and providing secured 
tenure in the meanwhile. It was implemented with the financial contribution of  
residents and resulted in the rehabilitation and construction of more than a hun-
dred residential buildings, including more than 330 households.

Third, the Programme showed that a comprehensive urban conservation policy 
requires new management and implementation tools. In this view, it promoted 
 ‘Public-Private Partnerships’ to implement the projects, which involved the concerned 
institutional stakeholders, namely SCA and the Governorate, traditionally protective  
of their prerogatives and competence.14

Finally, the Programme managed to apply new and updated concepts in conser-
vation and planning, particularly with regards to the refurbishment of unlisted build-
ings abutting or adjacent to the medieval walls and the monuments that SCA planned 
to demolish following a nineteenth-century vision. It also managed to remove some 
1970s planning provisions and the “after-earthquake” decrees of the 1990s, which 
would have resulted in further damage to the urban fabric. The interventions on the 
Wall and in the Darb al-Ahmar neighbourhood went in an opposite direction, combin-
ing the restoration of the monuments with the rehabilitation of their historic urban 
context. Not only were physical interventions linked to socio-economic initiatives, 

A historic apartment building restored as part 
of AkTc’s housing rehabilitation programme.
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but a comprehensive Action Plan for the Safeguarding and Regeneration of al-Darb 
 al-Ahmar (a component of AKTC’s ADAA Revitalization Project) was also elaborated 
with the provision of protection and intervention measures for each building, based 
on the analysis of the architectural typologies and layouts.

Even if the urban conservation approach is not yet fully internalized and accepted 
by all the concerned Egyptian authorities and the Action Plan has yet to be approved, 
the AKTC programme was successful in drawing attention to the crucial importance 
of housing as an engine for revitalizing and regenerating the most derelict neigh- 
bourhoods of the Historic City. It demonstrated that residents were able to  contribute 
financially to the rehabilitation of their buildings, which was not the case in other  
similar projects, testing mechanisms that can be replicated, with some adaptation,  
to provide solutions for low-income residents of houses suffering from deteriorated 
living conditions and endangered by official demolition plans.

Developed for the first time, it was an approach not solely tourism-oriented to 
architectural and urban heritage but focused on the needs of the resident population.  
It demonstrated that monuments could be used for social functions, without threat-
ening or damaging their historic integrity, as exemplified by a health centre located in 
a restored (and partially reconstructed) Ottoman building on Bab al-Wazir Street.

2000 m

1 A
1 A Sensitive
1 B
2 A
2 A Sensitive
2 B
Cemeteries – residential
Cemeteries
Parks and landscape areas
Archaeological area

map of the “conservation zoning”.
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Undoubtedly, AKTC’s approach differed from the norm and the established  practice 
of the main stakeholders, particularly SCA. Most probably, it was successful to a large 
extent thanks to the resources engaged in the process and the credibility obtained 
with the creation of the very popular al-Azhar Park. If these conditions cannot be 
easily replicated, nevertheless these achievements remain and confirm the AKTC 
programme as a key reference in urban conservation for Historic Cairo and its man-
agement as a World Heritage Site.

400 m

Rehabilitation and re-connection  
of main historic streets
Rehabilitation and re-connection  
of 19th-century axis
Rehabilitation of the public spaces  
facing the main monuments
Enhancement of visual relations  
Historic City – Citadel

Functional and spatial integration  
of the Citadel
Rehabilitation and adaptive reuse  
of the lower Citadel
Rehabilitation of the dilapidated  
residential historic fabric
Urban regeneration of the decayed  
transitional urban fabric

Monument
Areas covered by conservation planning 
studies
Action Project Study Area
Reorganization of vehicular traffic

proposed Action project study Area: issues  
to be addressed and planning objectives.
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The Unesco projecT for The UrBAn regenerATion of  
hisToric cAiro (Urhc): A regUlATorY And mAnAgemenT frAmeWork  
for conservATion15

In 2009, Egyptian authorities and the World Heritage Committee agreed to develop 
joint activities aimed at protecting and revitalizing the urban heritage of Historic Cairo,  
in the framework of a larger UNESCO programme of Technical Assistance to the 
 Egyptian government programme “Safeguarding of Cultural World Heritage in Egypt”.16

The project was carried out between 2010 and 2014 with the primary goal of 
assisting Egyptian authorities in the fulfilment of reiterated requests from the World 
Heritage Committee:
 ‣ the revision of the boundaries of Historic Cairo World Heritage Site proposed  

by SCA in 2007, with the “Statement of Outstanding Universal value”;
 ‣ the establishment of general protection measures for the World Heritage Site;
 ‣ the preparation of a Conservation Plan;
 ‣ the establishment of a Management Plan or a Management System.

Other important project tasks were also identified, namely:
 ‣ the systematic consultation of all the concerned institutions;
 ‣ the creation of a shared information system for all the relevant institutional 

stakeholders;
 ‣ the development of awareness-raising initiatives.

Through these activities, the project intended to put in place the basic regulatory 
and management tools for the conservation of the World Heritage Site, based on an 
updated approach, taking as a reference the previous best practices in Cairo, such 
as the AKTC programme, but also the issues raised by the ongoing debate developed 
by UNESCO for the preparation of the recommendation on the “Protection of Historic 
Urban Landscape” (HUL),17 of which the project was intended as an early application.

The key issue was not only the protection of architectural heritage but also the 
regeneration of a vital, though heavily dilapidated, urban fabric, with a very rooted 
population and a rich pattern of activities – an “intangible” heritage to be preserved 
and enhanced. This vision, which was only partially shared by several concerned 
administrations, emphasized the need to respect the different layers of the historic 
urban fabric up to and including modern times (i.e., not only the registered buildings), 
while considering conservation as a tool of a wider urban policy targeting social in- 
clusion and the improvement of socio-economic, environmental and living conditions.

On this basis, the project developed in different directions, heavily conditioned by 
the difficult situation created by the events of January 2011 and by the volatile institu-
tional relationships that followed, which kept the project from achieving all expected 
results.18 However, three lines of work can be highlighted for their possible future 
impact on the urban conservation of a World Heritage Site.

The revision of The soUv, The delimiTATion of The World heriTAge siTe 
And The generAl proTecTion meAsUres
The first concerns the delimitation of the World Heritage Site and the revision of the 
“Statement of Outstanding Universal value” (SOUv). Instead of considering only the 
spatial concentration of monuments and listed buildings, the new boundaries were 
outlined taking into consideration the morphology of the city before the moderniza-
tion of the nineteenth century and its evolution between the Muqattam and the Nile,19 
with reference to the following elements:
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Above and opposite page, abandoned vehicles 
on roofs in the vicinity of the citadel.

 ‣ the persistence of the pre-nineteenth-century urban layout and the street pattern;
 ‣ the persistence of “focal points” structuring the urban fabric (mosques, fortifica-

tions, administrative buildings, palaces, etc.) from different periods;
 ‣ the transformations and expansions of the “pre-modern” fabric, such as new roads 

connecting the ancient and new “focal points” or the developments after the 
hydraulic works to regulate the Nile and its canals.

Similar to NOUH, the new perimeter of the World Heritage “core area” encompasses 
the whole and not only a part of the pre-nineteenth-century forma urbis, including all 
the urban zones mentioned in the nomination20 as well as the “modern” interventions, 
to reflect the historic layering and the fundamental linkages to the Muqattam and 
the Nile, in accordance with the HUL recommendation. The World Heritage Site also 
includes the areas surrounding the Citadel and al-Azhar Park, which are considered to 
be complementary to the urban fabric of Historic Cairo.

The buffer zone was outlined to integrate the adjacent “areas of particular value” 
already identified by NOUH adjacent to the site, on the eastern bank of the Nile, to be 
protected as “national heritage”.21

The following step was the elaboration of general protection measures to stop 
indiscriminate demolition and renovation, along with further dilapidation and environ-
mental degradation of the urban fabric. These needed to be diversified and graded 
to match the very different urban layouts, architectural characteristics and physical 
conditions within the site.

To this purpose a visual but extensive field survey by blocks was launched cover-
ing the “core area” in order to rapidly evaluate the level of “heritage interest” of the 
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urban fabric according to a series of physical parameters (architectural merit, land 
sub division, presence of historic street fronts, continuity and compactness of the his-
toric fabric) but also considering the presence of activities and uses expressing local 
culture and traditions.22 In parallel and subsequently, more in-depth surreys and ana-
lyses were carried out on some issues that appeared to be particularly relevant, that 
is, the socio-economic profile of World Heritage Site housing conditions, environ-
mental risks, waste-disposal management, abandoned areas and buildings in ruins,23 
the oriented activities24 and others.25

These surveys and studies showed that a process of physical decay and dilapida-
tion of the historic urban fabric was taking place, with widespread demolition and 
intrusive reconstruction due to planning provisions, which lacked protective meas-
ures apart from those created for listed buildings and monuments. The process has 
accelerated since January 2011, with a total absence of any control on building activ-
ities and the spread of illegal high-rise structures up to ten to twelve floors, especially 
in vacant lots in al-Darb al-Ahmar and the northern cemeteries.

The Outstanding Universal value that justified the city’s inscription on the World 
Heritage List was definitely at risk and irreversibly lost in many parts of Historic  
Cairo. Most of its architectural and urban attributes, including many “monuments” 
and large parts of the historic fabric, were in a very bad state of conservation or even 
 abandoned, while urban liveability and environmental conditions are increasingly 
deteriorating, in spite of widespread socio-economic vitality.

To stop the process and respond to the decisions of the World Heritage Com-
mittee, a “conservation zoning” was proposed in March 2012, with a set of basic and 
graded protection measures to avoid further street widenings and demolitions, while 
regulating building heights, land subdivision and, for the first time, land use. The zon-
ing and the related regulations have been harmonized with those proposed by NOUH  
for the “areas of particular value” of Historic Cairo and were accepted informally by 
the  Governorate, but not by SCA.26 

ToWArds The mAnAgemenT plAn: A Unesco-Urhc AcTion projecT for The 
sTrATegic AreA of The ciTAdel And sUrroUnding neighBoUrhoods
As happened in the case of the AKTC programme, though in a different institutional 
context, it soon became evident that a system of management was needed for the 
planning of the conservation and regeneration of Historic Cairo, by not only SCA and  
the Ministry of Antiquities but also the Governorate and a number of ministries 
 (Culture, Planning, Awaqf). Despite the signature of several protocols of collaboration 
with the concerned administrations, operational management of the World  Heritage 
Site was never set up and the real preparation of the Management Plan was not 
initiated.

To prefigure a possible strategy of interventions to be developed by a hypothetic- 
al Management Plan and to bring forth some priorities of interventions, an Action 
Project has been proposed,27 which strengthens the case for the conservation of the 
Historic City through a “rehabilitation” and “regeneration” approach, representing  
at the same time a step towards the development of a Conservation Plan for the World 
Heritage Site.

The Study Area for the UNESCO-URHC Action Project has been identified based 
on the following considerations:
 ‣ the presence of the Citadel – an outstanding heritage feature and a largely under-

utilized urban asset completely separated from the historic fabric, but a potential 
“hinge” between Historic Cairo and the metropolitan area;
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 ‣ the presence of important “anchor” monuments – notably the mosque of Ibn Tulun, 
as well as the Citadel – and some of the major historic “spines” with high  heritage 
value, even though they are heavily dilapidated in many parts and in need of 
revitalization;

 ‣ the presence of large derelict historic residential areas with high potential and 
opportunities for regeneration programmes;

 ‣ the presence of economic activities (namely markets, and some scattered tourist 
attractions) of interest for the larger urban area.

The area has occasionally been touched by rehabilitation projects (i.e., Dar Labanah) 
that indicate a possible interest for developing tourism activities but also the need to 
control pressures leading to uncontrolled transformations of the urban fabric and its 
delicate socio-economic balance. Moreover, the Action Project offers the opportunity 
to liaise with previous studies conducted in adjacent areas, such as some projects in 
the Sayeda Zeinab district and most of all the above-mentioned AKTC regeneration 
strategy for al-Darb al-Ahmar. 

The Action Project intended to address some of the major issues affecting the state 
of conservation of the property and its Outstanding Universal value, in particular:
 ‣ the presence of large derelict and dilapidated areas and a relevant unutilized build-

ing stock, which may represent an asset for the development of housing rehabilita-
tion policies, as well as for the provision of services and facilities for the resident 
population;

 ‣ the worsening of the environmental situation, also due to the heavy impact of 
vehicular circulation and the lack of management of waste disposal.

To this purpose, the UNESCO-URHC Action Project developed a series of studies and 
demonstrative intervention projects concerning:
 ‣ the revision of the criteria of conservation to be adopted for the registered  

buildings that should be made available for use by the local community, reinfor   - 
cing the system of public facilities and economic activities. In particular, proposals 
were developed for the adaptive reuse of the lower part of the Citadel, a large  
complex of buildings in a state of abandonment and an advanced state of dilapi- 
dation, set in a strategic position at the very heart of the World Heritage Site; 

 ‣ the safeguarding and rehabilitation of the residential fabric of some “priority areas” 
along the historic spines leading to Bab Azab – the lower gate of the  Citadel closed 
for decades. Comprehensive urban conservation plans were drafted based on 
detailed surveys with a methodological and technical approach similar to AKTC’s 
Action Plan for al-Darb al-Ahmar; 

 ‣ the rationalization and enhancement of the pattern of economic activities, par- 
ticularly handicrafts, diffused in the residential neighbourhoods, as well as the 
rehabilitation of a large market area along the walls of the Citadel that represents 
 a critical environmental and social issue affecting the liveability of the adjacent 
areas. 

Moreover, the UNESCO-URHC Action Project was considered as an opportunity to set  
up tools and procedures to be used for the implementation of the hypothetical 
 Management Plan and the eventual development of a Conservation Plan. These not-
ably concerned:
 ‣ the creation of a shared and comprehensive information system for urban rehabi li - 

tation and conservation through the implementation of field surveys and data  

restored housing units in al-darb al-Ahmar.
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collections, to provide the necessary solid background for decision-making.28  
The system should address the whole urban fabric in different levels of detail, not 
only listed buildings, and concerns all the relevant factors affecting the urban 
 fabric, including the so-called “violations”;

 ‣ the promotion of an effective collaboration among the different administrations 
and institutional stakeholders which are concerned with the management of the 
World Heritage property;

 ‣ the promotion of initiatives of awareness raising and participation to involve the 
local residents of concerned neighbourhoods, but also residents of the city at large, 
in the URHC Project’s implementation. This included the preparation of a “visitor 
map”, the creating of a website, and the involvement of the local population in the 
field survey.

Finally, building upon the experiences carried out in the framework of the Action 
 Project, new urban design and conservation-planning studies were suggested with 
the following characteristics:
 ‣ to be based on the extension of the information platform and inventory created for 

the “priority areas”, in order to provide detailed plot-by-plot and open space regula-
tions for the urban fabric;

 ‣ address vacant lands and “frozen assets” as a priority, and define criteria for 
 adaptive reuse;

 ‣ to be integrated with architectural guidelines for conservation/transformation  
interventions (material, building technics, design criteria).

A series of planning areas were proposed within the World Heritage Sites (Bulaq, 
 Fustat and the cemeteries) and on their edges to make the connection with down-
town, the Nile and the Muqattam. In order to carry out these tasks, the creation  
of a technical body for Historic Cairo World Heritage was proposed. This was meant 

An abandoned plot full of debris and solid 
waste in al-darb al-Ahmar.
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to gather staff from the different administrations following a limited but fruitful 
experience carried out within the framework of the UNESCO-URHC Action Project in 
effecting surveys and projects for the rehabilitation of the priority areas. This body 
was to be created within the framework of the Governorate but after the end of the 
URHC Project this proposal has apparently been abandoned.

conclUsion
A short summary of the conservation practices after the inscription of the Historic 
City of Cairo in the World Heritage List shows how a narrow notion of heritage 
and a limited view of the scope of urban conservation have accelerated the socio- 
economic decline and the physical dilapidation generated by an uncontrolled pro-
cess of urbanization and environmental changes. It is clear that World Heritage status 
did not contribute to the preservation of the Historic City from amputations and 
irreversible losses, due to the lack of coordinated actions from the institutional stake-
holders and ambiguous relationships between Egyptian authorities and UNESCO. In 
the end, only the new perimeter of the World Heritage Site and the related “Statement 
of Outstanding Universal value” were approved by the Egyptian government, without 
the complementary measures of protection.

So far, corporate and private interests have superseded international agree-
ments, while obsolete conservation methodologies have prevented the application 

Unauthorized post-2011 building in al-darb 
al-Ahmar spoils the urban skyline.
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of international charters and standards unless the economic suitability of the  project 
was demonstrated, as in the case of al-Azhar Park. Today, urban conservation is 
 simply meant as a collection of tourism-oriented building interventions with the main 
goal of attracting funds, while conservation planning is not understood by most of 
the stakeholders and remains unapplied, as the experience of NOUH shows.

The partially successful experience of al-Darb al-Ahmar and the few results of the 
URHC demonstrate the importance of international organizations and sufficient finan-
cial resources in creating the proper conditions for partnership and coordination with 
the different institutional stakeholders to implement conservation strategies, which 
otherwise seem technically too complex and financially unsustainable.
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