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The New Settlements programme is one of 
the key actions recommended to move 
urbanisation from agricultural areas to the 
desert, and to promote a new housing poli
cy especially for low-to medium-income 
population. 

The G.C.R. Master Plan has proposed a 
land allocation scheme until the year 2000 
which, on the basis of present trends, pro
vides reasonable targets. Out of a total in
crement of 7.4 m inhabitants to be inte
grated in urban areas of the G.C.R be
tween 1982 and the year 2000, 4.4 m will be 
located in desert areas distributed into the 
following categories of settlements: new 
towns, 900,000; New Settlements, 1.9 m; 
and vacant land developed by the existing 
development and housing companies, 1.6 
m. 

About 70 per cent of the projected 1.6 m 
inhabitants in the latter category of settle
ments, that is 1.1 m people, are anticipated 
to have low-to medium-income house
holds. These people belong to the same 
economic strata as the 1.9 m whose needs 
are considered in the New Settlements 
Study. 

New urban expansion on agricultural land. 
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New Settlements and New Towns 

The absorption capacity of new towns esti
mated until the year 2000 will not permit 
the integration of all the new residents who 
should be established in desert areas. To 
satisfy the requirements of this population 
it is necessary to create a new urban form 
based on standards and concepts that differ 
from those of new towns. The concept of 
New Settlements is based on self-help 
schemes whereby approximately two mil
lion people will be helped to create towns 
in the desert mostly by their own means. 
The primary aim is to encourage people to 
build for themselves freely and legally. 

Basic Planning Concepts 

The basic planning concepts are to maxi
mise the advantages offered by both new 
town organisation and existing urbanisa
tion dynamics in the Greater Cairo 
agglomeration. This means that the new 
urban entities proposed and called New 

Settlements will be self-sufficient com
munities like the new towns, but located on 
the edge of the Greater Cairo agglomera
tion in order to easily transplant existing 
development dynamics occurring in the 
agglomeration. 

New Settlements are similar to new towns 
in that they 
• all will have their own employment base 

in order to limit needs for commuting 
outside the community; 

• will integrate the various social groups 
which rely on each other for employ
ment, and thereby offer neighbourhoods 
with varying standards; and 

• will have a similar level of failures. 

They will differ from new towns in that 
they 
• will rely essentially upon private invest

ment for their development and 
• will, therefore, have to be close to ex-

isting residential and employment areas. 

New Settlements are therefore compatible 
with the existing new town programmes 
because they 
• will not compete for public resources 

with existing new towns, and 
• in the case of three Satellite Cities (the 

6th of October City, the 15th of May and 
Al-Obour) will increase the population 
volume served by these satellite cities, 
thereby improving the rate of return of 
investment in public facilities in the 
latter. 

Before proceeding with a more detailed 
description of the New Settlements, it must 
be pointed out that both concepts, that of 
new towns and New Settlements, are in no 
way opposed: the first is modern and in
spired by European models; the second is 
more traditional, and pertains to the Third 
world. 

In this context, let us consider the follow
ing question: Who, today in France, is 
aware that a major portion of the Paris 
agglomeration took shape exactly in the 
same circumstances as the spontaneous 
housing areas rising nowadays around 
Cairo? In the face of an urban growth com
parable to that of today's Cairo, thousands 



of small private settlers, self-appointed 
builders, have built from day to day up to 
the 1920s, a housing infrastructure which 
now constitutes a considerably large urban 
heritage. Suburbs, and also "intra-muros" 
Paris arrondissements, have since been 
progressively equipped with electric pow
er, water, sewers, and public facilities and 
at substantial costs at that. 

But in Cairo the almost total absence of 
any structural planning of such spon
taneous development is still being paid for 
at a high cost. Primary road infrastructures 
are still dramatically missing, and above 
all, reserve funds for public facilities are 
hard to find. 

The organisation of spontaneity in the 
Cairo of the future is not merely an urban
ist's utopia. It is a vital requirement, as 
demanding and easy as the desert is hostile 
and yet free of heavy estate constraints. 

New Towns and New Settlements will, 
therefore, be complimentary. Urbanisa
tion requiring high preliminary invest
ments will be associated with an urbanisa
tion at deferred costs. The New Settle
ments will have as many chances of starting 
off and developing as the new towns gain in 
vitality, and vice-versa. 

The Challenge 

Each day 4 feddans (1.6 ha) of prime agri
cultural land of the GeR. are being de
stroyed by urban expansion. In fact, in the 
1977-82 period, the expansion of the built
area including villages around the Greater 
Cairo agglomeration, consumes 600 ha of 
agricultural land each year. Out of this 
total, 80 ha were used by factories, work
shops and storage. 

The challenge in the near future is to re
duce this unacceptable consumption of 
agricultural land to an insignificant amount 
within the next 10 years. It is necessary to 
increase the present rate of land develop
ment in the desert by about 500 ha annual
ly; this is one fifth of the total area of a city 
such as the 6th of October City and would 
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Public housing, Helwan. 
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mean doubling or even tripling present 
government effort in new towns. However, 
this is beyond the reach of current develop
ment procedures and, consequently, a new 
approach must be devised. 

In case of failure, 15,000 feddans (6,000 
ha) of agricultural land will be lost by the 
year 2000, and there will be an agglomera
tion of 15 million inhabitants instead of 13 
million with urban sprawl continuing into 
the delta, causing insurmountable prob
lems of sanitary drainage in flat areas and 
health hazards, rendering long-term solu
tions impossible. 

But Egypt is now in a comparatively good 
situation to win this battle because of: 
• public ownership of the desert land, 

which means that there is no problem of 
land acquisition; 

• untapped financial resources in the pri
vate sector. Financial resources exist 
with low-and medium-income house
holds for investment in housing as the 
present construction boom indicates. 
Government action is therefore mostly 
needed to channel these resources in a 
different way and to provide temporary 
rolling funds. This independence from 
budgetary constraints will be the main 
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opportunity for success. 
• Scope for savings can be achieved by 

changing some of the existing planning 
practices (by reducing high standards, 
plot size) in order to attract low-medium 
income housing demand to desert prog
rammes. 

Existing Trends 

Recent residential community projects in 
the desert have not been able to provide a 
complete alternative to urban growth in 
agricultural land for at least four reasons: 
• excess supply of high standard plots 

which are not within the financial means 
of at least three-quarts of the population; 

• unadapted marketing and development 
control procedures which lead to land 
retention for speculative purposes; 

• development of infrastructure in anti
cipation of demand which places a heavy 
financial burden on the government; 

• "concession" planning in the Greater 
Cairo agglomeration, often with a lack of 
functional consistency between conces
sions; this creates a wastage of infrastruc
ture and public facilities and an imba
lance between employment and residen
tial areas. 

If the quasi-totality of urbanisation in the 
desert is done under the control of the 
public sector (development companies, 
new towns, communities, etc.), we must 
also take into consideration a significant 
new trend of unplanned, spontaneous 
urbanisation in the desert, for example, a 
120-hectare neighbourhood to the east of 
Nasr City. 

As for unserviced agricultural land, it is 
purchased at prices ranging from £E 40 to 
more than £E 100 per sq. m., generally by 
low-to medium-income households. Iilegal 
apartment buildings of fairly good quality 
are built on such land by small-scale con
tractors or owner-contractors. The total 
represents a significant investment which is 
supplied wholly by private households 
without any government support. It can be 
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concluded therefore that financial re
sources exist within low-and medium
income households for investment in 
housing. 

The foregoing indicate that the remedies 
for altering present trends are to: 

1) Offer urban land in the desert for pri
vate development adapted to the financial 
means of low-and mediun-income popula
tions. 

2) Stage infrastructural development in 
order to match public investment in infras
tructure with private investment in 
building. 

3) Improve marketing and development 
control procedures in order to reach the 
target popUlations and prevent land specu
lation. 

4) Limit government action to the supply 
of rolling funds for project start-up. 

S) Improve planning around the Greater 
Cairo agglomeration in order to create 
coherent urban entities providing a normal 
city life to their residents in the place of 
monotonous suburbs: this means estab
lishing a balance between the various 
socio-economic groups and employment 
and residence locations; organising urba
nisation around development poles such as 
services and activity centres and, finally, 
providing for flexibility in design to allow 
for future adjustments required by changes 
in technology, social structures and econom
ic resources. 

Population Targets 

New Settlements will have an initial target 
population of about 200,000 to 300,000 in
habitants. 

Two main population categories can be 
identified: low-to medium-income house
holds (70 per cent of the total), and 
medium-to high-income households (30 
per cent of the total). These ratios may 
vary according to the location of each New 
Settlement. Corrections shoould be intro
duced at a later stage after having observed 

the marketing of the first New Settlements. 

The first category constitutes the develop
ers and residents of what has been called 
"informal housing" in agricultural areas. 
This category of households presently has a 
very low motorisation rate which permits 
the development of very dense subdivi
sions. Its opportunities are composed of 
significant financial liquidities and fairly 
well-adapted construction technologies. Its 
constraints are the inability to plan com
munities correctly and to provide public 
utilities and services; no support could be 
provided by the administration in charge of 
planning as informal housing is illegal on at 
least two counts: use of agricultural land, 
and excessive plot coverage. 

The second category has excess financial 
liquidities and is interested in investment in 
real estate for immediate profit or as secu
rity. This group is the customer of the ex
isting housing and development com
panies, of housing co-operatives and of 
new towns. 

Standards 

The definition of physical standards con
stitutes the cornerstone of the New Settle
ment projects as these projects must be 
totally supported by existing natural eco
nomic forces. 

For low-to medium-income category, 
physical standards should be such as to 
offer plots in the 80 to 250 sq. m. range 
which permit building designs correspond
ing to marketable flats. Prices should com
pare with land prices presently being paid 
in the agricultural fringe. Local streets 
should be narrow to provide for passive 
heat protection and to take into account 
the low motorisation rate (3.60 m to 6.00 
m). Net residential densities will be re
latively high in order to save on utility net
works. 

Conversely, low-to medium-income neigh
bourhoods offer numerous spaces for play
grounds and social facilities. The impact of 
such spaces on total development costs 



would be minimal since their existence 
would mainly affect the length of primary 
utility and road networks. As a result, 
gross densities would be reasonable and 
clearly below those observed presently in 
"informal housing areas". 

For medium-to high-income category stan
dards should be similar to those observed 
in the existing housing and development 
companies. Plot sizes would range between 
400 and 1,000 sq. m. 

Vehicle ownership would vary from be
tween 25 cars per 1,000 inhabitants in the 
case of low-to medium-income households to 
300 cars per 1,000 in the case of medium-to 
high-income households, the average being 
80 cars per 1,000 planned for the G.c.R. by 
the year 2000. 

Development Strategy 

Development strategy should be based on 
these four principles: progressive servicing; 
appropriation of the economic surplus by 
the public developer for cross
subsidisation; flexibility of the urban fab
ric; and rapid development of serviced 
areas. 

Progressive Servicing: Utilities and public 
facilities should be made available only 
when they are actually needed. This 
assumes that investment in utilities and 
public facilities can be classified into three 
categories: 

• Anticipated Investment: This corres
ponds to facilities such as primary road 
networks and water supply which are in
dispensable in order to initiate the urba
nisation process. One should aim at sell
ing land before having i~curred all infra
structural costs. This will permit the 
creation of rolling funds to service 
communities which are already in later 
development stages and, as a result, will 
avoid drawing on government finances. 

• Concurrent Investment: This corres
ponds to facilities which should be ex
ecuted at the same time as building con
struction (secondary utility networks, 
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primary schools, etc.). 
• Delayed Investment: This relates to 

works which could be executed progres
sively after complete urbanisation, 
according to the financial capabilities of 
the public authorities, in order to pro
vide for upper-level services and to cor
rect deficiencies. 

Appropriation of the Economic Surplus by 
the Public Developer: Present practices of 
development and housing companies con
sist in selling serviced land at cost, plus an 
operation profit. Large tracts of land have 
thus been transferred to private ownership 
and the initial developer has now lost all 
control over their use. Plots can then be 
resold at market value which may be sever
al times the initial sales price. All the profit 
which arises from the sale of the economic 
surplus created by community develop
ment remains in private hands. 

Furthermore, land owners develop their 
land with building densities which do not 
correspond to the capacity of utility net
works and community facilities. This situa
tion creates two main detrimental effects: 
• the developer is left without financial 

resources to upgrade utility networks 
and has to request funds from the nation
al budget, an effect which is worsened by 
high rates of inflation; 

• it fuels speculative demand for land and 
delays actual development. 

In order to remedy this situation it is prop
osed that the public developer: 
• Keep a stock of strategically located 

plots which will be auctioned at market 
price a few years later when their econom
ic value has grown. The profit made on 
the sales will allow for cross-subsidisation 
of public housing programmes and for 
the improvement of community infra
structure and facilities. 

• Re-acquire undeveloped plots after a set 
period (2 years, for example). However, 
as such regulations have been ineffective 
in the past, it is recommended either that 
the remittance of the ownership title be 
postponed until sufficient development 
has occurred, or that the land be leased 
instead of sold. 
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• If the first solution is incompatible with 
the Egyptian Constitution, the second 
solution should be investigated. It is 
based on the fact that desert land belongs 
to the state and should not be totally 
alienated by a sale. This land should then 
be leased to the builders on a long-term 
basis (50 to 99 years) . 

• Only the rights to utility connections and 
public facilities would be sold. If de
velopment does not occur during the 
contractual period, the lease would be 
lost and the rights would be re-purchased 
by the public developer. 

Flexibility of the Urban Fabric: Changes in 
the urban fabric owing to economic or 
technological forces is what has provided 
the originality and special character of old 
cities. It is well-known that even in the 
most rigidly planned communities some 
densification processes may occur in some 
favourable areas. In order to adjust to 
these changes, land reserves should be 
established from the beginning. These land 
reserves would then be used for the addi
tion of new facilities necessary to accom
pany the changes in urban fabric. If after 
stabilisation of the development process 
such land reserves have not been used, 
they could be sold, thus creating a resource 
for the community. 

Follow-up Study 

The follow-up study of the G C.R. Master 
Plan conducted during the last year, 
addressed chiefly the following questions: 

1) Which are the most adequate sites for 
constructing the 10 New Settlements pro
vided for in the Master Plan? 

2) Which new urban form should be cre
ated in order to deal with the new idea of 
developing the desert? 

The latter question leads to another one: 
Are there any existing urban forms in 
Cairo liable to be used as models for repro
duction, and can they be improved upon? 

To try to answer that question, typomor
phological analysis of some twenty urban 
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fabrics were carried out within the G C.R 
One case in point is that of Bulaq al
Dukrur. Bulaq is a recently developed dis
trict west of Cairo, and it is a perfect exam
ple of spontaneous urbanisation on agri
cultural land, where various private oper
ators have produced, entirely on their own, 
what must be considered as a city The 
agricultural canals have become urbanised 
and have been filled in to form rather wide 
streets which constitute the sole primary, 
yet totally insufficient, road networks. 
Population densities are extremely high, 
sometimes reaching up to 2,500 inhabitants 
per hectare. 

As compared to Heliopolis, a district - or 
rather a new town - built upon western 
models on desert land at the beginning of 
the century, Bulaq appears to have widely 
different characteristics. Public spaces 
(streets and squares) in Bulaq account for 
less than 30 per cent of the total area, 
whereas in Heliopolis the ratio reaches 60 
per cent. The primary road network consti
tutes only 18 per cent of public grounds in 
Bulaq against 56 per cent in Heliopolis. 
Conversely, the tertiary road network 
(streets from 3 to 6m in width) covers 87 
per cent of Bulaq's public space and only 
18 per cent of those in Heliopolis. 

The right solution for New Settlements 
obviously lies somewhere between these 
two extremes: in terms of roadway hierar
chy, the New Settlements definitely need 
the fine avenues of Heliopolis, as well as 
the fresh, shady streets of the old cities. In 
fact, the successful creation of New Settle
ments implies that the contradiction be
tween traditional and modern urban net
works has to be overcome, especially in the 
light of the fact that the project calls for the 
urbanisation of 10,000 hectares of un ex
ploited land within 15 years, a surface ten 
times larger than Cairo at the beginning of 
the last century. 

In drafting the new plot lay-out, it is essen
tial to keep in mind that it will prevail for 
centuries. That is the genetic code of the 
New Settlement, and the old town con
firms the fact: houses are erected; they 
crumble; they rise again; but the old con-
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figuration remains the same; it is the most 
reliable account of Cairo's history. It is 
thus necessary to seriously consider today's 
requirements as well as the possible muta
tions of the future. 

It was then thought advisable to use the 
existing frameworks in the lower-income 
districts, simply because they correspond 
to an existing demand. But it was also ne
cessary to improve the arrangement of the 
plots among each other, to render the city 
more livable today and to enable it to com
ply with the mutations of the future. 

In the traditional fabric today, plots are 
almost entirely built upon, leaving only a 
small airshaft a few square metres wide, to 
let in some meager light. Dwellings are 
therefore badly lit and poorly ventilated, 
especially when the building is for 6 storeys 
high. Furthermore, several surveys have 
demonstrated that common public space, 
limited to narrow streets from 3 to 6m 
wide, do not provide for the convenient 
undertaking of normal everyday activities. 
How can there be any conciliation between 
children's street-games or commercial and 
artisanal activities, and all types of city 
traffic? 

That is why it was recommended that the 
plots be organised simultaneously on nar
row streets and interior courtyards. Such 
basic arrangement, which can take on 
many possible forms, allows for 
• the hierarchical organisation of public 

and private space; 
• the enticement to create trade and arti

sanal activities inside courtyards; 
• the lighting of dwellings, not only on the 

streets but in the yards, and the imple
mentation of transversal ventilation; and 

• the inevitable transformation of the 
urban environment. 

For instance, with the increasing rate of 
motorisation, cars can be parked in court
yards. With buildings 8 storeys high, dwell
ings will always open up onto sufficient 
interior space. 

In short, to reconcile traditional urban 
space with certain requirements of the 
modern world, the creation of an open 

space in the heart of each neighbourhood is 
required. If this were not implemented, 
then the activities would take place entirely 
in the street, which would have to be with
drawn from 4 to 12 metres, and the result 
would be a reproduction of a European 
urban network. 

The neighbourhood drawn as an example, 
with 15,000 inhabitants on 20 hectares, con
sists of 40 per cent of public space and 60 
per cent of built area, this being compara
ble to Bulaq. The new towns of Nasr City 
and HeIiopolis have exactly the reverse 
proportions. 

If the spatial configuration of the sample 
district in a New Settlement is substantially 
different from that of a new town, the pro
visions made for community needs are 
similar with one hectare each, a mosque, a 
service centre and a public garden. In addi
tion to specific activity plots, other plots 
could include, at ground level, commercial 
and artisanal premises. 

It is possible to envision New Settlements 
evolving into cities from being merely 
neighbourhoods. Each will be a compact 
town, close to the image of the medinas, 
with large facilities located on the outskirts 
to reduce the network costs, but they are 
never further than 800 metres from the 
centre. 

The town centre can generate a modern 
centrality combined with a more tradition
alone resembling a suq These cities will 
be close to Cairo, and well connected with 
it, but will be surrounded by wooded areas, 
which will protect them from desert winds 
and provide recreational areas. Such 
"green belts" would be irrigated with wa
ter from the downstream treatment sta
tion, to be recovered by upstream pumping 
systems and distributed through tradi
tional canal networks. 

On the whole, a truly urban oasis can be 
envisaged, self-sufficient and yet in full 
symbiosis with the city of Cairo. 


