RECONSTRUCTION OF HAFSIA QUARTER II
Turns, TUNISIA

• The historic cores of the cities of the Muslim world are under assault. These
treasures of architecture and urban heritage are the victims of crumbling infra
structure and real-estate speculation. The middle-class flight from the historic
core, together with their economic activity, was actively destroying its very
fabric. The historic inner cities are increasingly becoming repositories of the
poor in overcrowded and unsanitary conditions.
The Hafsia reconstruction programmes represent exemplary success in re
vitalising the economic base and diversifying the inhabitants of the old medina
of Tunis. Middle-class residents have returned, making the medina once more
the locus of social and economic integration. This project is a unique reversal of
the negative trends seen in urban centres throughout the Muslim world.
Phase I of this project received widespread attention because of its ability to
contain the damage of earlier misguided efforts at large-scale development in
the area, in part by creating the covered souk which organically links the two
parts of the old city, and by inserting housing that sensitively emulates the historic
fabric. The key questions raised then were whether a second phase would ac
complish more than simply developing a few new houses. The response over the
past decade has been spectacular, and thus this second phase is recognised today.
In an amazing amalgam of public and private co-operation, the Municipality
of Tunis, the Association de Sauvegarde de la Médina (ASM) and the Agence
de Réhabilitation et Rénovation Urbaine (ARRU) have succeeded in reducing
the enormous population densities in the old wekalas and helped the displaced
with a sensitive resettlement scheme. Rehabilitation of the structures through
credit schemes has worked extremely well, and removal of the rent-control law
in 1993 effectively lifted the remaining obstacle to commercially financed rehab
ilitation of rental units.
Hafsia II is a financial, economic and institutional success. Cross-subsidies
have made the project financially

viable as a whole, and the rates of return on

investment have been high. All of this has been accompanied by a sensitive
treatment of the urban texture and an integration of the old city with its sur
rounding metropolis. It is a project worthy of study and emulation.

Plan of Hafsia Quarter, showing
phases I and II

• The Hafsia Quarter, located in the
eastern part of the medina or old city
of Tunis, was traditionally theJewish
Quarter. After the establishment of the
French protectorate, wealthy Jewish
families abandoned the medina for the
new 'European' city. The poorest
families who remained were unable to
maintain their homes, and the build
ings fell into such a state of disrepair
that the protectorate declared the area
a health hazard in 1933. Municipal
slum clearance and reconstruction
projects were carried out in the 1930s
and 1940s; the area again began to
grow in importance in the 1950s
because of its proximity to the develop
ing modern quarters of Tunis. Despite
the provision of new housing blocks in
the area, a poor population continued
to settie in the derelict houses of the
Hafsia Quarter, and living conditions
continued to deteriorate.
After Tunisia's independence from
France in 1956, the Municipality of
Tunis devised grandiose projects to up
grade the medina. In 1967, bulldozers
moved into the populous quarter of
Sidi El Bechir and almost incited a
popular uprising. The grandiose projects
were quickly abandoned, and the
Association de Sauvegarde de la Médina
(ASM) was established, with the aim of
studying and rehabilitating the urban
fabric of the old city, and of improving
the living conditions of its inhabitants.
The medina is characterised by a
dense fabric of courtyard houses served
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FROM ABOVE: Street facade; the
new structure respects the urban
fabric of the old medina of Tunis;
narrow streets provide shade for
pedestrians

t" •

1
1-

'

iSr

• .. ^ *

1

concrete members. New buildings are
constructed with reinforced concrete
columns and beams, and with hollowconcrete or cored terracotta brick
walls. The external finish is stucco,
with wide frames of glazed ceramic
tiles around doorways. The technology,
materials and labour force are all local.
Low-technology construction methods
were used throughout the project, and
most of the labour force was unskilled
- only the restoration work required
skilled artisans. The municipality and
utilities companies were responsible for
the infrastructure networks and service
facilities.
Most of the functional requirements
of the Hafsia II project have been
achieved. Phase II also introduced
effective financial arrangements to
achieve social amelioration. Residents
were encouraged to own and rehabili
tate their housing units through
arrangements with the National
Savings Fund for Housing. Vacant plots

FROM ABOVE: Street facade; interior
courtyard of the dispensary; BELOW:
The upper floors of some houses
bridge the alleys

were sold, with the proceeds going to
the housing fund to provide subsidised
loans for the needy. Private ownership
of property in the Hafsia Quarter has
now reached 80 per cent. But the
complete success of the rehabilitation
component had been partly blocked by
rent-control laws which did not allow
for any increase of rent for improved
properties. Thus, a reform of the
legislation between landlords and
tenants was necessary, and was finally
introduced in late 1993.
The reconstruction of Hafsia
Quarter II has succeeded in improving
the local character of the area, both
physically and culturally. The tradi
tional fabric of the old town has been
rehabilitated or recreated, and the
infrastructure upgraded. The area has
seen significant improvements in living
conditions and its enhanced image has
attracted more business. At the same
time, this growth has stretched the
capacity of the quarter, and traffic
congestion is becoming a real problem.
As property values have increased,
developers have bought some of the
residential areas, with the intention of
creating commercial sites. SA-R
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FROM ABOVE: Open urban spaces
provide facilities for commercial
activities: most houses have court
yards or balconies; decorative
elements emphasise the exterior of
houses in the long whitewashed
facades: OPPOSITE, FROM ABOVE:
The infill construction, along with the
rehabilitated structures, integrate well
into the old medina of Tunis; street
facades

