


DAR LAMANE HOUSING 
COMMUNITY 

CASABLANCA, MOROCCO 

Completed June, 1983. 91 

Client: Compagnie Générale Immobilière. 

Architects: Abderrahim Charai and Abdelaziz Lazrak. 

M A S T E R  J U R Y ' S  C I T A T I O N .  At the time of its con

struction Dar Lamane was the largest single public housing 

project ever attempted in Morocco. It represents a successful 

example of housing for low-income families with great cohe

sion and character. The importance of urban public space is 

emphasised as an extension of the living space as well as for in

tensifying community life. Public space has thus been inte

grated within the housing in a harmonious manner which 

respects the cultural needs and aspirations of the population. 

The project deserves praise not only because of its record 

low cost (U.S. $100 per square metre), its extremely short time 

of construction (30 months) and the size of the project (over 

4000 housing units), but because of the authenticity of its 

ideas and the persistence of the designer, the manager and the 

client to work within a well defined cultural framework. 

In many ways the physical organisation of Dar Lamane 

represents an innovative approach to planning. Gateways mark 

the entrances to the shopping streets and link the clusters of 

Left: A massive gateway links the parallel buildings and defines a sense of 

place ivhile lived in space above the street and the minaret in the background 

provide modem echoes of the traditional Medina. 

Overleaf: The pedestrian street running throughout the scheme makes the 

project livable and humane. A wedding procession and daily encounters 

between neighbours make this street a key communiry building element. 

Dar Lamane 
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The project vieivedfrom the central mosque (top) 

shows the buildings raised on an arcaded ground 

floor which provides for shops and shaded meeting 

space (detail above). The community mosque 

(left) is the central organising element of the 

whole project. 



housing; their introduction is a brilliant device to provide a 

sense of territoriality which is fundamental to the success of a 

housing project. Even more important is that the gateway 

embodies many layers of meanings and functions that are 

deeply rooted in the Moroccan culture. The tremendously 

rich mix of public, semi-public and private activities around 

the gateway, and through it, makes a threshold to the cluster, 

a mark of separate territory, a sign for housing and domestic

ity, and a symbol for the quarter. It is more remarkable in that 

the architects chose to form the gateway by bridging between 

residential units on both sides of the street, to symbolise the 

solidarity and the sense of unity generated by the gateway. 

Particular attention has been paid to the problems of safety 

and security especially with respect to children. The overall 

organisation and the design of the housing clusters recalls the 

traditional pattern of the Moroccan town and ensures a rich, 

continuous pedestrian network and a complementarity be

tween formal and informal gardens. 

Another feature of the form of housing in this project is 

the arrangement of two parallel rows of houses forming a 

group of clusters around the centre of the community, and at 

the same time housing enclosures on the periphery; these ar

rangements create at once a sense of introversion from within, 

and a wide and open sense of exposure from the outside. What 

is most significant here is the vital and dynamic pedestrian 

street as a consistent theme throughout the design. 

The scheme presents a great variety of options in the ar

rangement of the housing units to the point where no two unit 

plans are identical. This has been made possible through an 

intelligent combination of design methodology, construction 

materials and techniques. The use of computer technology has 

helped to reduce the overall cost of providing such variety, as 

well as reducing the time of building. 

The developing aesthetic of the project can be observed in 

the vital activity from within, even if the visual aspect which 

is an outcome of the construction process has not yet found its 

definitive expression. It will be the product of the people who 

inhabit it because it has been conceived as an open system. 

This highly lauded project has been a learning experience 

for the client (Compagnie Générale Immobilière) which is 

now applying it to similar projects in Morocco. 

The Dar Lamane Housing project represents, in many 

ways, a unique innovation and an important achievement in 

the area of public housing. It proves that a proper use of local 

human and material resources, combined with the mobilisa

tion of the creative social, cultural and economic resources, 

can provide a workable answer to the challenge of housing 

low-income groups in an urban context. 

O B J E C T I V E .  To p l a n ,  d e v e l o p ,  a n d  c o n s t r u c t  a  r e s i d e n t i a l  

community of over 4000 units with comprehensive facilities 

for low-income families. 

The quality of Dar Lamane's housing contrasts sharply with the very poor 

dwellings surrounding it. 

S I T E .  The housing complex was built on 37 hectares of re

claimed land in the industrial district of Casablanca about six 

kilometres from the city centre. The site was a stone quarry, 

exploited for many years by a national cement company and 

abandoned around 1935. Overflowing water from a spring 

created a huge swamp causing much pollution and illegal 

activities. The site was acquired by the client in 1979, re

claimed, and prepared for construction in 1980. 

ACCESS. The site is accessible from the northwest side by a 

main road which connects the district to Casablanca and to 

the freeway. A loop road gives access to the centre of the com

munity; the loop road is the only vehicular route inside the 

community. A service road encircles the site and is linked to 

the main and access roads. 

L O C A L  A R C H I T E C T U R E .  Industrial buildings and large 

warehouses are common features of the local architecture. 

Surrounding developments include four and five storey public 

housing apartment blocks to the north. They are arranged on 

a gridiron pattern with no amenities, and without any variety 

of expression. To the east, south, and west sides is a huge 

squatter settlement. Most constructions are shacks with dete

riorating public facilities. There are no sewer systems or other 

essential services. 

A R C H I T E C T ' S  B R I E F .  In this project, the problems the 

architect faced included limits of scale, time, and budget. Over 

4000 units were to be designed and constructed in less than 30 

months. The client wanted the new community to relate to 

the surroundings and to the general cultural milieu of Mo

rocco. In addition, the need for providing services and ameni

ties was emphasised. 

The architect saw the problem in its cultural context as a 

problem of defining a "form" for the housing of low-income, 

urban residents who were originally from rural or nomadic 
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A bove left: The geometry of the façade provides a sense of balance while 

colour is provided by the inhabitants. 

Above: Children at play on a makeshift soccer field, which is a paved 

parking lot located between the project and formal athletic facilities. 
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backgrounds. Public housing was restricted in "form" and in

formal housing lacked structure and services. Thus, neither 

option provided insight into this quest for "form". 

Consequently, the planning and design approach was based 

on two observations: First, public space and the grouping of 

housing is more important to low-income groups than the 

design solution for individual units. Second, safety and secu

rity are more important features than possession and territori

ality for newcomers to the city, especially those of rural or 

nomadic origin. These two observations led to the concept of 

Dar Lamane which means "safe or secure home." The archi

tects referred to the concept of the dar, the traditional house 

for one or more families, and then drew a fairly elaborate 

scheme for the community, and for the individual housing. 

DESIGN. The cohesion of urbanism depends on a complete 

hierarchy of public and private space. Thus, according to a 

hierarchy of public spaces and a re-definition of the housing 

form, a scheme was developed. Housing form was redefined so 

that public spaces would be within the domain of housing. 

The form of the housing would respond to the cultural needs 

of the different population groups as well as to the specific 

Aerial view shows that Dar Lamane functions as a distinct community, 

whose scale and pattern is different from the surroundings. 

Cluster plan. 



needs and aspirations of different age and social groups, among 

them children, mothers, the elderly, and so on. 

The organisation resembles traditional Moroccan towns in 

structure but differs in form and expression. This can be illus

trated by examining the organisation of public spaces, housing 

arrangements, and main networks. 

The complex is organised around a large, central square 

that is reached from the main road by an access street. Six 

housing clusters surround this central space on three sides. 

The mosque, markets, and festival hall are along the north

west corner of the square. To the south, a vast sports field 

separates the community and the neighbouring squatter set

tlement. Five main gateways provide access from the central 

space to market streets and to the rest of the community with 

arcaded pavements. 

The housing clusters are an arrangement of rows of at

tached apartment buildings separated by pedestrian streets 

which give access to all buildings. Entrances face each other 

and open staircases act as communal balconies. The apart

ment buildings are organised around service yards. These yards 

are accessible by car and serve shops, bakeries, a hammam, and 

a nursery school. An elementary school occupies the north

west corner of the site at the entrance and secondary schools 

are nearby. Nursery schools are provided in each cluster or 

housing street. 

Housing unit plans are simple and flexible. Most of the 

apartments have three or four rooms and a few have five 

rooms. Many options are available to respond to various needs, 

as well as to respond to different layout arrangements such as 

corner sites, the gateway and the variety of floor levels. About 

90 different apartment types are provided for and each of these 

has five possible arrangements. 

F O R M A L  A S P E C T S .  When constructed, Dar Larmane was 

the largest single public housing project ever attempted in 

Morocco. The significance of this development is not in its 

size but in the model of organisation and form that it demon

strates. Despite its geometric layout, modern building tech

niques, and modern façades, Dar Lamane still echoes some 

aspects of the traditional Moroccan town with its characteris

tic spaces, buildings, and architectural expressions. 

In spite of these echoes, the project is governed by a strict 

formal structure which can be seen as follows. Four storey 

height limits define the character of the buildings with slight 

variations on the roof top and in the profile of the buildings. 

Long walls of housing are formed by the arrangement of the 

apartment buildings in clusters. These create a sense of soli

darity and cohesion. Arcades on the ground level not only 

give shade but a feeling of continuity as well. Units on the 

upper floors project to the outside with one or more rooms 

coordinated through a computerised scheme. This feature of

fers many choices in the apartment plans. Balconies, defined 

by large arched openings in the outside walls, provide an out

door room for upper floor units. A three dimensional frame 

defines the window space. Metalwork, plaster, and overhangs 

are related to the windows. Exposed staircases act as vertical 

alleyways and are open to the pedestrian street. Gateways 

between clusters are made by projecting a room from two units 

on both sides of the street. 

It is open to question whether the formalism of the layout, 

the uniformity of the heights, and the general dimensions of 

the spaces were not excessively constraining. For many visitors 

as well as residents, the overall effect, though formal, espe

cially with its rectangular openings, remains rich with cultural 

references. Gateways to the cluster or to the street are simple, 99 

arched cappings to the tall opening between two buildings. A 

traditional minaret complements the different interpretations 

made throughout the complex. 

M A T E R I A L S  A N D  T E C H N O L O G Y .  The four storey height 

which defines the entire project was achieved using a struc

tural skeleton of reinforced concrete post and beam, and bear

ing walls with brick and concrete block infill. Prefabricated 

elements for walls, beams, stairs, floors and arcades were used 

in combination with conventional cast-in-place construction. 

Below: The space between the buildings is planted and utilised. 

Bottom: Interior spaces have been individualised by the architects using 

computer aided designs. 





Plaster and paint were used for all exteriors. Simple orna

ments, terracotta, and glazed tiles were used economically for 

decorative purposes. 

Planning and design decisions as well as all tasks in the 

project were managed through a decision-making model aided 

by computer. Plans for housing were revised to produce maxi

mum accuracy and efficiency of space, materials, and methods 

of construction. 

Housing unit plans were coordinated through a computer 

aided model in which maximum variation was reached. Among 

the 4022 units in the complex, no two units are identical. 

T E C H N I C A L  A S S E S S M E N T .  The project works well as 

a community. The arrangement of the clusters as well as the 

housing streets respond to cultural patterns. Shops, cafes, 

markets, and other social services are functioning efficiently 

and effectively. 

Conventional as well as traditional technology was used 

for the construction. Sophisticated technology was used in 

planning, organisation, and construction management. 

Dar Lamane has no signs of deterioration except for some 

leakage in the roof tops. Some cleaning problems are apparent 

especially in the central space. However, the community lay

out has helped people take charge of the public land. Pedes

trian streets are well maintained, planted, and guarded. People 

pave the internal streets, organise the open space, and remove 

the accumulated garbage. 

The complex has an impressive composition. The hierar

chy of open spaces creates shaded and sunny spaces. Articu

late massing contrasts with the dull public housing to the 

north of the main road. The whiteness of the wall receives a 

plethora of colours, shapes, and shadows either by design or by 

people's additions. Pedestrian streets are cool and shaded. 

Every unit has at least two orientations making natural venti

lation and lighting quite agreeable. 

C O N C L U S I O N .  The project clearly achieved its objectives 

and thus created a unique "form" for housing the low-income 

people in the city. The notion of Dar Lamane as a safe and 

secure community was realised. In less than 30 months, 4022 

units were completed to provide housing for 25,000 people. 

Construction costs were 15 per cent less than initial estimates. 

All units were sold and inhabited by low-income families; 

workers, craftsmen and lower-level civil servants. 

The diverse cultural origins of the residents are seen espe

cially in their social habits and customs such as privacy, men/ 

women relations, visiting activities, or in events such as wed

dings and religious or social festivals. Such events show how 

the buildings and the arrangement of spaces in Dar Lamane 

work in the cultural context. 

A pre-wedding procession, for instance, takes several days 

in which the family of the bride shows off furniture and house 

appliances, gifts, cloth, and so on, to the community. This 

ritual is done on a horse carriage, creating huge crowds in the 

internal courtyards and all the way through the gateway to the 

pedestrian street. 

The entire cluster shares in the festivities. Lines of well-

wishers climb up and down the open staircases to give their 

greetings. The wedding party takes place in a large traditional 

tent erected by the community in the inner yard of the cluster. 

The Dar Lamane residents clearly feel a sense of satisfac

tion. They are actively engaged in running and maintaining 

different aspects of community life. The grouping of the houses 

into clusters was conducive to this organised participation. 

Enthusiasm is also expressed towards their own individual 

units. Gardening, paving, repair work, remodelling, and vari

ous improvements are continually going on. This user spon

sored vitality adds much to the value of the project. 

Dar Lamane thus provides a rational, disciplined approach 

to the problem of providing humane, culturally sensitive public 

housing. The approach has had its impact on the client as well 

as other practitioners. Models developed for the design and 

the management of Dar Lamane are now used by the client 

with greater success, saving time and cost in other projects 

(Al-Fath: 4000 units) and in various cultural and economic 

contexts (Ben Mesik, minimal-income project: 4000 units). 

The project's ultimate influence probably lies outside of 

the architectural forms it has generated. For officials respon

sible for designing and managing large housing projects, it 

shows a good balance between concern for the individual users 

and the needs for effective management of large public expen

ditures. It is not the only way to handle such problems. Clearly, 

guided self-help schemes are a distinct alternative deserving 

recognition, as demonstrated by previous Award winners (for 

example, the Kampung Improvement Programme in Jakarta, a 

1980 winner). Professionals, be they architects or builders, will 

also find Dar Lamane a valuable prototype of efficient design 

and management techniques. 

Opposite: The strong light and dark shadows heighten the impact of Dar 

Lamane's architectural geometry. 

Below: The articulation of space and architectural detailing invites all sorts 

of use by the population. 


