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Background 
The involvement of architects and planners with housing for 
lower income groups began in the 1950's and 1960's when 
national governments in the post-colonial era embarked on 
slum eradication programmes. Slum dwellers were to be 
rehoused in public housing estates. To the designers of these 
first projects, the overriding concern was decent shelter and 
sanitary conditions and not afordability. That their vision was 
influenced by prevailing international norms was the natural 
outcome of their professional training. Their failure to foresee 
the implications of demographic and economic trends over the 
next two decades invalidated their approach. Their efforts were 
overwhelmed by population growth, surplus labour, and an 
influx of rural migrants which could not be checked. 

Throughout the 1960's housing shortages worsened and 
slums proliferated. Frustrated authorities turned to legislative 
controls, a politically expedient short-term remedy. The longer 
term impact were devastating. Stringent controls accelerated 
the deterioration of the regulated stock, distorted private 
production, undermined the tax base, hampered residential 
mobility and warped occupancy patterns. 

The low cost shelter solutions advocated in the 1960's and 
1970's produced a variety of expandable core housing 
prototypes to meet the needs of the urban poor. They were 
valid models in parts of Africa and Asia where the process 
happened to coincide with local practices as in Khartoum and 
Dakar. Elsewhere, the lack of enthusiasm among housing 
authorities for these approaches stemmed from an accurate 
perception of their unsuitability as a housing solution for the 
middle classes, the only client group of political consequences. 
Leverage and funding from international agencies launched 
projects in many countries which otherwise might have never 
experimented with minimal shelter programmes. The im
provements provided were on a scale too small to be 
meaningful in relation to the magnitude of the problem or 
noticeable in the midst of sprawling chaotic cities. By the 
mid-1970's their demonstration effect had lost its significance. 



Informal Housing 

The shock waves in world economlCS and the resultant 
movements of labour and capital transformed the character of 
urban growth throughout the Third World. By 1981, 
15 million expatriate workers funnelled between 25 and 
35 US billion dollars of foreign exchange back to their home 
countries. As the bulk of these remittances found their way 
into real estate, the urbanised area of cities doubled or tripled 
in extent shaped by uncontrolled housing construction on an 
unprecedented scale. Functionally defective and aesthetically 
chaotic environments became the dominant feature of cities, 
whose annual rate of expansion of 4 per cent to 7 per cent 
outstripped the capacities of municipalities to provide urban 
services. As a result, their efficiency was impaired and there has 
been a sharp deterioration in the quality of life. 

The massive infusion of capital drove up prices in one of the 
worst inflationary spirals ever experienced by urban real estate. 
When it did taper off after 1982, the levels reached frustrated 
the housing aspirations of large segments of the population, 
including the bulk of the civil service. Hence the ambivalence 
of public policy which oscillates between attempts to control 
and efforts to regularise. On the one hand, the illegalities and 
violations that characterise informal development cannot be 

Bidonville, Rabat Urban Fringe. 

51 



The Architecture of Housing 

Top. Informal Housing, Sale. 
Above' New house replacing old shack, 
Douar Doum, Rabat 
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condoned. On the other hand, its contribution to the 
alleviation of the housing shortage cannot be ignored. In most 
labour-exporting countries, informal housing today accounts 
for about 40 per cent of the standing stock but over 60 per cent 
of the starts on site. 

Slums and squatter settlements are old phenomena. As far 
back in history as we can go we find evidence of quarters where 
poor citizens and disadvantaged migrants lived in dilapidated 
structures und~r crowded and unsanitary conditions. Histo
rians and chroniclers have left us graphic descriptions of such 
areas in ancient Rome, medieval Cairo and Ottoman Istanbul. 
By contrast, informal housing is a relatively recent phe
nomenon. It is fundamentally sound housing built in
crementally on illegally subdivided land with the help of 
contracted labour. Both informal and squatter settlements 
occur on the urban fringe. They are, however, quite distinct. 

Homeowners in informal settlements have purchased their 
plots in good faith from individuals who rightly or wrongly 
claimed legal ownership of the land. They do not feel that code 
violations pose a real threat to their tenure. Squatters on the 
other hand know that they have no legal right to the land they 
occupy. Their makeshift shacks reflect their fear of eviction. 

Socially, squatter settlements house newly arrived rural 
migrants and poorer segments of the population who cannot 
afford other forms of shelter. The only exceptions are the older 
settlements which at one time grew on the fringe but are now 
embedded within the urban core. These settlements tend to 
retain groups who choose to trade off decent housing on the 
periphery for the advantage of more central locations. The 
contrasts between the shabbiness of the dwellings and the value 
of their contents testify to the paradox of slum residents who 
are relatively well-off. 

When squatters are given legal tenure under various 
upgrading programmes, the settlement starts to reflect its 
newly acquired status. Shacks are demolished, replaced by 
housing built with durable materials. It is in all respects 
identical to informal housing but constrained by the small size 
and odd shapes of lots in squatterised areas. 
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The Douars of Morocco and the Kampongs of Indonesia are 
striking examples. A turnover of 20 per cent to 30 per cent is 
to be expected as beneficiaries for whom housing is not a 
priority prefer to sell their land and settle elsewhere. 

Planning authorities find it difficult to face market dynamics 
which simultaneously promote: 
• Accelerated densification of the existing urbanised zone 

through infill of vacant plots, greater ground coverage of 
plots and increased height of structures; 

• Proliferation of informal settlements through fringe develop
ment and leapfrogging; 

• Speculation on land and development ventures. 
Code enforcement authorities are unable to deal effectively 

with the multiplicity of violations or muster the degree of 
control needed to contain them. A growing rift between a 
stagnating formal sector stifled by cumbersome regulations and 
a thriving informal sector fueled by speculation and lack of 
controls threatens the precarious balance which allows the two 
to coexist as parallel markets as in Algeria, Baghdad and 
Casablanca. When the sheer magnitude or soaring rates of 
growth tips the balance, development regulations break down 
as they did in Cairo in the 1970's. 

Until recently, architects had for the most part ignored 
informal housing, disenchanted by what perceived to be an 
overwhelming absence of quality and a concentrated dose of 
bad taste. During the past few years, the profession's interest 
was rekindled by research and analytical studies undertaken by 
university professors and their students. The practitioners were 
slow to follow and failed to share academia's enthusiasm. A 
keener awareness of local politics, social issues and planning 
concerns and a greater reticence to accept disturbing features as 
expressions of vernacular forms accounts for their persistantly 
critical attitude. 

The Site Development Process 
Informal housing emerged as a planning and architectural issue 
in many Third World countries in the late 1970's when the 
explosive proliferation of uncontrolled settlements over-

53 



The Architecture of Housing 

Informal expansion on agricultural land 
Cairo, Egypt. 
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whelmed cities already stretched to the limit of their absorptive 
capacity by internal migratory movements and growth 
patterns. In less than 15 years, the urbanised zone of most large 
cities doubled in extent, the area added is roughly comparable 
to the expansion experienced during the previous century with 
the major difference that this new development was for the 
most part unplanned, unregulated and unserviced. Households 
with more limited resources are pushed further out to 
unserviced fringe locations where small scale entrepreneurs reap 
windfall profits selling illegally subdivided land. 

The seed capital needed to enter the informal market 
remains well above the means of the average urban household. 
Typically, it represents savings accumulated over 5 to 7 years 
by an expatriate worker. A local wage earner would require 15 
years to accumulate a similar sum. Yet limited income groups 
benefit also. They find accommodation under a variety of 
tenure agreements in the structures built by their more 
fortunate peers. Those who are left out because of lack of means 
or lack of entrepreneurship crowd in shacks and dilapidated 
structures or double up with relatives while waiting for public 
housing allocations. When waiting lists grow longer by the 
day shattering expectations, this politically potent group is 
often vociferous in venting its frustrations. 

Expressions of appreciation for the inherent qualities of 
popular housing are associated with settlements in the early 
stages of development. The shortcomings of unplanned layouts 
and hybrid forms are masked by their low rise profile, the 
apparent continuities with vernacular traditions, a sense of 
community, and a semblance of self-help. 

Processes of incremental transformations soon raise densities 
above the holding capacity of the site and the ceilings of low 
cost sanitary options. Gradually, the drawbacks of compact 
layouts with built-in rigidities are revealed: water-logged soil, 
latrine overflows, garbage and waste heaps and narrow 
alleyways flanked by towering strucrures. The appreciation in 
land values, a function of the settlement's location and of 
general expectations as to the prospects of servicing drives the 
densification process. The greater the pressure for develop-
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ment, the more rapid the maturing and the gentrification 
which ensues. One after another, features which gave the 
settlement a pleasant aspect are obliterated, overshadowed or 
disrupted by excessive height, haphazard repetition, incon
gruous juxtapositions and oppressive intensity of use. Under
lying the priority given to expansion over finishing is the 
ability to translate additional space into income-generating 
shops, apartments and rooms. The receipts are recycled right 
back into further construction in order to speed up completion 
of the project. With reinforced concrete building systems 
densities can climb very quickly from 100 to as much as 600 
persons per hectare. 

In large, overcrowded cities like Karachi, Dhaka and 
Cairo, where the housing shortage is particularly acute, 
structures can reach over 6 storeys in less than 5 years, raising 
densities from under 400 persons per hectare to over 1000. At 
saturation, the levels reached are comparable to those 
prevailing in the older tranditional quarters irrespective of city 
size as illustrated by development patterns in Cairo and Fez. 

The buyers of plots in an informal settlement belong socially 
to the middle classes. Their characteristic is newly acquired 
wealth through being directly or indirectly affected by the 
changing wage structure in the labour market. Desire for the 
outward display of affluence is only tempered by economlC 
considerations. 

Religion and cultural tradition continue to play the 
dominant role in shaping individual and communal behaviour. 
Yet lifestyles are changing. Technological innovations and 
improvements in transport and utilities are transforming daily 
life. Age-old routines and the customs associated with them are 
swept away. New modes have to be accommodated in terms of 
organisation of space and social conventions. The contrasting 
features of new environments are admired and emulated from 
streets and sidewalks to kitchens and bathrooms. 

The quasi-rectilinear layouts of informal subdivisions en
compass dual grids integrating vehicular and pedestrian 
circulation. They clearly anticipate infrastructure networks 
which are expected to reach the settlement within a time 
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horizon which is dependent upon location and political clout. 
To a large extent prior land use affects the layout. Long narrow 
alignments reflect the elongated shapes of agricultural 
holdings. Radial patterns reflect the topography and physical 
features of wastelands. 

The geometry of street patterns seeks simultaneously to give 
car access to every structure and to fulfill traditional functions as 
a delineator of social spaces, activity spines and neighbourhood 
boundaries. Lack of planning and uncoordinated development 
means that the resultant network of roadways can at best only 
partially meet these diverse needs as shown by examples drawn 
from Cairo, Fez, Tunis and Abidjan. The disappearance of 
visually identifiable transition thresholds forces a reliance on 
community-wide acceptance of new definitions of social space. 
Mounting densities, shifting household activities from cour
tyards to alleyways and spillover of commerce onto streets 
generates bottlenecks, ambiguities and conflicts which strain 
relations between competing parties. 

Arguments over disregard for precedence in shared areas, 
illicit appropriation or misuse of semi-public rights of ways and 
alleged violations of recognised social space are a major source 
of friction among residents. 

The lack of free standing structures and the absence of front 
yards are the consequences of the need to fully utilise a limited 
amount of land purchased at high cost and to prevent 
encroachment in a situation where control demands constant 
vigilance. In countries like Sudan where the built-up area of a 
dwelling is small and great use is made of open-to-sky space, a 
high fence running along the lot boundary serves this dual 
purpose of safeguarding property and privacy. In a marked 
departure from tradition, in all but the most densely settled 
urban areas, skyrocketing land values are forcing a reliance on 
vertical expansion and the restriction of space consuming 
elements. This happened in Amman, Algiers, Casablanca and 
Fez. It is happening also in Baghdad and Rabat. 

Central courtyards are the first element to be affected. Their 
value as raw land rapidly exceeds their utility as an activity 
space. In crowded and dense environments such as medieval 
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View of Central Courtyard, Abidjan. 
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Cairo, the walled city of Lahore, Victorian London or 
nineteenth century Paris, courtyards disappeared from middle 
class residences. Their climatic functions were taken over by 
light wells and ventilation shafts and their service function 
shifted under roofed spaces to permit the stacking of additional 
stories. It should be no surprise to witness a similar evolution 
in the Maghreb. Stunted size, marginal placement and 
vestigial shafts reflect adaptations to new economic realities. 

When courtyards do occur in informal areas they are 
associated with an unusual predominance of rural lifestyles in 
settlements growing around village cores, in regularised 
squatter areas and low-cost housing schemes. These courtyards 
are later totally or partially covered and built over. Notable 
exceptions are found in sub-Saharan Africa. In Dakar and 
Abidjan, close to 70 per cent of the urban population live in 
multi-family compounds. Rooms constructed in concrete 
blocks and wood are grouped around a central yard shared by 
the owner and his tenants. 

When land is at a premium, intensity of use is very high. 
Informal housing is the embodiment of this principle. Density 
of development and internal utilisation of space are stretched to 
the limit, well in excess of design capacities defined by 
planning and architectural standards. 

Multi/amily Housing Compounds, Abidjan. 
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In countries where lots are delineated by enclosing walls, 
metal gates are particularly appreciated. In Sudan and Yemen, 
they are lavishly decorated and end up consuming an 
inordinate part of the housing budget. 

When lower density developments prevail, residents who 
can afford larger lots often create token front yards to emulate 
the designs of upper class villas. This space is of little use but 
offers the possibility of simultaneously displaying the gate to 
the property and the entrance to the building. 

Design and Construction 
Constant exposure to cross-cultural influences through travel, 
mass media and telecommunications have changed perceptions 
and aspirations. An array of increasingly affordable novelties 
and appliances soon come to be viewed as necessities. The more 
expensive symbols of status and modernity such as colour TVs, 
elaborate refrigerators and VCRs are highly valued and 
conspicuously displayed. The automobile has become an 
integral part of their world as a community even when it 
remains beyond their reach as individuals. 

The environments they create seek to fulfill their vision of 
urbanity. Forms, materials and appointments associated with 
the rural habitat are discarded. Paradoxically, rural activities 
such as raising poultry linger on. They are integrated in the 
urban dwelling by relegating them preferably to terraces and 
balconies but if need be to bathrooms and kitchens in order to 
keep them out of the habitable rooms. New construction from 
elite villas to public housing estates project an image of 
modernity that is widely appreciated. It provides models, 
setting the standards of design and aesthetics which shaped the 
new popular architecture from Morocco to the Philippines. 
Given the magnitude of the investment relative to earning 
capacity, buildings, in informal settlements should not be 
viewed as merely fulfilling shelter needs. The immediate 
objective is access to homeownership rather than housing per se. 
The long-term goal is monetary return on investment through 
the addition of rental units and, whenever possible, commer
cial uses. In some countries, horizontal expansion is the norm. 
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Expanded dwelling with ground floor 
converted to commercial use, Ibn 
Khaldun Housing Project, Tunis. 
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Adequate differentiation and articulation of space ensures the 
desired degree of privacy and interaction among users sharing 
the premises or the compound. This is well illustrated by 
examples from Abidjan and Tunis and Morocco. Where land 
values are high, economic and cultural factors combine to foster 
vertical expansion. The potential for income generation and/or 
the distaste for living quarters on the ground floor prompts 
homeowners to add extra stories and to convert the ground 
level to commercial use or rent it out to families of more 
modest means as in Cairo, Karachi and Fez. The social profile 
of an informal house can thus cover a broad range of middle 
income groups. Households on the threshold of entry into the 
market are relegated to the least desirable locations, crowded in 
on the ground floor to the back of lots or in unfinished rooms 
on the terraces lacking water points and latrines. The more 
fortunate occupy intermediate locations, larger quarters and 
better amenities. The owner of course reserves the prime area 
for his own use. 

Households contract out construction to workers in the 
building trades. They retain control of the rate of build up, set 
the priorities, choose from alternatives and decide on the 
sequencing of works. This rational response to efficiency in 
income generating opportunities puts in question the validity 
of self-help programmes in urban areas. Frequently, the small 
contractors and master masons have learned their trade as 
construction workers on public projects or jobs for higher 
income groups in the country or abroad. They freely replicate, 
adapt and blend building techniques and styles. The choice of 
materials and systems is dictated by economy, practicality and 
expediency. The choice of motifs and colours is conditioned by 
the preferences of both builder and client. They share a dislike 
of the old-fashioned and a conscious admiration of the new. 

They have perfected prototypical layouts that permit a 
variety of incremental transformations. The key elements 
ensuring this versatility are. 
• A building system which can accommodate additions and 

repartitioning. A reinforced concrete frame with brick or 
concrete block infill is the most widely used structural 
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Above from left to right: Preempted 
courtyard space with vestigiallightwell, 
Douar Doum, Rabat. 
New kitchen, Douar Doum, Rabat. 
Dining room in previous courtyard 
space, Takkadoum Housing Project, 
Rabat. 
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system. It is cost-effective in terms of the desired level of 
safety, durability, flexibility and ease of maintenance. 

• A ground floor plan amenable to successive conversions to 
different uses. The floor must accommodate three genera
tions normally living together as the owner's extended 
family, other households renting living quarters and 
commercial uses taking up space in the building. The 
layouts typically encompass a distribution space. Its loca 
tion is governed by street access and lot shape. Centrality 
is maintained whenever possible but not at the expense of 
practicality. Priority is given to safeguarding street frontage 
and building corners for immediate or future commercial 
use. There are no links between the commercial and 
residential parts of the structure, even in modest one-story 
houses where the shop is operated by the owner himself. 
This feature, which may anticipate future expansion, also 
perpetuates a long-standing tradition of segregation among 
uses sharing the same building envelope. 

• A staircase to future upper floors conveniently located 
relative to street access in order to allow internal partitioning 
of the floor area into independent units. 
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The stability of climatic conditions and the strength of 
cultural traditions do tend to promote continuity in domestic 
architecture. Yet traditional solutions are collapsing under the 
pressures of limited space, technological innovations and 
changing lifestyles. The enthusiastic adoption of European 
style furniture by the middle classes has brought about major 
changes in the internal organisation of space. The evolution of 
new patterns is very much in evidence in the interiors of 
informal houses. 

As an indicator of social standing, the value of furniture is 
unsurpassed as an object of admiration and as a source of 
inspiration. It allows the emulation of elite houses. The image 
of urbanity it projects and the attractive prices at which it can 
be machine manufactured have made furniture the most 
important item in the negotiation of marriage contracts and 
dowries. Ornate wooden furniture, carpets and crystal chande
liers are showpieces reserved for the reception areas. 

Treasured appliance such as refrigerators, air conditioners, 
colour TVs, cassette recorders and VCRs are placed in the most 
conspicuous locations possible. 

The bulk, fixity and rigidity of beds, cupboards, tables and 
chairs contrast with the compactness, mobility and flexibility 
of mats, chests, folding stands, trays, cushions and rugs which 
they replace. they entail a need for more space to accommodate 
the same household activities and a functional specialisation of 
the available space. Traditional multi-purpose rooms are 
replaced by bedrooms, sitting rooms, dining rooms and 
a reception. Even when living quarters are reduced to a single 
room, the cramped space is organised into distinct zones 
separated by light or symbolic partitions. 

Understandably, there is a marked dislike for open-type 
plans. The floor space is divided into separate rooms opening 
into a distribution space. There are no interconnections 
between rooms. The importance given to the reception which 
invariably has the best street view and is disproportionately 
large relative to the size of the dwelling reflects both the 
cultural value attached to the tradition of hospitality and the 
desire for ostentatious display of wealth. The very lavishness of 
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the room restricts its use. Most of the family's daily activity 
occurs in the distribution space which is often zoned 
functionally by the arrangement of furniture and partitions. 
Curiously enough, it is smaller than the formal reception room 
and because of its central location, often lacks light and 
ventilation, particularly when it exceeds four storeys. 

Rooms are barely big enough for the furniture they are 
expected to accommodate. Pieces are lined up against the wall 
maximising both the number of items fitted in a room and the 
residual free floor area. Similarly wall space is put to use by 
stacking up additional furniture and an array of storage 
containers over the larger pieces. The smaller the dwelling the 
more cluttered the rooms, balconies and terraces. The dearth of 
unencumbered space can be oppressive. 

Spaces have to be provided for new amenities which acquire 
additional importance because of their absence from older 
housing types. Bathrooms with colourful tiles and porcelain 
fixtures are the ultimate expression of luxury. Kitchens with an 
array of appliances and a corner for a washing machine are 
benefits of modernity particularly appreciated by the working 
housewife. The TV marks the focal point in a house. It is 
around the TV that families gather for entertainment. Close 
friends and relatives are often invited to share the informality of 
this sitting area which contrasts sharply with the formal 
reception room. 

Space consuming activities have to occur outside the 
crowded dwelling, on terraces, stairs, landings, and the 
building's entrance, eventually spilling over into the alleyways. 
Children are expected to play in the street. A self-imposed set 
of social controls regulates the use of common areas and friction 
can be kept within limits but never totally eliminated. 

The role of entrances transcends their function as a threshold 
separating public and private domains. They signal status and 
prestige. Great care is taken in selecting their size, material and 
ornamentation. Steps and projections enlarge their scale. An 
impressive entrance enhances perceptions of quality in the 
building. Iron gates are favoured because of their durability 
and the sense of security they convey. 
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Exterior Design and Decoration 
Perceptible changes in attitudes towards privacy are transform
ing the external aspect of houses. Transition spaces integrated 
into the structure ensure the desired level of privacy and social 
interaction with other occupants within the building and 
neighbours along the street. Old and new elements combine to 
serve this purpose. Fences, doorways staircases, landings, 
windows, balconies and parapets create varying degrees of 
enclosure and openness. Windows and balconies open up 
facades to the outside world. They reflect a desire to be in 
contact with the exciting life of the city. Bent entrances and 
permanent obstruction of the street view are omitted. 
Claustras, fences, parapets and screens are symbolic of this 
refusal to be confined within the enclosure of a dwelling. The 
privacy of family life is safeguarded by more opaque but less 
rigid protective shields such as shades, awnings, shutters and 
curtains which can be removed at will. 

Street facades command the special attention they deserve as 
prominent indicators of social standing. Funds are set aside for 
finishings and ornamentation. Even in the early stages, when 
resources are needed to expand the structure decorative accents 
limited to balconies, entrance door and strips around windows 
highlight this facade. 

Balconies and large windows on house facade, Algiers. 



Top' New house with decorated dool'S and wind(jws, Yemen. 

Above: Roadway stall selling prefabricated painted doors, Yemen. 
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Ornamentation blends, more or less successfully, new motifs 
with more traditional ones. Interestingly, only modern 
materials are used to express both patterns. Paints and glazed 
tiles relieve the massiveness of large wall surface. Decorative 
motifs highlight the perimeter of metal-framed glass windows. 
The special treatment reserved for balconies testifies to their 
importance in the daily life of residents. They are valued as the 
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Top: Transformation of a courthouse, 
Djebel Lahmar, Tunis. 
Above. Buildings on the outskirts of 
Baghdad. 
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only private open space left to apartment dwellers. They are 
truly multi-functional spaces where all activities requiring open 
air must somehow coexist: from toddlers at play to poultry 
cages and from laundry drying lines to garlic and pimento 
strands. It is only under conditions of extreme overcrowding 
that families consent to give up their balconies and enclose 
them to convert them to additional room space. This loss is 
bitterly resented as it forces increased reliance on shared areas 
and such inconvenient arrangements as having chickens in the 
bathroom and laundry lines projecting out of windows. 

Perhaps the most striking feature of informal house exteriors 
is the lavish and ostentatious display of colour. As soon as 
plastering becomes feasible and affordable, coloured paints are 
used to differentiate architectural elements. Expensive mate
rials and facings are reflected in a modified expression and at a 
fraction of the cost. More importantly, colour is the most 
cost-effective method by which occupants can individualise the 
exterior of their living quarters whether it is a whole building 
or part of a building to express their identity. 

Finally, a common strategy is to inscribe the name of God 
Almighty, "Allah", in the brickwork above the doorway on the 
facade as a deterrent to building inspectors from issuing orders 
to demolish structure violating codes and regulations. 

Conclusions 
Today, the production of public housing is far too little and too 
slow to make a dent in the shortages afflicting the more 
populous countries. The sharp inflation in construction costs 
has eroded prospects of increasing affordability by lowering 
design standards. The subsidies required to bridge the 
widening gap between cost and ability to pay tripled on the 
average between 1973 and 1982 despite an upward shift in 
social targetting. Attempts to curb costs have affected the 
quality of the built environment rather than the built form 
itself. Yet, in a segmented market, shortages in one segment 
are not necessarily affected by gains in another. However, 
allowing those shortages to be blown out of proportion masks 
important market shifts and warps public policy in an 



Informal buildings on formally platted 
site, Karachi. 
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unrealistic and often counter-productive manner. By excluding 
informal development from the equation, the housing crisis can 
loom much larger than it ought to. 

Exclusive reliance on government-owned sites has implied 
increasingly marginal and distant locations. Discarding land 
consuming low rise prototypes has added to the overwhelming 
monotony of projects. The use of prefabricated systems 
presumed to accelerate production and cut costs have under
mined even further livability and human scale. 

Despite huge front end investments and long delays, large 
public projects continue to command the attention of decision 
makers and capture the imagination of citizens because of the 
vision they offer of a better future. Architects and planners can 
deplore the aesthetics of this vision but they cannot deny its 
appeal. Designs widely held to be unadapted to prevailing 
lifestyles continue to embody the housing aspirations of the 
middle classes. Informal housing replicates these designs in 
forms adapted to incremental construction. 
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Informal development has amply demonstrated that funds 
can be mobilised for housing if planning controls are not 
allowed to stifle entrepreneurship. Security of tenure and access 
of home ownership have long been identified as crucial 
incentives. Interestingly enough, the flexibility of tenancy 
arrangements has not received the attention it deserves despite 
its importance as a proven mechanism to reach further down 
the income distribution. 

The range of tenure agreements encountered in informal 
housing documents the creativity brought to devising formulae 
for financial cooperation in situations where price variations 
occur suddenly and upredicatably. Joint ventures between 
associates neither of whom has sufficient funds to enter the 
market on his own show an infinite variety of mutual 
adjustments. One approach consists of a first stage in which 
one associate secures the land and the other builds the house to 
accommodate both families. Similarly prospective tenants are 
induced to invest funds to construct additional rooms by 
negotiating arrangements granting them guaranteed privileges 
of occupancy. There is an imperative need to harness this 
potential in order to prevent resources from being ultimately 
wasted as mature unserviced settlements deteriorate into slums 
before they can be salvaged by retro-fitting. This requires a 
capacity to market buildable, albeit unserviced, land in 
locations which reinforce sound development patterns and at 
prices which are attractive to families seeking housing in the 
informal market. The reluctance of municipalities to release 
unserviced land on the urban fringe is perplexing since they can 
neither hope to direct growth nor to prevent encroachments 
without doing so. The more intractable problems stem from 
the inability to overcome the effects of speculation. The loss of 
valuable agricultural land and irrational development patterns 
are cross-sectoral problems which can only be addressed in a 
context broader than housing. 

The inability of public authorities to capitalise on the 
dynamics of the informal market is due in large part to 
legislative paralysis because of divergent viewpoints among 
decision makers responsive to particular constituencies. It is 
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also due to ambivalent attitudes among professionals profound
ly disturbed by one or another of its negative manifestations. 

The architect's notion of housing for limited income groups 
differs from the housing which people have built for 
themselves. The finished product offered to them is too rigid to 
be adapted to different needs and lifestyles, too anonymous to 
satisfy a deep-rooted urge to express identity and too small to 
accommodate changes in household composition and activities. 
The breakdown of controls in many housing estates following 
the transfer of ownership of the dwelling units to their tenants 
has led to surprising informal transformations which render 
those projects unrecognisable to the great distress of their 
architects. Examples from Cairo, Tunis and Rabat testify to the 
creative talents of residents and their contractors. 

Whenever middle income groups displace the poorer strata 
as beneficiaries of minimal shelter solutions, an increasingly 
common occurrence, the original cores are usually demolished 
or sometimes integrated within the informal buildings 
sprouting on the serviced sites. Good examples are found in 
Dhaka and Rabat. In the instances where serviced lots are 
offered as the most affordable shelter option, conveniently 
ignoring the funds needed to build some type of habitable 
space on the plot, the scarcity and market value of the land 
results in a high turnover and the result is the transformation of 
the project area into a prosperous informal settlement at a 
bewildering speed. 

Informal housing has penetrated deep within the city core, 
surfacing through spot redevelopment of lots embedded in the 
urban fabric. Unchecked, these incongruous insertions can 
threaten the integrity of historical quarters and destroy the 
visual setting of monuments. In labour exporting countries 
novelties quickly reach the rural areas through the participation 
of millions of villagers as labourers in work overseas. The image 
of success, health and modernity projected by the new 
buildings they erect upon their return has led to widespread 
emulation. Traditional rural architecture is losing out, 
eradicated by an unshakable image of backwardness. The 
significance of this transformation has yet to be assessed. 
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Informal housing is neither a mutant descended from 
historical domestic architecture nor a distorted offshoot evolved 
from imported alien models. It is a hybrid integrating 
contemporary technology, new forms and reinterpreted tradi
tional elements. It can be bland, awkward or whimsical but it 
is always rational, practical and expedient. 

Despite similarities of forms and symbols, the array of 
physical elements, proportions, motifs and colours give a 
distinctive regional identity to informal housing. Combina
tions of visual elements created by builders and residents 
individualise every dwelling in a settlement. Imbalances and 
excesses can be deplored but the legitimacy of the quest for 
better living conditions cannot be denied. 
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