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260 Authorities dealing with urban development today are operating within the context 

of national policies over which they have limited influence. Priorities, criteria and 

budgets are set with reference to national development objectives rather than urban 

development needs. 

Employment policies, labour laws, wage and salary levels, price controls and sub

sidies, and the relative importance given to the urban sector are all beyond the 

control of local authorities. In the case of Cairo, freedom of action is further 

constrained by sensitivity of the risks involved in tampering with the nation's 

political, economic and cultural nerve centre. 

The system of local administration first introduced in 1960 sought to promote 

local participation through centralised planning and decentralised implementa

tion. Commitment to the principle of local government was reaffirmed in 1971 and 

codified in 1975. It created a twin hierarchy of executive committees and popular 

councils to provide more administrative flexibility to municipal authorities and to 

give an active role to citizen participation. 

The system was amended in 1979 to strengthen the authority of governors, who 

are now considered the direct representatives of the President. They have control 

over housing, public utilities, land development, slum up-grading, conservation, 

and most aspects of urban planning, design and project implementation. 

Governorates lack adequate staff and resources to discharge their new responsi

bilities. In the case of Cairo the task is horrendous. Greater Cairo is one of the top 

ten most rapidly growing urban agglomerations in the world. Its needs are increasing 

at a rate far greater than the rate of growth of the Egyptian economy. Its manage

ment involves three administrative jurisdictions and complex interrelationships 

among a vast array of central agencies and special authorities. 

Unregulated expansion of apartments in public 

housing bbcks. 

M A S T E R  P L A N S  

In less than a hundred years, Cairo municipal authorities have evolved from a tiny 

Tanzim bureau attached to the Ministry of Public Works and mainly concerned 

with streets, parks and urban beautification to become the highest-order unit of 

local government in Egypt. 

Over the same period, three master plans have been prepared, adopted and 

partially implemented. They have left a mixed legacy of real achievements and 

damaging results. On the positive side, they have contributed to improvements of 

infrastructure systems, introduction of modern transport technologies and new types 

of urban development. On the negative side, they have fostered enduring miscon

ceptions, transplanted western models of dubious suitability, and adopted solutions 

which often proved counter-productive in the longer term. 

* Extract from Proceedings of The Expanding Metropolis: Coping with the Urban Growth of Cairo, 
Seminar Nine in the series - Architectural Transformations in the Islamic World, Cairo, Eygpt, 
Nov 11 - 15, 1984. Published by Concept Media for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 
Singapore, 1985, pp 119 - 128. 
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The 1974 plan, of clear Haussmannian inspiration, asserted that a basic incom

patibility existed between the traditional and the modern. The old urban fabric 

could neither be modernised nor be integrated with the new. The plan introduced 

the vehicular avenue and the subdivision plat. 

The 1956 plan followed the traditions of English town and country planning. It 

introduced the notions of ideal size, containment, development standards for new 

growth, and long-range (20 year) planning to guide and control development. Its 

most damaging legacy resulted from its major recommendation (that the industrial 

suburbs ought to absorb rural migrants) which ended up promoting development on 

agricultural land. 
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The master plan produced by the Greater Cairo Planning Commission in 1969 

instituted an urban policy of "concentrated decentralisation." It retained some 

concepts from earlier plans: containment and ideal size, the view of the old city as 

a historic slum, and emphasis on large-scale projects requiring heavy investments 

and high levels of subsidy. Its important contributions were pointing out the prob

lems of land consumption and housing shortage. It advocated planned satellite cities 

in the desert and vertical expansion within the existing urban area. 

The fourth master plan was completed in 1982. It strengthened the approach of 

the 1969 plan by adding development corridors to link new towns and satellite cities 

to Cairo and recommended measures to rationalise growth patterns in the existing 

urban agglomeration. 

D E V E L O P M E N T  R E G U L A T I O N S  

Government authorities at all levels are overwhelmed by the magnitude of the 

problems they face and frustrated by their inability to cope with the undesirable 

physical manifestations of an increasingly intensive use of land. The potential 

impact of public policies has been characterised by rigidity in legislation and leni

ency in enforcement. 

Since 1960, an impressive body of laws, decrees and regulations has been en

acted covering every aspect of urban development from master planning and land 

subdivision to building codes and standards of infrastructure. The frequency with 

which they have been updated, revised, amended and superceded testifies to their 

effectiveness. Despite wide powers to remove violations and impose sanctions on 

violators, local authorities have been unable to stem the tide of popular disregard of 

regulatory controls. The administrative procedures involved are so cumbersome, 

time consuming, and costly that they discourage compliance except for the most 

compulsively law-abiding citizens.2 

Starting in the 1950's, disregard of regulatory measures quickly became wide

spread. Well over 60 per cent of the structures in the city harboured some violation 

of existing codes. Mounting pressure to regularise an uncontrollable situation could 

only end in legalising violations.This first occurred in 1956 and since then, periodic 

legalisations (1966, 1981 and 1984) have undermined the power of legislative 

controls and the credibility of the Tanzim (planning and building) authorities. 
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To remedy this chaotic situation, criteria, limitations and procedures for legali

sation were promulgated early in 1984 — a gesture of dubious utility. The majority 

of violators have little incentive to engage in elaborate registration and appraisal 

processes which are bound to prove costly and time consuming (taking three to six 

months). Rather, they may be better advised simply to wait for the next round of 

blanket legalisation. 

It is far more efficient to focus control on a few key factors (such as location and 

height) selected for their critical impact on urban growth and to enforce these 

measures with unfaltering determination. 

The effectiveness of planning and regulatory measures is hampered by the 

difficulty of formulating and enforcing urban land policies. The incentive of poten

tial profits from speculative transfers at the urban fringe easily override the deterrent 

of official pronouncements, particularly when adjustment of municipal boundaries 

will no doubt soon follow, regularising a de facto situation. 

The badly needed reorientation of urban expansion onto desert land hinges on 

the ability of governorate authorities to adopt policies which allow a controlled but 

rapid release of land. The lack of experimentation with such options is attributable 

to earlier regulations, reaffirmed by the planning law of 1983, which prohibit the 

legal release of land unless it is fully serviced at the standards specified by law. These 

seemingly low standards require large front-end investments and result in financial 

burdens and delays which ensure that the amount of land marketed is insignificant 

compared to demand. 

F I N A N C I A L  C O N S I D E R A T I O N S  

External factors and existing conditions have thus conspired to create inefficient 

and unproductive patterns of development for which there is no solution short of 

major restructuring. Unserviced areas are increasing at twice the rate of urban 

growth, and person-trips at a rate four times higher than in Europe due to cross-

commuting patterns shaped by severe housing shortages, defective communication 

systems, and counter productive legislation. Since governorates finance 80 per cent 

of their budgets and 92 per cent of capital investments from national allocations, 

they are in a weak position to question the wider and long-term implications of 

policies which central authorities find expedient. 



Influx of workers at Cairo's railroad station 

Densification of informal settlements on the 

urban fringe. 

The growth discrepancy between the scale of the problems and the means of 

addressing them is disheartening and can easily engender a feeling of hopelessness 

or apathetic cynicism. Just to speak of 1,000 additional persons a day is a constant 

reminder of urgency or futility — depending on personal attitude. 

The perennial lack of funds for both capital investments and operating expen

ditures beyond minimal levels has led to accelerated deterioration of the physical 

plan and reduced economic life of investments. National pricing policies based on 

social considerations set tariffs, charges and fees without reference to production 

and operating costs. The revenues raised are insufficient for adequate operation, let 

alone preventive maintenance. Greater Cairo has to subsist somehow with capital 

investments of less than U.S.$ 150 per person per year, when the amount needed is 

ten times as much. 

Fiscal practices putting a premium on minimising immediate outlays resulted in 

over-extended infrastructure distribution networks and facilities operating at levels 

two to four times above design capacity. The dismal operating performance of public 

utilities and services is hardly surprising. The expansion of the urbanised area by 

some 600 hectares every year implies a growing backlog of unserviced developments. 

Capacity thresholds have long been crossed, and system indivisibilities entail sub

stantial capital investment requirements totalling about U.S.$ 10 billion to bring 

Cairo's services up to acceptable standards. Constant break-downs, bottlenecks and 

shortages further add to the pressure on municipal authorities and to the overload

ing on their functional capacities. 

The rate of increase in the cost of land and construction is quickly eroding the 

hope of broadening affordability through lower standards, better cost recovery, and 

wider use of "low-cost" technology. Dual levels of services (premium and popular) 

are not always a technically feasible alternative and are hardly ever a socially accept

able approach. The range of available options is very limited, and selection should 

emphasise flexibility and receptivity to incremental up-grading. 

From the viewpoint of fiscal management, the problem is not so much compe

tition for scarce resources as operational practices relying on subsidies. Gaps be

tween expenditures and revenues are of little significance when receipts are recycled 

through central finance and disbursements are drawn against budget allocations set 

with reference to objectives other than financial viability. There is little reason to 

develop complicated programming and budgeting procedures when a simple ac

counting system is enough to assess operational cost efficiency. 

I N S T I T U T I O N A L  A S P E C T S  

Problems of planning, implementation and inefficiency in the delivery of public 

services have been blamed on the quality of manpower in the public sector. Person

nel is frustrated by inflation in numbers, despairingly slow advancement and low re

muneration. Poor performance is hardly surprising in the face of such disincentives. 

Managerial competence and technical expertise are certainly plentiful at the 

higher levels, but overall performance is hampered by inefficient and often unpro

ductive support. 

The result is an acute shortage of qualifications and experience for both pro

gramme planning and implementation. The inability to implement for lack of 

adequate support is, in fact, what underlies the seeming unwillingness to experiment 

with new approaches. Devising workable incentive programmes is a prerequisite for 

the success of any planning effort. 

The involvement of a multiplicity of agencies and enterprises sharing control 

over sectors or specialised functions is not unique to Cairo. Administratively, the 

problem is not so much outright conflict stemming from divided responsibilities a= 
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more subtle issues of rationalising and co-ordinating activities under management 

procedures based on centralised directives. Inter-agency co-ordination has to rely on 

organisational mechanisms which cut horizontally across the vertical chains of 

command. By definition, these mechanisms are weak. 

Clearly, except at the highest ministerial levels, the capacity to achieve intersec-

torial rationalisation and coordination will remain limited by real or perceived con

straints on mandate and leverage and by a tendency to focus on specific activities 

rather than on more general issues of policy. 

Nonetheless, advisory, co-ordinating or special-purpose committees offer an ex

cellent vehicle for: 

• Overcoming the issue of inadequate compensation in the civil service by offer

ing bonuses and honoraria for participation; 

• Drawing on the expertise and dedication of private citizens and organisations 

irrespective of political affiliation; 

• Promoting the potential effectiveness of public interventions as instruments for 

channelling urban growth in the desired direction; 

• Bringing intersectorial linkages to bear on investment decisions; 

• Setting in motion the mechanism for small, incremental changes which can be 

easily accepted, speedily implemented, and gradually result in marked improve

ment in effeciency. 

Chief executive officers and key officials find it difficult to extricate themselves 

from the harrowing imperatives of crisis management in order to concentrate on the 

broader issues and longer term perspective of programme planning beyond the 

requirements of annual budgets. To reconcile these demands necessitates a political 

willingness to prevent the urgency of constant successions of crises from overwhelm

ing other concerns and engulfing available time and energies. It implies an ability to 

reorient thought processes continually, shifting back and forth from a focus on 

immediate decisions to the frame of mind needed to contemplate the future. 

The challenge is to develop strategies for growth and management in a situation 

for which there is no historical precedent. Innovation and experimentation are, per 

force, a key ingredient of urban policy. The implications of this are often overlooked 

in programme planning, while format and procedure are discussed endlessly. Disrup

tion of existing modes of thought and procedure, inevitably generates controversy 



and opposition. Promoting acceptance of new concepts is of utmost importance; 

when necessary, the format should be reshaped to maximise the likelihood of 

successful achievement and visibility. 

A system of internal evaluation should be established, specifically to assess the 

performance of institutional mechanisms introduced in conjunction with pilot 

projects. The key to capitalising on successful experience (regardless of its scale) lies 

in building an ability to quickly identify promising approaches, assess their potential 

replicability, and generalise their application. 

266 CONCLUSION 

Present institutional mechanisms are not geared to generating sweeping reform, 

even if it were desirable to do so. The urge to advocate radical changes must be 

tempered by the risks involved in failure. The concept of "absorptive capacity" 

which has long been used in relation to concrete physical variables can usefully be 

applied to the capacity of institutions to absorb varying degrees of change. 

Cumulative, less ambitious incremental adjustments can often achieve very posi

tive, though less spectacular results. Programmes focussing on issues of great concern 

provide the best vehicles for introducing institutional change because strong gov

ernment support guarantees sustained implementation. 

Planning is inherently an advisory function, in an ideal position for recommend

ing bold innovative approaches but a weak one from which to implement restruc

turing concepts. Planning must be based on a vision of what the future should be, 

even when this implies a radical departure from prevailing trends. Pragmatism may 

dictate that the vision be tempered by the harsh economic and political realities of 

a nation engaged in a desperate race between population growth and resource 

development. Losing sight of these realities reduces planning to an academic exer

cise, but losing sight of the goals transforms it into mere public administration. 

Monetary and other material rewards are powerful incentives, but they can over

come neither paralysing cautiousness nor sterility of thought. There is no substitute 

for a daring decision-maker willing to innovate, a skilled imaginative professional 

capable of generating ideas, and a persevering administrator with a sense of mission. 

When they have an optimistic view of the future and a firm belief that individual 

contributions can have an influence, such persons can be the catalysts needed to 

bring about institutional development.3 
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