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The project has received an Award 
because it exemplifies a new approach 
to development, environmental con
servation and the improvement of 
living conditions for rural popula
tions. The success of the project was 
based on mobilizing the experience of 
emigrant villagers who joined with 
those who remained in order to change 
their own destiny. Old buildings 
have been restored; a water-supply 
network, electricity and education 
facilities have been installed; and 
cooperation between the villagers 
has enhanced daily life. The project 
is an example for the entire region, 
bringing hope to rural communities 
throughout the Islamic world. 

The story of Ait Iktel village, set in the 
remote High Atlas Mountains, has been 
described as a 'modern fairy tale'. It is a 
project in which clients, users and community 
are one and the same. It demonstrates how 
a rural community can improve its condition 
by dedication from within, how people who 
have lefttheir village in search of employment 
can continue working with or contribute to the 
efforts of those who remain, and how, through 
architecture, a village can be mobilized to 
improve its present and safeguard its future. 

Like many of Morocco's thirty thousand 
villages, Aït Iktel, located 100 kilometres 

north-west of Marrakech, existed in relative 
seclusion until recent years.The village had 
no electricity and the widespread drought 
that has plagued the region for the last two 
decades forced local women to spend many 
hours each day fetching and carrying water 
from faraway sources. The national govern
ment has only recently begun to address the 
problems faced by rural areas by encourag
ing communities and private enterprise to 
invest in improving conditions. 

Most of the residents of Ait Iktel are 
members of the Ghoujdama Berber tribe and 
have a history of self-government. Until 1933, 

Top left: One of Aït Iktel's three 
clusters of accommodation. Through 
the participation of the inhabi
tants, conditions in the remote 
village have been vastly improved. 

Top right: At the highest point 
of the village a well and pump room 
supply water to street fountains in 
each of the clusters. 

Bottom: A plan of Aït Iktel show
ing the water-supply system and 
the electricity network that has 
brought electricity to the area 
for the first time. 
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no outside administration exercised control 
over the region, and tribesmen relied on 
themselves rather than on any formal author
ity. The village's two thousand inhabitants 
have traditionally depended on agriculture, 
mostly grain crops, as the source of income. 
With antiquated methods, such as manual 
harvesting, as well as semi-arid weather con
ditions and the attendant difficulty of raising 
cattle, the villagers have survived through 
the flow of income from relatives who have 
emigrated. At least one member of each fam
ily works in a city in Morocco or abroad, pro
viding the means for everyday subsistence to 
his family in Ait Iktel. 

In 1992 Ali Amahan, a native of Ait Iktel, 
formed the Association Socio-culturelle des 
Ghoujdama, bringing together members of 
the tribe who had moved to Casablanca and 
Rabat. Two years later he became a founding 
member of the Association de Migration et 
Développement Local (MDL), an association 
of forty-five rural non-governmental organi
zations that aimed to combine the efforts 
of emigrants living abroad with those of 
Moroccans from rural backgrounds who 
had moved to cities. Following the Ait Iktel 
community's request for help in improving 
access to water, a well and a manual pump 
were installed in 1994. The population showed 
organizational skill by their good maintenance 
of these new installations. Encouraged by 
the outcome, influential emigrants founded 
the Association Aft Iktel de Développement 
(AID) in 1995, and fully involved themselves 
in the improvement of their village. 

The programme's objectives were 
to provide basic social services and infra-
structural facilities-electricity, a water-
supply network, access to education and 
an improved dispensary-and to organize 
economic activity through the creation of 
a craft workshop and improvement of the 
irrigation system, giving the local commu
nity control over decisions and resources. 
An essential ingredient of the programme's 
success was the involvement of the users 
in the organization of the projects, which 
was almost as important as the physical 
implementations themselves. All projects 
were undertaken with the participation of 
the villagers, who took their own investment 
decisions, financed projects, used their pro
fessional skills, supplied land and labour, and 
managed their assets. Tne leaders of the AID 
worked closely with the jemaâ, the tradition
al assembly of heads of families, with each 
member's opinion considered and debated 

until a consensus was reached, allowing 
villagers to perceive projects as their own. 
The AID also represented the community in 
securing government endorsement for their 
projects and in raising funds. 

Today, the community of Ait Iktel enjoys, 
manages and owns a set of facilities made 
available by projects implemented through 
the AID. Electricity runs four hours a day, 
assuring a basic level of comfort, and some 
families can afford additional solar equip
ment. Streets are now lit during the evenings. 
The entire population has access to water 
through a supply network that pumps water 
to traditional street fountains at the entrance 
to each of the village's three clusters of 
accommodation. A non-formal school has 
a schedule that permits children to help their 
families in daily chores. Classes are held in 
Arabic and French, and importance is also 
given to teaching the traditional Berber 
dialect. Liberated from the heavy labour of 
carrying water, girls and women have access 
to literacy and the weaving workshop; around 
85 per cent of girls between the ages of 
four and nineteen are in school. An informa
tion centre within the school has helped to 
increase awareness of hygiene, health, nutri
tion and culture; a new library has been 
created; and the existing dispensary has 

been repaired and upgraded into a health 
centre and provided with an ambulance. 
Community cattle-raising and sewage-
network projects are planned for the future. 

All the facilities and new services have 
been incorporated either into new structures 
built in local stone or into the existing archi
tecture of the village, characterized by inlaid 
stonework in a variety of patterns. Cubic in 
shape, with living spaces organized around 
a courtyard, houses usually contain all the 
functions of rural dwellings, such as a corner 
for ceramic water jars, a mill and a stable, 
and each room is used for a variety of func
tions. All restoration and construction work 
has been based on traditional techniques 
or on the construction experience gained 
by the village's returned emigrants. 

Perhaps the most visible and symbolic 
of the new structures is the 2.5-kilometre-
long seguia, or canal, which has increased 
the area of land that can be irrigated. The 
canal crosses the valley over a bridge con
structed in local stone, which has become 
a landmark in the area. Another important 
achievement is the construction of two semi-
underground reservoirs, which have been 
sensitively integrated into the natural land
scape. The first has a capacity of 105 cubic 
metres, while a second reservoir, with a 

Bottom: A new school faced with 
local stonework using traditional 
knowledge to preserve the local 
architectural character. 
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capacity of 430 cubic metres, serves other 
villages in the valley as well as Ait Iktel. 

By empowering the community from 
within, the Ait Iktel Association and the 
amenities it has created have transformed 
the local residents into active agents in the 
improvement of their village life.The facil
ities they have introduced play an important 
role in easing the travails of everyday life, 
especially for women. The AID's accomplish

ments have set a model for surrounding 
villages, most of which have now created 
similar community organizations, fostered 
by Aït Iktel's readiness to share its experi
ence with others. By closing the distance 
between decision-makers and beneficiaries 
and circumventing the public sector's 
shortcomings, the Ait Iktel experience is 
an exemplary humanitarian endeavour, an 
inspiration to rural villages around the world. 

Project Conception 
Ali Amahan 

Client 
Association Aït Iktel de 
Développement - Mohamed Amahan, 
President. 

Documentation 
Ministère de l'Aménagement du 
Territoire, de l'Urbanisme, de 
1'Habitat et 1'Environnement -
Direction de l'Architecture, Saïd 
Mouline, Director. 

Project History 
1994 First well and manual pump 

instai led 
1995 Creation of Association Aït 

Iktel de Développement 
1995 First water-supply project 
1996 Repair and fitting out of 

village dispensary 
1996 Electrification project 

commenced 
1997 Library installed 
1998 Restoration of a house for 

educational facilities 
1999 Irrigation canal built 
2000 Second water-supply project 

Site area Approximately 150 
hectares 

Population 1,849 inhabitants in 
122 households 

Cost MAD 2,240,000 
(USD 224,000) 

Top and bottom: The educational 
facility in a restored two-storey 
house provides literacy classes 
and a weaving workshop that 
generates income for the village. 
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Aït Iktel: The Abadou valley com
prises terraced agricultural land 
and olive plantations. 
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ATt Iktel: A new irrigation canal has 
increased the irrigated area of land 
by 26 hectares. 



071 

Aït Iktel: The canal nas made crops 
less vulnerable to weather and given 
rise to a new cattle-raising project. 
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Aït Iktel : A bridge was built in 
traditional local stone to carry 
the canal across the valley. 
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Aït Iktel : The canal was built in re
inforced concrete, using the expertise 
of Ait Iktel's emigrant workers. 
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Ait Iktel: Water is stored in two 
semi -.underground tanks, fortuitously 
concealed by the uneven landscape. 



075 

Ait Iktel: The tanks supply water 
not only to Ai't Iktel but also to 
surrounding villages. 
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Aït Iktel: One of the three street 
fountains that have freed women from 
fetching water from faraway sources. 


