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I984
His Highness the Aga Khan attends the international

seminar entitled "The Expanding Metropolis: Coping

with the Urban Growth of Cairo", organised by the

Aga Khan Award for Architecture. The Award was

created by the Aga Khan in 977 to enhance the under-

standing and appreciation of Islamic culture as expressed

through architecture. The ninth seminar in its series, 'Ar-

chitectural Transformations in the Islamic World", looks

at the impact of population shifts into Cairo and its his-

toric core and the consequent deterioration of its urban

fabric. It examines measures needed to control and direct

this urbanisation process.

On the occasion of his visit, the Aga Khan makes an of-

fer to His Excellency the Governor of Cairo to build and

operate a public park, placed at the disposal of the in-

habitants of Cairo and its visitors, as a gift financed and

developed by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture.

i986
After various studies, a thirty-hectare site on al-Darassa,

owned by the Governorate of Cairo, is proposed. The

Trust commissions a design team to prepare preliminary

studies, following which it accepts the site proposed.

The site's location, the last vacant space in central Cairo,

presents an enormous opportunity to provide green

spaces to a city where they have disappeared over time, to

enhance the quality of urban life, to provide a location

for family and leisure activities, to generate cultural re-

newal and to provide a platform for viewing the core of

the historic city.

Late I98os
An initial Park programme is prepared, but needs to be

adapted to new circumstances. The General Organisa-'

tion for Greater Cairo Water Supply needs part of the

site to build, under a grant from USAID, three large wa-

ter tanks, as part of a municipal water reservoir and sup-

ply system for the surrounding district. In agreement with

all parties concerned, a modified project incorporating

the water works is submitted to the Governor.

I989
The Aga Khan Award for Architecture prize-giving

ceremony is held in Cairo. In his address, His Highness

notes that honouring the award-winning projects is not

enough, and that we need to understand why, and how,

these buildings and area developments 'work' for the

communities that brought them into being.

1990
An agreement is signed by the Cairo Governorate and

the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, whereby the parties

agree to the definition of the project site and scope, the

establishment of an Egyptian company as an extension

of AKTC to deal with all matters concerning the park's

planning, implementation and operations, and the con-

stitution of the Azhar Park Authority Board to oversee

the operations of the completed project. It also set out the

conditions regarding the duration and termination of the

agreement. It is agreed that the first works would start at

the same time as current occupants - a horse compound

of the Cairo police and the storage site of a major con-

tractor - depart after completion of work on the water

reservoir system.
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I990-I992
The water reservoir system enters the design phase.

I992
The Historic Cities Support Programme is set up as the

operational branch of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture,

with the task of implementing conservation and urban

revitalisation projects in culturally significant sites of the

Islamic world. Along with its work in Cairo, the Pro-

gramme undertakes projects in the northern areas of

Pakistan and Zanzibar, to be followed by further inter-

ventions around the world.

1992-I996
A master plan for the park is drawn up with assistance

from Sasaki Associates, Boston. GEI Consultants pro-

vide specialist advisory services in geo-technical engin-

eering. Design work is coordinated with the ongoing

reservoir system design.

I994-I997
Analyses and tests are undertaken to manage compli-

cated soil and horticultural conditions. A preliminary

on-site nursery is set up in order to establish an appro-

priate range of plant species for the park.

'995
A substantial part of the water reservoir system is built,

although additional work is required prior to the com-

missioning of the system.

I996
The Cairo Governorate hands over the site to the Aga

Khan Trust for Culture. Excavation and earthworks for

general site re-grading begin. On behalf of the Trust,

Stefano Bianca and Cameron Rashti are made respon-

sible for the formulation of a project design development

and implementation work plan.

Upon the rediscovery of the formerly buried Ayyubid

city wall of Cairo during early excavations, the Trust ex-

pands the park project to include revitalisation of the

fringe of the adjacent Darb al-Ahmar district and

restoration of key monuments in the area. The project

expands to become a broader sustainable development

programme, based on the proposition that economic,

cultural and environmental initiatives need to be elements

of an integrated rehabilitation strategy in order to effec-

tively improve the quality of life of communities.

Investigation of conditions in al-Darb al-Ahmar is car-

ried out by a planning unit and planning proposals are

generated. An interdisciplinary team from the Aga

Khan Cultural Services-Egypt under the supervision of

Mohammed El Mikawi is set up. Stefano Bianca and

Francesco Siravo are made responsible for the project's

development and technical coordination.

I997
Following survey and testing, a programme for the

restoration of the Ayyubid wall is put in place, to be

managed by specialists recruited by the Trust and its lo-

cal affiliate, Aga Khan Cultural Services-Egypt, under

the scientific direction of Professor Frank Matero, fol-

lowing principles conforming to modern conservation

practice. The wall is perceived as a dynamic edge and

meeting point between the Darb al-Ahmar community

and the park. A physical survey of the Darb al-Ahmar

district is undertaken.

I998
A detailed park design is established as the result of a

collaborative effort led by Maher Stino and Laila El-

masry Stino, principals of Sites International, Cairo, the

lead design consultant and park landscape architect. A

fifty-hectare off-site nursery is created, on land made

available by the American University in Cairo. Native

and xerophytic species appropriate to the environment

are grown for later planting in the park.

A pilot study of the Darb al-Ahmar district is under-

taken to ascertain what improvements are needed and

how best to intervene. Pilot projects are undertaken to re-

habilitate historic monuments and key buildings, and to

formulate neighbourhood activities.

247



I998-I999
Design development of key architectural features of the

park - the Hilltop Restaurant, the Lakeside Cafe, and

various pavilions and plazas - begins.

I999
A design competition for the park restaurant facilities

takes place. Rami El Dahan and Soheir Farid, princi-

pals of El Dahan & Farid Engineering, are chosen to de-

sign the Hilltop Restaurant and Entry Gate, while Serge

Santelli, architect, and his associate, Karine Martin, are

to design the Lakeside Cafe.

In al-Darb al-Ahmar, a variety of interventions which
associate physical improvements in the area of housing

and public open spaces with a number of socio-eco-

nomic development projects are initiated. These include

training and skill enhancement programmes, small en-

terprise promotion including micro-credit programmes,

health clinics, women and childhood education. Other

agencies of the Aga Khan Development Network in-
volve themselves in this process.

2001I-2002
The park earthworks, geo-membranes and infrastruc-

ture systems are constructed.

2002
An agreement is concluded with the Governorate to de-

velop an Urban Plaza at the north-western end of the

park. A commercial building with shops, offices and an

integrated multi-storey car park is being developed, the

plan of which is closely coordinated with the park de-

sign in terms of entrances, terraces and shared facilities.

Tabanlioglu Associates of Istanbul are chosen as project

architects.

2002-2003
The park facility buildings, plazas and finishes are con-

structed.

2003
A programme is prepared for comprehensive and adap-

tive redevelopment of the houses on the west side of the

excavated Ayyubid wall, with residential use in the up-

per floors and commercial facilities at street level.

2014
Construction work begins on the Urban Plaza.

The main park project is completed. The management

of the park is entrusted to Aga Khan Cultural Services-

Egypt under the supervision of the autonomous Park

Authority Board.
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