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What We Have Learned 

William L. Porter 

Your Highness, distinguished guests and 
participants, our Yemeni hosts. Yemen's 
great building tradition and the stimulation 
of this seminar inspires me to go beyond 
merely summarising to make a number of 
recommendations including one specific 
proposal. I have tried to take account of 
the contributions of participants at this 
seminar without pretending to represent 
their views. And I have benefitted from 
the collaboration of Sherban Cantacuzino 
and Kamil Khan Mumtaz during the pre
paration of the workshop and in later dis
cussions. 

To revitalise Yemen's great building tradi
tion for the modern age, it is even more 
than the "guerilla warfare" mentioned by 
Professor Ibrahim that is called for. The six 
recommendations that follow are intended 
to outline areas for possible action by 
countries with especially valuable architec
tural heritages. These recommendations 
are put forward with Yemen in the front of 
my mind. They would touch many places 
in society and would call for a major and 
continuing commitment of the nation to 
place building in the vanguard of cultural 
expression. This is an opportunity espe
cially evident here in Yemen. They are put 
forward as a first approximation to illus
trate the types and range of recommenda
tions required to make an impact.on envi
ronmental change, but with the idea that, 
if considered here in Yemen, they would 
be very much revised and expanded. 

Finally, they are put forward with all the 
limitations of my own background and 
experience, and without having sought a 
consensus among all of you! 

The recommendations indicate that values 
must be articulated, that high priority must 
be given to upgrading the existing environ
ment, that new building must take account 
of and be in scale with a society'S capacity 
to build and to absorb new building, that 
human resources must be mobilised in 
many sectors of society, and that a system 
of checks and balances must be developed 
to work with new initiatives for building. 
The last recommendation is that a National 
Institute of Building Arts and Sciences be 
created to provide guidance for the process 
of relating building to contemporary 
culture. 

The first recommendation is to articulate 
the values of society that impinge on the 
physical environment. This would entail 
articulating: 
1) a conception of development that incor
porates cultural as well as social and eco
nomic ideas, that incorporates both exist
ing environments and plans for new envi
ronments, and that incorporates ideas of 
both tradition and modernity; 
2) acknowledgement of the extraordinary 
and extraordinarily individualistic charac
ter of the existing architecture, of the 
widely distributed pattern of settlement 
and the need to reinforce it, and of the 



many sources of initiative in the society 
and the need to sustain them; and 
3) a framework of concepts and values 
that links architecture, settlement patterns 
and societal initiatives for the purp'oses of 
future development. 

The second recommendation is to place 
high national priority upon upgrading and 
maintaining the existing environment with
in the context of values and information 
established under the first recommenda
tion. This would entail: 
1) early identification and analysis of crisis 
and potential crisis situations and the ini
tiation of actions to remedy quickly at least 
a few; 
2) mobilisation of financial support and 
creating permanent mechanisms to sustain 
that support for upgrading and mainte
nance; 
3) mobilisation of appropriate materials 
(as Professor Lewcock stated: "That it is a 
principle, and one which ought to be re
cognised by all governments, that the 
maintenance of the provision of the appro
priate materials for the economic repair of 
the existing built fabric is at least as impor
tant as the provision of cement or the 
importation of new materials."); 
4) formation of active clients for both up
grading and maintenance of the physical 
environment from within the existing com
munities; and 
5) establishment of technical assistance 
programmes to aid in devising appropriate 
solutions and to aid in the ongoing admini
stration of environmental maintenance. 

The third recommendation is to achieve 
continuity of cultural values and of the 
traditions of building in new urban and 
rural extensions or infill. This would re
quire: 
1) ensuring that the scale, location and 
timing of projects be in keeping with the 
size and scale of community groupings in 
society; 
2) ensuring that the scale, location, timing 
and character of projects be in keeping 
with society'S own capacity to build, which 
might imply smaller and slower projects 
than currently planned; 
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3) ensuring that the control of develop
ment and the administrative mechanisms 
be, wherever possible, in the hands of the 
communities and other groups most 
directly affected; 
4) looking well beyond mere mimickry of 
past forms in seeking new formal expres
sion in architectural and urban design; and 
5) acting early to bring some projects into 
this new frame of reference. 

The fourth recommendation is to mobilise 
human resources from within the society 
for building. The nation's leadership would 
have to 
1) cultivate an informed clients hip at local 
levels, possibly through local development 
authorities, by aiding local groups to form 
effective clients for building, identifying 
real clients wherever possible for new 
building, creating surrogate (or substitute) 
clients for new building if actual clients can 
not be identified, giving technical assis
tance to clients, and educating future 
clients in schools and universities; 
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2) encourage culturally sensitive building 
professionals, give them appropriate in
centives, re-educate existing building pro
fessionals, and educate new ones ("Build
ing professionals" include designers, con
structors, craftsmen, developers, admini
strators, etc.); 
3) educate financial managers to become 
more supportive of culturally sensitive 
building; and 
4) reach out to the public at large with 
information and ideas about the signifi
cance of a great building tradition. 

The fifth recommendation is to devise a 
system of checks and balances within 
which building occurs. One would have to: 
1) articulate national and possibly regional 
policies for culturally sensitive building; 
2) create norms and standards that could 
be flexibly administered by national and 
local building authorities; 
3) modify existing criteria of financial 
institutions to become more responsive to 
cultural as well as economic criteria; 
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4) mandate local clientship for all building 
projects; and 
5) establish mechanisms for mediating 
possible conflicts in situations where in
terest~ of many groups are at stake. 

These first five recommendations, even if 
implemented, need a continuing force in 
society that could give imaginative leader
ship to the underlying goals of re-establish
ing Yemen's great building tradition and 
bringing it into a close relationship with 
Yemen's contemporary life and cultural 
values. 

The sixth recommendation is a specific 
proposal intended to provide that force. It 
is to establish here in Yemen a National 
Institute of the Building Arts and Sciences 
to be composed of very distinguished 
members of Yemen's society and to in
clude people drawn from both the public 
and the private sector not in the field of 
building as well as members of the building 
professions themselves. Their mandates 
would be: 
1) To articulate a philosophy for building, 
for example: 
• to link an understanding of the history of 

the society to contemporary environ
mental change; 

• to link intellectual and cultural values to 
building; 

• to take responsibility for recommenda
tions such as those outlined in the first 
recommendation above; and 

• to make specific recommendations, when 
requested, to agencies of government, 
such recommendations to form the basis 
of selected policies of those agencies; 

2) To undertake research, for example: 
• to document existing architectural and 

urban forms; 
• to investigate architectural and urban 

form and to explore linkages with legal, 
administrative, political, and other 
systems of society; 

• to test ideas in building (Here let me 
again quote Professor Ronald Lewcock 
who argues "that the governments of 
Islamic countries should give serious con
sideration to the extension or setting-up 
of building research stations, with express 
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emphasis being given to the establish
ment and testing of improved local tech
nologies; i.e., those that are economically 
and efficiently appropriate to the various 
towns and regions within their terri
tories."); 

3) To promulgate professionalism through 
study and recommendations concerning 
education, training and the formation of 
professional ethics, standards and organi
sations; 
4) To instigate a program of public pro
fessional information on Yemeni building 
aimed at the building professions and the 
general public, perhaps including a regular 
journal of building; and 
5) To mobilise the voluntary forces in 
society, which could contribute to the for
mation of new, vigorous, and culturally 
responsive ways of building, by offering 
their special talents: technical assistance, 
financial and organisational support, and, 
most importantly, their inspiration and 
leadership. 

Any liberties I have taken with these re
marks may, I hope, be attributed to the 
enthusiasm of being here in Yemen, wit
nessing its great buildings, to the seminar 
itself, and to my sense that something very 
exciting could happen here - and con
ceivably in other countries as well. 



I would like to begin these concluding 
remarks by thanking the Prime Minister 
and the Government of the Yemen Arab 
Republic for the many kindnesses, courte
sies and considerations that have been 
extended to us. We can all agree that this 
has been one of the most exciting, one of 
the most interesting' and one of the most 
motivating seminars we have had. The 
success of the seminar is in large part due 
to the support and encouragement which 
the government has given us in enabling us 
to see truly exceptional buildings in various 
parts of this country. 

Each of the numerous site visits we made 
highlighted the same problem which the 
workshops identified unanimously and 
which I have observed in other areas of the 
developing world. Generally speaking, 
there is a very deep communication gap 
between decision makers and populations, 
rural or urban. The reports from the work
shops were also unanimous in stating that 
unless the people were genuinely and con
tinuously involved in the restoration of 
these beautiful parts of Yemeni cities, 
there would be very little chance of resto
ration being successful. In my mind this is 
now an established fact. 

The second issue which I retained from our 
deliberations is that the Third World is still 
facing an economic crisis and governments 
cannot treat conservation as a priority. As 
a result, conservation - the maintaining of 
cultural heritage - has to make economic 
sense. If it does not make economic sense, 
there is little chance for all of us who are 
concerned with the heritage of the Islamic 
world to be successful. These I think are 
two basic considerations for any progress 
that we wish to make. 

However, it would be wrong to conclude 
by looking at problems only. There 
emerged in this seminar an idea of a pilot 
project for which Dr. aI-Attar must be 
credited, having mentioned it first in his 
opening speech. He envisaged an institu
tion, an organisation of some form, which 
could take upon itself a pilot project on 
urban design in the Islamic world. This 
project would involve the support of the 
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country concerned and of international 
agencies. 

We are just about in the sixth year of the 
life of the Aga Khan Award for Architec
ture, and at the end of every seminar I 
have faced the same question: how does 
the Award intend to continue to support 
actively the purposes which it has set for 
itself? I cannot commit myself to an answer 
immediately because this is not the sort of 
thing I would do without the support of the 
Steering Committee. But I think there 
may be a chance of putting together an 
international organisation which could 
build on the lessons of this seminar. Per
haps, this organisation would be a non
governmental one which would work with 
UNESCO and other agencies and try to 
become effective in mobilising people for 
looking after exceptional parts ofthese old 
cities. This role, I think, can best be played 
by a private sector organisation, a non
governmental body, and it could be very 
exciting. 

I am convinced, as a result of this seminar, 
that while each urban area, each case is 
different, the basic problems are common 
to all areas. The two basic problems - that 
of closing the gap between people and 
decision-makers, and that of mobilising 
people in rendering programs economi
cally viable - are relevant whether we are 
talking about Kairouan, whether we are 
talking about Fez, or whether we are 
talking about Sana'a. These two issues 
have to be resolved if historical sites and 
parts of these cities are to be preserved 
successfully. I think therefore that in con
cluding this seminar it would be fair to say 
that the government of Yemen, the hospi
tality which we have received at Sana'a and 
the participants in this seminar have all 
contributed to conceptualising what might 
be the beginning of a very exciting deve
lopment in the years ahead and I wish to 
conclude by saying that the A ward will 
reflect over this. 
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