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In the Old City of Cairo, the activities of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) 

started with the reconversion of a vast barren site (a hilly rubble-dump between 

the Fatimid city and the Mamluk cemetery) into a thirty-hectare urban Park with 

many visitor facilities. The Park has all of the geometric elements of traditional 

Islamic gardens and features soft-shaped hills and a small lake. A network of 

informal pathways surrounds the more formal garden areas and leads through 

all levels and corners of the site. The Park combines both widespread leisure 

areas inviting people to meet, to rest and to picnic on the ground, and more 

sophisticated facilities such as the Citadel View Restaurant on the hill and the 

Lakeside Café. The design of the Park provides the visitor with a dramatic and 

rich visual experience not available in any other area of Cairo.

 Currently, Azhar Park receives more than two million visitors a year and has 

proven to be a catalyst for urban renewal in one of the world’s most congested 

cities. Additionally, the Park manages to provide its visitors with an accommo-

dating public space of quality that caters to different social and economic 

classes, while encouraging their integration. This has been achieved through 

tactful management and operation policies that offer the residents of Historic 

Cairo a reduced entry fee, while ensuring that the Park facilities provide quality 

services to different community classes and groups.

 The Darb al-Ahmar neighbourhood, directly abutting the Park, is socially and 

physically depressed, but still features a lively and cohesive residential community. 

Over the past few decades, Darb al-Ahmar has gone through a spiral of decay 

affecting the living conditions of its inhabitants. This was primarily due to the 

decline in social status of the historic city since the early twentieth century because 

of the exodus of the local bourgeoisie into newer urban districts. Another reason 

behind this decline was the lack of a coherent urban management system that 

could deal effectively and appropriately with the particular problems and intricacies 

of the Historic City. Currently, several mosques, old palaces, historic houses and 

public open spaces have been, and are being, rehabilitated in an effort to make 

them accessible to the local community and visitors.

 The most prominent of these are the sixteenth-century Khayrbek Mosque 

with the adjacent sabil kuttab and an attached eighteenth-century house, the 

fourteenth-century Alin Aq Palace, Umm al-Sultan Shabaan Mosque and 

Madrasa, Aslam Mosque and Aqsunqur Mosque (the Blue Mosque). These all 
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Programme Scope / Objectives

In 1997 AKTC embarked on in the creation of 

a 30-hectare public Park in the Darb al-Ahmar 

district of Historic Cairo. The project also in-

cluded the restoration of the 12th-century 

Historic Wall and the rehabilitation of monu-

ments and landmark buildings in the area. 

These efforts are complemented by the ‘Darb 

al-Ahmar Revitalization Project’ aimed at im-

proving the area’s living conditions through 

integration of the built environment with social 

and economic interventions. Additionally, the 

Cairo portfolio includes the ‘Urban Plaza Pro-

ject’ comprising a hotel, a multi-storey parking 

facility and a shopping area.
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The minarets and domes of Cairo seen 

from Azhar Park: in the forefront, the dome 

of the Khayrbek Mosque complex, with 

the domes and minarets of Sultan Hassan 

and Rifa’ai mosques behind.

represent signifi cant assets of the Darb al-Ahmar community. Some of them are located 

adjacent to the Park. Many of these restored structures are reused for community purposes 

so as to enhance the identifi cation and solidarity of residents with historic buildings and their 

district. In conjunction with physical upgrading, a wide range of ongoing socio-economic 

development initiatives have been implemented, beginning in the year 2000. The objective 

is to provide residents with new opportunities, including training, employment and micro-

credits for small enterprises. Special programmes are targeting health issues, women’s 

affairs and environmental problems. House owners and tenants are being provided with 

technical assistance, grants and micro-credits for upgrading their premises, and many local 

enterprises are now benefi ting from the physical rehabilitation activities.

 The uncovering of the formerly buried Historic Wall, with its enormous gates, towers, 

and interior chambers and galleries, is in itself one of the most important archaeological 

discoveries of the past decades relating to the Islamic period in Egypt. Over 1300 metres 

long, the Wall forms a distinctive third element of signifi cance between the Park and Darb 

al-Ahmar, providing an interesting enclosure and backdrop for the Park, as well as a 

monument which can be visited. It physically separates the Park from Darb al-Ahmar 

and the Old City, but also acts as an attractive visual and functional connection, offering 

opportunities to visitors to enter the city from the Park, and vice versa. Over the centuries, 

the houses and monuments built against the Wall on the city side became an integral 

part of Cairo’s urban and social history. Selective removal of encroaching elements was 

taken into consideration as part of the restoration process. Alongside this process, a 

valuable archaeological site was uncovered, bringing with it the development of a museum 

and visitor centre.

 The ‘Urban Plaza Development Project’ is designed to be a mixed-use retail mall and 

commercial car park facility, situated on a site of approximately 17,900 square metres in 

the Old City of Cairo. The site is bounded on the east and south by Azhar Park, on the 

west by the old Historic Wall of Cairo, and on the north by al-Azhar Street. A landmark 

building for Cairo, it will create a new entrance to Azhar Park.
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The Historic Cities Programme works to 

improve the lives of the residents of Darb 

al-Ahmar, a district close to Azhar Park. 

Above, engineers and planners study 

the Darb al-Ahmar Master Plan. A craftsman, 

below, works on the restoration of the 

decorative inlay of a door at the Programme’s 

wood workshop.



ACCESS TO OPEN SPACE

The quality of public spaces has diminished, unless 

they are gated or exclusive to certain society groups. 

Open spaces in Darb al-Ahmar mostly consist of small 

nodes at road intersections or leftover spaces due to 

the demolition of older structures. These few open 

spaces, in addition to the existing street network, suffer 

from continuous deterioration, use of inappropriate fi n-

ishing materials and interruption by vehicular move-

ment. The possibility of providing a quality public 

space that caters for all social and economic classes 

and encourages their integration was a challenge for  

Azhar Park.

BUILDING CONDITIONS

The Park site included some minor public structures 

that were either removed or incorporated in the Park’s 

overall design. Monuments and major public buildings 

in Darb al-Ahmar were in a state of decay due to the 

protracted absence of public investments. Moreover, 

existing housing stock suffered from severe deterioration 

owing to a lack of regular maintenance, complicated 

legal procedures, lack of technical know-how, unrealistic 

rent controls, low-income levels, multiple ownership and 

insecure tenure. 

Signifi cant Issues and Impact

MASTER PLANNING PROCESS 

Darb al-Ahmar inherited a governmental Master Plan 

in 1973 that favoured major demolitions in the neigh-

bourhood to introduce wide roads for vehicular traffi c, 

especially along the eastern Historic Wall. If imple-

mented, the results of this plan would have been cata-

strophic to the physical, social and economic fabric of 

the area. Realizing the implications of the plan, AKTC, 

along with its institutional partners, succeeded in 

replacing it with a more sensitive con servation pro-

gramme ratifi ed by the Cairo  Governorate.

PLANNING ISSUES

While Azhar Park followed a formal planning approach 

with clear planning and design objectives, and hence 

clear implementation procedures, the adjacent neigh-

bourhood projects followed an action planning ap-

proach to address urban planning issues adopting a 

more fl exible process. The project worked on imple-

menting these action plans using an integrated approach 

that encompasses restoration of key monuments and 

public buildings together with housing rehabilitation and 

the upgrading of infrastructure and public open spaces.

BASELINE STANDARDS

Along with various sector-based surveys and studies 

carried out since 1998, the project conducted a major 

baseline survey in 2003 covering the entire area of 

Darb al-Ahmar (13 shiyakhat, 100,000 inhabitants). 

The results were used as the base for a post-imple-

mentation survey carried out in 2008 in seven core 

shiyakhat, shedding light on the project’s impact over 

this period of time.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC INITIATIVES

Since the project follows a multi-input integrated ap-

proach towards urban revitalization, socio-economic 

initiatives are a core element of the process. Besides 

the built environment programmes, AKTC works 

closely with other agencies (Aga Khan Foundation and 

Aga Khan Agency for Microfi nance) on a wide range of 

social initiatives: health, education, support to civil so-

ciety organizations, and environment; in addition to a 

range of economic initiatives including access to mi-

cro-credit, business development, vocational training 

and employment. 

CONSERVATION ASPECTS

Restoration of key monuments in Darb al-Ahmar was 

an indispensible component of the project. During the 

course of the project a signifi cant number of these 

buildings were restored including the eastern Historic 

Wall, the Madrasa of Umm al-Sultan Shabaan, Aslam 

Mosque, the Khayrbek complex, Alin Aq Palace, and 

the Tarabay al-Sharify complex in addition to a number 

of Ottoman and early 20th-century buildings. Restoration 

went hand-in-hand with programmes to raise the local 

community’s awareness of the monuments’ value, in 

addition to the training and capacity-building of local 

craftsmen in order to generate employment opportunities.

QUALIT Y OF LIFE

Azhar Park presented a rare opportunity to provide a 

major public space of quality to benefi t Cairo’s inhabit-

ants. Since the mid 1990s, and following the project’s 

inception, Darb al-Ahmar’s population decline started 

to reverse. A 2009 post-implementation survey showed 

that literacy fi gures have slightly improved. Chest disease 

and allergies have decreased signifi cantly between 

2003 and 2009. Rheumatism and poor hearing also 

showed signifi cant decreases. These improvements 

might be attributed to the housing interventions and their 

impact on the area’s lifestyle, not to mention completion 

of construction activities at Azhar Park. 

POST- IMPLEMENTATION PLANS

Both Azhar Park and the Urban Plaza projects are 

managed through long-term agreements with the Gov-

ernment of Egypt. Neighbourhood activities are currently 

in their third phase, during which the majority of the pro-

grammes and initiatives are meant to be phased out 

and handed over to the appropriate governmental and 

civil society organizations. Project sustainability is 

achieved fi nancially through increasing support from 

Azhar Park’s surplus revenues along with fi nance gen-

erated from other neighbourhood activities, such as 

the project’s Darb al-Ahmar carpentry workshop. 

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Governorate of Cairo, Supreme Council of Antiquities, 

Ministry of Awqaf Authority, Cairo Cleaning and Beau-

tifi cation Agency, General Authorization for Literacy 

and Adult Education, Ministry of Education, Ministry of 

Solidarity.

Authoritative Framework 

Cooperation protocol agreements with Cairo Gover-

norate, The Supreme Council of Antiquities and the 

Egyptian Awqaf Authority (Islamic Endowment). ‘Al-Darb 

al-Ahmar Revitalization Project’ (Phase 2) was im-

plemented according to a tripartite agreement between 

AKTC, Cairo Governorate and the Egyptian Social 

Fund for Development.

Phasing  1997 Y ongoing

Inauguration of Azhar Park; 

‘Urban Plaza Project’;

ADAARP, Phase 2 begun

Construction of Azhar Park 

begun; ‘Al-Darb al-Ahmar 

Revitalization Project’ 

(ADAARP): preliminary 

studies and design phase

20101997 2000 2003 2004

Monuments restoration;

ADAARP, Phase 1 begun

Extensive baseline 

survey undertaken in 

Darb al-Ahmar

Monuments restoration;

‘Public-Private Partnership’ 

agreement with 

Governorate of Cairo

2005

ADAARP, 

Phase 3 begun

Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROGRAMME AREA 

Following the Fatimid conquest of Egypt in AD 969, the 

city of Cairo was founded to house the Fatimid court. 

Between 1087 and 1092, the city walls were expanded 

to incorporate an area to the south, now known as 

Darb al-Ahmar, located between the then future citadel 

and the old seat of power in the walled city. The wall 

defi ned the eastern edge of Darb al-Ahmar and the 

boundary between the urban area of the new elite and 

the dumping grounds for the city’s rubbish. Over the 

course of centuries formidable mounds of debris 

accumulated, known as the al-Darassa Hills, dwarfi ng 

and eventually burying the city walls. 

 The early decades of the 20th century saw Darb 

al-Ahmar attempting to emulate the newer quarters of 

Cairo. New construction techniques, using reinforced 

concrete, began to replace traditional building mater-

ials, and ‘modernist’ urban design policies came into 

effect. The al-Darassa Hills remained uninhabited until 

the late 20th century. In the early 1990s, this site was 

selected by AKTC for the construction of Azhar Park, 

an idea that emerged in the 1980s following a seminar 

on the expansion of the city of Cairo organized by 

AKTC in 1984. Work began in 1997, following the con-

struction of three major water reservoirs on the site by 

both the Government of Egypt and USAID.

Challenges

PROGRAMME RISKS 

Income-generating activities such as Azhar Park and 

the Urban Plaza signifi cantly contribute to the fi nancial 

sustainability of the Cairo projects, but the institutional 

sustainability of these interventions represents a major 

challenge. The current capacity of both governmental 

and non-governmental agencies in the area requires 

intensive support to ensure the institutional sustain-

ability of the project’s approach. 

SITE CONDITIONS

The Park’s site represented a major challenge given 

the unstable nature of its soil and the fact that the Historic 

Wall was almost entirely buried beneath fi ve centuries’ 

worth of debris. Despite its central location, Darb al-Ahmar 

is not as densely populated as other areas of Cairo. It 

includes a signifi cant number of monuments and low-rise 

traditional buildings connected by narrow streets and 

alleyways. 

DEMOGRAPHICS

Between the mid 1970s and mid 1990s Darb al-Ahmar 

witnessed an almost 50% population decrease (from 

146,000 to 78,000 inhabitants). The average house-

hold size in Darb al-Ahmar is fi ve persons and 78% of 

the residents are tenants. More than 70% of the resi-

dents have been living in the area for more than 20 

years. The bulk of the decrease occurred at the age of 

marriage, since members of the new generations pre-

ferred to seek better social and economic opportun-

ities in other Cairo neighbourhoods. Due to the signifi cant 

decrease of population, the area includes a number of 

empty plots and ruined buildings.

HOUSEHOLD ECONOMY

The economically active represent 30% of the popu-

lation out of which 56% are involved in production- 

related occupations (small-scale industries and work-

shops), 28% in the services sector, 16% in the 

commerce sector and only 2% in professional occu-

pations. In 2003 the annual average income per capita 

was US $207 (17 times lower than the average for Egypt 

as a whole).

STATUS OF HEALTH AND EDUCATION 

On the household level, residents suffer from health 

problems mainly related to deteriorated living condi-

tions such as inadequate infrastructure, increased 

dampness and lack of natural light and ventilation. On 

a more general level, Darb al-Ahmar lacks quality 

health services especially in the area of maternity and 

early childhood problems. 

AVAILABILIT Y OF DRINKING WATER 

AND PROPER SANITATION FACILITIES

Almost all houses in Darb al-Ahmar are connected to 

drinking water and sanitation services; quality, however, 

is an issue, especially regarding drinking water. 

ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS

In Cairo, the per capita share of green space is mea-

gre. Aside from environmental hazards related to the 

deteriorated condition of existing infrastructure, Darb 

al-Ahmar also lacks adequate solid waste manage-

ment services.

INFRASTRUCTURE 

While the Park’s site included some recently added 

infrastructure mainly related to water reservoirs, the 

infrastructure in Darb al-Ahmar was inadequate after 

many years of neglect. Only in the past decade has the 

government paid some attention to upgrades. Conse-

quently, the majority of households are now connected 

to infrastructure utilities but investments in water, sewage 

and electricity networks only impacted major streets. 

Cul-de-sacs and alleyways, where the majority of the 

population lives, still suffer from inadequate connec-

tions mostly implemented by residents.

Azhar Park is situated in one of the most important 

parts of Cairo; the Citadel is seen to the left and 

the Historic Old City to the right.
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Project Scope / Objectives

The goal of these projects was to improve the overall 

quality of life in Darb al-Ahmar. Socio-cultural and 

economic well-being were targeted through access 

to micro-credit, business development services, 

employment and vocational training, crafts devel-

opment, education, health, environment, and capacity 

building for local government and civil society 

organizations.

Darb al-Ahmar Social Projects
CAI RO,  EGYPT

Once construction activities for Azhar Park had commenced in earnest in the 

late 1990s, the Historic Cities Programme (HCP) began to focus on the develop-

ment of Darb al-Ahmar, the impoverished neighbourhood adjacent to the future 

Park. Named after the historic street that passes through this area, today’s Darb 

al-Ahmar is a vibrant but impoverished district that in no way resembles its rich 

past. Since the beginning of the twentieth century, this part of Historic Cairo saw 

a steady but continuous decline in living conditions. With the city expanding in 

all directions, offering improved standards of living to some, Darb al-Ahmar saw 

many of its wealthy residents replaced by people from poorer parts of Cairo, 

who had substantially lower incomes and lower education levels than those 

who had left. This shift in population led to rapid dilapidation of the built environ-

ment, as funding for maintenance of landmark buildings was no longer avail-

able. A virtual freeze on rent introduced by the government in the 1950s further 

accelerated the decline of Darb al-Ahmar. Many landlords saw no reason to 

fi nance the upkeep of buildings that had virtually no rental value and whose 

occupants could not be removed. With houses collapsing due to lack of main-

tenance, few employment opportunities and insuffi cient availability of utilities 

and municipal services, the area started to attract criminals and for some time 

even became the hub of the drug trade in Cairo. By March 2000, when HCP 

began its fi rst activities, population levels had declined to 100,000 from an 

estimated 170,000 in 1972–77.

 HCP’s main objective for the development of Darb al-Ahmar is to improve 

the quality of life of the inhabitants in terms of their economy, housing conditions 

and health and education. In addition to this, HCP intends to preserve the social 

fabric by ensuring that the benefi ts of its activities will go to the actual population 

and not to newcomers with higher income levels. HCP realizes, however, that it 

has limited means at its disposal to counter gentrifi cation.

 The socio-economic development of Darb al-Ahmar started with a fi rst phase 

that was initially designed for a three-year period (later extended by one more 

year) and that was chiefl y co-funded by the Egyptian-Swiss Development Fund 

and the Ford Foundation. Activities that were identifi ed as having the highest priority 

during this period were: improved housing; access to micro-credit; vocational 

An art class is taking place at Darb Shouglan 

Community Centre.

Opposite page:

Above, children learn from a poster about 

recycling methods for the ‘Solid Waste 

Management Project’.

Below, a sight test is given by a Health 

Programme optometrist.

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   DARB AL-AHMAR SOC IAL  PRO J ECTS
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seems to be directly related to a perception of improvement in the district, namely the 

clearly visible rehabilitation of a number of houses and the creation of open spaces. 

Shiyakhat such as Batneyya, however, where little housing rehabilitation took place, 

seem to continue losing residents due to the dilapidated housing stock.

Household Economy

The average declared monthly household income doubled from EGP 497 in 2003 to 

EGP 983 in 2009. In 2003 more than seventy per cent of households earned between 

EGP 100 and EGP 600 per month, while in 2009 less than forty per cent fell into this 

category. Taking infl ation into consideration, real gains in household income levels 

between 2003 and 2009 ranged from twenty per cent to twenty-fi ve per cent. Evidence 

of increased household income levels comes from a noticeable reduction in expenditure 

on food as a percentage of the household budget. 2009 data showed that fi fty-one per 

cent was spent on food items compared to fi fty-six per cent in 2003. In all likelihood, food 

expenditure as a percentage of the household budget would have dropped well below 

the fi fty per cent threshold (a key poverty indicator) had it not been for the exceptionally 

high infl ation of prices for food items. The cost of food increased by twenty-fi ve per cent 

in 2008 when many subsidies were removed.

Employment

More than 4300 people have been assisted with fi nding employment through the 

programme since 2000, either by fi nding (new) employment or through job referrals. Not 

Children use the library at the Darb Shouglan 

Community Centre. Surveys have 

shown a signifi cant drop in illiteracy rates 

in Darb al-Ahmar after projects began.

training and employment; education; and, to a more limited extent, access to primary 

health care. Although largely successful during the initial four years, Phase 1 only had a 

limited reach in terms of its health activities and its micro-credit. Furthermore, most of the 

vocational training had been limited to the trades that were directly related to the building 

sector. With the experience gained during the fi rst phase, a more accurate needs 

assessment was compiled through an extensive baseline survey, which was completed 

in late 2003. This survey not only looked at the needs of local inhabitants from a house-

hold perspective, but also took stock of the needs of local entrepreneurs as potential 

lenders from a micro-credit programme that, as of 2005, became a responsibility of the 

Aga Khan Agency for Microfi nance (AKAM).

 The outcome of the baseline survey of 2003 provided the inputs for a detailed imple-

mentation plan for Phase 2. Co-fi nanced by the German Development Bank KfW, 

through the Egyptian Social Fund for Development, the Ford Foundation and a large 

number of other donors, Phase 2 started in January 2005 and continued until December 

2009. A post-implementation survey of the same households that were fi rst interviewed 

in late 2003, carried out by an independent external evaluator, provided HCP with a 

number of interesting before and after observations, showing the results and the 

outcome of some of the better and some of the less successful interventions.

 The post-implementation survey consisted of a household survey and focus group 

meetings. The survey was conducted in seven core shiyakhat of Darb al-Ahmar (the 

entire district is made up of thirteen shiyakhat) during February 2009. The households 

surveyed in 2009 represent seventy-fi ve per cent of those that were fi rst surveyed in 

2003 (the missing 25% having moved out and being replaced by others, often from 

within the district). In addition to this survey, two focus group discussions were held, one 

with men and another with women, covering relevant population groups. Although rela-

tively small in size (the people surveyed in 2009 represent just under 2% of the population 

of the area) the fact that the same households are compared before and after the 

completion of Phase 2 makes this post-implementation survey relevant.

Housing Improvement

Since HCP started its housing improvement activities in 2000, eighty-four housing units – 

representing 218 individual apartments for 1100 people – have been completed as either 

newly built or completely renovated houses. Because families in the area lack cash, this 

work was carried out with a grant component that could rise as high as eighty per cent. 

 The 2009 survey found that over the preceding fi ve years the average number of 

rooms per house had increased. This, however, was not due to an increase in living 

space, but because of more partitions within the existing space and hence higher levels 

of privacy within the household. Observations regarding crowding conditions and venti-

lation showed that de-crowding has improved. However, ventilation had worsened (there 

was an increase in percentage of non-ventilated windowless rooms), showing a need for 

more light wells and ventilation shafts.

 People’s perception of the market value of their house showed a remarkable 

increase. Estimates in 2003 ranged from EGP 10,000 to EGP 70,000 in 2003, whereas in 

2009 they ranged from EGP 70,000 to EGP 250,000 and more.

 From the focus group discussions, HCP learned that there is an infl ux of new resi-

dents coming into Darb al-Ahmar who occupy both old and new buildings, but with new 

leases; some of these new arrivals are originally from Darb al-Ahmar (married, moved 

out and now returning) and some from other popular districts of Cairo. This phenomenon 

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   DARB AL-AHMAR SOC IAL  PRO J ECTS

Above, residents are being interviewed 

during a baseline census survey in order to 

provide an accurate needs assessment not 

only of local inhabitants from a household 

perspective, but also of the needs of local 

entrepreneurs to assess their eligibility for 

micro-fi nance.

Below, a substantial number of benefi ciaries, 

over the past ten years, have found fi nancial 

security with the help of the vocational 

training programme. A young woman 

develops her skill at sewing to generate 

income.
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

The Darb al-Ahmar district, together with the adjacent 

Khan al-Khalili district, comprises the core of Historic 

Cairo and hosts the highest concentration of Islamic 

monuments in the world. The easternmost part of Darb 

al-Ahmar borders the Historic Wall built by Salah al-Din 

during the second half of the 12th century. The area 

prospered until the beginning of the 20th century. It fell 

into disrepair as Cairo expanded rapidly and wealthy 

residents chose to move to the city’s outskirts leaving 

poorer migrants to occupy their houses. A virtual freeze 

on rents from the 1950s onwards, alongside hereditary 

lease agreements, diminished incentives on behalf of 

local landlords to keep up their properties. Consequently, 

living conditions deteriorated rapidly, a process that 

continued and seemed irreversible until the creation of 

Azhar Park at the start of the new millennium. 

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

The main risk was the potential lack of suffi cient local 

capital to rehabilitate a signifi cant number of houses. In 

addition, nearly all the houses had complex, multiple 

ownership status. Interventions could not proceed with-

out properly identifying legal owners, and wherever 

possible obtaining fi nancial contributions from those 

who would stand to benefi t. Darb al-Ahmar’s limited 

open spaces also required rehabilitation. Future main-

tenance of this open space will be a major challenge.

SITE CONDITIONS

Sites for housing improvement generally suffered from 

poor accessibility, complicating the construction pro-

cess. The poor status of solid waste collection has 

been an ongoing problem in the area. Many initiatives 

were started in the past, sometimes leading to tem-

porary improvement, but those cannot succeed unless 

there is support at the district government level too. 

The general tendency, however, has been towards a 

lack of sustained preparedness by the responsible 

agencies to collect solid waste. Local civil society 

organizations have so far failed to successfully pressure 

government to improve waste collection  services.  

STATUS OF HEALTH AND EDUCATION

Health surveys revealed that on the household level, 

poor eyesight is the most common ailment with an av-

erage 42% of the population suffering from it. Rheu-

matism was ranked second with an overall average of 

36% in 2003, followed by poor hearing with 13%. Darb 

al-Ahmar generally lacks quality health services espe-

cially in the area of maternity and early childhood 

problems. Childhood development is of concern along 

with development of children’s life skills. 

INFRASTRUCTURE

Drinking water and waste water infrastructure was up-

graded in the 1960s, but the quality of the work was 

poor. Gas-related utilities were also poor or non-existent.   

Signifi cant Issues and Impact 

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

An extensive socio-economic baseline survey was 

conducted in 2003, covering health status and house-

hold income and expenditure. At later stages of the 

project new information was added. A post-implemen-

tation survey, carried out in 2009 at the conclusion of 

Phase 2, covered the same households that were fi rst 

surveyed in 2003. In 2010, at the start of Phase 3, a 

new baseline survey for the area was conducted. 

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED

Discussions with the Supreme Council of Antiquities 

resulted in the adoption of building regulations that 

would safeguard the built environment of this historic 

part of Cairo. External sources of funding were needed 

and found in order to help co-fi nance the rebuilding of 

almost 90 traditional housing units in the area. These 

now stand as a model for urban rehabilitation.

COMMUNIT Y INVOLVEMENT

AKTC teamed up with local civil society organizations 

to ensure that there is suffi cient local ownership to 

maintain the newly created open spaces in good con-

dition, through the creation of socio-cultural events for 

the benefi t of users. Following the completion of Phase 

3 in 2013, most activities with an open-ended commit-

ment, such as health and education, will be transferred 

to local entities with whom HCP is already collaborating. 

Other AKDN agencies will remain active in the provision 

of micro-credit and small- and medium- enterprise 

development.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

During the course of Phase 2, a number of new initia-

tives were added to the vocational training programme 

with the aim of reaching more women. Administrative 

training has subsequently attracted substantially more 

women than men. The 2010 baseline survey served as 

a benchmark for the Canadian International Develop-

ment Agency funded ‘Cairo Economic Livelihoods 

Programme’, which focuses on vocational training and 

employment.

 

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Governorate of Cairo.

 

Donors 

Egyptian-Swiss Development Fund (Phase 1), Social 

Fund for Development (Phases 2 and 3), Canadian Inter-

national Development Agency (Phases 2 and 3), United 

Nations Development Programme, World Monuments 

Fund, Ford Foundation, Daimler Chrysler (Egypt), Flora 

Family Foundation, Danny Kaye and Sylvia Fine Kaye 

Foundation, The American University in Cairo, Mubarak 

Kohl Initiative, Industrial Modernization Centre, Azhar 

Park, Caritas (Egypt).

Authoritative Framework

Overall agreement with the Cairo Governorate for the 

development of the Darb al-Ahmar district and specifi c 

tripartite agreements with Cairo Governorate, Egyptian 

Social Fund for Development and AKTC for partial 

fi nancing of project activities during Phases 2 and 3.

A health-care centre was set up adjacent 

to Khayrbek Mosque and the health 

programme saw a dramatic increase in its 

outreach to the local population.

surprisingly, most of the respondents in the household survey reported knowing the 

‘Employment Programme’ (second to ‘Housing’, where only 19% reported not knowing 

the programme). As a result of HCP’s interventions, the percentage of economically 

active individuals increased from thirty per cent in 2003 to thirty-four per cent in 2009. Of 

this thirty-four per cent, nearly three quarters (78%) were employees (generally 

employed by other family members) whereas twenty-two per cent were self-employed 

(that is, they own their own business, or they work in the family business with no wages). 

Comparisons with 2003 show that there is a decrease in the percentage of those who 

work for family members without wages. This change can in part be contributed to the 

substantial number of benefi ciaries who, over the past ten years, found employment with 

the help of the programme’s employment unit.

Education

The 2009 study reports a decrease in the levels of illiteracy among those surveyed (a 

5.5% drop in illiteracy for men and a 2.5% drop for women). HCP’s literacy classes since 

the survey have continued at the same level and illiteracy levels are therefore expected 

to drop even further. School drop-out rates, a measurement of success of HCP’s 

engagement with parents of school-going children who are at risk of leaving school 

prematurely, went down by 3.5 per cent during the course of Phase 2. However, the success 

was nearly entirely due to more girls completing primary school (drop-out rates were 

down from 16% in 2003 to 13% in 2009). Boys’ drop-out rates, unfortunately, remained 

critical with no measurable changes between 2003 and 2009.

Health

Following the creation of a new health-care centre located close to Khayrbek Mosque in 

Darb al-Ahmar Street and following a review of the principal health development 

activities (which resulted in a programme change whereby future focus would be on 

mother and child health care), the health programme saw a dramatic improvement in its 

outreach to the community during the second phase. More than three thousand children 

received a health check-up and a large number of counselling sessions were held for 

teenagers and women on subjects ranging from ‘Care for the Elderly’ and ‘Care for 

Working Children’ to issues such as ‘Female Genital Mutilation’ and ‘Domestic Violence’. 

Quality of Life

Disputes among neighbours in the past twelve months, an indicator for local perceptions 

of changes in the quality of life, showed a remarkable drop amongst those polled (from 

18% in 2003 to just 5% in 2009). This refl ects positive community participation potential 

for the future. In direct relation to the observed reduction in the numbers of confl icts, 

perhaps, comes a measurable increase in the desire to continue living in the same locality. 

Willingness to stay in Darb al-Ahmar was already high in 2003 (89% wished to stay) and 

has increased during the course of the second phase, now reaching ninety-three per 

cent. During focus group discussions where residents revealed general appreciation of 

the revitalization efforts by the project, housing rehabilitation and open-space development 

were in particular mentioned as key points.

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   DARB AL-AHMAR SOC IAL  PRO J ECTS

Computer literacy is taught to young people 

at the Community Centre and art classes 

are offered in the evening through the 

education programme.
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Project Scope / Objectives

This project includes rehabilitation of existing housing, 

the upgrading of public open space and infrastructure, 

as well as support for neighbourhood master and 

urban planning initiatives.

Darb al-Ahmar Urban Regeneration
CAI RO,  EGYPT

Despite its central location, valuable cultural assets, strong community ties and 

active community of artisans, Darb al-Ahmar, a historic inner-city district of 

100,000 residents, is one of Egypt’s most distressed neighbourhoods. Over the 

past decades the area has been suffering from social, economic, cultural and 

environmental deterioration resulting in general urban decline that has led to the 

gradual loss of irreplaceable social, economic and cultural assets. The immedi-

ate causes of this decline can be grouped in two major categories. First, socio-

economic causes including low incomes and lack of housing finance  

mechanisms, together with a weak level of community mobilization, sense of 

ownership and participation. And second, institutional causes including a lack of 

governmental interest or awareness of heritage and urban conservation concepts;  

complicated legal procedures, planning constraints and outdated plans; and  

limited access to appropriate technical support and lack of technical know-how 

and conservation standards.

 These obstacles primarily stem from different social and institutional factors. 

The social factors include the decline in social status of the historic city since the 

early twentieth century due to the exodus of the local bourgeoisie into newer 

urban districts. The institutional factors include the lack of a coherent urban 

management system that could deal effectively and appropriately with the par-

ticular problems and the intricacies of the historic city. In turn, social and institu-

tional factors have lead to this rampant physical decay of Darb al-Ahmar over 

the past decades.

 The situation was aggravated due to the absence of public funding for the 

improvement of infrastructure, services and social facilities on the one hand, and 

the weak level of private investments on the other. In addition, Darb al-Ahmar 

inherited a 1973 Master Plan that was in fl agrant contradiction with recognized 

urban conservation practices. According to this plan, major highways were sup-

posed to penetrate Darb al-Ahmar. This plan, if implemented, would have led to 

the demolition of signifi cant parts of Darb al-Ahmar’s urban fabric.

 Several attempts have been made in the past to reverse the spiral of decay in 

different parts of Historic Cairo. As far as individual monuments were concerned, 

most of these projects have succeeded. However, attempts at large-scale area 

This 2002 view of Sharia Abdullah al-Guweiny 

is typical of the terrible state of much of 

the building stock in Darb al-Ahmar. 

Opposite page:

Above, Darb Shouglan Community Centre, 

a focal point of many of the district’s activities, 

links up Darb al-Ahmar with Azhar Park and 

the Historic Wall.

Below, housing repair and reconstruction 

provides employment opportunities for the 

local population.

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   DARB AL-AHMAR U RBAN REGENER AT ION
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different programmes were used to forge, together with different stakeholders, viable 

development frameworks and plans. These successes encouraged other partners to 

join the project and helped stimulate local investments in the area.

 In practical terms, the ADAARP has been able to resolve some of the complicated 

legal procedures, planning constraints and outdated plans through: working with different 

authorities to change the demolition plans in favour of rehabilitastion; coordination of a 

transparent decision-making process involving different stakeholders; and legal mediation 

between tenants and owners.

 The project has also been able to address lack of technical know-how and stan-

dards for rehabilitation of traditional structures through development – with local crafts-

men – of a body of knowledge on cost effective and appropriate rehabilitation techniques; 

in addition to dissemination of this knowledge through technical manuals and training 

activities. On the other hand the ADAARP has been able to address economic issues 

such as low incomes and lack of housing fi nance through the introduction of a housing 

fi nance mechanism offering grants and loans. 

 Civil society issues have also been addressed by means of: community-based 

planning through participatory design with different community groups; promoting models 

of leadership through policies rewarding collective communal efforts; and promoting 

gender equality through sensitive design and planning measures catering for different 

groups, especially women.

In plans of typical housing on Darb Shouglan, 

before and after intervention, residents 

provided input on modifi cations to internal 

spaces that focused on expanding room 

volumes, improving air quality, and installing 

private bathroom and kitchen facilities where, 

previously, families had shared.

 1 New ventilation and lighting

 2 Improved access and circulation

 3 Remodelled kitchen or bathroom

 4 Expansion of living spaces

conservation covering whole districts such as Darb al-Ahmar never went beyond the paper 

stage, since some of these attempts did not consider enough the intricacies of the physical 

and socio-economic realities that caused this decline in the fi rst place.

 In order to reverse this decline, the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) along with its 

different partners, has been working in Darb al-Ahmar for more than a decade, initiating 

the ‘Darb al-Ahmar Revitalization Project’ (ADAARP) with the overall objective of initiating 

a series of activities aimed at bringing long-lasting improvements in the socio-economic 

status and living conditions of the Darb al-Ahmar community. The project’s strategy for 

complementary local development aims at upgrading Darb al-Ahmar’s physical assets 

on the one hand, and social and economic development of the local community on the 

other, as two complementary goals to achieve total development of the district.

 This occurs through increased public and private investments, incremental change 

and strengthening of the available socio-economic capital. However, this process 

remains incomplete without the capacity building of local stakeholders to achieve long-

term sustainability. This situation calls for a long-term step-by-step regeneration process 

carefully interweaving planning, rehabilitation and conservation activities with socio-eco-

nomic initiatives. Accordingly, the ADAARP encompasses the rehabilitation of important 

monuments and landmark buildings in Darb al-Ahmar, together with extensive social 

and economic development programmes, including apprenticeship, micro-credit, health 

care and housing rehabilitation.

 Since its inception, the ADAARP was not committed to rigid blueprints and results 

fi xed in advance, but offered a fl exible framework that would be continuously confi rmed 

or revised by the feedback received from the fi eld. Rather than relying on preconceived, 

top-down strategies and implementation schemes, it developed the project substance 

by working from the bottom up. Through this process, the ADAARP has been able to 

gradually shift revitalization attempts from the physical restoration of some old buildings 

towards a viable concept of integrated urban conservation.

 The ADAARP primarily focused on two major initial tasks. Firstly it took the time  to 

understand the area, getting to know different stakeholders, and assessing local com-

munity needs. Secondly it carried out pilot socio-economic and physical initiatives to 

build trust and partnerships. Based on the success of different pilot initiatives, lessons 

learned have been used to design comprehensive programmes and intervention pack-

ages aiming at long-term sustainability of the project activities. Once successful, these 

The area’s revitalization has included 

Aslam Square, seen in 2009 before and 

after intervention. The square now hosts 

many public events and the shops facing 

on to it have undergone rehabilitation.

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   DARB AL-AHMAR U RBAN REGENER AT ION
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

Darb al-Ahmar is a densely populated district in the 

heart of historic Cairo with a high concentration of Is-

lamic monuments. Despite its valuable cultural assets, 

strong community ties and an active community of 

artisans, Darb al-Ahmar is one of Cairo’s most dis-

tressed neighborhoods. Over the past decades the 

area has suffered from social, economic, cultural and 

environmental deterioration. 

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

Although the project contributed to the rehabilitation of 

existing housing, infrastructure and public open spaces, 

the area still suffers from the ongoing demolition of 

traditional buildings in the absence of clear conservation 

policies. The project is working to encourage  private 

investments in the area, while guiding the revitalization 

process through appropriate urban conservation plan-

ning and implementation mechanisms.

SITE CONDITIONS

Darb al-Ahmar includes a signifi cant number of monu-

ments and low-rise traditional buildings linked by narrow 

streets and alleyways, as well as a number of empty 

plots and ruined buildings. The street network and its 

few public open spaces (mostly nodes at road inter-

sections or plots where a building was demolished) 

suffer from continuous deterioration, use of inappro-

priate fi nishing materials and interruption by vehicular 

movement. 

AVAILABILIT Y OF DRINKING WATER 

AND PROPER SANITATION FACILITIES

Many houses have poor natural light and ventilation 

and lack dedicated kitchen spaces and private toilets. 

Most water connections are made of lead, a highly 

toxic material. 

INFRASTRUCTURE

Over the past decade, the government invested in in-

frastructure upgrades in water, sewage and electricity 

networks on major streets. Cul-de-sacs and alleyways, 

where the majority of the population lives, still have 

inadequate connections mostly installed by residents. 

Substantial stretches of road, pavement and open 

space were in need of leveling and repaving. Water 

leakage undermines the structural safety of residential 

buildings, especially traditional structures. 

BUILDING CONDITIONS 

Lack of regular maintenance and technical know-how, 

complicated legal procedures, unrealistic rent controls, 

low-income levels, multiple ownership and insecure 

tenure have all contributed to the severe deterioration 

of the existing housing stock. Traditional re  si dential 

buildings as well as newly built structures have fallen 

into disrepair due to a lack of municipal follow-up on 

construction activities. 

Signifi cant Issues and Impact 

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

Physical surveys have been carried out since the pro-

gramme’s start and form the basis of an extensive GIS 

database concerning Darb al-Ahmar. 

MASTER PLANNING PROCESS 

The main Master Plan for the area, dating to 1973, was 

withdrawn upon the agreement reached to create 

Azhar Park. Certain elements of this plan, however, 

have periodically come to the fore, particularly with 

regards to the proposed widening of roads to encour-

age a smoother fl ow of vehicular traffi c in the area. The 

Darb al-Ahmar Planning Unit, created by the project 

during the course of the second phase, prepared a 

plan for land use, application of appropriate building 

guidelines and traffi c regulation. This plan was partially 

approved at a district level and now serves as a guide-

line for future developmental activities. 

PLANNING ISSUES

The ‘Housing Rehabilitation Programme’ was designed 

to reverse the overall decline in the built environment 

while improving living conditions in both residential 

and workshop spaces. The project assessed the infra-

structure conditions in various locations in  order to 

replace inadequate utilities networks with  upgraded, 

environmentally safe materials. Through the ‘Open 

Space and Infrastructure Upgrading Programme’ 

comprehensive technical specifi cations for streetscape 

treatment were developed to fi t with the area’s trad-

itional context. These were implemented in strategically 

located public spaces, including Darb Shoughlan and 

Aslam Square.

COMMUNIT Y INVOLVEMENT/PROGRAMME

The project follows a multi-input integrated approach 

towards urban revitalization, and community-based 

socio-economic initiatives are a core element of the 

process. Besides the built environment programmes, 

AKTC works closely with other agencies (Aga Khan 

Foundation and Aga Khan Agency for Microfi nance) on 

a wide range of initiatives impacting health, education and 

support to civil society organizations, and environment.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

The project’s economic initiatives included providing 

access to micro-credit, business development, voca-

tional training and employment. The built environment 

project focused on generating training and employ-

ment opportunities through the implementation of con-

servation and construction activities. 

Partners 

COMMUNIT Y PARTNERS 

Tenants and property owners, community-based organ-

izations and partners (Al-Asheera Mohamadeya Associ-

ation, Darb al-Ahmar Club, Darb al-Ahmar Khadamat 

Association, Hedaya Islameya Association, Abou El Fadl 

Association, Wasat Association).

Donors 

Canadian International Development Agency, Caritas 

(Egypt), Daimler Chrysler (Egypt), Danny and Sylvia Fine 

Kaye Foundation, Egyptian Construction Federation, 

Egyptian-Swiss Development Fund, Embassy of the 

Federal Republic of Germany, Ford Foundation, GTZ 

(Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit), 

Global Environment Fund/United Nations Development 

Programme, Goethe Institute, Integrated Care Society, 

Egypt Industrial Training Council, Industrial Modernization 

Centre, Ministry of Economic Affairs for the State of Baden-

Wurttemberg (Germany), KFW Entwicklungsbank, Micro-

soft (Egypt), Mubarak Kohl Initiative, Near East Foundation 

– Centre for Development Services.

Authoritative Framework

Cooperation protocol agreements with Cairo Gover-

norate, The Supreme Council of Antiquities and the 

Egyptian Awqaf Authority (Islamic Endowment). 

‘Al-Darb al-Ahmar Revitalization Project’ (Phase 2) was 

implemented according to a tripartite agreement 

between AKTC, Cairo Governorate and the Social 

Fund for Development.

This wide scope of interrelated activities could not be implemented without the active 

participation of the community and its individual members. The housing rehabilitation 

programme was an opportunity to demonstrate the latent potentials of public-private 

partnerships. Following the implementation of the fi rst demonstration projects, a com-

petitive situation was created among the owners and tenants who increased their own 

fi nancial participation to reach up to fi fty per cent of total rehabilitation costs. Meanwhile, 

a total of 320 apartment units have been restored. And due to its innovative and inte-

grated approach towards addressing housing rehabilitation problems in historic areas, 

the Darb al-Ahmar housing rehabilitation programme was selected by UN-HABITAT in 

2008 as a ‘Best Practice’ for improving the living environment.

 These efforts were also complemented by the construction and rehabilitation of pub-

lic buildings. These buildings have been turned from underused ruins or empty shells to 

vibrant nodes of community activities. The adaptive reuse of such buildings provided the 

area with public services that were much needed by the local residents. Indeed, this was 

an opportunity to rely on local craftsmanship and human resources to provide appren-

ticeship activities, eventually leading to sustainable job opportunities. The purpose of 

these interventions was not limited to physical rehabilitation or direct economic benefi ts, 

but also extended to restoring the community’s self-esteem and confi dence. This was 

possible when the community members, as well as other stakeholders, soon came to 

realize that the area’s latent resources, if tactfully identifi ed and properly utilized, can 

become valuable community assets, spearheading the area’s overall socio-economic 

and physical development.

 ADAARP efforts also extended to the public realm where major public spaces and 

corridors linking Azhar Park and the area’s major attractions were upgraded. Through 

the open space and infrastructure programme it was possible to improve the existing 

utilities’ networks, directly impacting the residents’ public health and living conditions. 

Enhanced public space treatments and designs were developed and employed, in 

participation with different community groups, in order to provide quality public spaces 

for the residents as well as the area’s visitors. As a result, the area started to regain its 

economic vitality and has become an attraction for local investments in terms of housing 

activities and new business opportunities.

 In order to provide an overarching, more formal framework to these grassroots rehabili-

tation efforts, a conservation plan for Darb al-Ahmar was developed by the ADAARP 

along with its partners. The objective was to revise and replace the existing 1973 Master 

Plan with its disastrous proposals. As a result of continuous cooperative efforts, a new 

plan was developed and ratifi ed by the Cairo Governorate in 2005, laying the institutional 

foundations for a more sensitive urban rehabilitation process in Darb al-Ahmar.

 For more than a decade the endeavour of the ADAARP was not free of obstacles. 

Indeed, it was full of challenges at different levels. If it has proven anything, the ADAARP 

experience has shown that positive change in underprivileged urban areas is possible. It 

is possible if a long-term vision is in place, fl exible operational frameworks engaging 

different stakeholders on various levels are employed, and, fi nally, if local communities 

are trusted to lead that change.
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The street facade of Aslam Mosque and 

its adjoining square in 2000 (above) and in 

2009 (below), after their restoration and 

rehabilitation.

The restored 13th-century Alin Aq Palace, used as 

a residence in the 16th century by Amir Khayrbek.
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The scope of these projects included documentation 

and condition surveys, structural stabilization, and 

architectural and fi ne conservation and restoration. 

This was coupled with archaeological excavations 

and surrounding landscape work where necessary, 

along with the installation of lighting and sound sys-

tems and the design and construction of new ablution 

areas. Training was provided for local craftsmen 

and conservators in the course of the process and 

the restored mosques were fi nally returned for use 

by the community.

Project Scope / Objectives

Darb al-Ahmar Monuments
 CA I RO,  EGYPT

In spite of its inscription as a World Heritage Site in 1979, Historic Cairo was not 

given enough attention and individual buildings were suffering neglect, serious 

deteriorations and lack of maintenance. During the early phases of the design of 

Azhar Park, new light was projected on the adjacent neighbourhood of Darb 

al-Ahmar, as the Park hills provide views of a number of magnifi cent heritage 

edifi ces. With its medieval structures, with the domes and minarets amid the 

dense urban fabric, the Darb al-Ahmar district invites visitors of the Park to come 

and explore the jewels of Islamic art and architecture.

 The conservation projects of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) in Darb 

al-Ahmar started with two minarets in the vicinity of Azhar Park, that of Umm 

al-Sultan Shaaban Mosque (1368–69) and that of Khayrbek Mosque (1502–20). 

Both minarets had lost their upper parts as a result of the devastating 1884 

earthquake. Collapses and reconstructions of minarets were not unknown to the 

history of Cairo. Despite attempts to reconstruct them in 1941, the minarets of 

Umm al-Sultan Shaaban and of Khayrbek mosques waited until 2003 to 

recover their integrity, when AKTC, on the basis of historic documentation, 

started with the Supreme Council of Antiquities in Egypt not only to restore them 

to their original shape but also to restore and revive the skills and the craftsman-

ship of artisans whose crafts were, and still are, in danger of being lost.

 The technical challenges required multidisciplinary inputs from foreign and 

local consultants, historians, conservators and archaeologists in order to study 

Mamluk architecture, especially minarets, and develop adequate designs. 

These activities included  regular conservation activities, such as documentation, 

condition assessment, fi ne conservation, architectural and structural conservation, 

presentation and publication.

 The successful reconstruction of the minarets signalled the potential for so-

cial change brought by conservation and was followed by the complete conser-

vation of the Umm al-Sultan Shaaban Madrasa and Mosque while the Khayrbek 

complex was restored and conserved. After restoration was completed in 2006, 

Umm al-Sultan Shaaban Mosque was returned to its original function and is 

currently being used as a mosque for the community. The madrasa spaces, 

neglected and empty before the conservation project, also provided an excellent 

Conservators clean a wooden frame from 

the mausoleum of Aslam Mosque.

Opposite page:

Above, a view of Khayrbek Mosque from 

the Historic Wall.

Below, restoration work is being undertaken 

on the upper roundel in the mausoleum of 

Aslam Mosque.

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   DARB AL-AHMAR M ON U M ENTS
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The 14th-century Umm al-Sultan Shaaban 

Mosque was restored by the Historic Cities 

Programme. The minaret had lost its upper 

part as a result of the devastating 1884 earth-

quake. It was returned to its original shape 

on the basis of historic documentation.

Opposite page:

Conservation and restoration work has 

continued at the Khayrbek Mosque complex 

with work on Alin Aq Palace in the foreground, 

a ruined structure to be reused as a museum.

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   DARB AL-AHMAR M ON U M ENTS

reuse option for community-based activities. Agreements between AKTC and the Su-

preme Council of Antiquities were signed in order to reuse these edifi ces and hence bring 

life to them and revive their functional integrity, paving the way for many other organiza-

tions to follow this example. The reuse integrates the ‘monuments’ into their context and 

offers a variety of possible functions in the building that encourages local groups to use 

them and also to take care of their maintenance. As restoration work could not be com-

plete without looking after the environmental needs of residents, conservation of individual 

monuments was closely followed by infrastructure and urban upgrading of its context.

 In a secondary stage, the success of AKTC’s conservation activities attracted donors, 

such as the World Monuments Fund, and the American Research Center in Egypt 

through a grant from the United States Agency for International Development, to partner 

with AKTC for new projects in the Darb al-Ahmar district, such as the Tarabay al-Sharify 

Mausoleum (1503), Aslam Mosque (1348) and Aqsunqur Mosque (also known as the 

Blue Mosque, 1345–1652).

 To date, the impact of the conservation of the majority of historic landmarks in Darb-

al-Ahmar has to be measured as an integral part of AKTC’s regeneration plan including 

other physical and social interventions. Impacts can be listed as follows and have:

· reversed decline of monuments’ condition. Projects have ensured the long-term struc-

tural stability of the edifi ces, conserving their authenticity and reinstating their architectural 

integrity by addressing the problems stemming from decades of neglect;
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Above, the wooden minbar and the 

interior of Khayrbek Mosque complex have 

undergone thorough restoration. 

Below, a view of the interior of Aqsunqur 

Mosque (known as the Blue Mosque) during 

restoration in 2009.

Overleaf:

An interior view of Aslam Mosque 

after restoration.

A drawing of the elevation of the 

Tarabay al-Sharify complex (left), 

seen under scaffolding and 

undergoing conservation and 

cleaning in 2006 (right).

· established a technical reference of quality in the fi eld of conservation and were the 

cradle of future local heritage specialists;

· improved environmental and social conditions of the neighbouring community;

· monuments play an important role both for their historic and artistic value as well as for 

their symbolic, spiritual, and community importance. Conservation can only become 

sustainable if the social and economic fabric is being simultaneously revitalized and if 

secondary physical assets, forming the bulk of the urban fabric, are being rehabilitated, 

together with a provision of basic social services;

· created an economic stimulus for the local market by job creation, local construction 

suppliers and training opportunities, not only improving income levels but raising 

awareness towards heritage preservation and introducing new conservation methods 

in the fi eld. This has also created a critical mass of change in the perception that both 

residents and visitors have of the area;

· and created visitor circuits along connecting streets between important tourist 

attractions in Cairo such as the Citadel, the Bab Zuwayla area and Azhar Park.

10 m



KHAYRBEK COMPLEX

Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

Amir Khayer Bek, a former governor of Aleppo under 

the last Mamluk sultan al-Ghuri, was appointed as the 

fi rst Ottoman governor of Cairo following the Ottoman 

conquest of Egypt in 1517. Khayrbek Mosque, a reli-

gious and funerary complex, was built between 1502 

and 1520 adjacent to Khayer Bek’s residence, the Alin 

Aq Palace (13th–14th century). The sabil (public water 

source) of Janim al-Hamzawy (1532) was erected 

nearby, as were two Ottoman houses (17th century). In 

1884, an earthquake caused serious damage to the 

top of the Khayrbek Mosque minaret, leading to the 

collapse of its pavilion. In 2002, in coordination with 

the Supreme Council of Antiquities (SCA), AKTC started 

reconstruction of the upper part of the minaret and a 

conservation project involving the entire complex and 

adjacent structures.

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

The project targeted a variety of buildings dating from 

different periods, involving a wide range of materials, 

techniques and interventions. The reconstruction of 

the upper part of the Khayrbek Mosque minaret was a 

major concern, as it is one of the few extant minarets 

with an upper pavilion made of timber.

SITE CONDITIONS

The Khayrbek complex site covers more than 8000 m2 

and is located on a major route between the Citadel 

and Bab Zuwayla. The site is adjacent to a community 

sports club that caused some damage and trespass 

on the premises.   

INFRASTRUCTURE

None of the Khayrbek complex buildings had adequate 

electrical and lighting systems. The Ottoman houses 

had no water supply, drainage or toilet facilities. 

BUILDING CONDITIONS

The various buildings on the site suffered from neglect 

and had fallen into a state of decay. The Ottoman 

houses were occupied by squatters. Historically, the 

Mosque was never used as a place of worship due to 

an inaccurate qibla orientation and hence was rarely 

visited. Alin Aq Palace was in ruins.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact 

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

Historic photographs and drawings dating from the 

1880s were collected before the project started. Archi-

tectural surveys were performed using a combination 

of topographic gridding and rectifi ed photography. The 

project was methodically documented throughout the 

construction phases. A set of as-built drawings and 

photographs was handed over to the authorities upon 

project completion.

 

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED

The conservation project targeted Khayrbek Mosque 

and Mausoleum, Alin Aq Palace, the sabil of Janim al-

Hamzawy (1532)  and two Ottoman houses. The houses 

were equipped with toilet and plumbing facilities and all 

buildings provided with electricity and lighting fi xtures.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

This project was among the fi rst AKTC conservation 

projects in Egypt. Local and foreign experts were con-

sulted in order to provide the adequate and necessary 

information and training to the team involved. 120 local 

residents and craftsmen were trained throughout the 

project’s duration.

CONTRACTING METHODS 

A contractor was hired for the reconstruction of the 

minaret; all other architectural and fi ne conservation 

activities were carried out with direct labour recruited 

and supervised by AKTC professional staff.

NEW TECHNOLOGIES INTRODUCED

The minaret’s base structural damage was addressed 

using steel anchors acting as tie beams, a technique 

that required the expertise of a specialized contractor.

RELEVANT CODES/STANDARDS ADOPTED

The conservation project followed all the international 

conservation charters and guidelines. For other aspects, 

the Egyptian Code for Construction was adopted.

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Supreme Council of Antiquities.

Donors 

World Monuments Fund, American Research Center 

in Egypt. 

Authoritative Framework 

The Supreme Council of Antiquities and Aga Khan 

Cultural Services-Egypt (2001–10), World Monuments 

Fund and the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (2001–03), 

‘Reuse Agreement’ (The Supreme Council of Antiquities 

and AKCS-E; 2004–14).

TARABAY COMPLEX

Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF THE PROJECT SITE

The project site lies on the southern side of Azhar Park, 

just outside the Historic Wall. The buildings on site include 

the mausoleum and sabil of Tarabay as well as the ribat 

of Azdumur. Tarabay al-Sharify was purchased as a 

slave by Mamluk sultan Qaytbay, and subsequently 

freed and appointed amir in the late 15th century. Azdu-

mur was also purchased by Qaytbay, and appointed to 

a number of governmental positions. He built his tomb 

on the northern side of the mausoleum of Tarabay. 

There is no documentation regarding the relationship 

between Tarabay and Azdumur to explain why their 

mausoleums were constructed in such proximity.

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

The sabil was structurally in a very dangerous condi-

tion and shored up for a number of years before the 

conservation project began.

SITE CONDITIONS

The cluster of monuments is located in the cemetery of 

Bab al-Wazir, relatively distant from public passage. 

Consequently, the area and the monuments were ne-

glected for a number of years. 

BUILDING CONDITIONS

All the buildings of this cluster of monuments were in a 

very poor state due to either serious structural prob-

lems or neglect. Despite splendid architecture and 

decoration, they were unappreciated and inaccessible 

to visitors.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact 

PLANNING ISSUES

Excavation works around the monuments produced a 

large recessed open space showcasing the Tarabay 

mausoleum. Located at the future south entrance to 

Azhar Park, this was designed as a resting place for 

visitors, equipped with greenery and benches.  A retain-

ing wall around the cluster of monuments and the land-

scaping of the lower level (at the monuments’ base) 

were likewise planned and constructed.

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED

Conserving the cluster of monuments of Tarabay Mau-

soleum, Azdumur Madrasa and Tarabay Sabil and 

excavating the exterior archaeological remains was 

the project’s aim. The process of documenting, dis-

mantling and reconstructing three sides of the sabil’s 

structure challenged the project architects and crafts-

men, illustrating the mastery of the medieval workers 

who fi rst assembled the sabil.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

The team working on the Tarabay conservation project 

was previously trained by AKTC. This project offered 

the opportunity to deepen acquired skills.

CONTRACTING METHODS

All architectural and fi ne conservation works were car-

ried out with direct labour recruited and supervised by 

AKTC professional staff. The retaining walls were de-

signed by a specialized consultant and implemented 

by an external contractor. 

RELEVANT CODES/STANDARDS ADOPTED

The conservation project followed all the international 

conservation charters and guidelines. For other aspects, 

including hardscapes, landscapes and new construc-

tion, the Egyptian Code for Construction was adopted.



Signifi cant Issues and Impact 

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

Historic photographs and drawings dating from the 

1880s were collected before the project started. Project 

documentation was methodologically carried out during 

the entire project. Architectural surveys were performed 

using a combination of topographic gridding and recti-

fi ed photography. A complete set of existing and post-

restoration architectural drawings was produced. All was 

handed over to the authorities upon project completion.

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED

Conservation of the entire monument of the Umm al-

Sultan Shaaban complex was the main objective of the 

project, which ensured the installation of proper light-

ing for all spaces, new toilets, drainage and water sup-

ply for the madrasa too. 

NEW BUILDING FACILITIES 

The Mosque was supplied with a new ablution area de-

signed and constructed during the project. Public open 

spaces were created with sitting areas to act as a buffer 

zone between the Mosque and the bustling street.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

This project was one of AKTC’s fi rst conservation pro-

jects in Egypt. Local and foreign experts were consulted 

to provide the adequate and necessary information for 

conservation work. Local residents and craftsmen, 

numbering more than 120, were employed and trained 

throughout the duration of the project

CONTRACTING METHODS 

A contractor was hired for the architectural works dur-

ing the fi rst two phases of the project; the last phase 

was implemented with direct labour recruited and su-

pervised by AKTC’s professional conservation staff.

NEW TECHNOLOGIES INTRODUCED

The reconstruction of the minaret was a challenging 

engineering work that required the reintroduction of 

traditional crafts, but also modern structural tech-

niques to guarantee the stability of the minaret.  

RELEVANT CODES/STANDARDS ADOPTED

The conservation project followed all international con-

servation charters and guidelines. For other aspects, 

the Egyptian Code for Construction was adopted.

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Supreme Council of Antiquities.

Donors 

World Monuments Fund, American Research Center 

in Egypt. 

Authoritative Framework 

The Supreme Council of Antiquities and Aga Khan 

Cultural Services-Egypt (2001–10), World Monuments 

Fund and the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (2001–03), 

‘Reuse Agreement’ (The Supreme Council of Antiqui-

ties and AKCS-E; 2004–14).

ASLAM MOSQUE

Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

Located in the Darb al-Ahmar district adjacent to Bab 

al-Mahruq Gate, Aslam Mosque was built in 1344–45 

by Amir Aslam al-Baha’I (known as al-Silahdar ‘the 

sword-bearer’). Aslam al-Silahdar was a Mamluk prince 

(amir) in the court of al-Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad, 

who was one of the most prolifi c patrons of architecture 

in the Mamluk period (1250–1517).  The Mosque com-

prises a prayer hall, the amir’s mausoleum, a number of 

rooms and an ablution area. The Comité de Conserva-

tion des Monuments de l’Art Arabe carried out a num-

ber of interventions in the late 19th to early 20th century.

Challenges

SITE CONDITIONS

The square around Aslam Mosque, one of the few in 

dense Historic Cairo, is an important node in Darb al-

Ahmar as it lies on the route between Bab Zuwayla and 

Azhar Park. Like most of Cairo, the Mosque site suffers 

from a combination of pollution from traffi c and dust, as 

well as leaking sewage and water infrastructure. 

INFRASTRUCTURE

Electrical cables and fi xtures in the Mosque interior 

were substandard and haphazardly installed, diminishing 

both the function and overall appearance and authenticity 

of the building. The water supply and drainage of the 

ablution area were likewise in very poor condition. 

BUILDING CONDITIONS

Aslam Mosque has been in constant use since its 

14th-century construction and remains an important 

mosque for the local community.  Over time, it has suf-

fered from overall and continuous degradation of its 

authentic fabric. The western facade and a number of 

interior areas were structurally unsound. 

Signifi cant Issues and Impact 

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS 

Historic photographs and drawings dating from the 

1880s were collected before the project began. Archi-

tectural surveys were performed using a combination 

of topographic gridding and rectifi ed photography. The 

project was methodically documented throughout the 

construction phases. A set of as-built drawings and 

photographs will be handed over to the authorities 

upon project completion.

 

PLANNING ISSUES

Structural and architectural interventions were required 

to stabilize the Mosque. The project plan also included 

an important component of infrastructure improvement; 

all electrical and sound systems were re-placed and 

made more compatible with the historic nature of the 

fabric. The derelict ablutions area was totally replaced 

by a construction reusing some of the early 20th-century 

elements. Reconstructing the ablution facility has raised 

health standards for those using the Mosque and has 

created a public toilet block accessible to the neigh-

bouring community. The square around Aslam Mosque 

was upgraded by AKTC in the year following completion 

of the Mosque’s conservation. Creating a public open 

space with sitting areas as a buffer zone between the 

Mosque and the bustling street has restored the 

Mosque’s status as a community gathering point.

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED

The Aslam Mosque conservation project aimed to 

make its religious use compatible with the building 

fabric while ensuring the protection of the Mosque’s 

authentic material and construction. In addition, the 

plaza in front of the Mosque was re-paved, landscaped 

and closed to vehicular traffi c in order to protect the 

monument and create a public open space.

COMMUNIT Y INVOLVEMENT/PROGRAMME

A number of meetings were held with neighbourhood 

residents to show and discuss the conservation work 

being carried out. 

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

The implementation team working on the Aslam al-Si-

lahdar conservation project had been trained during 

previous conservation projects. The Aslam Mosque 

project ensured continuous in situ training of 40 local 

craftsmen and conservation technicians. Neighbour-

hood craftsmen were involved in producing lighting 

fi xtures for the building.

CONTRACTING METHODS

All architectural and fi ne conservation works have 

been carried out with labour directly recruited and super-

vised by AKTC professional staff.

RELEVANT CODES/STANDARDS ADOPTED

The conservation project followed all the international 

conservation charters and guidelines. For other aspects, 

the Egyptian Code for Construction was adopted.

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Supreme Council of Antiquities.

Donors 

World Monuments Fund, American Research Center 

in Egypt. 

Authoritative Framework 

The Supreme Council of Antiquities and Aga Khan 

Cultural Services-Egypt (2001–10), World Monuments 

Fund and the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (2001–03), 

‘Reuse Agreement’ (The Supreme Council of Antiqui-

ties and AKCS-E; 2004–14).

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Supreme Council of Antiquities.

Donors 

World Monuments Fund, American Research Center 

in Egypt. 

Authoritative Framework 

The Supreme Council of Antiquities and Aga Khan 

Cultural Services-Egypt (2006–09), World Monuments 

Fund and the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (2006–09).

AQSUNQUR MOSQUE

Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

Aqsunqur Mosque was built in 1347 by Amir Aqsunqur, 

a son-in-law of Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad, adjacent to 

the mausoleum of al-Kujuk (1341). In 1652, the Ottoman 

amir Ibrahim Agha Mustahfazan initiated a restoration 

campaign of the Mosque that had fallen into decay 

and redecorated the sanctuary with the Iznik tiles that 

have given the Mosque its modern name, the ‘Blue 

Mosque’. The Comité de Conservation des Monu-

ments de l’Art Arabe performed a number of interven-

tions in the late 19th to early 20th century, the most 

important being the reconstruction of the upper part of 

the minaret.

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

In 1992, a powerful earthquake struck Cairo, structurally 

damaging a number of monuments. The Blue Mosque 

was closed and heavy shoring put in place. The AKTC 

project aims at restoring the structural stability of the 

Mosque and reopening it to the public.

SITE CONDITIONS 

Aqsunqur Mosque is located on Bab al-Wazir Street, 

between the Citadel and Bab Zuwayla, on the same 

street as other AKTC projects such as the Khayrbek 

complex and Umm al-Sultan Shaaban Mosque and 

Madrasa. The Mosque’s history and architecture make 

it an attractive destination for visitors, but it is located 

on a narrow, busy street, lacking an open public space 

as buffer zone.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS

High-pollution levels from traffi c, sand and dust affect 

the Mosque and the entire area.

INFRASTRUCTURE

The interior of the Mosque had no electrical systems 

and fi xtures. The water supply and drainage of the 

ablution area were in very poor condition. Toilets and 

cleaning areas did not meet hygiene standards and 

sanitation was not properly designed. 

BUILDING CONDITIONS

Aside from earthquake-related structural issues, the 

Mosque has suffered damage from rising ground-

water, the loss of material, especially the blue Iznik 

tiles, and the accumulation of crusted grime on the 

facades and interior.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact 

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

Historic photographs and drawings dating from the 

1880s were collected before the project began. Archi-

tectural surveys were performed using a combination 

of topographic gridding and rectifi ed photography. 

The project was methodically documented throughout 

the construction phases. A set of as-built drawings and 

photographs will be handed over to the authorities 

upon project completion.

PLANNING ISSUES

Egypt’s Supreme Council for Antiquities transferred a 

piece of land adjacent to the Mosque to the AKTC pro-

ject, indicating that it was the original ablution area. As 

no structures existed on it, a new ablution area was 

designed and built by AKTC. Reconstructing the ablution 

facilities not only served the Mosque, but raised com-

munity health standards by providing an accessible 

public toilet block. The adjacent land was used instead 

to create a public open space with sitting areas. It serves 

as a buffer zone between the Mosque and the bustling 

street and restored the monument’s status as an impor-

tant community gathering point. Upgrades for all electricity 

and plumbing facilities were planned and incorporated. 

The Mosque sound system was also upgraded. 

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED

Conserving the historic Aqsunqur Mosque involved 

restoring its use as a place of prayer and a community 

focal point, but also as a valuable historic monument 

open for visitation. 

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

The implementation team working on the Aqsunqur 

Mosque conservation project was trained earlier by 

AKTC on other conservation projects. The Aqsunqur 

project offered fresh challenges and a new fi eld of 

training and capacity building for 80 craftsmen and 

conservation technicians.

RELEVANT CODES/STANDARDS ADOPTED

The conservation project followed all the international 

conservation charters and guidelines. For other aspects, 

the Egyptian Code for Construction was adopted.

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Supreme Council of Antiquities.

Donors 

World Monuments Fund, American Research Center 

in Egypt. 

Authoritative Framework 

The Supreme Council of Antiquities and Aga Khan 

Cultural Services-Egypt (2001–10), World Monuments 

Fund and the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (2001–03), 

‘Reuse Agreement’ (The Supreme Council of Antiqui-

ties and AKCS-E; 2004–14).

UMM AL-SULTAN SHAABAN COMPLEX

Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

The Mamluk sultan Sha’ban built the complex for his 

mother Khwand Baraka in 1368. It comprises a mosque, 

two madrasas (religious schools), two mausoleums, a 

sabil, a kuttab and a water trough for animals. In 1884 

the upper part of its minaret collapsed due to an earth-

quake and, based on historic references and proposals 

by the Comité de Conservation des Monuments de l’Art 

Arabe, has been reconstructed by AKTC.

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

The decision to design and reconstruct the upper part 

of the minaret was a major work that required coord-

ination with local authorities and a number of specialized 

consultants. Despite the various challenges encountered, 

the minaret was reconstructed accommodating the 

historic requirements and international technical spe-

cifi cations. 

DEMOGRAPHICS

Darb al-Ahmar is one of Cairo’s most densely popu-

lated areas. At the start of the project, most households 

had signifi cantly low income levels and limited access 

to education and health services. Conversion of the 

Umm al-Sultan Shaaban madrasa’s under-utilized spaces 

into an education centre was part of a reuse agree-

ment with the site’s owner, returning this building com-

ponent to its original function.

INFRASTRUCTURE

The infrastructure was in bad condition or not avail-

able. Also the surrounding environment of the Mosque 

posed a number of complications; it was necessary to 

shift underground and above-ground utilities away from 

the building. 

BUILDING CONDITIONS

As with most of Historic Cairo today, the Darb al-Ahmar 

community around the complex is affected by serious 

environmental hazards, air contamination from traffi c 

and dust, leaking infrastructure and absence of public 

open spaces. Within this environment the Mosque of 

Umm al-Sultan Shaaban was a functioning and active 

community mosque. Its adjacent rooms were used for 

a girls’ school prior to 1992. However, the building suf-

fered from neglect and degradation.
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Project Scope / Objectives

The aim was the master planning and landscape 

design for the environmental rehabilitation of a 

30-hectare site and its transformation into a signifi -

cant public, green space in the centre of Cairo that 

could act as an economic catalyst for the adjacent 

neighbourhood. The scope of tasks included envir-

onmental and geotechnical works, grading, land-

scape architecture (soft- and hard-scaped areas), 

horticulture, infrastructure engineering, architectural 

services for Park amenities, including two restaur-

ants, entry gates, an amphitheatre, a lake and formal 

gardens, as well as the conservation of the Historic 

Wall and gates along the edge of the Park.

Azhar Park
CAIRO, EGYPT

Reconciling conservation and development is a prerequisite for achieving 

improvements in the quality of life in environmentally and culturally sensitive 

places. It calls for the introduction of appropriate new functions such as the 

reuse of historic structures, improvement of services, urban regeneration of public 

open spaces, community supported rehabilitation of historic housing districts 

and the creation of parks.

 Successful parks inspire residents, provide joy to viewers, and foster civil 

society in the important realm of leisure and connection to nature and one’s 

environment. They become the settings for families to come together, novels, 

fi lms and festivities, and are often the containers for memories of a society.

 The involvement of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) in Egypt began 

with the Aga Khan’s decision to donate a park to the citizens of Cairo, in 1984. 

Soon thereafter, the thirty-hectare site on al-Darassa was selected, because of 

its enormous potential as a ‘lung’ at the very centre of the historic Old City.

 The site is surrounded by the most signifi cant historic districts of Islamic 

Cairo. To the west are the Fatimid city and its extension, Darb al-Ahmar, with 

their wealth of mosques, madrasas and mausolea, signalled by a long line of 

minarets. To the south are the Sultan Hassan Mosque and its surroundings, as 

well as the Ayyubid Citadel. And to the east is the Mamluk “City of the Dead”. 

The hilly topography of the site, formed by debris accumulated over centuries, 

now provides elevated viewpoints dominating the city and offers a spectacular 

360° panorama over the townscape of Historic Cairo.

 Following a major programme of debris removal and master grading involving 

the excavation and off-site disposal of more than one million cubic metres of fi ll, 

and the creation of specialized plant nurseries to identify the best plants and 

trees for the soil, terrain and climate, the experience of the site has been radically 

changed. The design makes maximum and skilful use of the site’s location, ele-

vated topography and unique vistas overlooking Historic Cairo. Transformed 

from hills of rubble, Azhar Park is a natural, organic landscaped area with an 

array of amenities next to a dense, urban community and medieval monuments.

 The Park is marked by walkways, pools, hills, informal picnic spaces, formal 

gardens and amenities. Its vegetation varies from dry, succulent plants on the 

The Citadel View Restaurant provides a 

dramatic view over the Park, with the Citadel 

of Cairo in the distance.

Opposite page:

Above, the view shows the Park’s main spine, 

looking towards the Citadel.

Below, the site of the future Park in 1992, 

before work commenced, looking south 

down the same view.

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   A ZHAR PARK
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western slopes to lush, grassy meadows with shade trees, to formal gardens and, fi nally, 

to bustan-like orchard spaces. The variety of species, particularly native Egyptian plants, 

establishes a new benchmark for park spaces in the region. At Azhar Park, historical 

models of Islamic gardens are evoked in the form of symmetrical layout, inner and outer 

zones, the defi ning medium of pools and fountains, and important axes.

 The Park is held together by a formal axis or spine that itself is tied together along its 

entire length by a water channel providing an additional and traditional theme from 

Islamic gardens. Water fountains and pools are dispersed and lead, ultimately, to the 

freer form of the lake in the south meadow. Gardens and pavilions in the classical Islamic 

tradition, surrounded by geometrically planted orchards, enhance the arrival point on the 

edge of the lake. The central pathway, accompanying alleyways and series of formal 

gardens are anchored at each end by the Citadel View Restaurant and Lakeside Café, 

which act as internal landmarks. A network of informal pathways surrounds the more 

formal areas and leads through all levels and corners of the site.

 The terrain in the western half of the Park consists predominantly of steep and contin-

uous slopes, running from the summits to the foot of the uncovered and restored Historic 

Wall. By means of extensive excavation along the Historic Wall, the park topography was 

brought in cascading slopes down to a new promenade, which forms a principal walk-

way at the base of the Wall and western slopes, interconnected to all parts of the Park.

Left, an aerial view of 2000 shows the site 

after debris removal and master grading.

Right, by 2006 the Park has become 

a much-needed “green lung” for 

overcrowded Cairo.

Phasing  1984 Y 2010

Darassa Hills 

site selected

Park 

inauguration

2,000,000 

visitors

‘Public-Private Partnership 

Agreement’ with 

Governorate of Cairo

Design 

development 

commences

Offer of gift of Park 

made by His Highness 

the Aga Khan

1984 1992 20041996 1999 2005 2010

Site works 

commence

Other related HCP projects

 14 Atfet Assad

 15 Aslam Mosque

 16 Aslam Square

 17 Darb Shoughlan School

 18 Darb Shoughlan Housing

 19 Umm al-Sultan Shaaban Complex
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 1 Archaeological Exhibition 

 2 Proposed Urban Plaza 

 3 Bab al-Barqiyya, Historic Wall gate

 4 Children’s Playground

 5 Citadel View Restaurant

 6 Formal Gardens

 7 Burg al-Mahruq, Historic Wall 

  fortress tower

 8 Amphitheatre at Burg al-Mahruq

 9 Bab al-Mahruq, Historic Wall gate 

  and community acces gate

 10 Hilltop Trianon Café

 11 Main Entrance

 12 Lakeside Café

 13 Bab al-Wazir, community access gate
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

The al-Darrasa site had been situated for centuries just 

outside the boundaries of Historic Old Cairo (the original 

city during the Fatimid and Ayyubid eras), marked by 

the Historic Walls of these periods. As Cairo grew, the 

Park site was used as a point for tipping debris and 

rubble from the Old City, arising from normal urban 

growth and earthquakes. In more recent times, the 

Governorate of Cairo had used the grounds for horse 

stables and then construction equipment, which were 

cleared to make way for three municipal water reservoirs 

and distribution pipeline network (by USAID) and the future 

Park proposed by AKTC. AKTC and USAID reached spe-

cial agreements with the General Organization of Greater 

Cairo Water Supplies (GOGCWS) for the interface 

between the Park and the water reservoir systems.

Challenges

PROJECT RISKS

A project of this complexity requires coordination with 

government partners. Azhar Park presented a new 

model of cultural development both for AKTC and for 

the Government of Egypt and necessitated the need 

for legal agreements and approvals with regard to 

public partners and the GOGCWS for the design and 

installation of a park on this site; a legal and technical 

agreement with the Supreme Council of Antiquities for 

the restoration of the Historic Wall; and coordination 

with the Governorate of Cairo to determine the site’s 

eastern boundaries. Additionally, there was a large 

geotechnical risk with respect to the unstable and 

poorly consolidated soils and extreme slopes which 

required regrading and special subsurface drainage 

systems.

SITE CONDITIONS

The site soils were highly unstable due to the lack of 

compaction of the man-made fi lls. The Park design and 

landscaping had to accommodate and address steep 

slopes, highly saline soil and ongoing encroachment of 

the site on the south by the Bab al-Wazir Cemetery.

DEMOGRAPHICS

The population of Greater Cairo at the time of the 

Park’s planning (17 million) and lack of suffi cient park 

space in Cairo indicated an extremely high level of 

visitation, especially on weekends and feast days. The 

project needed to be open to the largest number of 

people possible while safeguarding the quality of the 

plants and hardscape. The ticketing rates needed to 

ensure that the Park would be self-sustainable, yet 

would not exclude any income group.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS

The greening of the site presented a signifi cant horti-

cultural challenge due to soil conditions and the need 

to irrigate such a large site, areas of which are steeply 

sloping. The project necessitated the establishment of 

an off-site nursery in which, over several years, plants, 

trees and ground cover appropriate to the site condi-

tions and climate were propagated.

INFRASTRUCTURE

The site required more than 1000 cubic metres of water 

daily for irrigation purposes; a 7600-square-metre 

man-made lake was provided to serve as a safety reser-

voir as well as a Park amenity. The practice of high 

levels of visitation of parks in Cairo at night called for a 

comprehensive lighting system. Irrigated green spaces 

required subsurface drainage and collection systems.

BUILDING CONDITIONS

Due to the poor geotechnical conditions, there was a 

need for specially prepared sub-bases for hardscape 

surfaces, liners for irrigated zones and piling support 

for all substantial buildings.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

Site surveys originating from aerial and terrestrial sur-

veys were digitalized; numerous geotechnical surveys 

and soil tests were carried out with Cairo University 

and foreign partners; research on existing parks in 

Cairo was undertaken with the assistance of Shawki 

Associates (Egypt).

MASTER PLANNING PROCESS

A project this size required careful review of public access 

(pedestrian and vehicular), visitation and circulation 

studies, park facility programme development, infrastruc-

ture load projections, feasibility planning, and construction 

logistical analysis.

PLANNING ISSUES

Gates and special areas were subjected to detailed 

planning, including pedestrian access and circulation, 

presentation circuits, rehabilitation of houses encroaching 

on the Historic Wall, promenades on the ramparts and 

at the base of the Wall and rehabilitation of interior gal-

leries and passages.

HISTORIC BUILDINGS/MONUMENTS CONSERVED

As a corollary to this project, the excavation, documen-

tation, conservation and restoration of the adjacent, 

1500-metre Historic Wall was carried out by an AKTC /

AKCS-E team in coordination with the Supreme Council 

of Antiquities.

NEW BUILDING FACILITIES

Azhar Park was designed by Sites International (Egypt). 

The entry gate and Citadel View Restaurant was designed 

by Rami el-Dahan and Soheir Farid Architects (Egypt). 

The Lakeside Café was designed by Serge Santelli 

 Architect (France).

COMMUNIT Y INVOLVEMENT/PROGRAMME

The Park project was closely coordinated by AKTC/

AKCS-E with the two related HCP projects under the 

Area Development umbrella: the conservation of the 

Historic Wall and Darb al-Ahmar socio-economic projects. 

The entire Area Development Project was the subject 

of careful coordinated planning and the sharing of 

technical knowledge and resources.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

In the construction phase of the Park, training and employ-

ment of surveyors and site labour was sourced from 

the adjacent community wherever feasible. A certain 

amount of the wood furniture was made in the Darb 

al-Ahmar carpentry workshop. During operations, the 

Park has employed a large number of nearby commu-

nity residents in its operations division.

RELEVANT CODES/STANDARDS ADOPTED

Master grading and surveying, done by trade contractors, 

was internally supervised and coordinated by a project 

management team. Site work, landscaping and construc-

tion have followed Egyptian building codes. Conservation 

of the Historic Wall was completed in accordance with 

international charters.

LESSONS LEARNED

The project was pioneering in terms of testing and 

identifying solutions for: the greening of sharply inclined 

and unstable slopes; irrigation systems with below-

surface clay and membrane liners and drainage collec-

tion; the development of special controlled fi ll sub-bases 

for hardscapes; the propagation and transplantation of 

large areas of ground cover, plants and trees; a sophis-

ticated blending of a derelict site with a historic district 

in terms of access, views and compatible architecture; 

and the development of a detailed operational plan 

which would ensure the Park’s sustainability. Azhar 

Park has become a precursor to many subsequent 

projects in HCP’s parks portfolio. It offers lessons in 

planning, design, feasibility studies, linkage to adjacent 

community development initiatives and operations under 

a ‘Public-Private Partnership’ arrangement, and now serves 

as a model for other HCP projects in their conception.

Partners

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Governorate of Cairo.

Authoritative Framework

A protocol agreement between the Governorate of 

Cairo and AKTC was signed in 1990. A ‘Public-Private 

Partnership Agreement’ between the Governorate of 

Cairo and AKTC for the management and operation 

of Azhar Park was signed in July 2007.

Duis nostrud tate molor summodo lortin 

estrud et acidunt utet velisse dolut acip 

enis er il exerostrud molor summodo lortin 

estrud et exerostrud digna autet at. Duis 

nostrud tate

The western hillside is cloaked with fl owering and succulent plants with luxuriant tones. 

Views from the many vantage points along the west, across these slopes and the 

Historic Wall to Old Cairo, beyond, with its rich constellation of monuments and 

minarets, offers a walk in an open-air museum, where the impressive history of Cairo 

unfolds with each step.

 Signifi cant time and attention was devoted to exploring the potential for a sound, 

creative and interpretative relationship between the architectural design treatment of key 

architectural features in the Park – in particular, the Citadel View Restaurant, the Lakeside 

Café and various plazas – and the architecture of Historic Cairo.

 Due to size and centrality, Azhar Park fulfi ls a vital function in expanding park and green 

space available to the public in Greater Cairo, one of the densest cities in the world with a 

population that stood close to nineteen million in 2009. Operated under a ‘Public-Private 

Partnership Agreement’ between AKTC and the Governorate of Cairo, surpluses from Park 

revenue fund social and economic projects in the neighbouring Darb al-Ahmar district.

 With over two million visitors in 2009 Azhar Park has proven to be self-sustainable 

and a driver and catalyst for a whole range of associated urban regeneration projects in 

its surroundings. It has become a case study for a variety of development challenges, 

ranging from environmental rehabilitation to cultural restoration and has become a 

model of development that can be replicated in many other settings, and in particular in 

the historic cities of the Islamic world.

The design of the Citadel View Restaurant 

(above) is inspired by Fatimid archways, 

whereas the design of the Lakeside Café 

(below) is more abstract in its interpretation 

of Islamic architecture.
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Project Scope / Objectives

Documentation and the development of presentation 

designs and operational plans were carried out, as 

were archaeological excavation, shoring and stabil-

ization, cleaning, reconstruction of core walls, stone 

repair, stone replacement, re-pointing, construction 

of retaining walls, and the construction of metal 

stairs, gates and parapets. Finally, electrical services 

were installed.

Historic Wall
CAI RO,  EGYPT

The historic urban Wall is the south-eastern segment of Cairo’s Ayyubid fortifi ca-

tions, which were partially exposed during the works to create the new Azhar 

Park. The Wall measures over 1500 metres in length, running north from Bab 

al-Wazir to al-Azhar Street, and forms the boundary between the Darb al-Ahmar 

district of Historic Cairo and the new Park. It is the longest and best-preserved 

portion of Cairo’s old fortifi cations. Following preliminary investigations, the Aga 

Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) began restoration works in 2000. Most of the work 

along the side facing the Park was completed in 2008.

 Built in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries by Salah al-Din and his succes-

sors, this portion of the city wall was Cairo’s eastern boundary for centuries. 

Over time, its role changed: although it continued to be a defi ning element for 

the city, it long ago ceased to be a defensive structure. This shift in function 

meant that the city gradually spread to and into the very edge of the Wall, follow-

ing an accretive process common to historic cities everywhere. From the fi f-

teenth century onwards, the area just outside the Wall began to be used as a 

dumping ground and the Wall gradually disappeared under the debris, where, 

in fact, it remained protected from the ravages of time and weather.

 Today, following the interventions to create the Park, the outer face of the 

Historic Wall is once again exposed to view and to the elements, while, on the 

city side, private development pressures as well as institutional requirements 

raise complex urban development issues. The interventions considered not only 

the preservation of the Wall, but also how best to intervene in the surrounding 

urban context. Thus, comprehensive restoration, planning and design policies 

were established with regard to the monument itself, as well as the residential 

fabric abutting the Wall, the historic gates and the pedestrian promenade along 

the western edge of the new Park.

History

Construction of the Historic Wall was begun in 1176 by Salah al-Din, a Kurd of 

the Ayyubid clan who came to Cairo from Syria and overthrew the Fatimid 

caliphate in 1171. Salah al-Din’s idea of a single wall surrounding the entire city 

of Cairo would prove a long-lasting legacy. The new fortifi cations encircled 

A new paved promenade is now located along 

the Historic Wall inside the Park. 

Opposite page:

Above, the Historic Wall acts as both the 

perimeter of the Park and an interface with 

the Darb al-Ahmar neighbourhood. 

Below, the most prominent tower of the 

Historic Wall, Burg al-Mahruq, was still buried in 

debris in 1994. Its excavation was a painstaking 

archaeological process (see p. 321 for the 

fi nal result).

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   H ISTOR IC WALL
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 1 Azhar Park 

 2 Stepped Ramp and Walkway 

  between Community and Park

 3 Park Ticket Offi ce

 4 Community Street, access to 

  and from the Park

 5 North Fortress Tower, viewing 

  area with new access stairs

 6 Ruins of Bab al-Mahruq Exhibit

 7 Ramp from Intermediate Area to Ruins

 8 Historic Wall Promenade

 9 South Fortress Tower, exhibits 

  with new access stairs

 10 South Fortress Tower, viewing platform

 11 Ramp from Historic Wall 

  Promenade to Intermediate Area

 12 Historic Wall 

 13 Service Entrance

 14 Surrounding Housing, rehabilitated

 15 Aslam Square, public space renewal

16 Aslam Mosque, restored monument
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within a single system the Citadel and the Fatimid city, as well as the pre-Fatimid settle-

ments of Fustat, al-Askar and al-Qata’i. The new city walls were built entirely of stone and 

made use of new advanced defensive techniques imported from Syria, with bent 

entrances and arrow slits reaching to the fl oor.

 The east Wall was built as part of the new fortifi cation and seems to have remained 

important for two centuries after its construction. Soon after, as the threat posed by cru-

sader armies and other invaders declined, so did the importance of maintaining the 

defensive walls. On the eastern side, urban expansion virtually stopped. Already during 

the late Mamluk and early Ottoman periods, although the walls continued to mark the 

limits of the Old City, the area outside the fortifi cations became a dumping ground, a 

practice that continued unabated during the following centuries.

 The maps drawn at the time of the French occupation, around 1800, in fact show that 

buildings in Darb al-Ahmar were generally built right up to the edge of the city. During the 

rest of the nineteenth century an increasing number of travellers came to Egypt, who 

sketched and photographed what they saw. A series of panoramas taken by French 

photographer Pascal Sebah in 1880 provides one of the most valuable visual documents 

of the eastern Historic Wall, showing that much of the original stonework, including the 

crenellations, still existed at that time.

 In 1882 the government established the Comité de Conservation des Monuments 

de l’Art Arabe to preserve Egypt’s Islamic and Christian architectural heritage. Although 

the Comité repaired the city walls from time to time during the fi rst half of the twentieth 

century, it was not until 1950 that they undertook a major campaign along the eastern 

Historic Wall. This consisted of the reconstruction of two towers along with extensive re-

placement of the missing facing stonework in several areas of the fl ank wall. For the next 

fi fty years no further repairs or restoration were undertaken.

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   H ISTOR IC WALL

Left, the fortifi cations included advanced 

defensive techniques such as arrow slits.

Right, restored houses have been 

integrated into the historic preservation 

of Bab al-Mahruq.

Opposite page:

A plan of Bab al-Mahruq in its context 

(above) and in section (below).

10 m
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These tenets are rooted in internationally recognized and accepted standards of conser-

vation, namely the ‘International Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monu-

ments and Sites’ of 1964 (the Venice Charter). It builds on the fundamental principles set 

out in the Athens Charter (1931) with the added emphasis on the importance of context, 

the discouragement of reconstruction except in cases of anastylosis (reassembling of 

preserved fragments), and the integration of modern scientifi c technology where appro-

priate and useful.

 In line with these general principles, the intervention guidelines applied by the AKTC 

team to the conservation of the Historic Wall expressed, whenever possible, preference 

for retention or compatible repair of original fabric over reconstruction. The recommen-

dations for intervention on the surrounding urban fabric advocated respect for the 

changes accrued over time, in order to preserve the integrity, scale and signifi cance of 

the Wall in its current confi guration and context. Ultimately, the proposed interventions 

promoted continuity rather than transformation. The long-term goal is to integrate and 

harmonize the remnants of a valuable past with present realities and future uses in ways 

that are compatible and sustainable.

 The following conservation treatments were carried out between 2000 and 2008 at 

the Historic Wall: stone replacement, masonry cleaning, epoxy injection and reattach-

ment, repointing, plaster reattachment, core injection, and the application of artifi cial 

patinas. All interventions were thoroughly documented. Selected replacement materials 

were physically and chemically compatible with the original fabric and clearly distin-

guishable upon close examination.

The Wall as a Culural Resource and Visitor Destination

Conservation of the original wall structure and preservation of the living city fabric around 

the Historic Wall are seen as the best antidotes against further decay on the one hand, 

and destructive commercialization on the other. The actions to ensure that the Historic 

Wall maintains its original signifi cance and that it be properly reintegrated into its con-

temporary context included: fi rstly, creating pedestrian circulation along the western side 

of the Park and access through the former city gates (Bab al-Mahruq, Bab al-Barqiyya 

and Bab al-Wazir) to enhance the perception of the Historic Wall as a dynamic edge and 

meeting point, rather than as a barrier between the community and the Park; secondly, 

establishing didactic programmes, exhibits and an overall interpretive scheme to enhance 

appreciation of the Wall as an important urban feature of Historic Cairo, to explain its 

changing role in the development of the city and to introduce visitors to the life of the 

Darb al-Ahmar community; thirdly, introducing educational and training activities that are 

relevant to promoting a deeper understanding of the cultural heritage among visitors and 

residents and the development of capacity through enrichment of local skills and abilities to 

preserve and protect Historic Cairo; and fourthly, ensuring the future management and 

long-term sustainability of the Wall through the establishment of permanent repair and 

main tenance programmes and the monitoring of future changes and transformations.

 The shift in perceiving the Historic Wall as an abstract, isolated monument to its rein-

vention as part of a larger urban programme can turn this obsolete structure, buried for 

centuries and removed from the city’s mainstream development, into a cultural asset and 

vital component of the rehabilitation of Historic Cairo. The challenge ahead lies in safe-

guarding the remains and true signifi cance of the Historic Wall, while shaping its new role 

in the years to come.

The defensive tower, Burg al-Mahruq, 

now seen unearthed and conserved 

(see page 317 for a view of the same 

site before intervention).

The Historic Wall remained, as it had been for centuries, the eastern boundary of the 

densely built up Darb al-Ahmar district of Historic Cairo. The continued dumping of rubbish 

meant that the mounds of debris, now known as the Darassa Hills, had buried the outer 

face of the Wall all the way up to the level of the crenellations. It was only after AKTC 

began moving earth for the future Azhar Park that the accumulated debris was removed. 

The regrading brought to light not only the buried section of the Wall known through 

early photographs and historic maps, but also the northern section, unrecorded even on 

Napoleon’s map of 1798, and probably buried since Mamluk times.

The Survey

The fi rst step in the conservation process was a comprehensive study of the Wall’s 

physical condition followed by a detailed assessment of each part of the monument that 

would be subject to intervention. The general study documented the Wall’s overall condi-

tion, including an analysis of the masonry and identifi cation of areas of signifi cant deter-

ioration, distinguishing between the loss of facing stone and total loss of the Wall. It also 

documented the presence and extent of previous repairs. The subsequent detailed con-

dition survey provided a fuller quantitative analysis, complemented with a qualitative 

assessment of the causes and effects of deterioration. Severity of loss, for example, was 

classifi ed according to the extent and depth, as well as to whether the process was still 

active or inactive. In addition, samples were taken for laboratory testing to ascertain the 

exact nature of the materials and their conditions and problems.

 Together, the fi eld survey, graphic documentation and laboratory work yielded a 

comprehensive record of the construction of the Wall and its present state of conservation, 

as well as the diagnostic tools needed to formulate an intervention programme. Recom-

mended measures included archaeological investigation, emergency stabilization, 

masonry treatment (including cleaning, removal of salt and biological growth, grouting, 

consolidation of deteriorating stone and selective stone replacement), as well as limited 

reconstruction where needed to maintain the structural stability or visual continuity of the 

Wall. The resulting policies and guidelines for masonry intervention were designed to 

achieve maximum retention of the original historic fabric while ensuring the visual and 

functional continuity of the Wall as an urban element.

Approach and Methodology of Intervention

The restoration works started in 2000 with the launching of pilot interventions on limited 

sections of the Historic Wall gradually extended to increasingly greater portions of the 

monument. The principles underlying the interventions can be summarized as follows: 

fi rstly, to research and document all evidence, including physical, archival and historical 

information, before, during and after intervention; secondly, to respect the cumulative 

age-value of the structure, by recognizing the stratifi cation of human activity, displaying 

the passage of time and embodying different materials and techniques, as well as 

changing cultural beliefs and values; thirdly, to safeguard authenticity as a cultural value 

associated with the original actions of the making or remaking of an object or site, recog-

nized as the embodiment of authorship or the record of a time and place; and fourthly, to 

avoid harm to the monument, either by minimizing physical interference to re-establish 

structural and aesthetic legibility and meaning, or by intervening in ways that will allow 

other options and further treatment in the future.

EGYP T   CA IRO ARE A PROGR AM M E   H ISTOR IC WALL

Above, an archaeologist working on top of 

Tower 5, excavating the remains of Ottoman 

houses built later on top of the Wall. 

Below, a view south along the Wall from 

Tower 10, showing a defensive tower under 

scaffolding.

The interior of Burg al-Mahruq, which has 

now become a space for exhibitions, after 

its restoration.
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Background

BRIEF HISTORY OF PROJECT SITE

The eastern portion of the Historic Wall is part of the 

city wall of Cairo built by Salah al-Din in the later part 

of the 12th century to contain the Fatimid city and its 

suburbs, as well as the pre-Fatimid city of Fustat, within 

a single fortifi cation system. In the following cen turies, 

the area outside the eastern wall became a dumping 

ground, rising to a height of some 30 metres and even-

tually burying the fortifi cations under the debris. The ac-

cumulated rubbish formed a major barrier to modern 

urban expansion and contributed to preserving the 

Historic Wall to this day. Following the completion of 

Azhar Park, approximately 1500 metres of Wall were 

exposed, from Bab al-Wazir to al-Azhar Street, forming 

the boundary between the Darb al-Ahmar district 

and the Park. A comprehensive restoration programme 

began in 2000.

Challenges

SITE CONDITIONS

The poor state of conservation and unstable condi-

tions of some portions of the Historic Wall required 

extensive shoring. Also housing encroachments 

against the walls, as well as inside and on top of the 

one-time fortifi cations, posed an additional challenge 

and greatly complicated restoration work. 

INFRASTRUCTURE

New water and sewer connections had to be estab-

lished for the houses abutting the Wall to avoid infi ltra-

tion of water and rising damp. New concealed electrical 

connections had to be established to light the ramparts 

and interior galleries of the restored monument.

BUILDING CONDITIONS

The recording of the Wall’s general conditions (Level 1) 

distinguished between total loss (core and facing 

stones), partial loss (facing stones and parts of the core 

walls), loss of facing stones, structural instability, pres-

ence of earlier repairs, basal erosion, and loss of paving 

along the ramparts. The detailed survey (Level 2) re-

corded the conditions of the individual stones and dis-

tinguished cases of surface erosion, and the presence 

of black crust or carbon soot, cracking, de-lamination, 

detachment, disaggregation, displacement, fl aking, loss 

and the presence of salts and metal stains. In addition, 

housing encroachments were classifi ed by type and 

included houses built: along the back face of the Wall; 

over part of the rampart; within the interior galleries; and 

to replace, in part or in full, entire sections of the Wall.

Signifi cant Issues and Impact 

DATA COLLECTION/SURVEYS

The documentation prepared before the interventions 

included architectural, archaeological and condition 

surveys. In addition, laboratory analyses on existing 

mortars and stones were carried out throughout the 

restoration work to identify best matches and compat-

ible materials.

MASTER PLANNING PROCESS

These defi ned the general programme and priorities of 

intervention for the entire Wall and led to the prepara-

tion of area plans, descriptions of works, operational 

schedules and budgets.

PLANNING ISSUES

Gates and special areas were subjected to detailed 

planning, including pedestrian access and circulation, 

presentation circuits, rehabilitation of houses en-

croaching on the Wall, promenades on the ramparts 

and at the base of the Wall and rehabilitation of interior 

galleries and passages.

VOCATIONAL TRAINING/CAPACIT Y BUILDING

In order to disseminate and reinforce local expertise in 

architectural conservation, the Historic Wall restoration 

served as a training ground for the development of 

skills among Egyptian professionals and craftsmen.  

On-the-job training activities included the cutting, 

dressing and tooling of stones, preparation and use of 

mortars and renders, stone masonry repair and clean-

ing, and stone masonry construction.

CONTRACTING METHODS

With the exception of a limited number of subcontracts 

for electrical works, all restoration activities were carried 

out with direct labour recruited by AKTC, often from the 

resident community, and supervised by the project’s 

professional staff.

RELEVANT CODES/STANDARDS ADOPTED

All conservation work was undertaken in accordance 

with the relevant international charters and in keeping 

with Egyptian antiquities laws and procedures. The for-

mulation of standards and operational guidelines drew 

on documented examples of similar types of interven-

tions carried out elsewhere in the region.

 

LESSONS LEARNED

Techniques and guidelines for the treatment, repair 

and replacement of limestone in traditional construc-

tion, as well as the characterization and matching of 

traditional mortars, were thoroughly investigated and 

tested during the course of the project. This work pro-

vides lessons which can be applied to similar AKTC/

HCP projects carried out in the surrounding region and 

elsewhere.  

Partners 

PUBLIC PARTNERS

Governorate of Cairo, Supreme Council of Antiquities.

Authoritative Framework

‘Memorandum of Understanding’ between the Supreme 

Council of Antiquities and the Aga Khan Trust for Cul-

ture covering the restoration of the Historic Wall and 

other monuments in Darb al-Ahmar.

Phasing  1999 Y 2010

Excavation of eastern 

fi ll completed; start of 

archaeological excavation 

on Urban Triangle

1999 2000 20032001 2002

Opening of Towers 4 and 

5 visitor circuits leading to 

Darb Shoughlan School

Opening of Bab 

al-Mahruq Gate from 

Darb al-Ahmar

Opening of Bab 

al-Barquiyya Gate from 

Darb al-Ahmar

Completion of 

the Historic Wall 

restoration

The restored Darb Shouglan Community 

Centre, formerly a school, is integrated into 

its historic surrounds. Once a barrier, the 

Wall has become a catalyst for regeneration.


