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Foreword

A great deal is at stake in the rehabilitation of the historic centres of southern and eastern Mediterranean towns and cities. By 2030, nearly 80 per cent of the inhabitants of the Mediterranean countries will live in towns and be concentrated on 10 per cent of the land: in coastal areas. This represents an enormous challenge and suggests that the region’s social and economic future will largely depend on management of the ‘urban reality’.

Against this background, controlling the development of the ‘heart’ of towns and cities represents a key response to the anarchic growth of urban areas. In particular, the historic city centres – or medinas – play a vital role in preserving the cultural and social capital of the Mediterranean countries while offering considerable potential as an attraction: and this is why it is so important to conserve them.

However, the current position is that the historic city centres are in danger of being irreversibly marginalized. A large part of the heritage is in a dilapidated state through lack of maintenance of buildings and infrastructure. At the same time, the medinas are undergoing changes resulting from the new competition between urban spaces. In the southern and eastern Mediterranean countries, these changes are accompanied by the transformation of the structure of households and the emergence of a middle class more inclined to live in urban areas meeting the new social and economic standards. This is substantially altering the role that the medinas are called on to play in the urban mix.

In order to place the revitalization of historic city centres in a sustainable framework, it is necessary to adopt a comprehensive and integrated approach, including ‘patient’ investment. National budgets that are already stretched are insufficient for this purpose, so there is a need to encourage the involvement of private investors alongside the multilateral organizations and public authorities.

Only a strengthened public-private partnership can mobilize the effort required and raise the necessary awareness among all stakeholders. And such a partnership will enable private citizens, property owners, businesses, real estate and tourist agencies to ensure that the investment of public authorities is backed up by other lenders and geared to the long term in order to create a genuine opportunity for developing the historic city centres. This, in a nutshell, is the intention of the European Investment Bank’s initiative.

The ‘Medinas 2030’ Initiative

As the long-term financing institution of the European Union, the European Investment Bank (EIB) devotes a substantial part of its lending to supporting sustainable urban regeneration. In the Mediterranean region, the EIB finances development projects through its Facility for Euro-Mediterranean Investment and Partnership (FEMIP).This was the framework in which the EIB launched the ‘Medinas 2030’ initiative in October 2008 on the occasion of the Venice Architecture Biennale.

Financed via the FEMIP Trust Fund, the Venice conference was designed to raise awareness of the importance of rehabilitating the medinas. It brought together urban planners, architects, economists, sociologists and experts from financial and international co-operation organizations along with representatives of the Mediterranean countries’ governments, and formed the starting point of a far-reaching debate that is destined to lead to the implementation of investment projects supporting the revitalization of historic urban centres.

This book has its genesis in the Venice conference. It sets out different scenarios for the development of historic urban centres and strategies for their rehabilitation, and represents the first step in a programme of knowledge-sharing and co-operation that will establish the main pillars of the strategy to be implemented. I am convinced that it will help us to bring together an ever-growing number of partners to address the vital issue of urban regeneration in the Mediterranean region.



Philippe de Fontaine Vive
Vice-President of the EIB

Part I

MEDITERRANEAN SCENARIOS

1
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Rethinking Medinas in a Changing Mediterranean

Marcello Balbo

The rehabilitation of historic cities in south Mediterranean countries1 emerged towards the end of the 1960s mainly for two reasons: on the one hand, thousands of rural migrants were flowing into the city where the medina is the obvious and only place to find somewhere to stay; on the other hand, the discourse on cultural heritage conservation was spreading beyond the borders of the north Mediterranean countries, where it had been introduced a few years before.2

The rapid urbanization which was taking place in the region was transforming the medina into a ‘hollow space’, ‘a marginal deteriorated heritage lost amidst the urban magma’. Under these circumstances, two alternatives were envisaged: the further decay of the physical condition up to the point of demolishing whole blocks, or the conversion into a tourist district, which essentially meant that some outstanding monuments would be restored and a few prestigious houses would be renovated after the inhabitants had been evicted, with the rest of the medina becoming a slum area. A rehabilitation process that would include the whole of the medina was seen as highly unlikely.3

Some 25 years later we have to admit that the options have remained pretty much the same. The cultural heritage character of the historic city is by now widely recognized, as proved by the number of Islamic cities forming part of the UNESCO World Heritage List. Almost no one in any south Mediterranean country would envisage bulldozing the historic city today but as for the quality of life of the rest of the inhabitants, the alternatives have not changed much.

As in many other countries, the dilemma of preserving the physical conditions versus protecting the social context of the historic city has not yet been resolved. In fact, in most cases it has not even been addressed, since even in those cities where some action for the restoration of the physical heritage has been launched, no strategy has actually been put in place to protect and improve the situation of the population, possibly with the exception of the medina of Tunis.

By contrast, present conditions have evolved considerably since the beginning of the 1980s. Although the historic city still remains as the economic and social basis for most people, the structure of families has largely changed, from extended to nuclear; the urbanization process and the growth of the population already living in cities have produced large metropolitan areas; migration flows to but now often also from abroad have substantially increased. Chapters 2 and 3 provide a thorough analysis of these and other issues.

The analysis of past and current trends and development is central to all hypotheses about the future of the historic city in south Mediterranean countries. This chapter proposes an analysis based on three time periods, the recognition of two main driving forces and formulates three possible scenarios for the year 2030.

Three Stages

It was in the mid-1960s that attention was increasingly being paid to the conditions of the historic city, largely as a consequence of rapid urban growth caused by the rural migration flow or by internal as well as international conflicts. In 1967, the Association de Sauvegarde (ASM) was established in Tunis, the first such institution in south Mediterranean countries. The first analysis of the Casbah of Algiers was completed in 1972. In 1975, UNESCO launched the project for the first Master Plan of Fez (Morocco), addressing the issues of (i) the conservation and (ii) the role of the historic city in the framework of the rapid urban growth Fez was undergoing. During the same years the renovation of the Bab al-Faraj district in Aleppo (Syria) was discontinued, the local population openly expressing its preference for a ‘preserving valorization’ and its opposition to a ‘destroying modernization’ (see Chapter 4).

In almost all south Mediterranean countries new institutions were established and public opinion was beginning to support conservation. This new attitude certainly resulted from the manifest deterioration of a large number of the buildings inside the historic city, some of them up to the point of collapsing, but it was also fostered by the introduction of the conservation discourse centred initially mainly on the architectural elements, then on the urban fabric as a whole, finally to include nowadays the immaterial values the medina represents and contains.

The second phase, the 1990s, was characterized by the economic liberalization and the shrinking role of the state. Public authorities were neither able to meet the growing demand for housing, infrastructure and services, nor able to control the soaring informal building sector. Urban planning, already weak, was mostly seen as an obstacle to new investment. With economic liberalization, public investment in the historic city came to an end, or, in the few cases where rehabilitation projects were in place, was significantly reduced. At the same time conservation of cultural heritage was no longer viewed as an intrinsic element of urban planning, with the possible exception of those cities where its value had been recognized, such as once again in Tunis.

Although it is problematic to generalize, one can say that the deterioration of the historic cities of the region reached its peak in those years, when the emerging middle class showed its denial of the medina as a significant spatial reference and cultural identity. As a result, re-establishing the centrality of the medina was no longer a priority of the rehabilitation strategy.

The present one is the third phase, characterized by the increasing involvement of the south Mediterranean in globalization: one-third of the world’s container traffic passes through the Mediterranean and, when Turkey is included, the level of foreign direct investment in ‘developing countries’ comes second only to that of China.

As a result of these new conditions, in recent years two main trends have emerged. On the one hand, some portions of the historic city are experiencing a wave of rehabilitation work. However, most such work concerns specific buildings, generally large, traditional houses wherever they are located within the urban fabric. In many cases they are transformed for tourism activities such as luxury restaurants and hotels or up-market arts and crafts emporia to meet the demand from the globalized tourist in pursuit of authenticity. On the other hand, the historic city continues to be a place where the large majority of the population is comprised of low-income families, who find themselves obliged to live in the medina because of a lack of alternatives but would like to move to other parts of the city that offer better living conditions. In fact, infrastructure and services within the historic city remain inadequate and have deteriorated due to the increasing poverty of the population and the lack of investment and maintenance.

These two processes have a major impact on the historic Arab city by infringing the ‘egalitarianism’ of its public spaces, which constitutes the essential factor of its uniqueness. The uniform model of the Arab house rests on the internal courtyard, at the same time making up the space reserved for the household and constituting the basic element shaping the whole urban fabric. The courtyard inhibits any external intrusion into the life of the household, shielding it from unknown eyes and hiding the relations between family members, in spite of the well-established hierarchical order framing Arab society.

The breaking up of the spatial dimension is just one expression of the divides that have appeared at the social level. The medina is no longer a place of solidarity and open relationship among the households, between the notable living at the end of the derb and the households all around who could trust him and rely on his help. On the contrary, the historic city has evolved into a place where the majority of households live in overcrowded rented accommodation, with inadequate facilities which they try to adapt to their needs, thus affecting the typology of the buildings as well as the morphology of the urban fabric. At the same time, a minority of new residents have moved in. They are generally considerably better off than the older residents but in most cases their presence is temporary and they are essentially strangers to the social, economic and cultural context of the historic city.

The medina had already started experiencing similar modifications during colonial times and even earlier (see Chapter 3). However, in the 1990s it took a significant turn with both an intensification of the process and a change in character as a result of market internationalization and the arrival of significant foreign investment. From being a space of solidarity and inclusion, the historic city increasingly became a space of social polarization, segregation and spatial fragmentation.

Two Trends

The medina presents very distinctive architectural as well as urban characteristics and it is often separated from the city centre. At the same time any medium- or long-term rehabilitation strategy needs to be based on a clear understanding of the overall spatial, economic and social context of the city. In this view, it is critical to highlight two major trends that have emerged in the more recent past.

First, in the course of the last 50 years, south Mediterranean countries have undergone major spatial transformations. Although the current population growth is slower than in the past, the impact of high fertility rates and rural as well as urban migrations on the urban context has been substantial. According to the most recent UN estimates, between 2000 and 2030 the urban population of south Mediterranean countries will grow from 175 to 278 million, representing an 80 per cent increase on average. However, in Syria it will grow three times as large, in Palestine by 150 per cent, while in Egypt the 83 per cent increase will amount to approximately 24 million new urban residents over the next 30 years.

It is well known that the urbanization process involves primarily the coastal areas, where it has particularly serious impacts on the environment. However, another main feature of this process is the formation of large metropolitan areas and conurbations as well as the emergence of ‘urban regions’. Over the 25 years spanning from 2000 to 2025, the population of the city of Cairo will grow from 10 to 15 million, Algiers will add another 1.8 million to the current 2.7 million, Aleppo’s 4 million residents will make it the fourth most populated city in the region after Alexandria, with Damascus only slightly less populated (3.6 million).

Such growth of the urban population will add to the changes in the spatial pattern that have already taken place in most countries of the region. In Morocco, the 200-kilometre-long area spanning from Casablanca to Kénitra and including the twin cities of Rabat and Salé reveals an urbanization pattern that makes it essentially an urban continuum, home to approximately 7 million inhabitants or one Moroccan out of four. The Cap Bon peninsula, occupying the extreme north-east tip of Tunisia, is becoming more and more connected with the Tunis region, slowly converting it into a metropolitan area, as is the case with Algiers, with its urban structure extending by now eastwards all the way to Tizi Ouzou. In Lebanon, the coastal area stretching from Saida to Byblos, but easily including Tyros to the south and Tripoli to the north, is rapidly attaining the form of a single conurbation.

Under these circumstances the historic city has inevitably lost some of its importance. The medina’s 100,000 inhabitants represent by now only 10 per cent of the total population of Tunis, 5 per cent when referring to Greater Tunis. Chapter 7 highlights the fact that the overall population living in the medina of Morocco adds up to a mere 5 per cent of the country’s urban population. Even where the percentage is much higher, as in Marrakesh whose medina contains 22 per cent of the city’s population, its share has fallen by more than half in only 20 years. In 1990, Damascus had lost more than a third of its residents since 1965, with only 42,000 inhabitants remaining in the old city. Though more recent data are not yet available, most observers believe that the trend has not changed significantly over the last 15 years – quite the contrary. The case of Old Cairo is even more impressive. The historic city is by now a negligible part of Greater Cairo, hosting a mere 1.5 per cent of the population and representing but 2.5 per cent of the urbanized surface, thus representing but a small fragment of the metropolitan area.

Secondly, the population of the historic city is made up of increasingly poor households. In the medinas of Morocco, consumption levels are about 20 per cent lower than the national average (see Chapter 7). A large part of the Old Cairo population only manages to stay and maintain their activities due to decades of rental control that protects them from being evicted through market mechanisms, thus benefiting from a subsidy system ‘that enables them to survive’. In the Casbah of Algiers, approximately one-third of the buildings have collapsed as a result of total lack of maintenance, in spite of the various programmes prepared by the public authorities.

Such processes are not new, since affluent families began relocating to new residential areas outside the medina in the 1960s and 1970s, essentially for two reasons: to live in more comfortable conditions in the modern part of the city and to get away from rural migrants moving into the historic city. As mentioned, the majority of the population of medinas are low-income households, most of them having rented the place they live in since their arrival in the city after leaving their village of origin.

However, globalization has also produced other means of impoverishment. In the past, the medina had always been the place that provided employment opportunities to the majority of the urban population, including rural migrants. Today, traditional activities have to confront the higher productivity and innovation of international competitors that influence/dominate the market and further reduce the already low revenues of local producers.

At present, the process of gentrification is still slow. It is obvious, however, that it is taking place in various medinas of Morocco such as Fez, Essaouira, Asilah and Marrakesh and is now also starting in Tangiers and Tétouan. Although it can be reckoned to be still marginal, it represents a clear indication of the growing interest of the market in the historic cities (see Chapter 5). In Syria, national as well as international capital expenditure is drawn into the historic cities in Damas, Aleppo and Hama with a view to converting traditional houses into second homes, hotels and restaurants for affluent non-resident and foreign visitors. Although no actual gentrification is taking place there, many residents of Old Cairo are ornamenting the façades of their houses in imitation of the classicist architecture currently fashionable in the new suburban, gated communities (see Chapter 4).

The process of gentrification still involves relatively few traditional houses scattered in different parts of the medina, and less frequently whole neighbourhoods. Although still limited to a relatively small number of buildings, such changes translate into further social exclusion because real estate appreciation coupled with rent increases are inevitable. On the other hand, the replacement of traditional stores with shops addressing the demands of wealthier national and international tourists tends to produce a general increase in the cost of living.

The historic city may still represent a symbolic reference for a part of the population. Nevertheless, there are fewer and fewer households prepared to consider it a promising place to live and difficult working conditions are driving out economic activities. The exceptions are, at one extreme, the poor and, at the other, some national and international investors attracted by the exotic character of the place but, more often, by the expectation of promising financial profits linked to real estate operations.

Three Scenarios

Based on current trends, it is possible to formulate some hypotheses for the likely scenarios with which medinas will be confronted in the next 30 years. These scenarios appear to be a common thread running through the different chapters of this book, with only minor differences. Here they are presented within a perspective that encompasses all situations and makes them comparable, though in full awareness of the very different past and present situations of south Mediterranean historic cities. This common perspective is possible because they share many social, spatial and cultural features due to a common past and they are subject to similar trends that will most likely produce similar consequences.

Resilience

This is based on a trend scenario prolonging current conditions. For this reason there are good chances that it will prevail, at least in the first years. The governments of the region will continue to have only limited interest in adopting effective strategies for the rehabilitation of historic cities. They may adopt some specific actions and implement a few projects to prevent buildings from collapsing or to restore monuments of high interest, if only under the pressure and financial help of international organizations. However, these actions are carried out in the absence of an overall urban planning vision necessary to define the types of residential and economic activities the medina can effectively accommodate and the role the historic city should play within the wider urban context. Besides, these actions are not suitably geared to the social and economic context of the medina since they do not establish what are the housing conditions that have to be provided to households depending on their income level or what is the quality level of the infrastructure and services that must be put in place for the various types of economic activities envisaged.

The likely outcome of the ‘resilience’ scenario is a further deepening of the social and spatial differences that emerged in the 1990s and caused the medina entity to break up into different parts. On the one side, the physical, economic and social conditions of the medina are increasingly poor and, on the other, some areas are being gentrified through a slow, ongoing, ‘creeping’ process of rehabilitation, with the local population opposing it because of a lack of alternatives for their housing and employment needs. Paradoxically, however, such resilience could result in the most effective element for maintaining a relatively stable equilibrium between the two, or multiple, medinas, reducing or at least slowing down gentrification and the related evictions.

Hindrance

This is the least likely scenario, though highly valued until the end of the 1980s. It rests on the idea that rehabilitation can be entrusted only to the government. In most cases this was translated into the adoption of rules inappropriate to the residents’ needs and priorities and to their economic conditions, including their ownership or rental status. Such a top-down approach has been ineffective and a serious obstacle to all rehabilitation activities, pushing the affluent households to move elsewhere and thus fostering the deprivation and physical decay of the historic city. By now it is evident that the government cannot cope alone with the scale and complexity required by a sound rehabilitation strategy, if only because of its limited financial and technical means.

The housing demand of the low-income population, as well as its needs in terms of infrastructure and services, require flexible innovative solutions that hardly fit with the rather narrow-minded approach of standard government action. The likely result is an increasing divide between the way public authorities would like the medina to be, following the rule and easy to manage, and the medina as it actually is, mostly informal and often irregular.

Bonding

The third scenario takes its stand on the realization that any rehabilitation strategy requires a number of resources, financial and otherwise, that governments do not have available at present and are unlikely to
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