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The "informal" sector's residential buildings are renowned for their flexibility due to 
their flexible structure of a 4m x 4m reinforced concrete system. That ensures that the 
system can extend or alter to accommodate a variety of programmes. Consequently, 
the patterns presented may differ from the conventional design of the housing units. 
However, they can display diverse and creative examples that have not been introduced 
by an architect but emerged from the needs of the inhabitants. In other words, it is an 
architectural translation of social and economic needs.10 

Figure 28 The ”informal” dwellings. Source: Angelil, Marc, and Charlotte Malterre-Barthes. Housing Cairo: The 

Informal Response. Berlin: Ruby, 2016. Print.
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Figure 29 The flexibility of the structure: Angelil, Marc, and Charlotte Malterre-Barthes. Housing Cairo: The Infor-

mal Response. Berlin: Ruby, 2016. Print.

ready columns for 
extension

bricks for flexibility

structural grid sys-
tem for flexibility

Articulating these ideas could help address the question of the domestic space in  
deserted cities and help the urbanisation process. That is not to romanticise the  
"informal" because safety, hygiene, and the absence of efficient infrastructure are  
pandemic problems in "informal" settlements. However, when a built environment is 
self-financed, demand-driven, develops organically, is consolidated, has low energy  
needs, is walkable, self-sustaining and provides work-home proximity, how can it 
be considered a failed architecture? This list of features representing "informal"  
settlements in Cairo reads like a sustainability index.11 
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THE NOTION OF EXTENSIONS AND RE-MODIFICATION OF THE 
DWELLINGS

The building of "informal" extensions on the Super-Block will assist in countering 
the harsh desert conditions. New residents can self-build well-structured reinforced  
concrete extensions that respond to local domestic and urban needs. Architectural  
extensions could happen horizontally and vertically, allowing more diverse programmes  
and activities to occur. Architectural extensions on the ground floor will lead to the  
formation of service delivery industries such as shops, cafes, restaurants, offices and 
other fundamental programmes that support neighbourhood life. Extensions on the  
upper floors create more flexibility for the inhabitants to become flexible to their lifesty-
le, family size and space usage.

Figure 30 An illustration of the possible extension scenarios. Drawing by Author

These extensions affect not only the urban environment but also the "informal"  
economy, as it mainly thrives on small-scale projects. It offers job opportunities for local 
developers, local labours and local materials. Therefore, offering a sustainable logic for 
building the city. By allowing extensions to happen by the "informal" sector, the process 
helps to generate more freedom for individuals to be enterprising on a self-regulated 
scale. As collective efforts do architectural extensions, it allows the residents to integrate  
and have strong ties. As a result, inhabitants of the area become members of an  
organization and stakeholders in projects.
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Figure 31 Illustrating the possible first steps of the self-made extensions. Drawing by Author

Figure 32 Possible phases of horizontal and vertical extensions. Drawing by Author

 Figure 33 Later phases of horizontal and vertical extensions. Drawing by Author
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Since different typologies can attract a varied population, from families to individuals, 
by offering various types of residential units, there is a better opportunity to attract a  
spectrum of people. Moreover, as the existing apartments are generous in space (90m2), 
splitting the apartments offers new typologies to immerse and creates new rental  
opportunities. Rents help residents sustain a comfortable living and offer a steady  
income for the owners to help in future alterations and extensions of their domestic 
space.

Figure 34 Plan of the Typical H-Block. Drawing by Author

Due to the symmetrical organization of the building structure, plans have the potential 
to offer different units per floor, as the reinforced concrete system offers this flexibility. 
Through the plan explorations, each storey could have a variety of apartments, from 
four to six units, from apartments to small studios, providing flexible opportunities for 
diverse domesticities.

To generate a social mix and synergies between residents and to create work-home  
proximity, new programmes could start in the H Blocks. Learning from al Rab' case stu-
dy, programmes that encourage local businesses, workshops and services will enrich 
the living conditions of the area.

To create synergies, a plan may be required to reconfigure communal and shared spa-
ces. The use of communal spaces in "informal" Cairo housing shows that it plays a sub-
stantial role in creating linkages and synergies between the inhabitants. It generates a 
possibility for residents to share social and economic activities.
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Figure 35 Possible scenario of readapting the currant floorplan layout to accommodate more residential typolo-

gies. Drawing by Author

Figure 36 possible scenario of adding new programmes to the typical floorplan as office spaces. 

Drawing by Author

The existing floor plan could become more flexible by offering an adaptable space for 
communal activities between the stairs and the balconies. Therefore, communal spaces 
become the catalyst of change, allowing residents to meet and interact. Cooking, dining 
and children playing activities are familiar in most communal areas in "informal" Cairo, 
where social integration is supported, and individuals feel they are stakeholders of a 
wider community.

A different organization and orientation of the apartments' communal spaces and their 
balconies can be explored, enabling the projection of a collective life towards the  
public realm. A sequence of open communal areas creates a rich network between 
the apartments, where the neighbourhood enriches by serialization of interactions and  
exchanges. 
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Figure 37 A scenario of adding a communal space in the ground floor. Drawing by Author

Figure 38 Illustration of how the communal space could take part in every storey. Drawing by Author

Figure 39 Communal spaces as a catalyst to bring social life. Drawing by Author

Communal Spaces Public realm Communal Spaces
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The need for flexibility is fundamental to the Egyptian family. As family sizes change 
over time, there is a requirement for space extension and alteration to enhance and 
improve living conditions to suit lifestyle needs. Extending on the sides of the H block 
could be a possible scenario, as it allows each unit to add extra rooms when needed, 
where shafts stay clear to allow ventilation for bathrooms and kitchens. That could  
generate diverse scenarios of domestic typologies and introduce new economic  
programmes to the dwelling.

Figure 40 Possible extension to create some flexibility for the residents. Drawing by Author

The residents could take extensions to a different level by expanding into the streets 
and the public realm, enriching the street environment by offering narrower streets and 
accommodating new service delivery programmes on the ground floor. The process of 
self-extension is a collaborative and consensual process that integrates different stake-
holders to make decisions that respond best to their needs, offering an alternative way 
of planning the city.

Extensions Over 
The Street
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Figure 41 Possible changes in the ground floor and the morphology of the H Block. Drawing by Author

Through floor-plan explorations, differentiation, flexibility, extensions, and communal  
spaces could be substantial reconfiguration parameters. That would expand the  
domestic areas, create a significant contribution to the urban realm, and enhance the 
qualities of public spaces. The exploration aims to represent how design could play a 
key role in influencing housing quality and solving some social housing problems. The 
"informal" sector can contribute significantly to rethinking and reconfiguring residential 
space and the public realm, where the explored scenarios could become part of the  
retrieving and urbanizing process. Architecture plays a critical role in the urban quality 
of a district as it creates the basis upon which all initiatives intersect to enhance the  
quality of life over the long term.
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