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Problems of urbanization in Tunisia — Measures taken to solve them'

There have been three key periods in the history of. urbanization in Tunisiag .

nemely from 1929 to 1943; from 1943 t¢ ;955 and since 1956, i.e. since the'; .

proclamation of 1ndependence. _7“,  L ;._ ‘ _'.; S e ;J.;usf:;

Until 1929, the basic Ffactor governing construction Was the allgnment l&ld down
by decree of the Public Works Department, and this determlned the site of bulldlngs,
often in a very arbitrary way.

It was only in the communes that the sanitary regulations and the regulations
relating to public thoroughfares pr0v1ded rudimentary standards to whlch bulldlng
operations had %o conform. _ ,

Then a Decree of 95“January 1929 4a1d d0w1 a plan’ for the development, extension
and reorganization of urban agglomeratlons. “Tha* Decree 1ntroduced the concept of
allotment as.an 1ntegra1 part of town plannlng. ,_‘ | o

But this Decree stlpulated that unloss 1t was extended the development plan
would lapse twenty years after the date of its approval. _

Despite its revolutionary nature and no doubt for lack . of town planners, the
1929 Decree was only enforced half-heartedly, principally in some large towns, and
in commuines which had sufficient technieal sEaff.

Butb after the Second World War two vital factors caused an,imperative need for
new urban.development: one was ‘the bombing of towns, in some of which whole -
districts had beon destroy:d, and the other an important exodus of rural populations
to the towns, particularly the large ones, as a result of the shortages caused by
a succession of poor harvests, accentuated by a marked increase in population,

At that juneture the Decreelbf 10 September 1943 on Architecture and Town
Planning was_pfomulgated; repealing the earlier decree, it gave greater flexibility
to the development plan, the duration of which was ne longer restrictéd, and
responsibility for which was assigned to a single department (now the Department of
Public Works and Housing).

The scope of the development plan was also broadened by the new reguliations for
the reassignment of land, as a result of which, either on the initiative of
associations of the parties concerned or by order of the administration, vacant

portlons of certain lots could be regrouped.
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_ Slmllarly, urban allotment was very clearly defined in the regulations, thus
facllltatlng control over +the atlllzatlon of the various zones and the creation of
the urban thoroughfares prov1ded for in the development plan:

The appllcatlon of this text led: subsequently to.a revision of the legislation
relating to building permits through the Decree of 13 October 1949 which, while
altering an&'supplementing the Decree of 10 September 1943, laid down that in the
absencé of a dévélépment plan or while such a plan was being prepared, all building
peimits were subject to approval by the Goveramment Depariment concermed {at that time
th'Department of Reconstruction and Housing, now the Department of Public Works and -
Housing). . . _ |

This led between 1946 and independence to the creation of four main territorial
regions subjéct to town-planning contrel, each under the direction of a seniox
official assisted by a Hown nlanniﬁg afchiﬁect in the government service. This
arrangement proved totally 1nadequate, since after the war the rate of population
growth 1ncreased and the influx of population into the towns, particularly the large
centres, caused a progresslve increase in their populasticn density. The pooresd

1nbab1tants created settlements on outskirts of towns and in the suburbs, where the

situation was chaotlc¢

An attempt was made o speed up the process of urbanization by engaging private
town planners to study deVelopment plans in particular areas.

The State even prov1ded some publ;c lands for the esbtablishment of model cities
where it constructed blosks of flats and nuclei where groups of separate houses were
built by private contractors under its effective control.

But ‘tha,‘b was c*early not enough, Only a few coumunes had development plans
which had been approved or were in process of approval; almost all the centres which
bad not acguired the status of communes had no development nplans.
| To bring home the neceszity for allotment.plans and building permits, there was
a need, esp901ally at the local authoriiy level, for a comprehensive system of
supervision conducied by qualified technicians, but these were unfortunately not
available or at léast not in sufficient ﬁumbers;

Thus, for lack of precise rules, enforced through building and allotment permits,
buildings‘were put up regardless of the architectural plans submitted or even without

plans or permits.
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Nevert helesq the Government exerci é& N degree of éifect'dbntroi which affofded
the courts an opportunity to familiarize themselves with offences of this klnd, aﬁé:
decigions imposing a fine ox dem011t10n oldars were made in the most serious casés.

Since independence; the Tunisian Govérnment has faﬁed'a somewhat complicated
situation in the building and town plannlng ILeid. Ta the first place, a'Iargé-
‘section of the popu)atlon had vexry ilmléea 0T even no means, and were without shelter
or were- 1nadequately housed, so bh&u an 11vertory of thelr needs had to be undertaken.
Secondly, there wewre a con51derable number of localities in which bulldlng control was
impossible because of the absence of a responslble admlnlstratlve nucleus.

Thirdly, the number of technicians was clearly 1nadequate for the simultaneous
organization everywhere of a framework of a rational urbanization programme.

An dinventory of the needs of the poor populatlon was’ made after a long and
painstaking survey conducted by the Public Works Department, and they were placed at
200,000 dwellings to be donstrﬁcted as part of a ten-year plan of economic and social
dovelopment® recentiv drawn up for the Government. 7 )

The number of centres not having the status of comsunes has been con81derab1y
reduced by the creation since 1936 of approxlmately one hundred communes, cach of
which was at once provided with Lts mayor, a551sted by a munlclpal counc1l. These
new municipetities immediately did evérythlpg 1n their power to improve the appearance
of .the ares under their jurisdiction by enl wstlng the co_operatlon of the 1nhab1tants
and with the assistance of Governmment technicians.

As regards such %echnicians, the Publie Norks Department which is resp0n51ble,
inver alia, for housing and town pTanplng, has, as a first step, moblllzed its own
staff of engineers, architects; technical a351stants and so forth, ‘and has 1nstructed
them both ﬁt the central and regicnal Tevelc to assist'the.mUHiCipalities'in carrying

out their bLlldlng projects and o suppr them, eliner w1th moae¢ plans or with
decuments, however concise, drawn up with djrect reference to ‘the problem ralsed.
In this way, town halls, marketls, dlspensarles and schools have been built:

As a seﬂond stage, it set up two years ago 51x offlces in dlfferent parts of the
- derritory to conduct research in town plannlngu Each of these offices 1s under a
gualified towneplannlng archltect and its staff consists pr1n01pally of two

architects, a surveyor and two draughtsmen.
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For each of the five regions (Public Werks:Districts) a prioriby list is
established in agreement with the Governors and a programme of work is laid down for
flve of these offlces enabllng them to initiate development schemes in . .several
'1oca11t1es 51mu1taneously. A 51xth Offlce is concerned solely with the capital and
its suburbs within the framework of 8, comprehens1ve town planning project known as
the "Greater Tunis Plan'. L Pt

' In addltlon to these teams, there is an archltect attached to the headquarters of
each admlnlstratlve dlstrlct (Tunls—Blzerta~SoussequaxﬁLe Kef) who examines
requests fqr bulldlng and allotment permits in eon;unctlon with the town planning
offlcers. l | | |
‘ An erchltect respon31ble for preparlng 1mportant or urgent building plans and
supervising their 1mp1ementat1q1“has been placed at the dlsposal of cach of the
thirteen Prov1ncla1 Governors.

However, it 1s clear that certaln schemes entail long—term work and constant
attentlon (spe01al urban development or development in vitally important tourist
areas - constructlon of blocks of bulldlngs for the State and so: forth) o Accordlngly,
 various well-known research organlzatlons have been asked to prepare:plans.for. the
follow1ng proJectS' ’ . EraraTsoo s

- davelopment of the town of Mahd1a, a flshlng port and important. tourist centre;

- general and detalled development of the island of Djerba, one.of the chief
touristic beauty spots of the Medlterraneen,

- development of Sousse, a dellghtful coastal town known to foreigners as .the:
"pearl of the Sahel"; _ _ . et

-rstudy and development of Monestlr, a tourlst centre and beauty spot very

| popular with forelgners, 1t is also a flshlng port and the ‘birthplace of the
llbelator of Tunlsla, Hablb BOURGUIBA Pres1dent of -the Republlc,‘

- study and development of the sea51de resort of Skanes which lies in g
magnlflcent s1tuet10n some kllpmetres‘frquMenasmlr? _Here the summer
reeidence.of‘the'Presideet of ﬁhe'Repuelic,enﬁ,s_gpmber of;bungalews for
distihguished guests have been planned and”built with the collaboration of
landscape gardeners, interior decorators and many well-known art1sts,

- development of the holy c1ty of Kalreuan,.the cradle of Islam in Tun1s1a,

'Wh1ch possesses gome extremely beautlful rellglous edlflces.
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A Tew further remarks are necessary on the problem of Tunis. sze every capltel
Tunis needs action to he taken to enable 1t to fulfll its normal functlon .as the focus.
of the intellectual facultles and creatlve functlons of the entlre country. - Not -
only is it the polltlcal and admlnlstratlve capltal but 1t is 51tuated in the nerth
of the country and at one of the p01nts in the terrltory whlch is nearest to Europe,
on the greéat Mediterranean sea route. Thus it has a natural attraction for the J
popolation of Tunisia as a trade and business eentre.. Therefore, apart from the
study of its communications with its'subo;ts and hinterland, it has been the subject l:v,
of one_deveiopment plan after another, f In 1959 an international competition was held
for suggestions on a number oflsubjeots;'ohe of them being the developmeni of the
shores of the Lake of Tunis. This district has great possibilities both in.its‘very

large open ‘spacés and in a promenade along ‘the lake which was not properly made. use of

was that of the Bulgarlan Technolmpex group under Professor Luben Tonev.

Accordingly “this group has Just been comm13810ned by the Public Works Department
to prepare detailed plans for the development of the shores of the Lake of Tunls on
the ba51s of ‘this plan. |

Thls brief account of the speedlng up of the rational urbanization of various
towns, built-up areas and v111ages would not be complete without a reference to “the
revolutionary meagure takéen by the Government and already referred to in the report
submitted by Tunisia to the’ Semlnar on Low Cost Housing which was held at Tunls in
October 1961 ‘namely the moblllzatlon of vacant land effected by Act No. 61-62 of
2 January 1961, on the’ exproprlatlon of lend situated within communal bouodarles,
regulations for the application of which were contained in Decree No. 61-77 of 30
January 1961, R A - i‘_. ‘ '

This 1eglslatlon is of vital 1mportance as far as urban bulldlng is concerned
since it prevents owners of vacant “land from Wltholdlng it from the market for

-gpeculative purposes, &t a time When “the bulk of the poorexr inhabitants have to be

assisted to find suitable housing ‘instead of cllnglng to the old districts with their
traditional types of bulldlng {the medina areas) or enscon01ng themselves in hovels
built olandestlnely on ‘the outsklrts of CItleS-l ‘

According to the relevant texts, "to allot“ oeans to subd1v1de a. plot of land
in order to sell the lots into whlch 1t is subdlv1ded o those who need them, . The
law compels owners to do 50 at the present time under penalty of a large surtax and

even exproprlatlon. Tt shows the State's determination +to ass1st in raising the

under the former' protectorate. The plan which was considered to be most attractlve T
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.social level of the people by putiing a definite stop to the schemes of those who
" place their own sordid interests before the public welfare and the material |
cleanliness upbn which the meral uprightness.of a people largely depends.,

0f course there is still a great deal to be done but the results achieved in the
past six years are‘encoﬁraging; A11 the municipalities are vying with ome another
in breaking down the barriers erected by an obsolete regime which conoceived of towns
as éonsisting of two entirely separe districits: +he modern town inteﬁded to house
the occupying race and the traditional town given over ﬁo the Tunisians without any
serious effort to keep it in good order. Thus, at the behest of the toﬁn planners
more and more wide thoroughfares are being opened through the old quarters with their
noisome alleys, with a view to letting in the air, opening them up to traffic and
linking the new to the old. At Tunis itself a number of these thoroughfares are
helping, inter alia, to improve the aesthetic character of the medins and to reveal
its riches (mosques, old palaces and so forth).

At the present time close on oné hundred development plans are being prepared
and will be put into operation as soon as the main cbjectives are clearly defined.

Such dynamism is essential not only for Tunisia but also for every under—
developed country since without it the country cannot follow the path of universal
progress, and the Tunisian people cannot achieve what it desired beyond its freedom,

nanely the right and the possibility to live.



