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Abstract ð Moving from the case of Cherarba, a popular district located in the eastern suburbs of 

Algiers, the paper focuses on the controversial relations between public policies and spaces of 

informality within the city. Urban margins are here conceived as direct expression of the social 

logics of contemporary urban policies. From the one side, the paper analyses the social impacts 

of neoliberal policies in Algiers, stressing the socio-spatial inequalities deriving from the 

concentration of public funds on real estate developments, to the detriment of marginal suburbs. 

From the other side, the work highlights how the social practices and know-hows of Cherarbaõs 

residents may be used as a mean for the socio-spatial integration of the district within the city. 

 

 

 

 

Introduction. - International economic competition has increasingly turned towns and urban 

districts into prime areas for the investment of surplus capital, notably through the development 

of large real-estate, commercial, tourist and heritage projects in the centres and outskirts of the 

towns. Apart from adding value to the spaces that they occupy, leading to the exclusion of low-

income populations, these urban transformations mobilize public funds to the detriment of 

marginalized districts. This urban development thus raises the question of the unequal 

distribution of public funds in the town, accentuating socio-spatial segregation. These 

inegalitarian processes are being analyzed in a number of Mediterranean towns as part of the 

ANR1 programme, òMarges et villes. Entre exclusion et intégrationó2. As part of this work, the present 

paper3 examines the informal district of Cherarba in Algiers, where we believe that these 

                                                           
1 Agence Nationale de la Recherche (French National Research Agency). 
2 The MARGES programme (Margins and towns. Between exclusion and integration) (2012-2015, coord. N. Semmoud) 
involves researchers working on towns in the Mediterranean basin: Casablanca, Rabat, Fez, Algiers, Tunis, and Cairo 
in the south, and Istanbul, Ankara, Turin, Cagliari, Marseille, Barcelona and Grenada in the north. 
3 Based on 32 semi-structured interviews with former inhabitants, non-profit organizations, government officials and 

architects. The surveys were carried out between 2009 and 2011 as part of a programme for the Priority Solidarity 
Fund (FSP, French Ministry for Foreign Affairs), Faire la ville en périphérie (s). Territoires et territorialités dans les grandes 
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inegalitarian socio-spatial processes lie at the heart of the violent struggle between Islamists and 

the public authorities4 for control of the district. 

Cherarba is a district with an estimated population of 70,000 inhabitants5, forming almost all 

the eastern half of the built-up area of Les Eucalyptus, a commune on the south-eastern outskirts6 

of Algiers, about 20 kilometres from the city centre (cf. Fig. 1). Cherarba first developed in the 

1970s, essentially informally, taking in relatively low- or middle-income families mainly from the 

central and peri-central neighbourhoods of Algiers. Since then, successive public authorities have 

spoken in stigmatizing terms of the district, while generally taking a tacitly tolerant attitude to 

òcompensateó for their failure to provide and manage public services. We demonstrate below the 

effects of the Stateõs segregational and unjust policies at the end of the 1980s and beginning of 

the 1990s. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
villes du Maghreb (coordinator P. Signoles) by S. Ouadah (sociologist at the University of Algiers), F. Troin (EMAM) 
and N. Semmoud (EMAM), and in 2012 by F. Benalia for her thesis supervised by N. Semmoud. The investigations 
carried out in 1992 for N. Semmoudõs thesis were used for diachronic analysis.  
4 The public authorities include elected representatives, government officials and State representatives of the wilaya 
(province) and the municipality. Due to their near-agreement concerning informal housing, we have grouped them 
together under the same term.  
5 Interview with the head of the Mayorõs office in 2009. In the General Census of the Population and Housing 
(RGPH), the population of Les Eucalyptus was 118,054 inhabitants in 2008.  
6 The over-riding image of these outskirts is working-class, in spite of the social diversity of the inhabitants. The low 

level of public services and infrastructure, and the non-managed hazards (seismic activity, airport easement and 
nuisance, high-voltage power lines, dumping, Sidi Rzin refinery) are all factors accentuating marginalization.  
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Fig. 1 ð The district of Cherarba, about twenty kilometres from the centre of Algiers. 

Source: Troin, 2013. 

This demonstration is organized around three issues based on the idea that the urban margins 

are the result of the practices and views of the main public and private entities involved in urban 

development. The first issue concerns the relationships of the authorities with informal areas, 

sometimes marginalizing them, sometimes integrating them. The study examines the mechanisms 

whereby these entities make and break the urban margins, the way they are implemented, and 

their social effects. 

The second issue concerns the accentuation of socio-spatial inequalities at the level of the 

town by urban policies, and more particularly, by the concentration of public funds on large 

projects. Our approach is inspired by Anglo-American radical geography (Harvey, Soja, etc.) 

which highlights the hegemony of corporate and neoliberal logic in fashioning the town.  

Finally, the third issue concerns the view that the margins are resource spaces where the 

inhabitantsõ skills and the affirmation of their òurbanityó (òcitadinitéó in French) make them key 

players in the integration of their district. òUrbanityó is used here to define a concept that was at 

the heart of work on the Arab world in the 1990s and refers to the skills of people who, although 
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they may be òoutside the townó and òoutside of societyó, nevertheless play a role in the material 

and symbolic construction of the town. These òurbanityó strategies can be seen as attempts to 

adjust, adapt, reduce or leave the margins. These skills are rarely recognized as such, and 

marginalization appears as a denial of recognition by politicians and professionals of this 

grassroots urbanity which figures strongly in many towns. 

The relationship of public authorities with informality. - At the end of the 1960s, informal 

urbanization was insignificant in Cherarba7, but it developed dramatically during the 1970s under 

the perverse effects of public policies implemented at that time. Two laws in particular, passed in 

1971, radically changed the Algerian land tenure system and notably stimulated the parallel real-

estate market. The aim of the first of these laws, which concerned the agrarian revolution8, was 

the nationalization of agricultural land owned by non-operator landlords and the suspension of 

all property transactions. The second order concerned the constitution of communal urban land 

reserves9 and facilitated compulsory purchase in the public interest.  

This land policy was against the interests of landowners who reacted to avoid nationalization. 

They developed illegal private transactions which benefited various social groups; upper-middle 

income groups who aspired to mark their social status through housing and investments, while 

middle- to lower-income groups often had no other choice to find decent housing. The 

households that settled in Cherarba were mainly from the latter group and generally used family 

income to take advantage of cut-price land and build their own houses over several years. 

òMy family settled in the district of Les Palmiers [El Harrach, east of Algiers] in 1952. My father 

worked as a carpenter in a factory and bought the land with stamp paper in 1974. He worked on it bit 

by bit and moved in 1980.ó (O., bus conductor, 56 years old, 2009) 

Whatever the pace of construction, which depends on the householdõs means, the model is 

that of a family building10, whose ground floor is used whenever possible as a shop, workshop or 

office, essential for the householdõs social mobility. This creates a sort of synchrony between the 

housing transformations conducted by the households and their strategies for social mobility.  

òIn 1979, we moved into the unfinished ground floor where I also had my carpentry shop. In 1980, I 

built the first floor and the terrace roof and let the ground floor to a driving school. Today, Iõm trying to 

                                                           
7 Cherarba accounted for 40% of the so-called òillicitó housing in the wilaya recorded in 1987. 
8 Decree no. 71.73 of 8th November 1971. 
9 Decree no. 74.76 of 20th February 1971. 
10 The building is a family investment with more or less independent apartments where the parents, their 
descendents, ascendants and brothers and sisters live together.  
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build the second floor so that my eldest son can get married. I have four other children to house later.  Iõve 

stopped doing carpentry and Iõm doing up a consulting room for my daughter who is qualifying as a doctor 

this year.ó (A., retired cabinet maker, 57 years old, 1992) 

According to Lautier (1994), informal activities (shops, offices and workshops) are essentially 

part of a survival economy and are often synonymous with a lack of any safeguards for the 

workers. However, some generate enough income to enable the household to continue 

construction, build extensions, or carry out improvement work, or even to demolish and rebuild 

for those with greater economic capital. The plasticity of the building illustrates the ability of the 

household to manage the housing needs of the extended family on the same plot and in the 

family building, in a situation where access to housing remains unequal (cf. Fig. 2). 

The overall impression is thus one of a permanent building site (cf. Fig. 3), an image decried 

by the public authorities who see a degradation of the landscape and a manifestation of poverty 

and anarchy, in contrast to the òlogic of urban cosmeticsó (Navez-Bouchanine, 2002) underlying 

the urban policies11 implemented in the capital. 

 

Fig. 2 ð The family building: apartments on several floors are occupied by family members. 

Source: Troin, 2009. 

 

                                                           
11 The beautification of Algiers is one of the main policies of the current master development plan. 
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Figure 3 ð Iron rods waiting for future extensions, bare walls, and unfinished buildings give an impression of 

building work in progress. Source: Troin, 2009. 

The stigmatization is less to do with the informal character of this urbanization (the 

informality could be due to the better-off inhabitants) than with the fact that it is the product of a 

grassroots movement (Deboulet, 1994) that deviates from the prevailing norms. Apart from the 

stigmatizing rhetoric, the marginalization of Cherarba by the public authorities can be seen in the 

way it has been neglected and left out of urban investments (cf. Fig. 4). This district suffers from 

a serious lack of facilities and services (schools, dispensaries, training centres, public transport, 

etc.). 

òWhat we urgently need in our neighbourhood is a primary school and a high school, because the 

children have to travel a long way. We also need a health centre, leisure centres for our children, like a 

sports centre, a training centre, a post office, in other words all the essential services, because we have 

nothing. And yet this is the town here too.ó (L., 38 years old, teacher, 2011) 
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Fig. 4 ð Pavements with little or no maintenance. Cherarba, along the N 61. 

Source: Semmoud, 2010. 

In spite of the stigmatization and marginalization of Cherarba and similar districts by the 

public authorities, the latter show a degree of tacit tolerance that needs to be understood. 

Although the notion of informality is unstable and controversial, it often refers to economic or 

land-use practices that are considered to be outside legal norms. Its meaning is thus based on a 

relationship with the incumbent authorities who see the informal as a category of public action to 

maintain their position or achieve some degree of social peace, to perpetuate clientelist networks, 

and in all cases, to preserve relationships based on domination. Whatever their ambiguities, the 

relationships of the public authorities with the inhabitants of informal districts have become a 

means of government with political objectives, as described by Lautier for the informal economy: 

òThe State tolerates informality, for many reasons, but which mainly concern political necessityó (1994: 106). 

In Cherarba, analysis reveals a highly variable situation: at the outset, urbanization was totally 

informal, while today it is partially so. The very relative notion of informality for housing and 

family economy in Cherarba confirms Lautierõs analysis (1994: 3). The way it develops, dictated 

by the International Labour Office and the World Bank, has undoubtedly influenced the national 

policies of developing countries, leaving the margins to local interpretation. In Algeria, and more 

specifically in our case study for which informal activities occur within informal housing, the first 
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period is generally characterized by tolerance on the part of the public authorities who see this 

phenomenon as the expression of the survival strategies of households. In the second period, 

recognition of the role of these activities in social control is expressed locally by the policy of 

regularisation initiated in 1986 at the request of the World Bank and in accordance with UN-

Habitat guidelines. 

The regularization policy was launched with a media campaign condemning poor informal 

housing which was likened to slums. The objective was undoubtedly to justify the 

authoritarianism of simultaneous operations to legalize so-called òillicitó housing and to clear the 

slums. However, in the context of the late 1980s12, the authoritarian and unjust conditions13 of 

these actions led Cherarba and similar districts to swing to the Islamist opposition. For its part, 

the latter needed the informal networks to fund the radical branchõs activities and war14 against 

the authorities.  

However, the position of the authorities with regard to informal urban development can only 

be understood in relation to the logic behind the urban policy of Algiers.  

 

The place of the urban margins in new urban development. - The death of President Boumediene in 

1979 and the nomination of Chadli as head of state in Algeria marked the regimeõs break with a 

socialist approach and its adoption of a neoliberal approach. The reforms that were implemented 

required towns, particularly Algiers, to adapt to their new role. For example, the urban policy of 

Algiers led to the construction in 1982 of one of the largest projects undertaken since 

Independence: the Riadh El-Feth complex, covering an area of 146 ha in Victory Park, which 

included the erection of Makkam Ech-Chahid15, the martyrõs memorial or sanctuary (cf. Fig. 5). 

                                                           
12 In October 1988, importants riots in the country are brutally put down and then followed by political reforms, 
including freedom of association and expression, which resulted in the legalization of many parties, including the 
Islamic Front of Salvation (FIS). 
13 The rate of legalization for well-off households in the west of Algiers was significantly higher than for those in 
Cherarba. These differences concerned the prerequisites for regularization: penalties and work to bring construction 
and activities up to standard. 
14 Clashes between radical Islamists and the Algerian army in the 1990s which resulted in 100,000 to 200,000 deaths 
(Bellaloufi, 2012 : 240).  
15 Inaugurated in 1982 during the ceremony for the 20th anniversary of Independence. It is extremely visible on 
account of its imposing size and high position. 
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Fig. 5 - Makkam Ech-Chahid (Martyrõs Memorial). A shopping centre at its feet. 

Source: Troin, 2008. 

At the same time (summer 1983), a powerful national operation was launched in the large 

Algerian towns to eradicate the slums and forcibly return the inhabitants to their place of origin. 

This policy was seen by the people concerned as a complete injustice and a challenge to their 

òright to the townó. 

The construction of Riadh El-Feth in this situation was seen as symbolizing a move towards 

liberalism. In spite of its name, the Centre of Arts16, inaugurated in 1986, was designed on the 

lines of large international commercial and leisure centres. Adjoining it, the Bois des Arcades is a 

                                                           
16 Shops (imported ready-to-wear clothes, haute couture, jewellery, video stores, furniture, household appliances, 
etc.), services (travel agencies, banks, etc.), restaurants, tea rooms, ice-cream parlours, large cinema complexes, 
casino, two multipurpose rooms (for use by comic-strip fans, chess players, stamp collectors, etc.), a small theatre, 
two exhibition galleries, conference rooms, night clubs.  
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vast tree-planted complex incorporating a craft village (27 workshops/shops) and other shopping 

areas. While it is almost impossible to know the real cost, it seems that several thousand millions 

of francs of public money were spent, of which more than a thousand million just for the 

Makkam Ech-Chahid monument (Driss, 2002).  

As stated above, regularization of the informal housing of Cherarba was segregative and 

unjust. Although the inhabitants demonstrated their desire to integrate socially and prove their 

òurbanityó, the authorities did not engage in dialogue with them and lost their legitimacy. 

Regularization led to a long conflictual negotiation, which in the context of the late 1980s led to 

Cherarba swinging to the Islamist opposition. By missing the opportunity to dialogue with the 

inhabitants, the authorities undoubtedly underestimated the socio-political effects of the failure 

of the regularization process in the tense context of the 1980s. While the reasons for the 

popularity of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) varied widely across the country, the case of 

Cherarba illustrates how the neglect and marginalization of a district, which crystallized as 

injustice in the regularization operations, led to the majority of the inhabitants supporting this 

party.  

The aspirations and hope for change were such that the people were far from imagining that 

the symbolic violence in their daily lives would turn to deadly violence. Despite the pursuance of 

the Islamistsõ policy of charity17 and of their clientelism in the granting of building permits or 

commercial premises, the expectations of the people clashed with their extortion racketeering18 

and increasingly violent authoritarianism (obligation to provide logistics, requisition of housing, 

etc.).  It was undoubtedly as a result of these practices in the district that a large proportion of the 

inhabitants turned against the Islamists, which they paid for with a huge massacre in 1998. The 

repression of terrorism and pacification by the State were combined with a desire to reclaim 

Cherarba. At the start of the 2000s, the authorities undertook many housing and public services 

operations (cf. Fig. 6), but these raised many questions. As the housing was partly destined for 

people from deprived areas, the inhabitants of Cherarba felt that their neighbourhood was 

becoming an outlet for people needing rehousing. By contrast, other operations gave home 

ownership opportunities to middle-class families, whose arrival coincided with that of upper-

income households whose new houses contrasted with the old ones. Did Cherarbaõs exit from 

the margins thus herald gentrification? An interesting question, particularly as this district still has 

large reserves of land, while the recent construction of the East-West highway (Sidi 

                                                           
17 Reinforced by the means of the FIS municipal council.  
18 This exploitation of shopkeepers and artisans was used to finance armed groups. 
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Ferruch/Boumerdes) and proximity to the international airport are undeniable assets (cf. Map, 

Fig. 1). 

 

 

Fig. 6 - New construction and changes in the Cherarba landscape (2009-2013). 

Source : Semmoud, Troin, 2013. 

It is clear that the authorityõs policy of reclaiming Cherarba corresponds to the introduction of 

pro-active urban policies in Algiers and many other towns. These include massive housing 

programmes aimed at broad social categories, but notably at people in insecure housing, and the 

implementation of large urban development and infrastructure projects (roads, tramway, etc.). 

Two major operations were launched in Algiers in 2007: construction of the Parque Expo by 

the Portuguese group BET (Bring Entrepreneurs Together) under the revised PDAU19, and 

development of the bay by Arte Charpentier (France). The explicit strategic vision of the state 

underlying these two projects is to adapt and link the capital city to the òworld-economyó 

(lõ®conomie monde). 

òToday, the capital city is at the heart of major changes and has powerful opportunities to turn itself 

into a regional metropolis. This change of scale requires the implementation of an appropriate 

framework.ó (Abdelaziz Bouteflika, President of the Republic, October 2006) 

                                                           
19 Plan directeur dõam®nagement et dõurbanisme (Urban development master plan); the previous one was in 1986.  
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ò[é] His excellence the President of the Republic has constantly stressed the importance for our country 

to develop other than through oil and gas. Clearly, this involves developing the services sector [é]. 

Algiers must be at the cutting edge in this challenge.ó (Mohamed Kebir Abdou20, provincial 

governor of Algiers, 2012) 

All the projects, notably the business district of Bab Ezzouar21, are conceived as investment 

products that must meet the needs of the national and international market. They thus come into 

the category of the models and standards inspired by the vast scale and hyper-modernism of 

projects in Dubai, as frequently shown by the stark contrast between these projects and the rest 

of the urban fabric, at both formal and functional levels. The example of the Arab states22 is 

particularly representative of this means of production23 of the town, linked to the shift towards 

liberalization in the 1980s and 1990s, characterized by the rapid increase in public-private 

partnerships, the privatization of the execution and management of projects, and the 

internationalization of financial packages (cf. Fig. 7). 

                                                           
20 Interview published in the Special Issue no.3 of the journal Vies de Villes, July 2012, Algiers, pp. 12-23. 
21 This business district, which is close to the airport and to colleges and universities, should offer 1.5 million square 
metres to the top end of the services sector (international and national head offices, banks, insurance companies, 
large government bodies, etc.). Designed as the driving force of the business district, the not-yet-completed Trust 
Complex Building contains several Marriott hotels (4 and 5 star, suites, apartments, etc.), 5 office tower blocks with 
high-quality facilities (62,483 m2) and a large shopping centre of 92,412 m2. 
22 Signoles et al., 1999; Berry-Chikhaoui et al., 2007; T. Souami & É. Verdeil, 2006, etc.  
23 Projects in the valley of Bou Regreg in Rabat, Le Lac Nord in Tunis (Barthel, 2008), the Al-Azhar Park in Cairo, 
and also in towns north of the Mediterranean, such as renovation of the old town of Barcelona, up-grading SantõElia 
in Cagliari, etc. 
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Fig. 7 ð The Al-Azhar park, a flagship project of the Aga Khan Foundation in Cairo. 

Source: Troin, 2009. 

This urban development is characterized by major use of public resources (human and 

financial), aimed strictly speaking at making the private investment products secure in order to 

reduce risks and create a favourable environment. Enhancement and upgrading the district thus 

appear to be òa Trojan horseó, opening the way to property speculation and the investment of 

national and international capital in the working-class districts. Urban development in Algiers also 

reveals a dichotomy between the management of the working-class districts and the large 

urbanism and infrastructure projects. Even when the urban margins are not directly affected by 

these large projects, they still suffer from the unequal distribution of public municipal funds, 

which are largely swallowed up by these prime investment areas. The housing programmes, 

which are often aimed at the urban margins ð notably in the case of Cherarba, concern displaced 

people without housing security24 in order to release land for large development projects (Medical 

and Law School campus; the Great Mosque, the Foreign Affairs Ministry, major infrastructure, 

etc.). 

                                                           
24 For example, the rehousing of inhabitants of Diar Echems, a resettlement area from the colonial period which was 
demolished because it was situated within the perimeter of the Presidential residence and affected by a development 
project. 



Unofficial English version provided by the author of the Italian paper published in: 
BOLLETTINO DELLA SOCIETA GEOGRAFICA ITALIANA 

ROMA - Serie XIII, vol. VII (2014), pp. 31-53 
 

 

 

Furthermore, when the periphery in turn becomes the subject of a development process, low-

income households are generally the first to be affected by the rise of land and property prices, 

which can lead them to move again. Thus, under the terms of the PDAU which sees the district 

as a potential hub of the urban development of Algiers (PDAU, 2007), the role of Cherarba will 

change due to its land potential, becoming a centre of òintegrated housingó (ibid.) involving new 

residential programmes. This enhancement programme will probably be reinforced by projects 

planned for this peripheral district: the new central station of Algiers to be located at Baraki, less 

than 10 km west of Cherarba; the creation of an urban centre (òpôle de centralitéó) at El 

Harrach/Baraki on the southern ring road, linked to the clean-up and landscaping of the El 

Harrach wadi, and the creation of an Agripark (cf. Fig. 8).  

 

Fig. 8 - Transformation of the margins of Cherarba into an òAgriparkó. 

Source: PDAU, 2007. 

While these actions can no doubt trigger an improvement process, how will they effect the 

integration of the former inhabitants? Will the latter have any influence on these processes? 

 




