
From the improvement of residential areas (infor-

mal settlements, refugee camps, etc.) to the creation of 

attractive places (city centres, old neighbourhoods, etc.)

Urban upgrading and rehabilitation covers a wide 

range of activities ranging from development of histor-

ical city centres and old neighbourhoods to improve-

ment of residential areas where infrastructures and 

services are inadequate (o�en referred to as informal, 

irregular, illegal or spontaneous settlements, ‘slums’, 

refugee camps, etc.). 

�e work is undertaken in general either by pub-

lic authorities or by public-private initiatives, involv-

ing municipalities and governmental departments or 

ministries, as well as corporations, residents associa-

tions, NGOs, etc. �e guiding principle is to take into 

account previously existing conditions during the im-

plementation of urban development schemes, for ex-

ample the built environment, the planning of the area 

and most of all the inhabitants. 

Motivations for redevelopment can be economical, 

political, cultural or social, e.g. conservation of heri-

tage, economic revitalisation, or the will to change a 

city’s image or to improve living conditions of inhab-

itants. In Jordan, urban upgrading and rehabilitation 

initiatives gained momentum in the 1980s, when au-

thorities decided to improve the conditions of urban 

housing, especially in informal settlements or so-called 

‘slums’. An Urban Development Department (UDD) 

was established for that purpose, through the National 

Planning Council and with the support of the World 

Bank. 

Most of the hired employees were freshly gradu-

ated Jordanian engineers, architects or social workers, 

as well as a few international consultants. According to 

these employees, their work was directed toward ‘real 

slums’. Most of these spaces were concentrated in the 

Amman area (Amman, Zarqa, Ruseifah) and inhabited 

by Palestinian refugees. Many of them were situated 

around refugee camps. UDD used a comprehensive 

approach, targeting physical infrastructures, services, 

housing, as well as issues of land tenure and social and 

community development[i]. 

�e East Wahdat project is certainly the most fa-

mous of these initiatives, and received the Aga Khan 

Award for Architecture. In addition to the upgrading 

of informal settlements, ‘sites and services’ projects 

(or ‘new sites’) were implemented by UDD, consisting 

of the provision of ‘plots with on-site infrastructure, 

a variety of on-plot development options and build-

ing material loans’[ii]. One of the primary projects 

was built in Rusaifah during the �rst Urban Develop-

ment Program (UDP1) and completed in 1986. Sites 

and services projects are complementary to upgrading 

projects where planning initiatives engender demoli-

tions of some shelters in order to permit access roads 

and reduce density in these areas. New sites are created 

in order to provide housing for low-income groups in 

general and people that have been displaced from up-

grading sites following demolition of their shelter. 

Since that time, other sites and services projects 

have been developed around Rusaifah, as well as up-

grading projects of informal settlements (by UDD or 

HUDC). However, interestingly, one ‘squatter area’ 

around Rusaifah which was supposed to be included 

in UDP2 had to be excluded because the residents sus-

pected the credibility of UDD. Furthermore, it is not 

clear if it is the same ‘excluded project’ or another one, 

but an appraisal report for upgrading �ahrieh in Ru-

saifah was established in 1989, but the project was not 

implemented. Interestingly, �ahrieh is located along 

Yajouz road where Omar Razzaz did his famous study 

about a con�ict over land tenure between the govern-

ment and, on the one hand, the Bani Hassan tribe 

(which was claiming the land) and on the other hand, 

the new settlers (who claimed to have acquired lands 

through the Bani Hassan) [iii].

In the beginning of the 90’s, UDD merged with 

the Housing Corporation. Under the umbrella of the 

Ministry of Public Works and Housing, the Housing 

and Urban Development Corporation (HUDC) was 

established. Aside from the provision of new housing 

schemes and serviced plots, the Corporation carried 

on with upgrading projects in urban residential areas 

up until the mid-2000s. Furthermore, in the late 1990s, 

a nationwide development program targeting disad-

vantaged areas of Jordan was launched with a Com-

munity Infrastructure Program (CIP) component. 

�is upgrading program was implemented by HUDC 

and directed not only toward informal settlements, but 

also Palestinian refugee camps (e.g. Hittin camp in Ru-

saifah). 
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One ‘squatter area’ in Rusaifah which 
was supposed to be included in the 
2nd Urban Development Program 

had to be excluded because the 
residents suspected the credibility of 
the Urban Development Department. 

by Lucas Oesch



23

According to some engineers who were involved 

in this program, the physical conditions of the cho-

sen areas were better o! than the ones that had been 

upgraded during the 1980s. Most of the shelters were 

already built with concrete and not with metal sheets. 

Some infrastructures and services already existed. In-

terventions were minimal and limited to the upgrad-

ing of physical infrastructures, as well as, in the case of 

informal settlements only, the creation or widening of 

roads and paths (which led to the demolition of some 

buildings). Upgrading was limited and less costly than 

the projects done in the 1980s; no cost recovery mech-

anisms were put in place. Land tenure issues as well as 

social and community development were not included. 

As one HUDC employee declared: ‘our work was to ar-

range the situation’. 

Today, the activities of HUDC are focused on 

the provision of new housing schemes, particularly 

since the Royal Initiative on A!ordable Housing has 

been launched, and upgrading projects have almost 

stopped. For their part, the Greater Amman Mu-

nicipality (GAM), the Ministry of Municipal A!airs 

(MOMA) and the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities 

(MOTA) have started rehabilitation projects, target-

ing mainly ‘historical places’ and ‘old neighbourhoods’ 

and aiming at the creation of attractive places, such as 

the Wadi Amman Regeneration Project, which focus 

on the ancient centre of the city of Amman (Wast al 

Balad). On occasion, it is even the same employees 

who where working for UDD or HUDC who are now 

doing rehabilitation work for MOTA, MOMA, GAM 

or UNRWA. Indeed, other entities, such as the United 

Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refu-

gees in the Near East (UNRWA) or the Department of 

Palestinian A!airs (DPA) are now involved with plan-

ning and infrastructure improvements programs in 

refugee camps.

It therefore seems that Jordan has shi�ed to some 

extent from upgrading or ‘rehabilitation’ activities cen-

tered on the improvement of living conditions of resi-

dential areas (informal settlements, refugee camps, etc) 

to rehabilitation actions aimed at the creation of attrac-

tive places, such as city centres or old neighbourhoods. 

Does this mean that Jordan is done with upgrading 

projects of urban housing and residential areas? 

Perhaps, though, this does not take into account 

initiatives promoted by new actors that could take 

place in the area.
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