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to adopt a new life style. However, entering the stream of urbanization and absorption of 
westernized concepts has greatly endangered the ethnic desert vernacular in the desert oases in 
Egypt. Such changes and adaptation without a keen sense or even conscious respect for the 
value inherent in the regional dwellings affects negatively the tangible and the intangible values 
embedded in desert vernacular. 

The cause and course of these changes needs to be understood and documented. It is an urgent 
need because the above-mentioned problems are leading to a catastrophic transformation in 
desert vernacular in the mean time. Unfortunately, this problem is exacerbated by the lack of 
research into desert vernacular current problems in Egypt specifically.  

Every day counts, the current situation requires an effective conservation methodology, 
scientific solutions and inventive action which are urgently needed to save desert vernacular 
identity.  

Methodology 

This research tries to open a pathway for conserving desert vernacular through both a 
theoretical and practical conservation model. This research deals with the current desert 
vernacular problem by investigating, defining and documenting the building know-how of the 
desert vernacular that is about to disappear. Then this phase is followed by designing and 
building a proposed physical house model solution together with the participation of local 
residents. The design was based on their wish list and needs and the design tried to solve the 
current problems they are facing in their vernacular houses which make them tend to move in 
new houses made from industrialized materials. A case study methodology was used that 
applied several techniques, including both an action research and a trans-disciplinary approach. 
These approaches led to the construction of a built model, aiming to be an effective tool in 
conserving the know-how desert vernacular. The methodology is applied in the village of Balat in 
Dakhla oasis in the Western Desert of Egypt. The approach can be used also as a potential to 
contribute in other vernacular settlements in similar contexts to the necessary conservation of 
vernacular heritage. 

The theoretical model shows a mean for studying the social organization, community behavior, 
etc of a desert vernacular community together with its culture, beliefs and other factors that 
affect the vernacular building outcome, as well as the community life style and shared values. 
With this model, the architecture and urban formulation are studied together with vernacular 
building tradition and technology so as to understand the design typology and building know-
how process. Central to the approach was the involvement of local building owners, decision 
makers, builders or craftsmen, etc in defining current problems, local criteria and concerns. Their 
input was central to developing an understanding of the locals' current needs and future 
building desires. Moreover, the approach allows the sharing of the local tacit knowledge with 
researchers and practitioners in the area of conservation. Such sharing results in a mutual work 
experience between the local community, researchers and practitioners in the action project. In 
this way, the theoretical model provides a means to benefit from the accumulated desert 
vernacular knowledge and provides a means to create future solutions through understanding 
problems encountered in the present. 
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Figure 1 : Diagram outlining the theoretical conservation model 

 

 

Figure2: Diagram showing the methods used in the case study and the tools used in each 
method.  
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 Result 

The research contributed in developed an approach for increasing our understanding and know-
how about desert vernacular, using extensive architectural and urban documentation for a case 
study of an abandoned desert settlement in Egypt (Balat village). Laser scanning measuring 
technique was applied for documentation, thus helping to develop this method as a 
measurement tool, something which is sorely needed today for research and for the effective 
detailed documentation of desert vernacular.  

 
 
 
Figure 3:  Laser scanning measurements were used as experimental measuring tool in Balat. One 

can get accurate measurements for vernacular buildings compared to manual sketches. 

 

 
 

 

Figure 4 :Sample for an edited map for building heights in Balat one of the survey tools for 
documentation tools. 
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Figure 5 :  Example for manual architectural documentation  for one of the houses in Balat  
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Discussion 

The focus in the discussion is on the applied two approaches, the action research approach and 
the trans-disciplinary approach. The trans-disciplinary was the main approach used in building 
the physical model. Its use ensured that the physical model was appropriately constructed 
through incorporating community participation, where inhabitants together with local 
authorities and stakeholders were evolved in the building process. The action research approach 
was used as an effective tool in engaging locals in the design and building process to end the 
theoretical research phase of the research into a real tangible result. 

Applying transdisciplinary participatory action research gave the chance in the present study to 
bring together scientific research with the everyday experience of field practitioners, engineers, 
the local authorities, local investors, local NGOs and small local business owners together with 
members of the local community in Balat. All were given a chance through their participation to 
define problems and express their views on the future of the town. The main concern was to 
empower local inhabitants. They were encouraged to contribute their ideas so that the method 
process could incorporate their specific cultural and traditional beliefs together with rituals; that 
is, the main concern of this phase was to include their sense of belonging to their community.  

The neo-desert vernacular model passed through 10 phases. During planning and construction, 
all ten phases of application of the model were completed, thus fulfilling the primary aim of the 
research. The project thus allowed the locals to share their experience of using the vernacular 
building tradition while making adaptations to solve current problems. In my opinion one of the 
advantages of this phase of building the neo-desert vernacular model house is the opportunity 
to allow the young both to participate in and to see the vernacular traditional techniques. It 
provided a chance to show what the seniors could give from the past and what the youth could 
create for the future. It was also a chance to revitalize the concept of co-operation among family 
members and neighbors. For example, the group that participated in the wall construction phase 
were from the same family and they asked their neighbors and close friends to come and 
participate. This is how it used to be in old times in Balat. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 8: The physical neo-desert vernacular model house during different work phases. 




