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Discovered in the 1920s, the phosphate basins, of which the 
country is one of the world’s largest exporters, have made Moroc-
co’s fortune. These basins, concentrated primarily in the central 
regions of the country, have fundamentally transformed Moroc-
co’s economic landscape, making it the world’s largest phosphate 
exporter, controlling approximately 75% of global phosphate re-
serves. Thousands of people have been employed in the different 
areas related to their extraction and processing, entire towns and 
districts have been built to house workers, managers, employees. 
Ports have been built for cargo ships to transport the ore, which 
reaches the ocean through kilometers of underground pipelines, 
creating a complex industrial infrastructure network that remains 
vital to Morocco’s economy today. At the head of these operations 
is the Office Chérifien des Phosphates (OCP), which, since 1920, 
has been directly and indirectly the responsible and promoter of 
profound territorial, landscape, and urban transformations. 

Starting from the 1920s, Morocco experienced a season of 
modernization and industrialization, related to mining activities, 
which changed the face of a country devoted to agriculture and 
livestock breeding and where nomadism was a widespread prac-
tice. This transformation was particularly dramatic in its social 
implications, as it introduced wage labor and industrial time man-
agement to communities that had previously followed seasonal 
rhythms and traditional forms of economic organization.

The Khouribga region, located in central Morocco approx-
imately 120 kilometers southeast of Casablanca, is one of the 
first to have been the subject of OCP’s interests, as well as one of 
the largest and most productive. Around the Ouled Abdoun ba-
sins, discovered in 1920, are settled the mining hubs and towns 
of Boujniba, Boulanouare, Hattane, Khouribga and Oued Zem: 
these are the Phosphatvilles. Conceived as autonomous and inde-
pendent centers, these settlements were designed according to a 
recurring scheme that planned the installation of water and elec-
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tricity networks, the construction of infrastructures for the trans-
port of phosphates, basic services for daily life (schools, hospi-
tals, churches, mosques, leisure and sports facilities), residential 
neighborhoods for executives and office workers (cottages and 
terraced houses) and finally for workers. The architectural plan-
ning of these towns reflects both the technological advancement 
of the early 20th Century and the social hierarchies of the colo-
nial period. While for the urban design of the executives’ hous-
es, OCP’s architects and technicians drew inspiration from the 
model of European garden cities, particularly those developed in 
France and Britain, the workers’ cities are organised according 
to a scheme of patio houses juxtaposed to form a compact set-
tlement surrounded by a wall, in which the only collective space 
is located in a barycentric position and houses the market, the 
entrances to the mosque, the hammam and the collective bakery. 
This dual approach to urban planning reflected not only social 
hierarchies but also attempted to reconcile European industrial 
modernization with traditional Moroccan architectural forms and 
social practices. In general, OCP’s mining towns are conceived as 
company towns reflecting the patterns of productive organisation 
as well as the colonial segregative policies of the time according 
to which European (ruling class) and Moroccan (working class) 
populations had to inhabit distinct parts of the city. From the 
point of view of their planning, these urban settlements reveal af-
finities with ongoing discussions in the international scene of the 
time and constitute a relevant case study for different disciplines, 
including urban planning, colonial studies, industrial archaeol-
ogy, and social history. The spatial organization of these towns 
provides valuable insights into the ways in which industrial de-
velopment, colonial power relations, and local cultural practices 
intersected in early 20th Century Morocco.

Recent surveys have revealed how the heritage of the Villes 
Minières in this region is now compromised or threatened with 
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disappearance. The degradation of historic industrial infrastruc-
ture, combined with rapid urbanization and changing econom-
ic priorities, poses significant challenges to the preservation of 
these unique urban landscapes. In recent years, the Moroccan 
government has launched the “Plan Maroc Vert” project, which, 
among other things, envisages the construction of new “green” 
cities (as Benguerir) and the rehabilitation of disused mining 
sites, proposing urban schemes based on the most avant-garde 
technological imperatives, which in fact suggest an idea of an ex-
clusive and individual city in which collective spaces are almost 
non-existent and, at the same time, ignore the type-morpholog-
ical issues underlying the consolidated city and the many suc-
cessful experiments conducted in modern times in Europe and 
Morocco. This tension between heritage preservation and mod-
ern development represents a critical challenge for urban plan-
ners and policymakers. The documentation and study of moroc-
can Villes Minières are intended to respond to two fundamental 
issues: the need to make this unknown and generally disowned 
heritage known, with the aim of raising stakeholders’ awareness 
of their architectural, urban, historical and cultural value, which 
should hopefully generate virtuous actions for their preservation; 
and the recovery of some design themes as a valid reference for 
projects capable of responding to the needs related to the future 
development of the territory. These objectives are particularly rel-
evant in the context of Morocco’s rapid urbanization and econom-
ic development, which threatens to erase important aspects of its 
industrial and cultural heritage.

This publication collects the contributions and a selection of the 
materials developed within the project of international coopera-
tion for departmental development – call for proposals Unibo - 
Global South – financial year 2022 entitled Villes Minières du Ma-
roc (VDM), led by Department of Architecture of the University of 



10

Bologna in collaboration with École d’Architecture et de Paysage 
of Casablanca (EAC), Memory of Moroccan Modern Architects 
(MAMMA) association, Casamémoire association, NOSTOI cultural 
association, the PhD course in Architecture, Design, Knowledge 
and Protection of Cultural Heritage, DIDA-Department of Archi-
tecture of the University of Florence and AUIC School - ABC De-
partment of the Milan Polytechnic. Led by Annalisa Trentin as 
scientific coordinator, the University of Bologna (DA-Unibo) re-
search group consists of Elena Mucelli, Stefania Rössl, and Massi-
mo Sordi Davide Giaffreda, Marika Mangano, Chiara Ciambellotti, 
Cecilia Fumagalli, Serena Orlandi and Alice Aloisi; this interna-
tional collaboration project brings together diverse expertise in 
architecture, urban planning, heritage preservation, and social 
history. Villes Minières du Maroc (VDM) follows and deepens some 
experiences conducted independently by the DA-Unibo and the 
Cultural Association NOSTOI in collaboration with DIDA-Unifi and 
the AUIC-POLIMI School, in order to open a debate on the future 
of the Phosphate Valley in Morocco, destined to undergo increas-
ingly massive urbanization, and establishing a comparison with 
the Nature of Architecture project (DA-Department of Architec-
ture Unibo) developed on the theme of the mining village of For-
mignano (FC-IT). This comparative approach allows for valuable 
insights into different models of industrial heritage preservation 
and adaptive reuse. 

The comprehensive exploration of this research topics was 
also made possible through the establishment of the Thesis lab-
oratory Villes Minières du Maroc at the University of Bologna’s 
Master’s program in Architecture, Cesena campus. The laboratory 
(under the coordination of Annalisa Trentin) brought together thir-
teen students who actively engaged in thorough study and analysis 
work. Throughout its duration, the laboratory served as a dynamic 
learning environment, featuring a series of specialized seminars 
and interactive workshops that enriched the research process.
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Villes Minières du Maroc (VDM) project, by structuring the experi-
ences conducted and in progress, continues the debate on Moroc-
can mining towns, analyzing their forms of living and reconstruct-
ing a background to understand the logics of urban development, to 
elaborate design strategies that respond to the current settlement 
needs and the landscape and cultural characteristics of the places 
under study. The project represents an important contribution to 
the ongoing discussion about sustainable urban development in 
Morocco, particularly in regions with significant industrial herit-
age. It emphasizes the importance of preserving historical mem-
ory while adapting to contemporary needs and environmental 
challenges. The research also highlights the role of these mining 
towns in Morocco’s broader economic and social development, 
serving as examples of early industrialization and urbanization in 
North Africa. Their study provides valuable lessons for contem-
porary urban planning, particularly in regions experiencing rapid 
industrialization and urbanization. The preservation and adap-
tive reuse of these industrial heritage sites could also serve as a 
model for sustainable development that respects both historical 
legacy and contemporary needs.

In the next pages
Jalade Max, Khouribga c’est 
Phosphatville, in “France-Eurafrique”, 
n. 142, May-June 1963, pp. 22, 23. 
Archives Nationales d’Outre-Mer,  
Aix-en-Provence, France.
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Introduction
Cities define over time a complex system of relationships with the 
territories within which they settle, expand and transform. These 
relations, more or less evident or latent, substantially describe their 
featuring elements and explain the dynamics that have dictated, or 
still dictate, the spatial development and the construction of the ur-
ban form. The critical observation of these transformation dynamics, 
starting from the morphology of the city, enables the recognition of 
the characters of permanence and mutation according to a process of 
construction, that is often open and in continuous evolution, through 
which the city “grows upon itself, acquires a consciousness and mem-
ory […] as a creation inseparable from civilized life and the society in 
which it is manifested”. The city, through its construction, specifies 
the first traces and stable features that build its form, in which “its 
original themes persist, but at the same time it modifies and renders 
these themes of its own development more specific”.1 Knowledge of 
the urban structure and the ensemble of geographical elements, col-
lective spaces, road layouts, urban fabric of neighbourhoods and dis-
tricts, landmarks and “urban artifacts”2 that contribute to defining the 
city in its totality – as a palimpsest generated by the sum and super-
imposition of fragments and layers – allows, therefore, to understand 
its memory and the reasons for its construction. 

The study of the city as a living and complex spatial structure of 
relations (material and immaterial), if oriented by critical mapping – 
understood as an enabling and creative practice able to “unfold poten-
tials” of places, analysing and actualising them so as to enrich them 
with new meanings3 – defines an essential step for urban and architec-
tural design which aims to establish new lines of development, trans-
formation, qualification and valorisation. Such a process of synthesis 
and interpretation is able to return the degree of “legibility” of the 
cityscape – that is, the possibility of identifying individual parts in an 
interconnected, coherent and unitary pattern4 – and to describe the 
internal forces that have generated the shape and image of the city.

The tools and methodological approach to support this procedure 
for interpretative knowledge are historical maps and photographs, ar-
chival documents and information gathered through bibliographic re-
view, complemented by the critical redrawing of the built environment 
and the territory in its current state.

This essay aims to describe the results of research and application 
of a project-oriented methodology of critical mapping, developed on 
the system of cities that, starting in the 1920s, led to the urbanisation 
of the so-called Moroccan “phosphate plateau”, in direct relation to 
the discovery and exploitation of mineral resources.

1	 Rossi Aldo, The Architecture of the City, The MIT Press, Cambridge MA, 1984, p. 21. 
2	 Ivi, p. 9. 
3	 Corner James, The Agency of Mapping: Speculation, Critique and Invention, pp. 213-

214, Cosgrove Denis (ed.), Mappings, Reaktions Books, London, 1999. 
4	 Lynch Kevin, The Image of the City, The MIT Press, Cambridge MA, 1960, p. 2. 
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The phosphate plateau as a unique territorial system
The phosphate industry in Morocco has been one of the main vectors 
of economic and infrastructural development, significantly affecting 
the territory of Oulad-Abdoun, located in the west of the country and 
part of the current administrative region of Béni Mellal-Khénifra. 

The mineral basin – discovered in the very early years of the 20th 
Century (1912-1919) on a plateau just over a hundred kilometres 
south-east of Casablanca – is located in a region that was “arid and 
poor, with a pastoral vocation, which saw an industrial complex de-
velop on its territory that was completely foreign to it”.5 A “region of 
steppes, i.e. grassy plains, with slight undulations, little water where 
wild grasses, palm trees, wild jujube bush and bushy plants grow” 6, 
populated by a few semi-nomadic tribes, with no road infrastructure 
and permanent settlements.

The exploitation of the public utility7 resource began in March 1921 
in the north-eastern part of the plateau, the Oud-Zem region, under 
the responsibility of the Office Chérifien des Phosphates (OCP) – a par-
astatal company created in 1920 with all the characteristics of a private 
company holding a monopoly on mining8, and that is still a leading 
player in the production of phosphate and phosphoric acid worldwide.

The mining industry in the country, at the time controlled by the 
French protectorate, simultaneously triggered profound socio-spatial 
transformations. In the first place the creation of the necessary infra-
structure for extraction. Over time, the formation of a heterogeneous 
community of workers including European executives, technicians, of-
ficials and above all indigenous labourers – “who will gradually consti-
tute a significant proletariat, drawn first from among the inhabitants 
of the phosphate regions, then from the more distant tribes of the 
Middle Atlas and the Souss”9, considered by the OCP as “men living 
with difficulty in their own country, undernourished, poorly clothed, 
but full of good will”.10 In parallel, the mining industry led to the devel-
opment of a system of nearby settlements linked to the port of Casa-
blanca by a railway line (completed in September 1923) and the Casa-
blanca-Oued Zem road axis n. 1311: the main centre of Khouribga (or at 
the time Kourigha) and the small satellite mining villages of Boujniba, 
Boulanouare and Hattane (fig. 1). 

Thus, the newly founded network of infrastructures, mining sites, 
communities and settlements – totally subservient to the needs of 

5	 Bleuchot Hervé, Une ville minière marocaine: Khouribga, in “Revue de l’Occident 
musulman et de la Méditerranée”, 6, 1969, p. 34.

6	 Bourilly Joseph, Eléments d’Ethnografie Marocaine, Larose, Parigi, 1932, pp. 155-156. 
7	 Sahsah Mohammed, Khouribga. Genèse d’une ville minière 1921-1994, Université de 

technologie de Belfort-Montbéliard, Belfort, 2010, p. 11. 
8	 Eyssautier Louis, L’Industrie minière au Maroc: zone française, Editions du Service 

Géologique du Maroc, Rabat, 1952, p. 43.
9	 O.C.P., L’Effort social de l’O.C.P. en faveur de ses ouvriers, Imprimérie Maroc-Matin, Ra-

bat, 1952, p. Introduction. 
10	 Ibidem.
11	 Bulletin économique et social du Maroc, Les phosphates marocains. Étude technique, 

commerciale et sociale (graphiques), in “Bulletin économique et social du Maroc 
(BESM)”, 27, 1945, p. 109. 

Serena Orlandi
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phosphate production, processing and transport – gradually came to 
define the “only” possible reference artefact with respect to which to 
describe the territory of the plateau12, its economy, social structure 
and landscape. Trends in the international phosphate market, chang-
es in mining and production systems, and policies oriented towards 
maximum exploitation of resources and economic profit, promoted 
by the OCP from the earliest stages of activity, are in fact the crucial 
factors that dictated the development of these mining towns, starting 
from the logic of sites settlement that were to house the industrial 
equipment and workforce.13 

This process of land exploitation – which has actually affected a 
large part of the country – began about a century ago, in the colonial 
period, and has left tangible evidence on the landscape and built en-
vironment. The newly founded urban areas were designed according 
to planning principles based on physical and social separation at dif-
ferent levels – between mining area/OCP city and non-mining area/
non-OCP city; between mining, production, administrative and resi-
dential areas; between neighbourhoods built on the garden city model 
for European executives and on the medina model for workers and 
indigenous people. Other testimonies refer to infrastructural equip-
ment (roads, railways, ports, river basins, etc.); processing and trans-
port facilities, warehouses and industrial plants – now partly in oper-
ation and partly abandoned; administrative buildings; socio-cultural 
structures built in mining towns; vast portions of land consumed by 
mining activity; heaps of residues (terrils)14 that dot the naturally flat 
landscape of the region with an artificial topography; or more recently, 
the plans for the recovery and transformation of areas surrounding 
the disused plants developed under the Mine Verte programme.15 To 
these are added more intangible aspects related to the upheaval of 
the economic and social structure: from a semi-nomadic tribal and 
agropastoral model to the mining proletariat.16

These elements of permanence reflect (in part still today) the dual-
ism between the “ville minière” and the “ville libre”17 which has come to 
characterize the urban structure and the vocation assigned by the OCP 
to the different districts, in particular: the small villages of Boujniba, 

12	 Bleuchot Hervé, Une ville minière marocaine: Khouribga, op. cit., p. 30. 
13	 Benjelloun Touimi Youssef, Le Développement de la ville phosphatiere de Khouribga, 

Thesis, U.P.A. 6, 1982, pp. 84-85.
14	 Adidi Abdelaziz, Les mines et les villes minières marocaines: une mémoire collective et 

un patrimoine urbanistique à preserver, in “Revue Espace Géographique et Sociéte 
Marocaine”, 14, 2016, p. 84 

15	 The Mine Verte project, promoted by the OCP group in the early 2000s, involves the 
rehabilitation of the mining areas surrounding the former drying factory of Khou-
ribga through a new urbanization with green areas, a sewage plant, a central media 
library, and a vast residential, commercial and and tourist complex (Harroud Tarik, 
“Sustainable” Entrepreneurial Urbanism in Morocco: What Change(s) for Mining Cit-
ies?, in “Justice spatiale/Spatial Justice”, 15, September 2020). 

16	 Bianco Luisa, Emigrare dal Marocco. Squilibri socio-ambientali ed esodo da un polo 
minerario (Khouribga) (1921-2008), PhD Thesis XXV, Facoltà di Lettere e Filosofia, 
Dottorato in “Società, politica e culture dal tardo medioevo all’età contemporanea”, 
2012, p. 7.

17	 Bleuchot Hervé, Une ville minière marocaine: Khouribga, op. cit., p. 38.

1
U.S. Army Map Service, Map of the 
Khouribga mining circle, 1941. 
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Boulanouare and Hattane, which sprung up close to extraction spots 
(the so-called recettes), and the main mining district of Khouribga, site 
of the industrial drying plant. Urban settlements that, although today 
qualified by their own administrative autonomy, can only be analysed 
and understood as a unitary system intrinsically linked to the mining 
activity that generated their foundation and consolidation, in order to 
define – starting from the recognition of their individual specificities 
– new logics of transformation, development and valorisation of the 
components that conserve the historical memory of this territory.

The mining towns of the Oued-Zem plateau: transversal aspects 
and specific characteristics
By briefly reviewing the main dynamics of the development of the cit-
ies of the Phosphate Plateau, it is possible to acknowledge the original 
elements of persistence that are still recognisable in the structure of 
the contemporary city, with the aim of understanding their reciprocal 
relationships of influence, the common characteristics and the peculi-
arities of each settlement as autonomous units.

Mining and land consumption
The production patterns and process-
ing methods of phosphate certainly 
represent a first lens through which to 
read the territory and analyse the for-
mation of this system of urban centres 
starting from the first phases of the ex-
traction activity in the 1920s.

The recette represents the basic cell 
of phosphate mining: an autonomous 
unit furnished with necessary infrastruc-
ture (equipment and facilities, power 

generator, water funds, workshops and offices). Each mining site, despite 
the permanent marks it left on the ground, is to be considered tempo-
rary, as its exploitation was directly linked to the limited period of min-
eral consumption. Once exhausted, the spot was moved a few kilometres 
away from the original location, within the area surrounding the centre 
of the deposit.18 The first unit (recette I) was inaugurated in 1923 in Bou-
lanouare, later supplemented by another site further west (recette II, 1924) 
– both located on the edge of the natural depression that bounds the 
plain on the south side. Another cluster of recettes (recette III, 1955; recette 
B, 1956; recette V and VI, 1957) formed in the Boujniba area, located about 
10 km to the northeast, where exploitation began in March 1921. Between 
1948 and 1950, two new extraction sites came into operation (Hattane 
and Grouni recettes) in an intermediate area between Boulanouare and 
Boujniba, with an expected exploitation period of about ten years.19 

18	 Benjelloun Touimi Youssef, Le Développement de la ville phosphatiere de Khouribga, op. 
cit., p. 83.

19	 Eyssautier Louis, L’Industrie minière au Maroc: zone française, op. cit., pp. 46-48. 

2
Eyssautier Louis, Map of mining 
sites in the Khouribga centre, 1952. 

Serena Orlandi



Phosphatvilles 59

The territory was progressively transformed under the mining action 
until it defined a unitary surface, almost without interruption, of sites 
under exploration, exhausted, or in the process of exploitation – ref-
erable to the clusters of recettes near which the villages were formed 
– connected by road axes and the railway line that transported the 
material to the drying plant (Usine de Séchage) (fig. 2).

The settlement of mining villages
The increase in phosphate production necessitated an ever-increas-
ing volume of labour, mostly recruited from distant regions – also as 
a result of the instability shown by the local Arab inhabitants and 
prisoners employed during the first years of activity: this led to a con-
comitant increase in the population living in the various centres20 and 
the need to build dedicated housing.

The initial temporary settlements of noualas21 or American tents 
installed near the recettes or the prisons built in Sidi-Boulanouare 
(1923) – the first permanent installation of the village later converted 
into housing for workers – and in Boujniba (1924) – where the OCP’s 
first administrative headquarter had already been set up in 1921 to 
house offices and accommodation for European executives, then con-
verted into workers’ dwellings – were supplemented and replaced by 
more stable building complexes which took on the character of “dor-
mitory villages”.22

These centres were planned in a highly pragmatic manner, accord-
ing to an extremely clear and compartmentalised structure of func-
tional separation (between processing, storage, transport, waste dis-
posal, administration and housing areas)23 and a well-defined location 
– dictated by reasons of convenience related to mining and above all to 
the governance – or rather social control – of the workers’ community 
that was being formed. The optimal solution pursued by the OCP was 
to locate the villages in a barycentric position (within a radius of 2 to 
4 km) with respect to each cluster of recettes (intended to be gradually 
exhausted), at a distance that allows labourers to reach the workplace 
independently (on foot or by bicycle) – so that the company did not 
have to bear transport costs – and that would ensure the protection 
of access to sites in the event of social movements.24 A different strat-
egy was adopted for the location of the drying plant (built from 1929 

20	 Between 1936 and 1958, the population of Khoribga and the mining villages in-
creased from 11,000 to 46,000. (Chevaldonné François, Le public de cinéma dans les 
agglomérations minières de Khouribga, in “Bulletin économique et social du Maroc 
(BESM)”, 92, 1962, p. 416. 

21	 The nouala is a traditional semi-sedentary construction of cylindrical shape with a 
conical roof, made of various materials (reeds, branches, straw).

22	 Pascon Paul, Lazarev Grigori, Les villages miniers de la région de Khouribga (1960), in 
“Bulletin économique et social du Maroc (BESM)”, 155-156, 1986, p. 165. 

23	 Avermaete Tom, À la recherche des villes patronales: les petites villes minières maro-
caines dans les archives européennes, p. 119, Piaton Claudine, Godoli Ezio, Peyceré Da-
vid (eds.), Construire au-delà de la Méditerranée, Publications de l’Institut national 
d’histoire de l’art, Paris, 2012. 

24	 Benjelloun Touimi Youssef, Le Développement de la ville phosphatiere de Khouribga, op. 
cit., pp. 83-86. 
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onwards), the packaging and transporting equipment, the ad-
ministrative facilities (moved from Boujniba to Khouribga in 
1924), and the related housing compounds that would form 
the so-called Cité du Séchage in Khouribga, in close proximity 
to the factory. In this case, the logic of settlement was driven 
by the centrality of the place to the phosphate basin, the more 
stable nature of the structures required than those dependent 
on the recettes (considered temporary), and for technical rea-
sons due to the need to build such heavier structures outside 
of mining areas – characterised by a strong soil instability 
caused by underground exploitation.25 Choices that marked 
the socio-spatial organisation of the region and determined 
for Boujniba, Boulanouare and Hattane the status – and the 
different process of future development – of satellite villages 
in the orbit of the main centre of Khouribga (fig. 3).

The habitat formation
The OCP undertook a major housing programme in the various min-
ing centres, first in Boujniba (fig. 4) and Boulanouare (1924-1929) 
(fig. 5), then in Khouribga (1928-1929) and finally in Hattane (1949) 
(fig. 6). The construction of dwellings followed in a directly propor-
tional manner the fluctuations of the phosphate market, which influ-
enced the construction phases, housing types, quality and building 
systems adopted, as well as the emergence of spontaneous settle-
ments near the villages (due to the shortage of houses).26 

The first workers’ houses were for single or unmarried workers – 
mostly Berber-speaking Chleuh, temporary migrants attracted to faire 
du phosphate27 (make phosphate) by a better social and economic per-
spective, who nevertheless maintained a strong link with their home-
land where their families continued to reside and where they rein-
vested the proceeds of their work in the mines.28 These were initially 
rudimentary constructions – which, according to the company, would 
make the transition from rural to urban life more gradual – and then 
increasingly stable and comfortable, so as to ensure living conditions 
that would favour long-term stabilisation.29 The dwellings, with a very 
recognisable morphological structure, defined the basic unit of an au-
tonomous social organisation in which mine work and the Company 
regulated basic needs and daily life. 

The model followed for the construction of working-class neigh-
bourhoods was the medina of the Arab tradition: each village was 
equipped with basic social facilities – a mosque, a Koranic school, a 

25	 Pascon Paul, Lazarev Grigori, Les villages miniers de la région de Khouribga (1960), op. 
cit., pp. 161-162. 

26	 Bleuchot Hervé, Une ville minière marocaine: Khouribga, op. cit., p. 35. 
27	 Ibidem. 
28	 Jest Camille, Habitat du personnel journalier permanent de l’Office Chérifien des Phos-

phates, in “Bulletin économique et social du Maroc (BESM)”, 76, 1957, pp. 440-443.
29	 Avermaete Tom, À la recherche des villes patronales: les petites villes minières maro-

caines dans les archives européennes, op. cit., p. 120. 
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4
Schematic map of the mining 
village of Boujniba. Bulletin 
économique et social du Maroc,  
n. 155-156, p. 168, 1986.  
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medical centre, a bakery, a washhouse outside the village and a Moor-
ish café – often complemented by the opening of a temporary or per-
manent market space (souk). In the main centre of Khouribga, where 
the Europeans resided, the type of accommodation was that of the ur-
ban villa (single-family, semi-detached or for singles) built in a vernac-
ular style on a large plot surrounded by vegetation. As settlements de-
veloped, in addition to housing, the OCP programme also provided for 
the creation of basic services for daily life (education, health facilities, 
sports, culture, etc.) accessible to the different population groups.30

Labourers recruited from local tribes – especially in the early 
stages of mining activity – were not usually hosted in constructions 
provided by the OCP, however they tended to camp near recettes or 
around water points installed in the villages, benefiting from infra-
structure and services. The process of gradual stabilisation of such 
workers led to an expansion of villages on the outer margins, with 
the creation of spontaneous autonomous settlements – the so-called 
douars31, karyans32 or bidonvilles. An “external” component – not reg-
ulated by the Company – that not only marked the first manifestation 
of typically urban dynamics, but also had the role of regulating the 
physiology of urban life by introducing secondary and tertiary func-
tions (trade and crafts) that were insufficiently developed in mining 
towns.33 Moreover, from the 1950s onwards, changes in the OCP’s 
housing policy – with the construction of housing units that were no 
longer just one-room houses but adequate to host the miners’ families 
– favoured a demographic rebalancing and led to the gradual disap-
pearance of the social habits (such as the “garçouna”) introduced by 
the Company to manage the particular community (mainly single and 
young men) of the first decades.34

An urban structure of separate compartments
The characteristics describing the urban structure of mining villages 
can be identified from the most favorable lots for settlement in relation 
to certain topographical elements (i.e., Boujniba and Boulanouare), by 
their distribution according to the main road axes (i.e., Hattane), or 
above all by the contrast between the clear morphology of the OCP 
constructions, the informal design of belt douars and the jagged edges 
of mining sites. In the case of Khouribga – perhaps due to its greater 
development or the highly flat nature of the site – the elements that 
define the urban form are more “legible”. 

30	 Bulletin économique et social du Maroc, Les phosphates marocains. Étude technique, 
commerciale et sociale (graphiques), in “Bulletin économique et social du Maroc 
(BESM)”, 27, 1945, pp. 116-119.

31	 Grouping of tends (khaïma) or noualas. (Jest Camille, Habitat du personnel journalier 
permanent de l’Office Chérifien des Phosphates, op. cit., p. 445). 

32	 Synonymous term for “slum” originated in Casablanca to designate the informal set-
tlements of the Carrières Centrales district.

33	 Pascon Paul, Lazarev Grigori, Les villages miniers de la région de Khouribga (1960), op. 
cit., pp. 165-166. 

34	 Jest Camille, Habitat du personnel journalier permanent de l’Office Chérifien des Phos-
phates, op. cit., pp. 459-461. 

5
The mining village of Boulanouar. 
Bulletin économique et social du 
Maroc, n. 76, p. 453, 1957.

6
The mining village of Hattane. 
Bulletin économique et social du 
Maroc, n. 76, p. 451, 1957.
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Khouribga has been developing since the early 1920s in relation to the 
railway line and arterial roads connecting the first neighbourhoods 
built, each with its own morphological autonomy (fig. 7). The railway 
marks a fixed caesura between the north and south of the city, both 
in physical terms and zoning of the different zones: to the south the 
ville de l’OCP and to the north the ville libre – i.e. not administratively 
dependent on the mine.35

The agglomération urbain includes the area around the drying 
plant and storage warehouses, which extends from west to east along 
the railway line (Ville Minière), placed in continuity with the adminis-
trative buildings and the regular blocks of the Ville Européenne (with 
a predominantly commercial vocation). The latter defines – for con-
venience of proximity – the head of the garden city of the executives’ 
villas (Ville des Cadres), which “appears in the distance with its red 
roofs and green that contrast with the nakedness of the surround-
ing landscape”36 – developed along a southwest diagonal axis. The 
Cité du Séchage, evidently separated by a belt of unbuilt ground on 
which grew a dense patch of vegetation (to protect the European 
zone from fumes coming from the factory), is composed – in a system 
not entirely continuous – by the two urban islands of the Ancienne 
Médina (built starting from 1928-1929 and completed in 1939) and 
the Nuovelle Médina (built between 1955 and 1960 on the seat of a 

previous douar – the Douar du Concasseur), and the exper-
imental urbanisation in square lots of the so-called Périmè-
tre Stabilisation (today no longer present).37 In the north, 
the structure of the ville libre was defined by neighborhoods 
developed around the railway station, perpendicular to the 
main access axis to the city, which crossed the two large ge-
ometric sectors of the forêt domaniale, and finally the void 
of the souk du dimanche – established in 1925 adjacent to 
the railway.38 The composition of the different urban sec-
tors was completed by the numerous douars – developed in 
the peripheral areas of the two main spheres of influence, 
respectively the Cité du Séchage to the south and the Médina 
to the north – that defined the outer edge of the city in con-

35	 Belbahri Abdellah, Formation urbaine et espaces migratoires: l’exemple de Khouribga 
(Maroc), p. 165, in Ganne B, Haeringer P (eds.), Anthropologie et sociologie de l’espace 
urbain (Programme Citadinités: Dossier 2), Université de Lyon 2, GLYSI, Bron, 1986.

36	 Bulletin économique et social du Maroc, Les phosphates marocains. Étude technique, 
commerciale et sociale (graphiques), op. cit., p. 117. 

37	 Jest Camille, Habitat du personnel journalier permanent de l’Office Chérifien des Phos-
phates, op. cit., pp. 448-450. The Stabilization Perimeter located in the southeast 
sector of Khouribga was introduced in 1929 as an experimental model of transition 
between rural and urban life. The sector involved the organization of an area of 92 
ha into 1 ha square plots, each delimited by a row of olive trees. In the center there 
was a house divided into 4 units. The small plot of land allowed the inhabitants to 
build an additional structure (nouala), grow barley and wheat, and raise livestock. The 
experiment failed due to the excessive distance of the settlement from the workplaces 
or services of the city, as well as the uncomfortable conditions of the housing. The 
inhabitants assigned to this special sector preferred to continue living in an urban 
douar and to wait for being allocated to the workers’ medinas. 

38	 Bleuchot Hervé, Une ville minière marocaine: Khouribga, op. cit., p. 36.
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trast with the surrounding arid plateau, which stretched 
as far as the eye could see (fig. 8).

The urban structure of Khouribga at the end of the 
1950s describes well the condition that – from the earli-
est stages of settlement – characterised its development 
dynamic from a few, determined functional elements 
(e.g. railway, roads, post office, warehouses, water tow-
er) and the type of activities assigned by the OCP to this 
centre, always kept distinct by morphological character-
istics, location, size of infrastructure, urban pattern and 
housing types (figs. 9, 10).

A next crucial factor for urbanization was the establishment of 
the city as provincial capital in 1967 which led to the creation of the 
necessary local and regional public administrative structures, ser-
vices and businesses, as well as making it urgent to adopt a planning 
instrument for its general reorganisation (e.g., road connections, 
revision of boundaries, reduction of informal settlements, identifi-
cation of locations for public buildings, etc.), also considering the 
strong process of expansion – especially in the nord-west direction 
and to the south of the Cité du Séchage – that Khouribga will under-
go from the 1970s onwards (fig. 11), in direct relation to the increase 
of phosphate production.39

The ordering elements and the urban structure defined by dis-
tinct and juxtaposed parts still remain today as recognisable per-
manences, although mediated, assimilated and transformed by the 
densification of the workers’ neighbourhoods, by the replacement 
and regularisation of the portions of the urban fabric of the auton-
omous settlements (douars and bidonvilles), by the gradual phys-
ical “occupation” of the state forest with the construction of pub-
lic buildings, or by the more recent urbanisation on the area of the 
former drying industry of the Mine Verte programme. Interventions 
that describe the process of consolidation of the urban texture and 
the enlargement of those jagged boundaries that mark – today as in 
the 1950s – the contrast between the mining town and the plateau. 

Conclusion
The system of villes minières and the connecting infrastructure sup-
porting the mining exploitation of the Oud-Zem region bear witness to 
a crucial period in the history of the Moroccan country, which began 
with the discovery of the first phosphate deposits at the beginning of the 
last century. A territory profoundly transformed by the mining industry, 
which, under the leadership of the OCP – almost the only key player in 
shaping the organization of territorial, social and cultural space – has in-
delibly marked its economic, demographic and socio-spatial structure.40

39	 The 1973-1977 five-year urban plan was introduced in 1971, amended several times 
and finally adopted only in February 1980 (Benjelloun Touimi Youssef, Le Développe-
ment de la ville phosphatiere de Khouribga, op. cit., p. 262-267).

40	 Sahsah Mohammed, Khouribga. Genèse d’une ville minière 1921-1994, op. cit. p. 9. 
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The planning strategies of the newly founded towns created and de-
veloped around exploitation sites – spatial expression of manage-
ment principles based on the clear separation of functions (process-
ing, production, residence, etc.) and social categories (Europeans and 
indigénes; executives, officials and workers) – can be recognized in 
their morphology, urban neighborhoods layout, housing design, and 
socio-cultural relations. A model that is recurrent in the various min-
ing settlements. More specific dynamics – dictated by the vocation 
assigned to the individual centres by OCP’s policies, in an integrated 
manner to their topographical features and position with respect to 
primary and secondary connections – necessarily marked the differ-
ent degree of definition of this model and the scale of growth even 
after the Moroccan independence (1956), leading Khouribga to be 
the reference and main centre of this unique system including the 
smaller satellite villages. Boulanouare ended up taking on the con-
figuration of a southwest extension of the provincial capital; Hattane 
remained more isolated; and Boujniba benefited from its location on 
the road n. 13 to Oued-Zem. 

The traces inherited from the cité de l’OCP, which still remain 
in the structure, architecture and urban landscape of the mining 
towns, can represent an open space for the project. The areas left 
vacant by the closure of industrial plants (such as the drying fac-
tory or warehouses), the exhausted recettes, the heaps of residues 
dotting the territory and marking the horizon line, or precisely those 
buffer zones established as a dividing strip between districts and 
neighbourhoods, are just some of the urban elements that can be 
converted into design opportunities to identify new uses, implement 
or qualify public spaces and buildings, and define new relationships 
and connections. The original districts of the Ville des Cadres and the 
Ville Indigènes, the abandoned equipment, or infrastructure are as 
much bearers of the memory of this territory as the indelible marks 
of terrils, soil erosion and pollution left on the ground by the mining 
industry. A value that the project on the contemporary cities of phos-
phate plateau must recognise in a critical way, interpreting the voca-
tion and potential of places, stemming from a profound knowledge 
of the dynamics that have dictated their formation, with the aim of 
designing future lines of “sustainable” transformation in a broader 
sense – addressing the environmental, spatial, economic and herit-
age issues in an integrated manner.

Serena Orlandi
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les théories et leur évolution depuis 
1650, Paris, Economica, 1982. 

Guillibert Paul, Terre et capital: pour 
un communisme du vivant, Éditions 
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Chicane
Term used to define the entrances 
to dwellings entrances to dwellings 
offset from the dwelling in front and 
internally have a double flap to avoid 
direct glances into spaces private. 
→ 16

Colonialism
The imposition, by the colonising 
power, of its own language in the 
colonised country, either as an 
official language, identical to the 
metropolitan one, for hierarchical 
and administrative relations, or  
in a simplified and hybrid form for 
everyday exchanges, resulting in  
a situation in which the indigenous 
languages were superimposed  
on an external language, known  
only by a very small percentage  
of people, and yet the language  
of greater prestige.  
→ 13 

Company town
A city revolving around a large 
company, administered according 
to a model of corporate efficiency. 
It is a form of settlement specific of 
the capitalist mode of production, 
a planned community that, through 
the definition of a preordered urban 
scheme, fixes the relationships 
between production plants, 
residences and infrastructures.  
→ 13, 24

Dam
A barrier that is built across a river 
in order to stop the water from 
flowing, used especially to make  
a reservoir (a lake for storing water) 
or to produce electricity. 
→ 22

Drying (Séchage)
Process involving the partial or 
total removal of moisture from a 
substance that is in a solid state. 
Normally this consists of inducing 
an increase in temperature of the 
material to remove the aqueous 
percentage through evaporation. 
→ 19

Drying factory (Usine de Séchage)
Industrial complex used, among 
other functions, for drying a 
certain type of substance. It is 
often characterised by the presence 
of drying kilns and chimneys to 
expel the gases produced during 
combustion.
→ 19

Encampment (Douar)
Semi-stable settlement intermediate 
between tribal-type habitat and 
medina-type habitat, defined  
by the grouping of twelve or fifteen 
huts (nouala) or tents (khaïma) 
surrounded by an open space. 
In each douar a tent/hut served 
as a mosque and Koranic school. 
The name of the douar derives 
from that of the land’s owner or 
from the presence of particular 
infrastructures (e.g., The Douar 
du Concasseur in Khouribga was 
located near a stone crushing plant 
south of the Cité du Séchage).  
→ 18

Executives town (Cité des Cadres)
Low-density residential district 
located in the south-west area of 
Khouribga inspired by the garden 
city model and developed from 
the early 1920s to accommodate 
OCP mining executives. It features 
diagonal and radiocentric roads, 
green spaces, villas European-style 
architecture, facilities for sports 
and leisure, squares, schools and  
a church. 
→ 3

Exploitation
Reckless use of a resource, which 
may be an object or a person, 
although there is awareness of  
the damage this action may cause. 
→ 13

Extraction
Action involving the removal of 
something from its original site. In 
mining, the term takes the meaning 
of bringing underground resources 
to the surface, either by open-cut 
excavation or by the construction 
of tunnels to evacuate the material. 
→ 13, 19

Extraction site (Recette)
Place where the extraction of a 
mineral resource takes place. It 
often has a limit, determined by a 
physical or institutional boundary, 
which separates it from other 
territorial areas. 
→ 19

Fertilizer
Substances that by their 
content in nutrients or by their 
chemical, physical and biological 
characteristics contribute to the 
improvement of soil fertility.  
the main elements that make up 
fertilisers are nitrogen, phosphorous 
and potassium. For two thousand 
years, it was thought that the 
effectiveness of fertilisers was due 
to the organic component, only  
in the 19th Century was discovered 
that plants feed on mineral and 
inorganic substances and that 
traditional fertilisers could be 
replaced by water-soluble mineral 
compounds. 
→ 13

Fossil
Any remnant or trace of an animal 
or plant organism preserved in 
the layers of the earth’s crust, 
which has undergone a process of 
mineralisation and lived in an era 
before the present. 
→ 9, 13

Founding town
Quite extensive settlement linked to 
the work and activity of founding, 
in the proper sense. It is connected 
to a “city-problem”, which exists 
when the realisation of a new 
settlement has as its exclusive or 
prevalent purpose the constitution 
of a new urban organism, conceived 
in its specific constructive and 
functional articulations. This 
excludes both any settlement that 
has arisen through synoecism or 
spontaneous aggregation and then 
rationalised, and any allotment 
that does not envisage functional 
articulations and public and social 
spaces from its arising. 
→ 9, 13, 25

Global South
Term that refers broadly to the 
regions of Latin America, Asia, 
Africa, and Oceania. It is one of a 
family of terms, including “Third 
World” and “Periphery”, that denote 
regions outside Europe and North 
America, mostly (though not all) 
low-income and often politically  
or culturally marginalized. The use 
of the phrase Global South marks 
a shift from a central focus on 
development or cultural difference 
toward an emphasis on geopolitical 
relations of power. 
→ 6
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Glipstach or Terril
Artificial hill of tailings waste,  
near a mine. 
→ 13, 15

Hut (Nouala)
Semi-semipermanent housing 
structure similar to a cylindrical 
hut, built of rudimentary materials 
such as reeds and branches, 
with conical thatched roof and a 
wooden board door. The first noulas 
appear in Khouribga around 1920. 
Generally the hut is surrounded  
by a closed courtyard defined  
by a low dry wall (zeriba).
→ 18

Impasse (Darb)
It is a characteristic feature of 
the urban fabric of a medina; it is 
a narrow, often closed-bottomed 
alleyway onto which the entrances 
to dwellings face. 
→ 16

Industry
Large-scale organized 
manufacturing and production  
of goods requiring the investment 
of capital. 
→ 9, 13, 22

Land
Part of the Earth’s surface that  
is not covered by water. The term 
is generally used as a synonym  
for soil. 
→ 13

Large number
Architecture for a large spatial 
dimension, a large number of 
people, a large production, a great 
obsolescence, large economic 
investments and for a solution 
to the serious social problems. 
The theme was addressed at 
the XIV Triennale di Milano in 
1968 with the aim of reflecting 
on the problems related to 
industrialization and the changes 
caused by quantitative increase 
through different types of 
urban environment, suitable to 
accommodate the nascent society 
of the “Large Number”. 
→ 8, 7

Laverie
Industrial plant for phosphate 
washing. It is usually characterised 
by large collection basins for water 
and circular tanks for washing. The 
purpose is to separate the various 
components, using water treated 
with surfactants. In some cases, the 
laverie also provides for the storage 
of the material in special areas.
→ 11

Madrasa
Name given in Muslim countries 
to the school of middle and higher 
education for Islamic legal-religious 
sciences, having buildings in which 
students are also housed. These 
buildings are usually defined by  
an open courtyard overlooked by 
two or four atria (īwān or līwān) 
with pointed vaults, and with 
dwelling cells built between one 
atrium and the other. 
→ 13

Medina
In Arabic, the word “medina” 
means “city” or “urban centre”, 
referring to the old part of the 
Islamic city, often surrounded by 
fortified walls, characterized by  
an intricate urban fabric of narrow 
alleys, buildings leaning against 
each other, souks (markets), 
mosques, hammams (public baths) 
and koranic schools. 
→ 13

Mine
Place where mineral or other 
resource extraction activities are 
carried out, with the works and 
equipment necessary for the work 
may be present. The deposit  
can be open pit or underground 
depending on its depth.
→ 9, 13

Green Mine (Mine Verte)
Project promoted by the OCP  
group in the early 2000s which 
involves the rehabilitation of 
mining areas around the former 
drying plant of Khouribga through 
a new urbanization with green 
areas, a sewage treatment plant,  
a central media library and a 
large residential, commercial  
and tourist complex. 
→ 17

Mining town
A company town (see related 
lemma) related to the mining 
industry. It is characterised by 
being a quite extensive settlement 
concerning mines and the minerals 
extracted from them. 
→ 9, 13, 24

Office Chérifien des Phosphates 
A Moroccan parastatal company 
founded in 1920 with all the 
characteristics of a private 
company holding a monopoly on 
mining. In 2008, the company 
became OCP Group SA, owned  
by the Moroccan government and  
the Banque Populaire du Maroc.  
OCP is a leading player in the 
production of phosphate and 
phosphoric acid worldwide. 
→ 14, 21

Phosphate
Phosphate PO4 is a raw material for 
the chemical industry. There are 
deposits of organic origin (guano) 
and of igneous origin (apatite). 
It is obtained from sedimentary 
rocks in the form of phosphate 
rock, all marine sediments and 
especially carbonate sediments 
contain a percentage of phosphate. 
Phosphate is essential for the 
proper functioning of the human 
body, it is found within the tissues 
of living beings.
→ 1, 2, 26

Phosphorus
Phosphorus P (from the Greek phôs: 
light and phoros: carrier) is a non-
renewable resource essential for all 
forms of life. it is the eleventh most 
abundant element in the earth’s 
crust. It is not found in nature as 
a free element because of its high 
reactivity, but it can be found  
as an ion in phosphate rocks. 
→ 1, 2, 26

Phosphate accumulator
System used to store and accumulate 
phosphates, which are important  
for different biological and industrial 
processes. Their stockage can be 
useful in several contexts, such as  
in agriculture, fertilizer production, 
or water treatment. 
→ 11
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Phosphate humid
State in which the phosphate 
presents itself before drying.  
The moisture content in the 
material is normally around 15%.
→ 11

Phosphate rock
Phosphate rock is the world’s only 
significant phosphate resource, 
containing at least 15-20% 
phosphate ions (PO43-). It has an 
organogenic origin, is found in 
the form of layers interspersed 
between other sedimentary rocks 
and is mined from open-pit or 
underground mines, depending on 
the geological and morphological 
properties of the site. 
→ 10, 12, 26

Phosphoric acid
Phosphoric acid H3PO4 also  
known as orthophosphoric acid, 
is a colourless, odourless and non-
volatile mineral acid It is produced 
by treating phosphate rock with 
sulphuric acid and is mainly used 
as a component in fertilisers  
used for food crops worldwide.  
→ 12

Pipeline
A linked series of pipes with 
pumps and valves for flow control, 
often underground, used to carry 
liquid or gas for long distances.  
→ 4

Production
The action of making or 
manufacturing from components  
or raw materials, or the process  
of being so manufactured. 
→ 9, 23

Renewable resource
A renewable resource is a natural 
resource that can replenish itself 
over time through natural processes 
or sustainable practices, making  
it available for continuous use.  
It is a natural resource which – 
using appropriate technologies 
– allows energy to be obtained, 
without affecting its availability. 
Often these sources come directly 
or indirectly from the sun’s energy, 
a characteristic that makes them 
considered virtually inexhaustible. 
→ 13

Satellite town
A city whose industrial or 
commercial economic activity  
is closely linked to a more 
developed centre, or even, an  
urban agglomeration located in  
the surroundings of a large city,  
to which it is economically linked. 
→ 13

Slum (Bidonville)
Term coined in North Africa and 
later extended to major cities 
around the world, to describe 
unplanned, messy and precarious 
settlements in peripheral urban 
areas, consisting of shacks and 
heaps for housing built with waste 
material (e.g. planks, sheets, bins). 
→ 13

Social town
Urban settlement based on a 
paternalistic-business logic 
born on the initiative of private 
entrepreneurs. The idea of the 
social city has its origins in the 19th 
Century, in Great Britain. In the 
following century, the widespread 
adoption of this administrative 
model produced exemplary results 
at international level. 
→ 13

Soil
Surface layer of the earth’s crust. 
→ 9, 13

Souq (Souk)
The souk is conceived as a central 
hub for both economic and social 
life, often located near the main 
mosque and designed to facilitate 
both commercial activities and 
community interactions. During 
the Islamic period, these markets 
evolved from simple trading 
spaces into comprehensive urban 
complexes, incorporating areas for 
religious practices, education, and 
social activities. This arrangement 
demonstrates how, in Islamic cities, 
commerce was closely integrated 
with spiritual and cultural life, 
reflecting a deep connection 
between economic and religious 
dimensions within society. 
→ 20

Tent (Khaïma)
Nomadic-tribal type of dwelling 
defined by a tent composed of wide 
black bands made of woven goat  
or camel fur. Each family arranged 
in one or more tents. 
→ 18

Water desalination centre
A factory where salt is removed 
from water to make it suitable  
for drinking and irrigation. 
→ 5 
 
Water treatment station
A process, device, or structure used 
to improve the physical, chemical, 
or biological quality of the water  
in a public water system. 
→ 5

Worker town (Cité ouvrière)
Portion of a city having as its 
historical-social peculiarity that of 
hosting workers. Similar to worker 
quarter: in large cities, especially 
erstwhile, intensively built quarters, 
usually poor in services, generally 
close to industrial areas. 
→ 8, 9

Water bowling
Condition of a portion of earth’s 
surface that is at a lower level than 
the average level of the region. 
→ 13
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