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Abstract

While being at the population peak, the needs for mass affordable housing drove 9th Iran government toward
commencing a national wide policy called Mehr Housing. The result of the accelerated project has exposed in
various forms. It seems that the issues originate in ignoring socio-cultural trends of the users, especially cultural
traditions and lifestyles. The paper presents findings from observations along with study of historical background
of inhabitants of newly constructed units in Manzarieh ,the main compound occupied by Bakhtiary community in
west of Iran.. In terms of behavioral and socio-cultural background classification, results suggest that socio-
cultural factors related to spatial structures and it’s accordance to people behavior are inadequately reflected in
the location and design of the units and their public spaces as well. These findings have implications for future

housing policies in the country.
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1. Introduction

Rising significance of housing owing to
urban population growth, necessitating
proportionate design approach. Due to
young population peak of Iran on one hand
and housing shortage for low income
people on the other hand, 9th government
has involved in another mass affordable
housing project after various previously
failed projects such as leased housing. Mehr
housing project that of which a national
wide policy trying to provide affordable
housing for low-medium income people in
suburbs wasn’t accepted by most of the
users as their own “home” despite extensive
financial support by the government. Many
of them left the dormitory like residential
complexes immediately after earning
money, immigrating to the main city, others
still waiting for so. For those who have to
stay, it’s been a crucial to modify or
transform the houses. While the most of
similar Mehr housing projects around the
country intend to shelter the people with
variety of socio-cultural situation, this
paper has explored Manzarieh as the case
study with the users from rich socio-cultural
background.
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This paper focuses on socio-cultural
incompatibility as the main factor of either
immigrating or not being attached to the
housing environments from urban design
standpoint. The methods of observation
along with a socio-cultural background
study of the settlers in Manzarieh as one of
the largest cases of Mehr housing projects,
is carried out as a case study for the failed
projects. The findings are expected to
inform future policy making for housing in
the country.

2. Literature Review

2.1Affordable housing
According to statistical center of Iran, a
housing unit is defined as a place, space or
environment in which one or more
households reside while it is connected to
one or several entrances [1]. While the term
reflects government attitude toward
housing, it underestimates other impressive
aspects. According to researchers, housing
possesses hidden aspects in addition to
economic and technical features [ 2].
Quoting from Bourdieu (1986) the so called
“cultural capital” that has capacity to
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transform to other capitals during the life
can crucially associate with individual lives
in housing [*]. Rapoport (1990) on the other
hand defines housing as a place including
concepts of identity, dignity of inhabitants,
privacy and a behavioral environment. [*]

Possessing various names and forms in
different countries, affordable housing is
not of unanimous define due to different
income level and approach toward housing
in various areas in the world. Each country
has its own criteria to determine a house as
affordable while the United States as well
as Australia are of the role models in
evaluating affordable housing.
Construction quality, community and
cultural considerations however are of
commonplace criteria in different countries.

It is argued here that creation of home place
is as important to urban poor classes as to
other more fortunate citizens. There are two
aspects to be stated at the outset in order to
understand the significance of socio-
cultural factors in the low cost housing
environment. Firstly, home making is more
critical in low cost housing environment for
the sheer lack of space and the constraints
caused by standardization of design. Due to
this, the outdoor near-home space of low
cost housing area plays significant role in
complementing  the  dwelling and
supporting the home making endeavor.
Secondly, such processes, in turn,
constitutes an important component that
generates of the vitality and social life of the
otherwise dreary housing environment. [° ]
and this is what urban design obligation is
about.

2.2 Socio-cultural features of housing
Beside the physical context, the residents of
a low cost mass housing also need to
confront the social contexts in order to
create their home place. The high density
condition of such housing compels
residents to engage in or regulate
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interactions with the people living close by.
Social interaction plays a substantial part in
defining how an individual regards the
housing environment and experiences the
home. Social context also provides
potential social support and social network
particularly important in low income
community. What constitutes  social
network however is largely dependent on
the way the people think, social norms and
lifestyles together with culture. Social and
cultural  factors shape an integral
relationship in most areas of housing as
Chiu (2004) argues. Rapoport (1990)
defines culture as “people’s ability to
effectively interact”. Many researchers
believe that socio-cultural matters are
integral part of residential environment
since it defines the way settlers behave and
use resources [° ].

Socio-cultural concept however includes
following:

e Achievement to understanding
culture, identity, values, norms and
lifestyles of target groups and their
inter relation

e Involve related groups in
determining  priorities,  design,
implementation and evaluation of
development projects

While a fragment of artificial environment
called housing plays an important role in
sustainable development of the cities,
sustainability of its own is totally depended
on intertwined social, cultural and
economic aspects. In the way that
sustainability could be accounted as social
preconceptions that are necessary to support
environmental sustainability.

Accordingly urban design defines the
relationship between artificial environment
(buildings, streets and plazas) and socio-
cultural structures that are critically
correlated. ['] Generally two main scenarios
exist to express the way people link
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themselves to affordable housing: firstly by
means of kinship and tradition, they
interact, secondly the perspective that
argues they socialize based upon personal
interests. To meet the needs of the earlier,
urban designers should consider collective
needs of settlers, and to meet the latter
needs they have to put less stress on sense
of community by which sustainable social
relationships won’t shape.

2.3 Mass affordable housing in Iran
Looking at after revolution period, mass
housing projects entered Iran in terms of 5
years programs. It wasn’t until the third
program that housing found its status as an
independence part. Promotion of using
concrete, generation of prefabricated
industries in large cities, land use efficiency
and financial resources reinforcement have
always been emphasized by the programs.
Some of them providing residential needs
of the people inside the city as “Land
Preparation Projects” others however
generated residential complexes in suburbs
by which rough housing environments
created. The new housing complexes
outside the cities have always lack identity,
safety and social network formation. In
these programs each stage have had its
particular goals while no one reached to
optimum stage as once anticipated due to
lack of facility and not being accepted by
the users. The procedures continued until
the latest mass affordable housing called
Mehr project, siting kindness as a core
strategy. Despite construction of 28000
housing units and large budget allocation,
quality criteria remained unsolvable similar
to previous projects. Many experts
slammed it as “a small house made on a
large land”. Satellite housing, unmixed
dwelling of low income people, high
density housing in suburbs, monotonous
and lifeless spaces were practically a
significant failure for the superficially true
decision.
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Mehr housing projects are constructed
within 2 phases: firstly technical matters
such as excavation and making buildings
structures are implemented by cooperative
companies. Elaboration of houses such as
tiling and coloring is partially conceded to
the owners as citizen partnership in the
second stage.

2.3.1 The common problem
Lack of shaping identity for environment as
well as settlers as a substantial crisis is
accounted as the most outstanding issue in
the  newly  constructed residential
complexes of Iran. The factor that has
always been underestimated despite
highlighted attention to basic needs.

As noted short-term dwelling is the primary
intersection of all dwelling groups in
housing projects of Iran. The users seeking
an opportunity to immigrate or displace
while others have to stay and modify their
housing environment to comply with their
lifestyle needs. Investigations have made it
clear that most of the groups have short-
term planning (5-10 years) since have not
accepted the new complexes or towns as
their home place. [ 8] the new housing
projects are of similar spatial as well as
physical structure while locating around the
country known as the land of diversity
.consequently the new projects has not met
socio-cultural demands of the contexts.
Though urban design perspective that
highlights user-oriented design is able to fill
such gaps [° ]

3. Research Methods

One of the most significant methods to
study user-environment compatibility is to
observe and analysis of settlers behavior in
exterior housing environments [*° ]. The
main method used in this paper is a
descriptive analysis relying on observation
and inhabitant background study through
which people aspiration in public spaces
enclose.
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