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Project location:		 	 Ouled	Merzoug	(near	the	city	of	Skoura)
	 	 	 	 province	of	Ouarzazate,	Morocco

Design and construction:	 BC	architects	&	studies	
	 	 	 	 www.bc-as.org
	 	 	 	 Fabrieksstraat	32,	1000	Brussels
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	 	 	 	 nicolas@bc-as.org
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In collaboration with:	 	 UHasselt	Faculty	of	Architecture
	 	 	 	 Postgraduate	degree	“Building	Beyond	Borders”	(BBB)
	 	 	 	 The	BBB	Postgraduate	supports	the	Women’s	Centre	by		 	 	
	 	 	 	 offering	a	year	degree	(of	40	ECTS	credits)	dedicated	to	the		 	
	 	 	 	 complete	architectural	development.

Supported by:	 	 	 Vlaams	Architectuur	Instituut	(VAI)
	 	 	 	 www.vai.be
	 	 	 	 https://festivalvandearchitectuur.be/programma/veiling-der-dromen/
	 	 	 	 VAI	support	financially	the	Women’s	Centre.	A	first	auction		 	
	 	 	 	 (Veiling	der	Droomen)	organized	in	September	2017	raised		 	
	 	 	 	 7000	euros.	

	 	 	 	 La	Fondation	GoodPlanet	presided	by	Yann	Arthus	Bertrand
	 	 	 	 www.goodplanet.org
	 	 	 	 “Fondation	GoodPlanet”	supported	the	village	by	building		 	
	 	 	 	 the	primary	and	elementary	school.	The	first	projects	that		 	
	 	 	 	 helped	Ouled-Merzoug	to	become	a	sustainable	village.
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Map	of	Morocco
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Remains	of	a	kasbah	in	Skoura	-	World	UNESCO	herritage

1. The context of Ouled Merzoug in Morocco

Situated	at	the	foot	of	the	Petit	Atlas,	six	hours	away	from	
Marrakech,	lies	Ouled	Merzoug.	A	small	village	situated	
in	the	province	of	Ouarzazate.	As	you	approach	the	his-
torical	sites	and	palm	groves	of	Skoura,	numerous	kas-
bahs	and	tighremts	cross	your	way.	A	lot	of	these	Ber-
ber	residential	castles	were	destroyed	during	tribal	wars	
in	 the	 last	 century.	 Now,	 the	 remnants	 are	 part	 of	 the	
UNESCO	world	heritage.
Before	 reaching	 the	 centre	 of	 Skoura	 you	 must	 take	 a	
long	 dirt	 road	 which	 runs	 through	 the	 entire	 village	 of	
Ouled	Merzoug	and	leads	to	a	bridge	where	you	can	cross	
the	Dadès	River	to	get	to	the	adjacent	village	of	Imloul.	

With	 its	 2000	 inhabitants	 and	 small	 streets	 filled	 with	
earthen	 dwellings,	 Ouled	 Merzoug	 breathes	 peace	 and	
beauty.	Yet	despite	all	 its	qualities,	 the	village	 is	shrin-
king	 in	demography	every	year	and	 is	–like	so	many	of	
these	rural	villages-	facing	some	fundamental	issues.
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2. Which issues is the village facing?

The	exodus

Over	the	past	century,	an	increasing	number	of	rural	vil-
lage	 inhabitants	has	fled	their	hometown	in	search	for	
decent	 jobs	and	education.	Rural	communities	are	ge-
nerally	 located	 far	away	 from	 the	city	and	 the	number	
of	children	attending	those	schools	is	often	small.	That	
is	 why	 educational	 investments	 in	 these	 areas	 tend	 to	
be	overlooked	or	even	 forgotten.	 Inevitably,	 the	 lack	of	
proper	education	and	opportunity	to	find	work	ultimately	
forces	inhabitants	to	leave	their	hometown.

Therefore,	 investments	 in	 the	 teaching	 system	 are	 es-
sential:	the	preschool	of	Ouled	Merzoug,	as	well	as	the	
introduction	of	the	primary	school	were	already	impor-
tant	steps	 in	 the	process	of	ameliorating	the	quality	of	
education.	

The	next	challenge	however	will	be	generating	employ-
ment	in	these	rural	areas.	Enough	working	space	has	to	
be	provided	alongside	an	adapted	infrastructure.	There	
is	a	need	for	a	well-organized	job	system	in	order	to	put	
the	community	of	rural	villages	on	the	market.

The	loss	of	identity

Today,	the	trend	is	to	make	the	production	of	goods	as	
fast	as	possible	and	as	cheap	as	possible.	If	we	think	of	
leading	markets	like	China	that	symbolize	cheap	mass	
production,	you	can	imagine	that	it	is	hard	for	crafts(wo)
men	to	keep	up	with	the	rhythm	of	these	economic	gi-
ants.	Crafts	require	more	working	hours	and	are	conse-
quently	more	expensive.	For	this	reason,	people	tend	to	
choose	cheap	goods	over	handmade	products

When	there	is	no	demand	for	handcrafted	products,	the	
craftsmen	have	to	find	another	field	of	activity	elsewhe-
re.	However,	when	you	give	up	on	your	own	talents	and	
occupation,	you	give	up	on	your	own	personality.	So,	we	
are	in	fact	not	only	dealing	with	a	loss	of	rare	arts	and	
crafts	traditions,	but	also	with	a	loss	of	a	cultural	iden-
tity.

The	impoverishment	of	building	materials

Due	 to	 the	 flourishing	 construction	 sector	 in	 Morocco	
there	has	been	a	rising	demand	for	cement.	An	accele-
rated	 establishing	 of	 development	 programs	 for	 social	
housing	 and	 general	 infrastructure	 caused	 a	 booming	
cement	 consumption.	 Concrete	 companies	 that	 deal	
primarily	with	cement	and	aggregates	are	continuing	to	
settle	down	cement	plants	and	grinding	stations	in	Mo-
rocco	(such	as	Settat	and	Nador).

The	 reinforced	 concrete	 building	 has	 manifested	 itself	
as	a	universal	model	even	though	the	Moroccan	clima-
tic	 and	 environmental	 conditions	 are	 in	 fact	 not	 suita-
ble	for	it.	The	landscape	is	showing	radical	changes	as	
a	 consequence	 of	 environmental	 pollution.	 The	 region	
of	Ouled	Merzoug	is	getting	more	and	more	confronted	
with	dryness.		Moreover,	the	grey	blocks	create	a	huge	
contrast	with	 the	 traditional	earth	constructions	which	
is	disturbing	the	harmony	of	the	entire	scenery.	So,	in	an	
environment	where	the	current	 trend	 is	 to	use	cement	
instead	of	natural	stone	and	earth	materials,	the	imple-
mentation	 of	 bioclimatic	 buildings	 imitating	 traditional	
building	techniques	is	of	major	importance.
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1 INNOVARTE also established women’s centers in Guatemala, Colombia, Cuba, Algeria, Ecuador, Peru, India and Palestine. 

Position	of	the	women	in	rural	Morocco

In	rural	Morocco,	and	in	fact	in	many	rural	areas	throug-
hout	 the	world,	 the	 role	of	women	 in	 the	household	 is	
of	 major	 importance	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 ensuring	 the	
family’s	 survival.	 While	 the	 men	 are	 out	 working,	 be	 it	
on	 the	 land	or	 in	 the	city,	 the	women	 take	care	of	 the	
children	and	domestic	commitments.	Yet,	according	 to	
the	Association	of	Ouled	Merzoug,	after	finishing	these	
household	 tasks,	 the	women	have	a	 lot	of	 free	 time.	A	
women’s	centre	could	provide	 for	 them	an	opportunity	
to	spend	all	these	free	hours	more	usefully;	in	the	cen-
tre	they	will	gain	knowledge,	exchange	experiences	and	
create	products.

Over	the	last	couple	of	years,	various	women’s	centres	
have	 been	 put	 in	 motion,	 all	 focusing	 on	 the	 women’s	
arts	and	crafts	and	financial	involvement:
INNOVARTE,	 a	 Spanish	 consultancy	 organization,	 has	
already	invested	in	a	lot	of	women’s	centres	in	Morocco1	
with	the	aim	of	achieving	socio-economic	development	
for	women.	The	organization	wants	 to	break	 free	 from	
men’s	monopoly	on	financial	matters	and	so	INNOVAR-
TE’s	 goal	 is	 to	 inform	 women	 how	 to	 administer	 their	
own	living-income.
“Amal”	is	a	Moroccan	non-profit	organization	that	wants	
to	help	disadvantaged	women	(widows,	divorcees	or	sin-
gle	mothers,	orphans	and	uneducated	women)	to	get	a	
job	through	restaurant	training.
Peace	 Corps	 -with	 the	 participation	 of	 Water	 Charity-	
founded	a	women’s	centre	in	Talborjt,	Agadir.	This	centre	
provides	women	with	a	working	space	to	spend	time	out-
side,	 to	attend	reading	classes	and	 to	 learn	handicraft	
skills	such	as	sewing	and	embroidery.
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Mohammed	Hammi,	since	34	years	a	key	figure	and	teacher	
at	Ouled	Merzoug’s	primary	school	

3. Building a new rural future through an involved community

Ouled	Merzoug	 is	a	small	village	with	great	ambitions.	
Over	 the	 past	 few	 years	 this	 rural	 community	 has	 put	
itself	on	the	map	for	its	innovative	initiatives,	such	as	the	
construction	of	the	bioclimatic	primary	school	and	pre-
school	financed	by	the	“Fondation Goodplanet”	presided	
by	Yann	Arthus	Bertrand.	This	preschool	was	designed	
and	executed	by	the	architects	“BC	architects	&	studies”.	

Mohammed	Hammi,	member	of	 the	Socio-Educational	
Association	of	Ouled	Merzoug,	has	been	a	key	figure	in	
these	projects	ever	since	he	first	came	to	the	village	to	
work	as	a	teacher	34	years	ago.	 In	this	period	of	time,	
Mister	Hammi	has	seen	how	a	poorly	organized	educati-
onal	system	continued	to	develop	and	eventually	became	
an	example	for	the	whole	country.	In	2013	the	renewal	of	
the	primary	school	was	finished	and	in	March	2017	the	
preschool	was	opened.	

The	primary	school	received	a	lot	of	attention.	In	August	
2017,	the	Minister of National Education	payed	a	visit	to	
Ouled	Merzoug,	stating	that	this	school	was	an	inspirati-
on	and	example	for	the	rest	of	the	country.	

Quite	soon	after	the	introduction	of	this	preschool,	the	As-
sociation	felt	that	these	institutions	could	use	a	little	help.	
Help	provided	by	none	other	than	the	children’s	mothers	
themselves.	

According	to	the	community,	every	child’s	first	teacher	is	
their	mother.	It	is	therefore	essential	that	during	the	time	
she	spends	time	with	her	son	or	daughter	she	passes	on	
good	values	and	knowledge.	

Today	 Hammi	 feels	 that	 there	 is	 a	 general	 lack	 of	 edu-
cation	in	the	household:	he	often	witnesses	how	the	pre-
school’s	children	do	not	spontaneously	show	enough	res-
pect	to	the	new	building,	nor	to	the	toys	that	are	provided.	
The	Association	therefore	considers	this	centre	to	be	the	
perfect	place	for	young	mothers	to	gain	vital	knowledge,	
to	exchange	ideas	with	the	other	women	in	order	to	pass	
it	on	to	their	children.
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Visit	 of	 Morocco’s	 Minister	 of	 Education	 to	 the	 primary	 school	 and	 pre-school	 of	 Ouled	
Merzoug.
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4. Empowering women

A	 significant	 reason	 for	 creating	 the	 women’s	 centre	
involves	 the	 preservation	 of	 an	 exceptionally	 rich	 local	
crafts	 culture:	 the	 women	 of	 Ouled	 Merzoug	 possess	
rare	skills	and	carry	along	knowledge	that	has	been	car-
ried	around	for	generations.	
Unfortunately,	these	ladies	do	not	seem	to	be	aware	of	
their	own	talent	nor	do	they	receive	a	lot	of	acknowled-
gement.	Their	expertise	of	crafts	is	regarded	as	an	evi-
dence	rather	than	a	rarity.

This	is	why	the	introduction	of	the	centre	will	bring	about	
a	lot	of	new	possibilities:	workshops	can	be	organized;	
know-how	 can	 be	 exchanged	 not	 only	 with	 other	 local	
communities	but	also	with	all	generally	interested	peop-
le	outside	the	border.	The	products	that	are	made	in	the	
centre	can	be	put	on	the	local	market.	Consequently,	the	
women	will	have	a	greater	involvement	in	the	Associati-
on	itself,	which	today	consists	exclusively	of	men.	

About	350	women	live	in	Ouled	Merzoug.	Kassami	Aziza	
(°1968),	Elhilali	Malika	(°1979),	Boussalem	Ilham	(°1993)	
and	Meryeme	Wakhssas	(°1997),	four	women,	teachers	
in	the	primary	school	will	be	the	responsible	ladies	for	
the	organisation	of	the	women’s	centre:	a centre for wo-
men, governed by women. 

Their	wish	is	“to	exchange	experiences	and	knowledge,	
with	respect	to	the	ancient	traditions,	but	also	with	res-
pect	to	the	time	we	live	in	now.”		They	also	hope	to	enter	
into	a	lot	of	collaborations	with	other	women	organisa-
tions.

Arts	and	crafts

One	of	the	main	local	crafts	is	weaving,	for	making	ta-
pestries	 but	 also	 to	 recuperate	 existing	 cloth	 with	 the	
aim	of	making	new	clothes	out	of	reused	fabric.	The	pro-
cess	of	weaving	has	a	lot	of	different	phases:	first	there	
is	the	collecting	of	the	wool	which	must	be	washed,	then	
prepared	 for	colouring	so	 it	can	eventually	be	used	 for	
weaving.	
Today	the	women	use	fabric	that	has	already	been	pre-
pared	and	coloured,	but	with	the	arrival	of	the	centre	the	
Association	hopes	that	it	will	be	possible	to	carry	out	all	
these	phases	independently.	

Another	important	activity	is	pottery.	Local	earth	materi-
al	is	used	to	make	the	most	beautiful	green	or	white	gla-
zed	ceramics	decorated	with	the	finest	henna	designs.

The	remaining	activities	that	the	Association	likes	to	im-
plement	in	the	centre’s	agenda	are	cooking,	and	the	art	
of	embroidering.

Ladies	tightening	up	the	wool	to	start	the	weaving.
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Women	weaving	a	carpet	made	out	of	reed.

Preparing	 the	 wool	 while	 enjoying	 Moroccan	 tea	
(‘atay’),	nuts	and	fruits.

An	earthen	oven	with	a	ceramic	
layer	inside	for	making	bread.
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5. Towards a new rural women’s centre 

What:	A	building,	providing	the	infrastructure	and	flexi-
ble	space(s)	hosting	the	“arts	&	crafts”,	where	women	
can	 execute	 their	 manual	 labour	 and	 the	 educational	
activities.	Devices	for	colouring	fabric	should	be	outside	
the	building,	as	well	as	ovens	for	the	pottery.	In	addition,	
a	place	where	the	women	can	exhibit	their	finished	pro-
ducts	to	travellers	is	also	desired.	Besides	the	obligatory	
sanitary	facilities,	the	building	will	have	a	covered	area	
with	a	minimum	size	of	120m2	.
Another	 important	 element	 is	 a	 garden,	 a	 courtyard	
where	meetings	can	be	arranged.	Mister	Hammi	states	
that	the	idea	of	having	two	entrances	would	be	wonder-
ful	 since	 it	 will	 provide	 an	 extended	 view	 over	 the	 city.	
Furthermore,	because	 the	building	will	be	visible	 from	
practically	anywhere	in	the	village	(the	women	centre	as	
a	central	vantage	point	of	the	city,	cf.	supra)	it	will	help	
the	women	to	access	the	centre	more	easily.

Panoramic	view	of	the	site	from	viewpoint	A

Panoramic	view	of	the	site	from	viewpoint	B

Why:	Rural	villagers	should	be	stopped	from	trying	to	es-
cape	their	hometown	searching	for	education	and	jobs.	
In	 order	 to	 achieve	 this	 goal,	 enough	 quality	 schools	
and	 employment	 in	 the	 village	 must	 be	 provided,	 the	
women’s	centre	could	be	an	example.	 In	doing	so	 -in-
stead	of	spending	a	lot	of	hours	in	the	house-	the	women	
can	devote	all	their	time	to	developing	their	talents	and	
crafts.	Also,	by	entrusting	the	management	of	the	centre	
to	women,	their	position	will	gain	more	importance	and	
involvement.	

Lastly,	a	more	conscious	approach	to	the	use	of	building	
materials	 is	desired.	The	choice	of	using	natural	earth	
materials	 for	the	construction	of	a	bioclimatic	building	
has	 to	deal	with	 the	aim	of	preserving	a	 local	building	
culture.
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Where:	High	up	the	hills	of	Ouled	Merzoug	a	specific	pie-
ce	of	land	which	is	reserved	for	the	centre	offers	a	360°	
view	over	the	village	and	the	Skoura	oasis.	The	site	was	
a	 donation	 of	 the	 community	 of	 Ouled	 Merzoug	 to	 the	
Association.	 Due	 to	 its	 location,	 the	 centre	 will	 have	 a	
constant	visibility	and	presence	 in	 the	 landscape	when	
looked	at	from	the	lower	town	parts.	This	way	it	will	form	
a	clear	vantage	point,	not	only	for	the	women	but	for	all	
citizens	or	visitors.

Map	of	Ouled	Merzoug
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Site	section

View	from	down	the	hiil
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View	from	up	the	hill,	the	concrete	platform	
for	prayer	is	also	visible
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View	of	the	highest	point	of	the	site

Wall	of	the	concrete	platform	

View	over	the	village	from	the	top	of	the	site
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Ouled	Merzoug	has	a	desert	landscape	and	is	sur-
rounded	 by	 the	 palm	 groves	 of	 Skoura.	 The	 soil	 is	
mainly	composed	of	red	earth	and	pebbly	sand.	

View	from	the	concrete	platform

‘Atay’	in	the	shade,	during	the	day
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How:	 In	the	light	of	 the	Association’s	ambition	to	reor-
ganize	Ouled	Merzoug	into	a	sustainable	village,	there	is	
opted	for	making	the	women	centre	-like	the	preschool	
and	primary	school-	a	bioclimatic	building.	This	decisi-
on	will	also	illuminate	the	fact	that	constructing	houses	
using	 local	 and	 natural	 materials	 like	 loam	 and	 earth	
can	generate	a	very	rich	architectural	language.	
Furthermore,	 the	 centre	 will	 be	 constructed	 together	
with	 the	 whole	 community,	 without	 any	 interference	
from	a	general	contractor.	Only	motivated	and	professi-
onal	craftsmen	and	villagers	will	be	part	of	the	building	
team.

A	craftman	of	the	village	doing	the	clay	
plaster	rendering	of	the	preschool
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The	 development	 of	 the	 centre	 will	 be	 a	 cooperation	
work	between	BC	architects	&	studies	and the Faculty 
of architecture of Uhasselt.	Uhasselt	choose	this	cen-
tre	as	they	pilot	project	to	be	developed	in	a	brand-new	
postgraduate	degree	called	“Building Beyond Borders”	
(BBB).	 A	 project-based	 experiential	 programme	 com-
mitted	 to	 the	 continued	 education	 on,	 and	 research,	
development	 and	 implementation	 of,	 sustainable	 ar-
chitectural	solutions.	The	aspirations	of	this	‘BBB’	pro-
gramme	 is	 to	 strengthen	 the	 capacity	 of	 students	 and	
building	professionals	and	to	support/push	innovation	in	
sustainable	building	in	its	broadest	scope	(planet,	peop-
le,	politics,	prosperity).	

In	practice	this	mean	for	 the	women’s	centre,	15	to	20	
Belgian	and	international	students	of	architecture	rese-
arching,	 designing,	 developing	 and	 prototyping	 during	
one	year	to	finally	follow	up	the	construction	of	the	wo-
men	centre.	

Presentation	of	student	architecture	projects	for	the	rural	
Morrocan	community	of	Ouled	Merzoug

Designing	with	the	local	community	and	students	of	architec-
ture
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6. History, current situation and further development

August			 2016:	 The	preschool	founded	by	“Fondation	Goodplanet”	of	
	 	 	 Ouled	Merzoug	is	inaugurated

August	 	 2017:	 A	mission	evaluating	the	feasibility	of	the	women	centre	is	organised		
	 	 	 by	BC	architects	&	studies

September		 2017:	 A	auction	organised	by	the	“Vlaamse	Instituut	voor	Architectuur”	 	
	 	 	 	(VAI)	raise	7000	euros	for	the	project.

January		 2018:	 Inscriptions	starts	for	the	Postgraduate	programme		 	 	
	 	 	 “Building	Beyond	Borders”

September		 2018:	 Start	of	the	Postgraduate	programme	“Building	Beyond	Borders”		

October		 2018:	 Field	study	workshop	week	on	site	with	the	students	of	BBB

January		 2019:	 Jury	of	individual	design	of	the	BBB	students.

February		 2019:	 Workshop	redesigning	one	group	project	of	the	different	individual		
	 	 	 BBB	student	project

April	 		 2019:	 Start	of	the	construction	of	the	women’s	centre

August	 	 2019:	 Inauguration	of	the	women’s	centre
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View	of	the	courtyard	of	the	presschool	designed	by	BC	architecs	&	studies

View	of	the	preschool	and	primary	school	of	Ouled	Merzoug
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7. Budget 

Amount Unity Price/uni Subtotal Total
1.0 Construction	works €39.206
1.1 Groundworks 500 m2 2 750,0
1.2 Foundations 120 m2 24 2823,5
1.3 masonry 120 m2 25 2964,7
1.4 Ringbeams	and	lintels 120 m2 12 1411,8
1.5 Roof	structure 120 m2 50 6000,0
1.6 Roofing 120 m2 56 6720,0
1.7 Rendering 120 m2 22 2611,8
1.8 Floors 120 m2 6 720,0
1.9 Windows	and	doors 120 m2 35 4200,0
1.10 Electricity 120 m2 7 840,0
1.11 Special	workingtools 1 GP 1600 1600,0
1.12 Sanitatry 1 GP 1000 1000,0
1.13 Gardens 600 m2 4 2500,0
1.14 Furniture 1 GP 1500 1500,0
1.14 Contingency	factor 10 % 3564,2
2.0 Human	ressources €39.300
2.1 Salary	foreman	 4 Month 600 2400
2.2 Fee	design	architecture 1 GP 10000 10000
2.3 Fee	of	local	architect	(building	permit) 1 GP 500 500
2.4 Fee	for	research	and	development	(trough	Uhasselt) 192 hours 100 19200
2.5 Fee	continuous	folow-up	construction	(trough	students) 1440 hours 5 7200
3.0 Expensses €3.500
3.1 Prospection	mission 1 missions 1500 1500
3.2 Folow-up	missions 4 missions 500 2000
4.0 Fundings €51.400
4.1 Own	contribution	Community

Furniture 1500,0
Gardens 2500,0

Local	architect	for	building	permit 500
4.2 Uhasselt	Faculty	of	Architecture	'BBB'	Postgraduate

Fee	design	architecture	(BC	architects	&	studies) 6000
Fee	for	research	and	development	(students	BBB)	 19200

Fee	continuous	folow-up	construction	(students	BBB)	 7200
Prospection	mission 1500

4.3 BC	architects	bvba
Fee	design	architecture	(BC	architects	&	studies) 4000

Folow-up	missions 2000
4.4 Vlaams	Architectuur	Insituut	-	VAI

Construction	works 7000
Rest	to	be	funded €30.606

Provisional	budget

Following	estimation	has	been	calculated	thanks	to	the	
experience	 of	 by	 BC	 architects	 in	 2016.	 The	 preschool	
built	 in	Ouled	Merzoug	was	similar	in	conception;	built	
using	local	materials,	local	techniques	and	a	community	
involved	construction	process	without	contractors.

The	 estimation	 shows	 that	 the	 complete	 budget	 for	
human	resources,	 fees,	on-site	missions	and	research	
and	 development	 is	 already	 funded	 by	 our	 current	
partners.	 The	 project	 is	 still	 in	 search	 for	 part	 of	 the	
construction	budget.
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Rkiya,	Saida,	Rachida,	Aicha,	Nora,	Kbira,	Aicha,	Hasna	and	Badra.	Women	of	Ouled	Merzoug.


