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The Geography of the Ancient Walled City of Harar: Urban 
Structure, Cultural Heritage, and Population Diversity 

Roberto Bianchini, Kadigia Ali Mohamud, and Francesco Maimone1 

From 1997 to 2003, a wide data set about the old Ethiopian city of Harar, the most 
important historical and cultural centre of the Islamic world in the Horn of Africa, was 
collected and analysed using the latest geographic information technology.  Precise geo-
topographical description of the urban elements, significant artistic and historical features, 
prevailing environmental conditions, and demographic and health particulars of the entire 
resident population were linked closely together to draw a comprehensive portrait of the 
ancient walled city. 

The study site 

Modern Harar is the capital of the Harari People National Regional State, which covers 
a small area of about 350 sq. kilometres in the eastern part of Ethiopia, inside the 
Oromiya region. The city lies just off the southern edge of the south-eastern plateau 
dividing the Great Rift Valley from the plains of the Ogaden region. 

The elevation above sea level of the city varies from 1,600 to 1,900 metres and its 
urban morphology presents two main parts, the ancient city and the recent one that has 
developed from the late 19th century. The ancient walled city (named Jugal) has a high 
population density in an area of 62 hectares with internal differences of level ranging 
from 0 to 60 metres. 

Methods 

Mapping 
The first draft of a digitized map of the walled city of Harar was derived from retrieval 
of stereoscopic aerial photographs, taken in 1994 and available at the archives of the 
Harari People National Regional State. The photographs were assembled to form an 
orthorectified photo-mosaic at 1:2000 scale. Orthorectification was performed by using 
Global Positioning System (GPS) ground control points and contour lines obtained from 
the National Urban Planning Institute of Addis Ababa. 

The survey of buildings and utility services was carried out by a field staff organized 
into two units. A single unit consisted of a supervisor and two teams, each formed by an 
architect (or a civil engineer), a surveyor, and a local member of the kebele (urban 
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administrative division) committee. The supervisors were a geographer and a mapping 
expert. 

Data was collected according to criteria defined in a surveyor's instructions manual 
adapted to the specific characteristics of old Harar and for input to GIS layers. 
Permanent buildings and structures of each compound, roads, alley-ways, lanes and 
other categories of detail at different levels of information were represented on the 
original plans at a scale of 1:500. 

The old city was divided into 7 kebeles and each kebele into 1 to 9 areas. Each area 
contained from 1 to 150 compounds. This subdivision in administrative and census 
sections was used to give a single identification number of 7 to 9 digits to each 
compound, public (civil and religious) building, private building, dwelling unit, and 
household. On the basis of the physical measurements taken by surveying-instruments, 
including GPS, the first photo-retrieved digital map was completed and topographically 
corrected. 

All the maps were created with ESRI ArcMap, a core building block of ArcGis, and 
exported from ArcMap as Adobe Illustrator files. 

 

Demographic survey 
One hundred and twenty-one students (generic midwife, generic clinical nurse, 
upgrading health assistant) at the National Nursing School of Harar were taught 
elements in medical demography for three weeks and trained as interviewers for four 
additional weeks. The training course was also attended by eleven nursing school 
teachers selected as supervisors. They had special training in how to supervise. 

The entire group was organized into eleven units. A single unit consisted of a 
supervisor, five or six teams of two interviewers each, and a kebele assistant. Two 
demographers, two physicians and a director coordinated all the fieldwork. 

The survey questionnaire with its coding book was produced in English and 
Amharic. The questionnaire was extensively pretested and piloted  to define its final 
version. An instruction manual was written to provide a set text (containing general and 
specific explanations) for the training course as well as a guide dealing with interview 
techniques and how to complete the questionnaire. The questionnaires were 
systematically corrected and checked in the field. Double data entry was performed by 
using two computers. 

The software packages used throughout the work were ESRI ArcInfo and ArcGis, 
Microsoft Access, PCI Geomatics and SPSS.   

All original, geographic, structural, architectural, environmental, housing and 
population data were collected in 1998. Updating surveys were carried out in 2000 and 
2003. 

Results 

Urban structure and cultural heritage 
In addition to roads, alley-ways, paths, other open public spaces, and the sewerage 
system, the collected data depicted and located the following objects and details: 

 
– Islamic monuments, buildings and sites of religious importance to the city: mosques, 

holy graves, Koranic schools, and other worship places. 
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– Historical buildings and ruins; civil buildings and sites such as municipal buildings, 
health facilities, hotels, restaurants, bars, shops, museums,  schools, market sites, and 
tourist places (Fig. 1). An architectural and historical profile was drawn up for each 
urban element of cultural value. 

– All compounds (2,567) including: type of visible boundary and entrances; dwelling 
units (6,797), with number of storeys, wall material and floor material (Fig. 2); 
kitchens, with wall material, floor material and type (e.g. modern or traditional); 
latrines, with wall material, floor material and type (e.g. pit or flush); animal sheds, 
storehouses, servant rooms/guard shelters, and shower rooms, with their wall 
material. For the traditional Harari houses (1,809 typical dwelling-houses of 
particular cultural and artistic value), a brief profile reported the state of repair and 
whether any parts of the original structure had been modified or not. 

– Water sources for drinking and other purposes, related supply systems, their use by 
the household, and costs. 

– Drainage, collection sites, and disposal practices for human excreta, waste water, and 
solid refuse (Fig. 3). 

Population 
The total population of old Harar was 20,904. Of these persons, 20,704 lived in 4,674 
private households, an average of 4.4 persons per household, and 200 lived in collective 
households (Fig. 4). Males were 47.3% of the population and females 52.7%. Adults 
(15 years and over) were 71.1% of the population. 

The distribution by religion showed that 73.0% of inhabitants were Muslim, 25.5% 
were Orthodox, and 1.0% were Protestant. The five major ethnic groups were Harari 
(38.1% of the population), Oromo (29.1%), Amhara (20.5%), Guragie (6.4%), and 
Somali (3.2%). 

Twenty percent of persons over 5 years of age were illiterate. Infant (< 1 year) and 
child (1-4 years) morbidity and mortality, adult mortality, fertility indicators, and 
leading causes of death for infants and children were also determined. 

Hygienic behaviours and domestic habits for use of latrines and kitchens were 
characterized in their single components and steps and analytically integrated into the 
GIS (Fig. 5). Other data such as type of lighting and type of fuel used by the household 
and the presence of television and telephone were included as well. 

Conclusions 

Since its very beginning Harar has always been a peculiar town where trade and culture 
met to create a prosperous and learned society. Up until  the 19th century, the routes of 
trade between the interior of Abyssinia and the sea passed through Harar. The city 
played a key role in the trading activities which linked the port of Zayla‘ with Christian 
Ethiopia. 

The vast fame Harar acquired as an Islamic cultural centre attracted groups of 
students who were looking for spiritual and theological guidance. Teachers who were 
eager to spread their knowledge, to improve their preparation and to debate with their 
colleagues also moved to Harar from the entire Horn of Africa and even from the 
Arabian Peninsula. 

Thanks to its high position in trade and culture, Harar came to be considered as a sort 
of capital city of Islamic North-East Africa. No other town could compete with Harar in 
the land which stretches from the Somali coast to the Blue Nile. 
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This prominent economic and cultural status of the city is still reflected in its 
architectural structure. The "jugal", the external wall which surrounds the old city 
separating it from the modern one, is perhaps the most impressing sign of the ancient 
splendours. 

Eighty-two mosques of different dimensions and beauty, more than one hundred holy 
graves and worship places, and nearly two thousand traditional Harari houses and 
historical buildings scattered all over the old city are the evidence of its great past. 

The whole structure of the ancient city with its precious heritage of religious and 
civil buildings is nowadays dramatically menaced by carelessness and time. Within a 
few years a large part of the Harari architectural patrimony could definitively be lost. 

 The results of our study, based on a multi-purpose GIS application, show in 
dramatic fashion both the precious cultural heritage of the city and the serious problems 
concerning preservation and conservation of its patrimony. Density of population and 
quality of environmental conditions are two of the main challenges to face. 

Preservation of the cultural Harari achievements is an urgent task of the Ethiopian 
and international community. 

Note on data presentation 
Numerical values concerning population data have been divided into classes and the 
classes have been used to shade areas on the map. The legends on the left side of each 
map list the range of data values that each color represents. Class breaks, i.e., where to 
end one data range and where to begin the next, have been defined using characteristics 
of the data values shown on the map and knowledge about the map theme. All data sets 
(percent and density) have been rounded to one decimal. 
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Note on maps 

Please note colour version of the following maps are available in the online version of 
this paper.  See www.svt.ntnu.no/ices2007 
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