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URBAN MUTATION IN ALGERIA: THE FUNCTIONAL EVOLUTION
OF ALI MENDJELI

The dominant function of a city plays a crucial role in shaping its identity, influencing how it is perceived and experienced, and
ultimately guiding its growth. The new town of Ali Mendjeli, located in northeastern Algeria, was established as a strategic response
to Constantine’s urban saturation, housing shortages, and increasing vulnerability to natural hazards, particularly landslides. Selected
for its geographic proximity to Constantine and its availability of low-yield land, the site was planned to accommodate 300,000
residents across 1,500 hectares, in line with national decentralization and balanced development policies.

This study adopts a multidisciplinary methodology, including literature review, analysis of urban master plans, field observa-
tions, and interviews, to explore the city’s functional evolution. Initially conceived as a residential relocation zone, Ali Mendjeli has
undergone a dynamic transformation. By 2020, its population reached 461,885 with over 73,000 housing units. It evolved into a
major academic center, hosting two university poles and receiving more than 30,000 students daily surpassing Constantine in student
influx. This educational shift has significantly reinforced its regional influence. In parallel, a growing commercial function has
emerged, reflected in the development of seven operational malls and nine more in planning or construction. This shift is largely
driven by the retail decline in Constantine’s center, prompting traders to relocate. Ritaj Mall, for instance, illustrates this trend with a
strong attraction rate of 2.59 and a commercial environment dominated by non-food stores (72.2%).

Ali Mendjeli’s transformation from a residential extension to a vibrant academic and commercial hub highlights the importance
of functional diversity in forging a city’s identity. These evolving roles not only enhance urban resilience but also strengthen the
city's capacity to serve as a self-sustaining and integrated urban pole within Algeria’s national urban network, raising important
questions about its next phase of transformation and future identity.

Keywords: urban transformation, urban planning, functional identity, Ali Mendjeli, residential function, commercial function,
university function.
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1. Introduction rebalancing and sustainable development. The case of

The creation of new cities is often envisioned as a Constantine is particularly emblematic. Several interre-
strategic response to the complex challenges faced by lated factors contributed to the decision to establish the
existing urban centers. These cities are typically de- new city of Ali Mendjeli. First, Constantine faces recur-
signed using the latest planning theories and aim to em- rent and severe landslide hazards due to unstable geolog-
body an ideal urban model, one that overcomes the limi- ical formations, a situation exacerbated by seismic ac-
tations of older cities. Despite these ambitions, many tivity and climate change. Approximately 12% of the
new cities around the world, including those in Algeria, built area, around 736 hectares, is classified as unstable,
have not been immune to issues affecting the quality of leading to repeated damage to housing and infrastructure
urban life. This highlights the ongoing need to rethink (Machane et al., 2008). Second, the city has experienced
urban planning approaches in order to meet evolving urban saturation, with its land portfolio exhausted for
development goals. In Algeria, the establishment of new over two decades, leaving little room for safe and sus-
cities forms part of a broader strategy aimed at address- tainable expansion (Benidir, 2007). This spatial con-
ing the persistent urban pressures experienced since straint coincided with overpopulation and a deepening
independence. Major cities like Algiers, Oran, Constan- housing crisis, driven by rapid urbanization, rural exo-
tine, and Annaba continue to attract large populations dus, and continuous demographic growth. These pres-
due to their concentration of services and economic sures significantly strained the city’s infrastructure and
activities. However, these cities often struggle to absorb public services (Belguidoum, 2021).
this growth, resulting in spatial and functional imbalanc- Finally, this local context aligned with a broader na-
es across the national territory (Ballout, 2014). To cor- tional orientation toward a polarized urban policy, pro-
rect this, the Algerian government has promoted the moting decentralization and balanced regional develop-
creation of new urban poles as instruments of spatial ment.
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As part of this strategy, satellite towns like Ali
Mendjeli were planned to reduce pressure on large urban
centers while supporting a more equitable and sustaina-
ble urban network across the country.

In this context, the article focuses on the new city of
Ali Mendjeli, with particular attention to the role of its
primary function in shaping urban identity and guiding
development. By examining how the city has evolved
from a residential extension into an emerging academic
and commercial hub, this study explores whether such
functional mutations reinforce or compromise the city’s
founding objectives. How has the dominant function of
Ali Mendjeli changed over time, and what does this
evolution reveal about the formation of a new urban
identity?

This article adopts an interdisciplinary methodology
combining literature review, analysis of urban planning
documents, field observations, and semi-structured in-
terviews. In addition, the study draws on insights from a
previous research project (survey) that examined the
impact of shopping malls in Ali Mendjeli on economic,
spatial, and social dynamics. That study employed ques-
tionnaires targeting both traders and clients, revealing
that 75% of respondents identified “commercial pur-
pose” as their main reason for being in the city. This
unexpected finding inspired the core question of the
current article: if Ali Mendjeli was initially planned as a
residential extension to relieve pressure on Constantine,
has it since undergone a functional shift toward com-

merce and what does this say about the city’s evolving
identity?

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Residential Function as a Foundational Pil-
lar of Ali Mendjeli

2.1.1. From Concept to Reality: Origins and Evo-
lution of Ali Mendjeli

Establishing the new city of Ali Mendjeli emerged
as a strategic response to Constantine's urban constraints,
driven by two main factors: the need to contain the city's
rapid urban expansion and to centralize reconstruction
efforts within a unified, well-planned urban area. Locat-
ed about 13-15 km south of Constantine on the Ain El
Bey plateau, the site was selected for its large flat sur-
face, good construction potential, and lack of prior ur-
banization. Originally overlooked due to its remoteness
and low population density, the plateau's 1,500 hectares,
out of a 6,000-hectare land reserve, proved ideal for a
new city that could accommodate continuous develop-
ment. The urban design was structured into 20 neighbor-
hood units, with additional southern and western exten-
sions, aiming to create a balanced city offering both
housing and employment opportunities. Strategically
positioned near major transport arteries, including the
East-West highway, National Road 79, and the province
Road 101, as well as proximity to Mohamed Boudiaf
Airport, Ali Mendjeli was envisioned not only as a resi-
dential relief zone for Constantine's overcrowded center
but also as a self-sufficient urban pole (Lakehal, 2020;
Mazouz, 2013).

Table 1

Timeline of Planning and Implementation of Ali Mendjeli
Source: Kassah Laouar, 2007 based on the monograph of the province of Constantine

Year Action

1974 | Initial planning for the new city was assigned to the local study office CADAT (now URBACO), with Czech
experts conducting the study under the Urban Master Plan.

1982 | Proposal for constructing a new city was formalized; initial studies were completed and a site selected based
on the Master Plan guidelines.

1983 | The Council of Ministers decided on May 22 to resume and continue planning studies for the new city on the
current site.

1988 | Interministerial decree No. 16 (January 18) approved studies covering Constantine and its surroundings with-
in a 20 km radius.

1990 | URBACO was tasked by local authorities with launching operational studies to allocate land for developers.

1991 | URBACO presented two options for city development (35,000 or 52,000 housing units). The province opted
to launch construction in Neighborhood Unit 06.

1992 | Multiple meetings led to decisions: adopting BNEDER’s proposal, coordinating between PUD and BNEDER
studies, launching a national seminar and urban design competition, forming a follow-up committee (March
28).

1993 | On February 22, a management office for the new city was proposed, and provisional land reservation was
enacted by decree No. 93/10910 (May 5). Housing and infrastructure development continued.

1994 | The first Land Occupation Plan (POS) was released by the Urban Planning Directorate in November.

1995 | On April 4, a meeting adapted the POS zoning and central layout to align with CW 101 road profile.

1998 | Creation of the new city was officially approved by Interministerial Decree No. 16 (January 28).

1999 | The first residents settled in Ali Mendjeli.

2000 | Official inauguration and naming of the city as "Ali Mendjeli" by the President; coordination cell established
in the city.

2001 | National seminar titled "Why a New City?" held on May 22-23 by the Land Use Planning Lab, Faculty of
Earth Sciences.

2002 | New Cities Law enacted to define legal conditions for establishing and developing new cities in Algeria.
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2.1.2. Distribution of Housing Program Types in
Neighborhood Unit 06

The initial phase of the relocation process to the
new city commenced in Neighborhood Unit 06, with
priority given to residents affected by landslides. Within
this unit, the social housing program comprises 1,701
units, accounting for 61.25% of the total housing units in
the unit neighborhood. Social housing, in this context,
refers to a government-subsidized housing initiative
aimed at providing affordable homes for low-income
families. The participatory social housing program in-
cludes 964 units, or 34.72% of the total, while the pro-
motional housing program consists of 112 units, repre-
senting 4.03% of the overall housing in the unit (Kassah
Laouar, 2007).

2.1.3. Population development of Ali Mendjeli

Between 1999 and 2003, a total of 7,618 socio-
rental units were allocated in Ali Mendjeli for relocated

families. Of these, 3,500 units were provided to families
from slums, 2,997 to those from the old city and Cashah,
and 1,121 units to landslide victims from Saint-Jean.
These relocations played a crucial role in addressing the
housing crises faced by displaced populations in Con-
stantine, particularly for those living in precarious condi-
tions or affected by natural disasters. Between 2008 and
2012, Ali Mendjeli experienced significant population
growth driven by waves of relocation. In 2008, the popu-
lation stood at 61,075, but by 2012, it had surged to
211,360. This sharp increase can be attributed to planned
relocations, particularly for residents of slums and areas
prone to landslides in Constantine. The relocation efforts
were intensified in 2012, with a focus on addressing the
housing needs of vulnerable populations. These reset-
tlements were a major factor in the rapid demographic
growth of Ali Mendjeli, transforming the city into a
central hub for displaced populations (URBACO 2020).

Table 2
Population development of Ali Mendjeli between 1998 and 2020
Source: URBACO 2020
Years 1998 | 1999 | 2001 2003 2008 2010 2012 2014 2018 2020
Population 0 7,505 | 25,115 | 31,425 | 61,075 | 68,546 | 211,360 | 369,510 | 431,726 | 461,885

Between 2008 and 2020, Ali Mendjeli saw remark-
able growth, with its population rising from 61,075 to
461,885, an increase of approximately 656.3%. In con-
trast, Constantine experienced a population decline of
around -9.6%, dropping from approximately 520,000 to
470,000 residents. This sharp contrast highlights the
effectiveness of relocation policies and the strategic role
of Ali Mendjeli in alleviating the pressure on the mother
city, Constantine. The goal of addressing housing short-
ages and improving living conditions for the relocated
victims and those at risk of landslide was clearly
achieved, as the city's population growth reflected the
success of these initiatives in meeting the needs of resi-
dents and reducing overcrowding in the urban core.

2.2. The University Function: Ali Mendjeli as an
Academic Hub

Ali Mendjeli has established itself as a major uni-
versity city in eastern Algeria, significantly influencing
student mobility patterns at both regional and national
levels. The city hosts two major institutions of higher
education: University of Salah Boubnider Constantine 3
(situated in the Northern extension of Ali Mendjeli) and
University of Abdelhamid Mehri Constantine 2 (in
Neighborhood Unit 03), each comprising numerous
specialized faculties that cater to a wide range of aca-
demic disciplines. These universities encompass a broad
spectrum of fields, with key faculties including the Fac-
ulty of Medicine, Architecture and Urbanism, Faculty of
Engineering, Faculty of Information Sciences and Com-
munication, Faculty of Political Science, and the Faculty
of Economic, Commercial, and Management Sciences.
The presence of institutes such as the Institute of Urban
Techniques Management and the Institute of Physical
Education and Sports Sciences further enriches the aca-
demic offering in Ali Mendjeli. Approximately 30,278
students travel to the city to pursue their studies daily.
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Most of these students (56.69%) come from other prov-
inces, reflecting Ali Mendjeli’s status as a national aca-
demic destination (Acherard et al., 2020). Additionally,
37.73% originate from neighboring communes within
the Constantine grouping and 5.11% from other com-
munes in the province of Constantine. Although interna-
tional students represent only 0.47%, their presence
underscores the growing global relevance of Ali
Mendjeli’s educational institutions. In contrast, only
1,771 students leave Ali Mendjeli daily to attend univer-
sities in Constantine, highlighting the city’s growing
academic self-sufficiency. Internal mobility is also nota-
ble, with students commuting within Ali Mendjeli to
attend various faculties, supported by a developing local
transport infrastructure. These figures confirm Ali
Mendjeli’s evolution into a dominant university center,
contributing substantially to regional development and
academic advancement (Sidi Boumedine, 2017; Kassah
Laouar, 2007).

2.3. The Rise of Ali Mendjeli as a Commercial
Hub

As part of a field survey in order to understand the
multifunctional role of the malls, conducted with 125
individuals in Ali Mendjeli, respondents were asked to
identify their primary purpose for being in the area. The
results reveal that while 35.4% indicated residential
reasons and 26.1% educational, a notable 32.7% cited
commercial activities as their primary motive. This sub-
stantial percentage underscores the growing role of Ali
Mendjeli as a commercial hub within the region, high-
lighting the increasing centrality of commerce in shaping
the city's urban dynamics and spatial practices (Figure
1). Ali Mendjeli demonstrates strong regional appeal,
attracting 44.8% local visitors and 7.7% international
ones (from Tunisia, Libya, and France). This is largely
due to the dominance of non-food trade (72%), with an
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attraction force of 2.59 confirming the mall’s solid
commercial pull (Figure 2).

Even though the functionality shifted from residen-
tial to university, it did not drastically affect Ali
Mendjeli's urban structure. The emergence of the com-
mercial function has significantly transformed the city,
revealing a clear divergence between the original urban
planning framework and the evolving reality (Yahi et al.,

40%
30%
20%

10%

” u

Residential Commercial Educational Other

Figure 1. The place of residence of visitors
Source: edited by the authors based on the survey

Public transport infrastructure was also reinforced
by introducing 15 urban bus lines operated by both pub-
lic and private sectors. The nearby Ali Mendjeli land
station, spanning 2,300 square meters, has become a
major regional transport node, connecting the city to
surrounding provinces through 63 bus lines and 385
buses, serving nearly one million passengers annually
(Douichen et al., 2023). Though not originally planned,
these commercial developments have driven substantial
urban transformations, compelling the municipality to
expand infrastructure and adapt spatial planning strate-
gies. According to Zorgane et al. (2022), traders from the

2020). Initially planned with a focus on housing and
academic institutions, the city's development trajectory
changed with the rise of unplanned commercial hubs like
Ritaj Mall and "Yes Mall." A key indicator of this shift
is the expansion of the tramway line, which grew from
7.8 kmin 2013 to 17.2 km by 2021, notably extending to
the University of Abdelhamid-Mehri (urbanrail.net).

Outside Algeria [l
Outside Ali Mendjeli city but
within Constantine province _

In another province

Within Ali Mendjeli city [

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Figure 2. Reasons for being in Ali Mendjeli city
Source: edited by the authors based on the survey

historic center of Constantine began relocating their
businesses to Ali Mendjeli, driven by changing consum-
er preferences and the growing appeal of the new malls.
The success of these commercial centers has not only
reoriented economic flows but also influenced consumer
behavior, notably increasing nighttime shopping activity.
The commercial function has thus become a core driver
of Ali Mendjeli's economic and urban identity, requiring
a more integrated and flexible approach to sustainable
city planning. And table 3 shows how the success of the
existing malls contributed to the emergence of additional
shopping hubs.

Table 3
Status of Malls in Ali Mendjeli
Source: edited by the authors based on Interview 2
Mall Status Name Location
1 - El-Ritaj NU06
2 — Ritaj Mall NU02
3 - Yes Mall NU02
4 — Sans Visa Mall NUO07
Existing Malls 5 — Salah Bey Mall NUO07
6 — La Coupole Mall NUO07
7 — Oscar Shopping Mall West extension
8 — Square Shopping (180 stores - open market) NU20
1 — Zekara Mall NU18
Malls Under Construction 2 — Shahla Mall NU10
3 —2bm Mall NU15
1 — El Medina shopping (300 stores-open market) West extension
2 — Not Named yet West extension
3 — Not Named yet West extension
Planned Malls 4 — Not Named yet South extension
5 — Big Boss Mall NU15
6 — Not Named yet NU10
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3. Conclusion

Tracking functional shifts in urban planning is es-
sential to understanding how cities evolve and respond to
changing social, economic, and spatial dynamics. In the
case of Ali Mendjeli, the city’s trajectory from a primari-
ly residential function, focused on relocation and hous-
ing relief to becoming a university city and later a com-
mercial hub reveals how layered and dynamic urban
identities can become. Each of these functions has re-
shaped the city’s landscape: housing initiatives laid the
demographic foundation, academic institutions attracted
a young and mobile population, and the rise of com-
merce stimulated regional integration and economic

activity. These transitions not only reflect policy deci-
sions and investment strategies but also reconfigure how
residents and visitors experience the city. They affect
everything from infrastructure demands to cultural pat-
terns, ultimately defining Ali Mendjeli's identity as a
multifunctional urban center. This raises a forward-
looking question: What will be the next dominant func-
tion for Ali Mendjeli? Will it emerge as a healthcare
hub, a tech center, or a cultural capital? Recognizing
these evolving functions allows planners and policymak-
ers to anticipate needs, design adaptive strategies, and
ensure sustainable urban growth while preserving and
enhancing the city’s unique identity.
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MICBKA MYTANIA B AJI'KKUPIL: ®YHKIIOHAJIBHA EBOJIIONIA AJII MEHIKEJIT

Jominyroda (yHKIIS MicTa Biflirpae BUpIIIaNbHY pojib Y (OpPMyBaHHI HOrO iAEHTUYHOCTI, BIUIMBAIOYH HA Te, K HOTO CHpHIii-
MaroTh Ta NEePEKUBAIOTh, 1 3PEIITO0 CIIPSIMOBYIOUHN Horo 3pocTaHHs. HoBe MicTo Ani MeHpkei, po3TamoBane Ha MIBHIYHOMY CXOJi
Amxupy, 6yJ0 CTBOPEHO SIK CTpaTeTiuHy BiIIIOBiIb Ha NepeHacHueHHs ypOanizarii Micta KoncranTiHa, 1einnT XHUTiIa Ta 3pOCcTaro-
9y BPa3JMBICTb 0 CTHXIHHHX JHX, 30KpeMa 3cyBiB. O6paHe depes reorpadiday 61u3bKicTh 10 KOHCTaHTIHM Ta HasBHICTH HU3BKOII-
POIYKTHBHHX 3€Mellb, Y IIbOMY MicIli mianyBanocs posmictut 300 000 sxuteniB Ha 1500 rektapax, BiIOBIIHO 70 HAliOHATBHOT
MOJIITUKY JICICHTpati3alii Ta 30aJaHCOBAaHOTO PO3BHTKY.

Lle mocmimkeHHS BUKOPHCTOBYE MIKIHCIHUILTIHAPHY METOMOJIOTIIO, BKIIOYAIOUH OTJI JIITepaTypH, aHali3 TeHepalbHUX ILIa-
HIB MICT, ITOJIbOBI CIIOCTEPEXKCHHS Ta iHTEPB'IO AJIs BUBYCHHS (YHKIIOHATIBHOI eBOMIOLi] MicTa. CrioyaTky 3agyMaHe K 30Ha KHUTIIO-
BOTO TepecenieHHs, Al MeHmkeni 3a3HaB quHamiuHOi TpaHcdopmanii. [lo 2020 poky Horo HaceneHHs nocsario 461 885 oci6 Ha
noHayq 73 000 »HUTJIOBUX OAMHMIL. BOHO IepeTBOpUIIOCS Ha BENUKHH aKaIeMiuyHMI LEHTp, ¢ pO3TallOBaHi JBa yHIBEPCHUTETCHKI
LEeHTpH, Ta moaHs npuiiMae moHax 30 000 cryzeHTiB, nepeBniyoun KoHCTaHTIHy 3a NMPUILIMBOM CTyneHTIB. Lleil ocBiTHIH 3cyB
3HAYHO IIOCWJIMB HOTO perioHabHUH BIUTHB. [lapanensHo 3'sBHIacs 3pocTaroyda KoMepuiiiHa (yHKILIs, 0 BiT0OPaXa€eThCs y pO3BH-
TKY CEMH JIFOYMX TOPTOBEJbHX IIEHTPIB Ta IIe JeB'TH, 10 IepedyBaroTh y cTalil IianyBaHHs abo OyniBHuITBA. Lleli 3cyB 3HaUHOIO
MIpOI0 3yMOBJICHHH CIIaZioM po3apiOHOI Toprieii B meHTpi KoHcTaHTiHM, 0 CHIOHYKae TOProBuiB 1o nepeizny. Hanpukian, Topro-
Buil neHTp Ritaj Mall imocTpye 1m0 TEHICHIIIO 3 BUCOKUM KOedilieHTOM MpuBadauBOCTI 2,59 Ta KOMEPUIHHUM CepelOBUIIEM, 1€
JIOMIHYIOTb HETIPOJOBOIbYI Marasutu (72,2%).

Tpanchopmanis Ani MeHmkeni 3 )KHUTI0BOI QYHKIIT HA SICKpaBH aKkaJeMIYHHNA Ta KOMEPIIMHUHA HEHTpP MiAKPECTIOE BaKIH-
BiCTh (DYHKI[IOHAJIFHOTO Pi3HOMAaHITTA Y (JOpMyBaHHI iJeHTUYHOCTI MicTa. Lli poi, o po3BUBAIOTHCS, HE JIMIIE MiABUIIYIOTH CTii-
KIiCTh MicTa, ajie i 3MIIHIOIOTh HOr0 31aTHICTh CIY>KUTH CAMOAOCTATHIM Ta IHTETPOBAaHUM MICHKMM MOJIOCOM Y PaMKax HalliOHAJIb-
HOI MiCBKOI Mepexi AJDKUPY, 10 TOPYIIy€e BOXXIMBI MATAHHS 10JI0 HACTYITHOTO eTamy Horo TpancdopmMarii Ta Maiil0yTHBOI i1eHTH-
YHOCTI.

Karwuogi ciioBa: micbxa mpancgopmayis, micoke naanysanus, QyHkyionanvha ioenmuunicms, Ani Mendoceni, acumnosa ¢y-
HKYIA, KOMepYIliHa PYHKYIA, YHIBEPCUMEmMCbKa QYHKYIA.
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