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Abstract: This article discusses the actors’ controversies on the suburban development in the southern vicinity of Fez (the commune of Ain 
Chkef, Morocco). These controversies are heavily affecting the local development and impose costly burdens in terms of impacts on local 
systems. 
They were analyzed in this article using a synthetic spatial methodology based on socio-spatial data and cartography by ArcGis. The role of 
terrestrial property on actors’ intense controversies in the area is discussed in terms of the opportunities it offers for investment and as con-
flicts’ factor between rights’ holders, operators and other developing actors. Controversies are sometimes linked to issues of land value, the 
development of activities (gentrification, activity zones and actors contesting positions), and to the location of major equipment or environ-
mental resources. The governance and steering of local development under these conditions is complex, because the decision-maker should 
assimilate the actors’ needs and all influencing parameters in the suburbs, to develop the convergent governance suggested as a solution. It 
includes clear visions, a further knowledge of territorial stakes, the key factors of the territorial management and the causes and motivations 
of the actors’ controversies to find adapted solutions and answers to their questions. Convergent governance must be anticipative, commu-
nicative and able to create the actors’ convergences.
Suburbs’ complex realities may therefore be best understood using the convergent governance approach with a further consideration of 
relationality and territoriality that integrate the local, regional and external contextual influencing factors.

Key Words: Suburb; social factors; territorial management; local development.

LAS CONTROVERSIAS DE LOS ACTORES Y LA GOBERNANZA TERRITORIAL EN LAS CERCANÍAS DEL SUR 
DE FEZ (MARRUECOS)
Resumen: Este artículo analiza las controversias de los actores sobre el desarrollo suburbano en las cercanías del sur de Fez (la comuna de 
Ain Chkef, Marruecos). Estas controversias están afectando en gran medida el desarrollo local e imponen cargas costosas en términos de 
impactos en los sistemas locales.
Se analizan en este artículo estas controversias utilizando una metodología espacial sintética basada en datos socio-espaciales y cartografía de 
ArcGis. El papel de la propiedad de la tierra en las intensas controversias de los actores en el área se discute en términos de las oportunidades 

Copyright: ©2022 CSIC. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 
4.0) License.

https://doi.org/10.3989/estgeogr.2022126.126
mailto:mariam.akdim@usmba.ac.ma
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7332-299
mailto:aboubakr.sabiri@flsh.um5.ac.ma
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6030-2690
mailto:hamid.akdim@usmba.ac.ma
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5154-7220
mailto:anouar.alami@usmba.ac.ma
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3951-9382
https://doi.org/10.3989/estgeogr.2022126.126
https://doi.org/10.3989/estgeogr.2022126.126


Estudios Geográficos, 83 (293), julio-diciembre 2022, e120. ISSN: 0014-1496 | eISSN: 1988-8546. https://doi.org/10.3989/estgeogr.2022126.126

MARIAM AKDIM, SABIRI ABOUBAKR, HAMID AKDIM AND ANOUAR ALAMI

2

que ofrece para la inversión y como un factor de conflicto entre los titulares de derechos, operadores y otros actores en desarrollo. Las 
controversias a veces están vinculadas a cuestiones relacionadas con el valor de la tierra, el desarrollo de actividades (gentrificación, zonas 
de actividad y actores que disputan puestos), y a la ubicación de equipos principales o recursos ambientales. La gobernanza y la dirección del 
desarrollo local en estas condiciones es compleja, ya que el tomador de decisiones debe asimilar las necesidades de los actores y todos los 
parámetros que influyen en los suburbios, para desarrollar la gobernanza convergente sugerida como una solución. Incluye visiones claras, un 
mayor conocimiento de los intereses territoriales, los factores clave de la gestión territorial y las causas y motivaciones de las controversias de 
los actores para encontrar soluciones y respuestas adaptadas a sus preguntas. La gobernanza convergente debe ser anticipativa, comunicativa 
y capaz de crear las convergencias de los actores.
Por lo tanto, las realidades complejas de los suburbios pueden entenderse mejor utilizando el enfoque de gobernanza convergente con una 
consideración adicional de la relación y la territorialidad que integran los factores de influencia contextuales locales, regionales y externos.

Palabras Clave: Factores Sociales; Suburbio; territorial management; Desarrollo Local.

INTRODUCTION

The scientific debate and literature related to the ter-
ritorial governance is plethoric. Considerable progress 
had been obtained in its paradigms and concepts’ ap-
prehension (global governance, transboundary govern-
ance, interactive governance, corporate governance, 
associative governance, relational governance, co-
governance, governance by contract, governance from 
inside, adaptive governance, integrated governance, 
etc.). Actors› controversies stimulated several scientific 
tensions and debates (Loconto et al., 2020, p. 2). In the 
developed countries they are regulated and framed by 
laws and pacts (Antonescu, 2014; Counsell and Haugh-
ton, 2006). Following the evolution of rules, economies 
and societal paradigms in managing land property and 
resources’ use, the territorial governance is valued as 
a multidisciplinary concept in spatial economic, geo-
graphic, urbanity or architectural studies. Spatiality is 

more apprehended at different scales of investigation. 
In a world scale for example, Grataloup and Margolin 
(1987, p. 66) mentioned the importance of networking 
in the third world and difficulties to find spatial limits 
because it is heterogeneous and composed of diverse 
socioeconomic, cultural and environmental entities. In 
local scale, specific models were developed to appre-
hend the controversies of actors due to their diverse in-
terests and the dynamic balances in the area. The gov-
ernance of local productive systems was suggested for 
local development led by small and medium enterpris-
es in industry and innovation. It may be integrated in 
training for performance of firms and economic sectors 
(Guidetti and Mazzanti, 2007, p. 892). Newman (2000) 
focused on the changing patterns of regional govern-
ance in Europe, due its contextual change. In suburbs, 
it reveals the complex system of actors’ relations, and 
heterogeneous interactions adopted or imposed in the 

TABLE 1. 
THE CONCEPTUAL EVOLUTION OF THE TERRITORIAL GOVERNANCE PARADIGM

Contributions to the conceptualization of the paradigm References 

Trajectory of networks along actors’ controversies and translation of logics Callon (1986).

The third world networking and spatiality (Du puzzle au réseau). Grataloup and Margolin (1987). 

Local industrial systems in France: a new development model that needs new local governance. Courlet and Pecqueur (1992).

The Actor-Network Theory applied to land cover mapping projects. Comber et al (2003)

Adaptive management or leading change by integrating knowledge issued from practice. Quinn (2004)

Social media and the Actor Network Theory (the path dependency). Callon (2006).

Designing good urban governance indicators: The importance of citizen participation and its evaluation Stewart (2006).

Adaptive management including knowledge emerging from practice, among its objectives.  Quinn (2004.  
Cordonnier and Gosselin (2009). 

The Actor-Network Theory (ANT) applied to cultural districts Arnaboldi and Spiller (2011)

The Convergence of Corporate Governance Promise and Prospects. Rasheed and Yoshikawa (2012)

Postmodern territorialities. Giraut (2013).

Integrated urban governance and urban economy Valeriu et al. (2015).

How governance influences the components of sustainable urban development? Rasoolimanesh et al. (2019a and 2019b).

Co-governance of Smart Bike-Sharing Schemes based on Consumers’ Perspective Chen and Ting (2020).

Rurbanisation and suburbia Dembski et al. (2020).
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management of territorial systems, including peripher-
ies.  Callon (1986) studied the trajectories of networks 
along actors controversies, and the translation of log-
ics. The urban and suburban literature has increasingly 
recognized the importance of integrating actors’ logics 
and even their culture and interests with other value 
chains in landscape planning. Arnaboldi and Spiller 
(2011, p. 641) applied the Actor-Network Theory (ANT) 
to apprehend the cultural districts « by deploying three 
ANT rules: enrolling actors, fact-building and circulating 
translations. These rules are used to define a “condi-
tional path” whereby specific actions are activated 
when controversies emerge».

Giraut (2013, p. 302) apprehend territorial com-
plexity and Territorial Postmodernity focusing on the 
relevance of the concept of “multi-sited territory’’ 
and the specification of spatial entities perceived with 
modern ways. McFarlane (2011, p. 204) recommend-
ed further studies to apprehend the critical urbanism, 
using the assemblage approach in urbanism to focus 
on socio-material interactions and distribution. 

More recently Rasoolimanesh et al. (2019 b) appre-
hend the question of how the governance influences the 
components of sustainable urban development? Their 
findings reveal the negative effects of governance on the 
social development, inclusion, and economic develop-
ment components of sustainable urban development 
(SUD). These results though issued from case studies in 
several countries are reviewed in the present study led in 
Aïn Chkef, a small urban center developed in the south-
ern suburbs area at the vicinity of Fez (Morocco). 

Though the public investment in the commune of 
Ain Chkef (Ain Chkef center and Ras El Ma) are huge, 
severe problems of social inclusion and economic de-
velopment remain unsolved due to the local govern-
ance facing the problems of projects’ coordination 
and the actors’ controversies and conflicts on lands 
and resources. The sustainable development in such 
cases is often conditioned by the knowledge of the ac-
tors’ logics and how they may be adapted to improve 
the ongoing complex territorial systems by different 
stakeholders’ collaboration.

This paper deals with the suburban governance 
problems in Ain Chkef center, where the planned 
urban pole (a major development program in action 
since 2006) face serious problems in achieving its 
goals of integration, economic development and so-
cial inclusion.  In the first part of the article, a litera-
ture review is cited to frame the urban development 
problems explaining the research questions, and how 

adopted governance include failing germs. The study 
area presentation is a geographic description focus-
ing on apprehensive environmental, social and spatial 
elements and the methodology adopted in the study.

The second part of the article presents the acquired 
data in terms of territorial problematic sectors re-
vealing types of actors’ conflicts. These sectors are 
mapped and located using the homogenic sectors ap-
proach provided by the ArcGis GIS tools. The diversity 
of concerned actors in territorial development is also 
enlightened to show the complexity that urban gov-
ernance should apprehend in this area. The third part 
of article is a further discussion providing compre-
hensive elements that explain such situations and the 
convergent governance is argued to be the adequate 
model of governance in this complex area.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND FIELD WORK 

The Moroccan spatial change in the last decades 
seem positively affected by the major public infra-
structure investments and the economic reforms that 
favor investment in the urban peripheries. However, 
the social mixite and inequalities in public equipment 
do not favor their territorial development. 

The adopted regional approach and administrative 
decentralization improved the territorial governance 
since the start of the democratic and regional politics 
after 1975, but actors’ engagement and their capabili-
ties remain problematic as illustrated by the ongoing 
urban management and governance. As a result, the 
equity in terms of social and economic impacts of the 
development projects either in urban or in rural areas 
was subject of critics (Rapport du Développement Hu-
main, 2006; Haut Commissariat au Plan, 2003: 2014). 
The public efforts to reduce poverty face serious chal-
lenges because the gap was huge. 

Several economic, social and environmental prob-
lems for example appear, mainly in marginal areas such 
as in mountain, periphery regions and suburbs. Most of 
Moroccan metropolitan cities are surrounded by poor 
spatial crowns, slums or unequipped rural areas. Sub-
urban centers were developed to offer proximity ser-
vices but remain unable to satisfy the residents’ needs 
and improve the population’s wellbeing. Since 2005 
the National Initiative of Human Development planned 
several programs to reduce such inequalities and fa-
vor social inclusion, the country is engaged to attain 
the Millennium Development Goals and the elected 
communities and public administrations engage equip-
ment programs to face territorial disparities. However, 
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in some cases, the results are not optimal as several 
projects fail. In most cases, the adopted governance is 
cited among responsible factors. The Country Program 
for Morocco, signed with OECD in 2019, builds on the 
following four main pillars:

• Public governance, integrity and the fight 
against corruption.

• Economic growth, investment and taxation.

• Human capital, including education and gender 
equality.

• Territorial development. 

In terms of political economy, the governance and 
territorial development equity are still serious ques-
tions in Morocco. In the urban suburbs at the vicinity 
of Fez, several factors including the social and eco-
nomic practices are considerably affecting the territo-
rial development.

Among the eight communes chosen in the area, Ain 
Chkef is the most quickly developing due to its prox-
imity to the metropolis and the advantages it offers 
considering its environmental context (the main for-
est and springs of the area). Its population increased 
6.4% between 1994 and 2004 and 4.12 between 2004 
and 2014. It is the highest rate compared to the rates 
calculated for other communes of Fez. 

The case study of Aïn Chkef at the vicinity of Fez is 
an inspirative case to apprehend realities in the light 
of the actor network theory (Comber et al., 2003, p. 
299) and the critical urban theory adapted to the ur-
ban assemblage theory (McFarlane, 2011, p. 204) to 
test how such social theories may frame the ongoing 

processes. The center is a significant case where social 
practices affect efforts of institutional actors in urban 
development. In terms of equity and social integra-
tion, the acquired results remain modest. The situa-
tion’s diagnostic shows that applied urban solutions 
in the center need further knowledge of causes and 
adapted management tools, with open and participa-
tory approaches (Akdim, 2020). 

The studied area is framed by the limits of Aïn Chkef 
commune territory and contain two major small cent-
ers formed by the agglomeration of Ras El Ma and Ain 
Chkef . It is located in the administrative subdivision of 
Moulay Yacoub Province, in the southern zone of Fez, 
10 kilometers far from the city, on the Saïs plain. Ain 
Chkef forms the main center of the commune, where 
most administrative services are located.  

However, the main center of Aïn Chkef, moderni-
zation introduced by the urban plan following a top-
down approach, faces problems at the executive 
phase because projects (infrastructures, urban zon-
ing, location of public equipment, etc.) are considered 
as administrative decisions without prepared guaran-
tees to ensure their success. In fact, a part of the local 
population districts the projects as they weaken the 
original social rules between individuals who build 
systems of tribal and tradition of land use throughout 
centuries.  The modern conception of the territorial 
development and governance fails to establish a new 
social and territorial inclusive system that will meet 
the needs of actors, who have different aspirations 
and interests.

Land property in these rural areas is influenced by 
the settlement evolution and local history. Even the 

TABLE 2. 
DEMOGRAPHIC EVOLUTION OF THE SUBURBAN RURAL COMMUNES IN FEZ VICINITY (GENERAL CENSUS OF POPULA-

TION AND HABITAT 1994, 2004 AND 2014)

Provinces
Peripheric Communes 
of Fez

Inhabitants in 1994 Inhabitants in 2004
Population increase
In %

Inhabitants in 2014
Population 
increase in %  

Fez  Province

Oulad Tayeb 13583 19144 3,5 24594 2,53

Ain Bida 5952 6854 1,4 7 843 1,35

Sidi Harazem 4461 5133 1,4 5 622 0,91

Sefrou Province Ain Cheggag 12602 15475 2,1 20456 2,82

Moulay Yacoub
Province

Moulay Yacoub (M) 2726 3153 1,5 4612 3,87

Ain Chkef 19626 36368 6,4 54477 4,12

Mikkes 7303 6773 -0,8 6089 -1,05

Sbaa Rouadi 17999 20695 1,4 23519 1,28

(M) Municipality
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settlement in the peripheral zone of the city of Fez is a 
composite and multi-ethnic domain, the most popula-
tion in the center is affiliated to the Oulad El Haj tribe. 
Its settlement is influenced by the turbulent history 
of the Saïs plain and its borders over the past three 
centuries. The main ethnic groups, Arabic-speaking 
and Amazigh-speaking, definitively established in this 
area are the Oudaya, the Oulad Lhaj, the Aït Ayach 
- Aït Ouallal and the Sjaa - Hamyane. Historical re-
sources (Knineh, 2005) describe the great movements 
of these tribes across the country. Some are from the 
South (Aït Ayach for example) and others are from 
the East and Southeast (Sjaa and Oulad Lhaj for ex-
ample). The events and the challenges of their settle-
ment in Saïs, especially in the 18th century and under 
the reign of the Alaoui Sultans Moulay Ismail and Sidi 
Mohamed Ben Abdellah are numerous. Along history 
the central government managed social - spatial bal-
ances, implementing a policy based on military action, 
the economy and the management of land potential. 
The land was thus distributed «for exploitation», in 
return for the services rendered to the government. 
Some villages are organized in farming cooperatives. 
In all cases, the groups benefit from using the land in 
the framework of a collective property status. None 
of them has individual land ownership right. An ethni-
cally composite country was therefore created around 
Fez. The ethnic groupings and the land property sta-
tus in the area are partly inherited from this turbulent 
historical evolution. The local populations considering 
themselves as “owners” of the land want to negotiate 
all territorial management authorities to suggest to 
be included in the urban center. 

The Aïn Chkef commune is chosen as the study area 
because it shows significant demographic indicators 
(Table 2) that influence urban and spatial evolution of 
suburbs.  

 It is a sensible area because as it knows a rapid ur-
banization process influenced by the human and eco-
nomic links with Fez and the potential development 
and advantages it offers to investors (land, plain mor-
phology, forest leisure opportunities, water resources 
and environment quality, etc.). However acute actors’ 
controversies have taken place in the center, because 
the changes underway lead to multiple challenges. 
Major stakeholder issues have developed around land 
property and exploitation, and suburban develop-
ment in the center of Ain Chkef, especially after the 
launch of the urban pole (or district) project and the 
major intervention of the Al Omrane Enterprise in the 
development of the site. Many controversies of actors 

have been aroused around the land because the ac-
tors act according to opportunities, acquired historic 
rights or even the games of power and politics.

The controversies of actors of the territory emerge 
from the divergences of interests and points of view 
on the questions of local development, equipment 
and regional planning. They sometimes diverge or 
oppose, creating controversies, which can defeat lo-
cal development initiatives, projects and processes, 
when the gaps are huge. Several situations of this 
type have been observed in the territory of the com-
mune of Aïn Chkef, where large-scale projects face 
real difficulties and are sometimes blocked (certain 
roads in the urban center are not completed in the 
center; the Ras El Ma industrial platform face devel-
opment problems). 

Successful local development thus faces challenges 
linked to conflicting actors. Several questions arise 
about the reasons for these blockages and their fac-
tors? How can we avoid, or solve, these problems? 
What governance can be effective in this regard? The 
challenges can be social, economic, spatial or environ-
mental and are constantly evolving. Their mastery is 
fundamental for relaunching the constructive dynam-
ics in accordance with the fixed objectives.

Selected illustrative models from the field will be 
presented to discuss the challenges of territorial 
governance by discussing the relationship between 
the Metropole Fez and its suburb agglomeration Aïn 
Chkef, the impact of central governance at the re-
gional and local levels and the apparent imbalances 
shown by various economic and social indicators. 

Several questions emerged, such as: 

• Why this suburban area with huge develop-
ment potential and geographic advantages of-
fered by the metropolis proximity and its rela-
tional impacts, is still slowly and economically 
growing? 

• Why backwardness and disparities emerge, 
even the center was planned to polarize the hu-
man and economic development in the area? 
This question justifies a comparative actors’ 
perceptions analysis of the ongoing governance 
relevance to understand causes of the problems.

• What are the main challenges of territorial gov-
ernance in a transition phase between the rural 
to the urban status of the center?

• What is the relevance of the governance tools 
used in the territorial development in Aïn 
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Chkef? are they transferable and useful else-
where?

• What prospects and future requirements such 
models require to guarantee their success in 
the future?

These topics were questioned because their an-
swers may contribute to attain the following ob-
jectives:

• identify, locate and understand controversies 
related to governance and territorial develop-
ment in the area.

• Apprehend the actors’ strategies in each situ-
ation.

• Discuss the projects’ problems linked to the 
governance and challenges.

• Analyze the alternative solutions and pertinent 
governance to be suggested in similar cases.

METHODOLOGY

The social and ecologic parameters and the inter-
actions in landscape are complex in several cases as 
their impacts may be visible or latent and may be 
affected by the policy strategies and actors’ master-
ing the change (Primdahl et al., 2013). Studying the 
territorial governance in such contexts is therefore 
multi-dimensional and needs synthetic approaches. 
Interviewing actors is a pertinent qualitative tech-
nique to study their perceptions (Seidman, 2006). 
Based on this postulate, the present study used sev-
eral tools considered pertinent in revealing the inter-
actions between different parameters. To understand 
how actors adapt their actions to better profit from 
the situation in the ongoing territorial management, a 
three steps approach have been adopted in the study. 

In the first step, the key parameters in the territorial 
management and governance in the area were identified, 
mapped and analyzed. They are the contextual environ-
mental, social, cultural, economic, institutional and legal 
factors. These factors may influence the territorial chal-
lenges, engender reason for actors’ controversies and im-
pulse development actions and actors’ adaptations. 

Either in field work or along the bibliographic re-
search data related to these factors have been col-
lected. The official documents illustrating public views 
for future development of the Aïn Chkef center were 
analyzed (the regional development plan, the Urban 
development plan, the municipal development plan). 
Demographic data was issued from the General Cen-

sus of Population and Habitat (2014) and further bib-
liographic review was realized. 

The second study phase was the interviews phase. 
It extended between 2018 and 2019. The major so-
cio-professional categories engaged in the territorial 
management in Aïn Chkef were targeted. 

The main criteria used to choose the interviewees 
were:

• the involvement in the center planning and 
land development activities in the commune of 
Aïn Chkef.

• The potential importance of the actor in the de-
velopment of prospective strategies.

• Legal, institutional, communication, social, land 
or financial skills to design or successfully im-
plement the developed processes.

• Have adequate information and confidence 
gained from other similar actors in their socio-
professional category.

Interviews were organized with three representa-
tive actors from each category. A total of 40 persons 
were selected based on the criteria cited above. 25% 
of them were female. The survey is designed and real-
ized considering its reliability and pertinence to pro-
duce actors’ points of views on the studied matter 
(Floyd and Fowler, 1995). The conversation guide does 
not present formal questions however each semi-
structured interview is organized around four major 
topics (socio-professional activities, urban challenges 
in the center, perspectives of the agglomeration de-
velopment, and actions that may be suggested as so-
lutions to better development to meet the population 
needs. The answers were tape - recorded and their 
content’s transcript was done later.

The third study phase consists in data analysis 
oriented to find the homogeneous territories, ac-
tors and effects of the ongoing governance in terms 
of projects execution. This approach facilitates the 
determination of the major point of views based on 
actors’ interests and strategies. Mapping and data 
analysis using the ArcGIS program were very use-
ful to clarify the spatial variations of the studied 
parameters. It also permits the identification of the 
sensible territorial sites that reflect the causes of 
controversies and actors’ conflicts. These sites were 
targeted using the actors’ perceptions analysis. The 
discussion of the results underlined useful elements 
for the alternative governance model elaboration. 
The top - down governance usually adopted was crit-
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icized and the convergent approach gains reason and 
become progressively consistent.

RESULTS

The Ain Chkef commune is located in the vicinity of 
Fez metropolis but it is not marginal considering the 
development opportunities it offers to its inhabitants 
and to Fez and its future potential role in the region-
al economy. However, it is facing several challenges 
where governance seems to be a central factor that 
affects the dynamics of the territorial development.

Both in Aïn Chkef and Ras El Ma centers, the ob-
served projects’ blockages illustrate problems of terri-
torial governance. In the case of Ras El Ma, the indus-
trial zone has been incomplete to date, and has steered 
controversy between various actors. The authorities 
developed this platform to revive the regional econo-
my, but the objectives were not attained. Despite the 
site’s important potential positive factors and the exist-
ence of the train station ensuring future communica-
tion and products’ export the project did not attract in-
vestors. According to MedZ, the operator of Ras El Ma’s 
integrated industrial platform (P2i), this project suffers 
from the lack of investors’ demand. The investors rec-
ognize the fact that the land price is low in this area but 
the off-site facilities and infrastructures are not attrac-
tive, and transport linking with Fez remains problemat-
ic in the absence of modern roads and equipment. The 
contrasting visions do not yet encourage the develop-
ment of this center to take off, although it can play pio-
neering roles in the spatial structuring and integrated 
development of the whole region.

-In the case of the urban pole in the center of Aïn 
Chkef, the diversity of actors and their different inter-
ests engaged several projects contestations and do 
not facilitate the realization of the integrated visions 
desired for the development of the center. They gen-
erate in certain cases blockages of projects requiring 
a proximity approach and clear decision-making to 
overcome these constraints.

Actors’ controversies and place specificities

The Aïn Chkef center is a significant case to appre-
hend the urban challenges in peripheral areas and 
satellite centers of the Moroccan cities. It offers local 
models to study the role of historic and cultural fac-
tors on management practices, identify the diversity 
of territorial entities and actors’ strategies adopted 
in the process of territorial change and analysis ap-
proaches and governance issues. 

Several urban actors with contrasting logics are 
identified in the center. Their main socio-profession-
nel types are: 

 – the institutional actors (the commune, the Ur-
ban Agency which is in charge of legal control 
of urban management, the administrative local 
public services). 

 – The non-institutional but organized actors (the 
Al Omrane Enterprise for construction and 
management, the architects’ order, the techni-
cal studies offices, the notaries, the agencies 
and enterprises of land and buildings promo-
tion and marketing).   

 – The “ordinary” or individual actors of urban 
fabrics (the local population including the land 
owners, the new citizen investors, the building 
craftsmen, etc.).

The heterogeneity of spatial units in the studied 
area brings information to understand some aspects 
of actors controversies and the sites sensibilities.

Five major homogeneous territorial units were 
identified (Fig. 1).

Their management, under the present-day adopted 
governance, engender controversial situations be-
tween actors as follows:

 – The major district recently developed in Ain 
Chkef center is the Al Omrane district (called 
the urban pole). This area is theoretically well-
designed on the plan, but in reality, it is installed 
in a socially complex territory, before even solv-
ing all the problems of land status and master-
ing the conditions of the change to be triggered 
by the suggested projects. Multiple overlaps 
of controversial spaces were created as the 
project produced a hybrid territory, where so-
cial mixture remain problematic as well as the 
different juxtaposed territories (units of rural 
heritage, modern planned and managed units, 
equipped units and informal agglomerations as 
an example). The amenities were expressed by 
local inhabitant and new coming populations 
whose needs are different. Management de-
cisions and projects introduced in the area by 
the Al Omrane Enterprise were not collectively 
accepted by actors. The authorities’ visions to 
develop the center were not shared by all ac-
tors mainly some land owners. As underlined 
by Young (2006, p. 253) actors networking and 
governance are a key factors in space dynamics 
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and economic performance. Loubaresse and 
Pestre (2012) focus on collective strategies of 
actors to demonstrate such complex situations 
that influence negatively the local development 
strategies as the behaviors of actors sometimes 
do not converge. 

 – The green rural area considered «urban» by the 
urban plan: it consists of most parcels within 

the center, still used in farming although offi-
cially considered urban on plan. Controversies 
are evident concerning the land use type, the 
services and equipment and the imposed taxes 
in the area as an example. 

 – The rural villages or ‘douars’ annexed by the ur-
ban plan. They are of two types: (i) agglomera-
tions located in the urban pole «District Al Om-

FIGURE 1. 
LANDSCAPE UNITS AND SITES OF CONTROVERSY IN AÏN CHKEF.
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rane» which has been destroyed following the 
negotiations between Al Omrane Enterprise and 
the homes’ owners who were compensated as 
they accept suggested rates and leave. (ii) Ag-
glomerations outside the «District Al Omrane» 
whose management is under the authority of the 
commune. The commune has the legal respon-
sibility to equip the villages when they integrate 
the urban center, and invest in infrastructures and 
restructuration operations. However, it does not 
have the necessary budget for land status regu-
larization and cannot expropriate the land own-
ers to provide sufficient space for equipment pro-
jects. Some land owners and residents in the area 
contest the rate price of compensation suggested 
by the commune and exclude any compromise on 
the planned projects on their land. 

 – The bordering forest of Aïn Chkef, which is the 
unique dense forest in the area, is intensively 
used in leisure activities by citizens from Fez 
and its periphery centers. But presently it is 
under exhaustion, due to the urban extension 
of the Aïn Chkef center. Its carrying capacity is 
overpassed by the dense use by citizens.

 – The hydrologic perimeter, along the Aïn Chkef 
river and around its unique spring. A touristic 
equipment is installed with the protection pe-
rimeter of the spring and shows the problem-
atic aspect of this investment as conservative 
techniques are neglected.

Problems in the projects’ execution and the actors’ 
adaptations

Within the “urban pole” and in other integrated 
villages to the center, several projects have faced op-
posed opinions and critical positions of unsatisfied lo-
cal actors. As a result, the infrastructure projects are 
blocked since more than five years and are still today 
unfinished (Fig. 2 and 3). 

Before the equipment interventions in the urban 
pole, the regularization of land property should be 
a priority. The Al Omrane Enterprise has negotiated 
land’s rate price with the owners and mostly obtain 
compromises. 

In fact, in an early agreement between Alomrane En-
terprise and most of the land owners in the urban pole, 
the planted lands are compensated applying a rate price 
of 700 dirhams per square meter in open land. For al-
ready planted land, an additional 1500 dirhams per 
square meter for each plant was offered. Slums are com-

pensated by apartments in the modern building con-
structed by Al Omrane. After the agreement with Al Om-
rane, the owners have given up their land and, in return, 
they benefit from modern apartments in the Al Omrane 
buildings. Concerning farming parcels in the urban pe-
rimeter, the olive trees are money compensated. 

However, few owners in Oulad Maaref reject the 
agreement and do not allow the public equipment on 
their parcels. They represent obstacles for the manage-
ment’s objectives achieving as shown in Figure 2. 

Similar situations appear outside the urban pole, 
at Tlalsa village for example, where the commune 
is engaged in a restructuration operation where the 
planned road of the village opening up could not be 
realized as it faced problems of land status and op-
position of land owners (Fig. 3).  

FIGURE 2. 
BLOCKED ROAD MANAGEMENT IN THE URBAN POLE

FIGURE 3.
THE UNFINISHED ROAD IN THE DOUAR TLALSA, 

BLOCKING THE RESTRUCTURATION OPERATION LEAD 
BY THE COMMUNE
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Based on these two cases, we observe how local ac-
tors intervene to block the new management projects 
when their interests were not considered or compen-
sated. The various actors on the territory, forge their 
own strategies to defend their interests or increase 
the profits drawn from the current situation or in 
prospect. In some cases, worrying phenomena in rela-
tion to sustainable and integrated development result 
from the situation. 

The local actors are engaging their own strategies 
and adaptations to ensure their interests. Outside 
the Al Omrane district in the center, land transactions 
increase because investors come from other areas. 
However, they are operated within an ambiguous 
legal status of land property and sometimes create 
conflicts between the new lands’ purchasers and the 
buyers. The byers have no permission to sell the land 
as its legal status is not clear (the farmers had only 
rights to exploit the land but not the recognition of 
its property and are not allowed to sell it). This situ-
ation engenders several conflicts between actors and 
impacts the center management actions. 

According to interviewees, more than 5000 com-
plaints are currently disposed in the courts (disputes 
between users, rights’ holders, Al Omrane Enterprise, 
the commune, or the administration services). Hav-
ing no legal document (rental or sale contract or even 
transfer of the exploitation rights) these new buyers 
are legally weakened. Judgments are often not at 
their advantage, but their high number poses social 
problems to execute the judgments and the real sta-
tus of the territory remains ambiguous.

Knowing that the authorities have legal competen-
cies to expropriate parcels for public projects and 
infrastructures installation, a risk feeling developed 
among land owners and operators. They adapt to the 
situation by intensifying signs of their rights on the 
land so they may amplify their income and compen-
sation rate in case of expropriation. Several types of 
actors’ adaptations are inventoried in the center as:

-  the trees’ planting intensification, although in the 
urban center,

-  the rising of numbers of slums,

-  the parcels’ marking.

Most of these non-regulatory practices (planting of 
olive trees, hedges and rising of buildings) are imple-
mented by actors as strategies to confirm their rights 
in land property for eventual future transactions re-
lated to the center management.

DISCUSSION

The obtained results explain selected actors’ con-
troversies in these new managed centers. They con-
firm the complexity of local systems and factors of 
these controversies as there are interactive social, 
cultural, economic or environmental components. 
We used the synthetic landscape approach suggest-
ed by Berger (1987, p. 296) and Berta et al. (2017) 
and conclude that in emerging urban centers in pe-
ripheries, apparent and latent dynamics are locally 
often active. The physical environment, the historic 
evolution of the landscape, the cultural and heritage 
parameters, the social factors, the land ownership 
status, the actors’ strategies and their adaptations 
in this framework are factors that rapidly impact 
landscape and affect the urbanization, the projects 

FIGURE 4. 
THE INHABITANTS’ ADAPTATIONS IN RISKY SITUATIONS:

A: THE RISING OF NUMBERS OF SLUMS, OLIVE TREES 
PLANTATIONS AND PARCELS HEDGES AROUND PARCELS 

IN THE AÏN CHKEF CENTER

B: ADAPTATIONS IN RISKY SITUATIONS BY MARKING 
PARCELS
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realization and the development sustainability. The 
urban fabrics in such muting areas are submitted to 
permanent mutations that should be understood 
for sustained action. As described by Swyngedouw 
(2006) «every metabolized thing embodies the com-
plex processes and heterogeneous relations of its 
past making, it enters (or becomes enrolled), in its 
turn and its specific manner, into new assemblages 
of metabolic transformation».

The importance of local social factors in urban ac-
tion is underlined in the findings of this article. It 
confirms the results on social adaptations to inno-
vations obtained by Comber et al. (2003, p. 300) and 
Hawkins (2014, p. 1683). Difficulties to realize the 
planned projects in the studied area are analyzed 
with a focus on local actors who adopt repulsive 
positions to face institutional strategies, because 
they are not convinced that they are well founded. 
These are drivers of not planned facts which frame 
different perspectives in the city. The results show 
the limits and critical impacts of the technocratic 
planning and the top-down governance approach in 
territorial planning at suburbs. The position of the 
studied area, as a spatial interface unit between the 
city (Fez) and its rural area, favors complex situa-
tions where inherited structures, sociologic impacts 
and several stakes and interests are coexisting. 

Actors, contrasting logics and controversies

The urban actors’ controversies are so intense that 
in several places at Aïn Chkef, the equipment pro-
cess was suspended. The study documents the hin-
der planned projects’ realization either in the urban 
pole or at the villages recently joined to the center. 
They confirm the impacting cultural and social fac-
tors in the suburbs’ development (Arnaboldi et al., 
2011; Akdim, 2020). They also underline the urgent 
need of adapted alternative governance. The terri-
torial development faces geopolitical questions with 
open dimensions and limits, especially when the ac-
tive elites or individual actors are engaged in a wid-
er networking and hidden pressure networks. The 
urban planning policy commonly adopted the top-
down governance approaches and pre-established 
visions through urban plans face difficulties to attain 
their objectives. The quality of territorial governance 
is therefore linked to the powers legally vested in in-
stitutions and actors

As part of the above cited conditions, the local 
institutional actors may sometimes face restrictions 
such as:

-  Institutional tools that place specific powers under 
the tutelage of a particular department or institu-
tion (water or electricity agencies for example), 
involving them in territorial governance requires 
mechanisms that are not always accessible to local 
communes.

-  The shrinking of dialogue spaces between subur-
ban actors in its various levels.

-  The weak capacity of some public managers to 
master the modern mechanisms of urban govern-
ance, anticipate and continued adaptation to ap-
prehend unforeseen situations.

-  The lack of the scientific consultation and exper-
tise to find pertinent solutions to actual problems.

The official urban standards are challenged by indi-
viduals’ interests 

Most of the non-regulatory practices described in 
the center (blocking the equipment projects, plant-
ing of the olive trees in urban parcels, putting the 
hedges around the land to confirm their potential 
rights, and the rising numbers of new buildings or 
even new informal apartments on the existing build-
ing) are adaptations of local actors to what they 
consider “unsuitable” official regulation (Rais, 2016, 
p. 230). The official standards in the urban manage-
ment and territorial governance are mainly pre-
sented in the urban plan and regulations. However, 
their inaccuracy concerning actors’ interests and 
needs engender problematic situations as described 
above. These instruments are numerous (laws de-
fining the competencies of territorial groups and 
other actors, planning and development documents, 
restructuring plans, collective development plans, 
etc.). The regional plans are sometimes so general 
that they roughly apprehend local specificities and 
local actors’ needs. They are multiple and competing 
(Hawkins, 2014, p. 1684). The quality of these tools 
at their disposal to manage development issues and 
to explore the possibilities of crystallizing, accom-
plishing, exploiting and tracking projects is therefore 
weakened. They are important tools but their ef-
fectiveness and productivity are weak in local con-
texts where actors develop networks and dynamics 
of resistance following the theory model developed 
by Callon (2006), where informal structured social 
action become influent. However, such networks do 
not achieve all desired objectives as other influential 
variables intervene, and in some cases the networks 
lobbying interact to block the projects.
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These variables include the ability of the institution-
al actors and official urban tools to understand and as-
similate the social dynamics in the area and to prior-
itize interventions according to a strategic perspective 
of positive and progressive change. Actors’ capabili-
ties to understand population need communication 
before using/imposing the legal instruments which 
may be useful to sustainably change of the realities.  

The diachronic solutions may engender problems in 
the same area

As discussed before, the Aïn Chkef center benefits from 
several equipment programs in successive periods and 
different conditions. Logically antecedent best practices 
must benefit after, but in some cases they may engender 
conflicts. In fact, in terms of compensation of land own-
ers, the early agreement between Al Omrane Enterprise 
and most of land owners in the urban pole, impacted 
three years later the negotiations between the homes’ 
owners and the commune in the traditional villages and 
districts to be restructured. The homes and land own-
ers where infrastructures will be installed in these vil-
lages, request similar compensation norms adopted by 
Al Omrane in the urban pole. The commune was unable 
to satisfy the request, justifying its position by the lack of 
budgets. Several villages in the urban area remain there-
fore unequipped.  The homes’ owners in these villages 
are convinced and come together to create alliances to 
resist in associations or informal networks. The network-
ing of actors and group of interests in similar situations is 
well known elsewhere (Comber et al., 2003). The territo-
rial stigma in the unequipped agglomerations serves as 
a reasoning tool to mobilize the population.  

It may change trends of urban management and in 
long term and create converging collective interests. But 
singular individuals can emerge in these cases, putting 
in failure the negotiated compromises or imposing read-
justments, sometimes even metamorphoses which can 
destabilize the alliances acquired and generate dynamics 
of change with profound impacts on the governance sys-
tems and the territories. The urban governance in prac-
tice is therefore facing other typical challenges issued 
from the successive events, where diachronic actions 
should be considered. The best is to consolidate the ad-
vantages and consider the risks attributed to previous 
experiences to improve the future urban governance.

The alternative convergent governance 

Based on the above findings, we note that there 
are many challenges faced in the territorial govern-
ance, including:

-  the challenge of training and human framing, 
which requires the capabilities of local elites to un-
derstand the reality and context of urban manage-
ment and governance. Their ability to create ap-
propriate solutions is very appreciated to manage 
such areas.

-  The challenge of addressing the imbalances from 
integration perspectives. The acceptance of the 
local specificities and the existing genuine local 
development opportunities. Urban planning tools 
will gain in investing the local opportunities and 
show their potential assessment ways.

-  The challenge of the real power of local institu-
tions in the transition phase: they will benefit from 
clear mechanisms of support and coping with lo-
cal development using local specificities, resources 
and actors to ensure the achievement of their ob-
jectives.

A suitable territorial governance should be framed to 
assimilate constraints and challenges, and consider the 
needs of local actors in convergence with the require-
ments of the regional, national and international con-
text of development. UN Habitat developed 26 indica-
tors of « good » urban governance with a central focus 
on effectiveness, equity, participation, accountability 
and security (United Nations, 2005). The sustainability 
approach with its main pillars (environmental balance, 
economic efficiency and meeting the social needs of 
the population) has become a condition for the suc-
cess of territorial development and its governance. The 
efficiency of the elites is a fundamental basis to attain 
these objectives, but all actors may contribute in this 
process. Knowing that actors are from multiple tribu-
taries and horizons (because they include political, cul-
tural, economic, technical elites, civil society actors and 
ordinary actors, including all citizens who make their 
own space in a daily life governed by perceptions, pos-
sibilities and behaviors of each individual or group), the 
territorial governance must be convergent, interactive 
and adaptive, to act for the common public interest. 
The communication channel between actors is a key 
factor to strengthen the harmony of local and regional 
development and increase the integration progress of 
actors and sub-systems.

The stakes and challenges associated with the ter-
ritorial governance in suburbs according to the afore-
mentioned that the achievement of the goals require 
sustained conditions and actors’ competencies and 
knowledge (Maleki, 2000). Among these, the compe-
tencies of foreseeing, planning and assimilating needs 
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of sustainable development to conceive decisions so-
cially, economically and environmentally viable. The 
convergent suburban governance integrates further 
knowledge of spatial links between territorial units, 
the multiplicity of actors and interactions influencing 
perspectives of the districts and agglomerations. The 
challenge of coordination and cooperation of actors 
in procedural interventions and projects’ realization 
to develop shared visions is essential in this alterna-
tive convergent governance approach. It confirms the 
co-construction paradigm developed by Chen and Ting 
(2020) and privilege the notions of participation and 
collective engagement in governing territories, land-
scapes and societies. Its objectives are generally to 
converge towards the midpoint accepted by concerned 
local actors to ensure their total engagement and ap-
propriation of the projects. The citizen participation 
and evaluation in the development process is impor-
tant as underlined by Stewart (2006, p. 197) and Hack-
lin (2008). In anticipation and planning, the convergent 
governance adopts a large vision and a progressively 
adaptive approach that integrates the whole dimen-
sions of the territorial development. This approach is 
seemingly appropriate for territorial management and 
for sustainable business (Hoque, 2011). It was suggest-
ed for planning communes’ development (Lepennec 
and Olivaux, 2014). Adopting this approach in the terri-
torial governance in suburbs may prevent processes of 
territorial stigmatization (Sullivan and Parveen, 2019) 
and ensure several advantages as social inclusion and 
local sustainable development.

CONCLUSION

The above analysis shows that the territorial urban 
governance is a complex task, which impose a further 
assimilation of local and external impacting factors 
and dynamic processes. To face unpredicted stakes, 
it is the subject of a continuous adaptations to im-
plement its objectives, methods and techniques and 
cope with the actors’ needs. 

The studied area in Aïn Chkef shows a large diversity 
in both physical parameters, in the local immaterial 
capital, in resources and valuation possibilities (natu-
ral, economic, human, cultural, technical, equipment, 
etc.). It illustrates diverse suburban development 
problems and constraints. The results of its ongoing 
governance in this analytical study underline deficits 
in integrating the historic and social local factors in 
planning and realizing the projects. Examples of local 
actors’ controversies that negatively impact the cent-
er management were presented and discussed. 

Findings focus on the fact that most of the non-reg-
ulatory practices described in the center (blocking the 
equipment projects, planting of the olive trees in urban 
parcels, putting the hedges around parcels, and the ris-
ing of slum buildings) reflect two important facts:

-  the contrasting views between the urban plan and 
some local actors’ interests and needs. 

-  The multiple deficits in the ongoing suburban gov-
ernance, mainly in terms of social mediation and 
institutional capabilities, which have negative im-
pacts on the center’s development and perspec-
tives. Alternative territorial governance is needed 
to solve problems and develop sustained anticipa-
tions for its future.

The convergent governance is adequate to integrate 
the multiplicity of components of the suburb system 
and the multiplicity of its actors because it is based 
on the synthetic thinking and accommodation with 
local complexities associated with the system, includ-
ing the local actors’ interests, their adaptations, in-
teractive practices and opportunities to develop new 
adapted solutions for the new emerging problems. 
Guiding transformation and change in a complex sys-
tem is also argued to be a question of leadership, be-
cause it challenges the way the change is initiated and 
how to reinforce its supporters within a progressive 
creative process.

The convergent governance model in suburbs is 
therefore an open model argued to be suitable in Mo-
rocco. It could be transferred to implement such cases 
worldwide in similar contexts. 
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