
centres. water supply has been outpaced by 
the demands of a growing population, 
resulting in mterruptions of service. 

According to WHO, sanitation coverage 
in urban and rural areas of East Africa aver- 
age 55 and 18 percent respectively. And 
while water-based sewage systems serve 
small areas of large cities and towns, they 
are poorly operated and often out of order. 

VILLAGIZATION PROGRAM 

East African countries have taken various 
measures to provide housing and improve 
SBIVICBS. When the socialist government of 
President Mengistu took power in Ethiopia, 
for example, it used mass mobilizaton and 
paflicipation to construct housing. 

About half a million peasants in Ethiopia 
were recently moved from the overworked 
land in the northeastern areas to the more 

“Sma//-scale k7cfementaal 
hous;ng ho/ds out the 

most promise for spurring 
direct and indirect 

employment creation in 
poor countries. ” 

remote, but fertile regions. Another measure 
has been a mass villaglration program. The 
most populous administrative region in the 
country, for example, is planning to set up 
7735 villages and over two million housing 
untts in the next few years. 

In July 1975. shortly after the nationaliza- 
tion of rural land, all urban land and extra 
houses were also declared public property 
and compensation was paid to owners. Rent 
reductions of up to 50 percent were imposed 
and there have been no rent increases in the 
last 10 years. Urban dwellers have been en- 
couraged to form cooperatives in order to 
build homes cheaply. The government is to 
assist them with technical personnel and 
loans given at concessionary interest rates. 

FINANCING AND SECURITY OF TENURE 

Two specialists from the Nairobi-based UN 
Cwtre for Human Settlements recommend 
that local governments supervise land man- 
agement and infrastructure development 
programs and that the poor be given secu- 
rity of tenure and access to financing. “If 
employment is the key goal.” they add, 
“then small-scale incremental housing holds 
out the most promise for spurring direct and 
indirect employment creation in poor 
countries.” They also encourage the toler- 
ance of revised minimum building codes and 
standards of housing which the poor can 
meet. 

Kenya has already taken the lead in 
altering its restrictive building by-laws in 
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order to adapt and use local materials. In 
fact, some mud-and-wanle houses-but wth 
iron roofs-are being tolerated in the slums 
near Nairobi, where raging fires have often 
ruined the shacks of many poor people. 

COSTLY BUILDING MATERIALS 

A major constrant still facing developing 
countries is the rising cost of building mate- 
rials. It is one of the “chronic problems hin- 
dering successful implementation of shelter 
programs in Tanzania”, according to 
Mr Majani. 

Many Third World countries import about 
three-fifths of their materials used for otiicial 
construction, which is between 5 and 8 per- 
cent of their national impofls. This is a great 
drain on financial resources. While the 
average Northern European worker in the 
late 1970s could, for example, buy 10 bags 
of cement with a day’s wages, according to 
the Worldwatch Institute, a rural African 
worker needed 10 days’ wages to buy the 
same. Furthermore, the cost of transporting 
cement over 100 km can %ceed the cost 
of production-as in Botswana and Sudan, 
for example. Retired Tanzanian President 
Julius Nyerere, a frugal man, once referred 
to the addiction to the use of cement in con- 
struction as a mental paralysis that impeded 
development and improvement I” housing 
quality by absorbing badly needed capital. 

The use of inexpensive local materials IS 
an attractive alternative. In fact, architects 
now argue that some concrete housing is not 
suitable for the hot climates of Africa. 

‘ASFADOBE’ BRICKS 

One inexpensive and durable building ma- 
terial is mother earth. It can be mixed with 
a little asphalt and pressed with simple tech- 
nology to make “asfadobe” bricks. In 
Sudan, these can be produced for a fifth of 
the price of cement blocks. 

In the years to come. houslng the poor will 
continue to be a major challenge for sever- 
al African countries. There is no indication 
that the rising tide of migrants to the titles 
will soon ebb, and theories about urban 
numbers going down when rural migrants 
realize there are no jobs in the cities do not 
seem valid. 

There are now over 800 million people in 
the world living in poorly built dwellings and 
squaisetter settlements. In their attempts to 
cope with this unfortunate predicament, 
governments must work out sound housing 
policies that will promote the use of local re- 
sources and skills in providing decent shel- 
ter for the poor. 0 
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THE CASE OF 

By LYSE DOUCET 

I 

n 1912. Abidjan was a tiny French 
colonial post with 1400 inhabitants. Its 
population grew slowly. Eventually the 

railway line opened, traders set up shop, and 
the city became the capital of Ivory Coast. 

Beginning in the 1950s. Abidjan is said to 
have undergone a “demographic explosion 
unprecedented in the short urban history of 
French-speaking West Africa”. Today the 
city has a population of almost two million 
and is still growing. Abidjan is referred to by 
the French as “litile Paris” and Americans 
say it resembles Manhattan. But it has not 
been the only African city to grow so fast. 

Lagos, Nigeria, for example, is a bustling 
metropolis of more than four million people. 
It is a veritable magnet for hundreds of thou- 
sands of West Africans who see it as thecity 
in which to hustle for money-in trading, 
services, and the vibrant informal sector. 
Other burgeoning African cities include 
Nairobi, Lusaka, Dar es Salaam, Kinshasa, 
and Douala. 

URBAN DECAY 

Africa has the highest population growth 
rate of all the continents and its cities have 
expanded faster than most governments’ 
capacity for maintaining a satisfactory level 
of urban services. Workers in need of afford- 
able housing are obliged to live outside city 
centres, often in slums, and without ade- 
quate urban transportation they find it difi- 
cult to get to work. To make matters worse, 
poor sanitation and insufficient access to 
clean water lead to sickness and urban 
decay. 
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When African governments and urban 
planners began to ask questions about how 
to improve urban management and, more 
urgently, to find new sources of funds, it be- 
came obvious that little research had been 
done in this area. Africans also knew little 
about how their neighbouring capital cities 
were coping. 

The need for a comparative studv of urban 
problems was emphasired during a semis 
nar in Nairobi in 1982 organized by the 
University of Toronto’s Institute for Environ- 
mental Studies and the Stockholm Interna- 
tional Federation of Institutes of Advanced 
Studies. Research teams from seven Fran- 
cophone and Anglophone African 
countries-Ivory Coast, Senegal. Zaire, 
Kenya, Tanzania, Sudan, and Nigeria- 
submit&d proposals to IDRC which agreed 
to finance a research projeci to be coordi- 
nated through the University of Toronto. 

Each team is responsible for two studies: 
an analysis of the “urban crisis” in their 
country’s major cities, and a more in-depth 
study of a particular urban problem, be it 
transport, low-cost housing, financial 
management, or water and electricity supply. 

The effort is “unique”, says lvorian pro- 
ject leader Dr Attahi Koffi, a geographer and 
urban specialiti at the University of Abidjan’s 
Center for Urban and Architectural Research 
(CRAU). Aside from a general study of 
urbanization in Abidjan and other large 
lvorian cities, the lvorian team has been ex- 
aminlng the issues of municipal reform and 
local financing. 

Fottiy-four percent of Ivory Coast’s nearly 
10 million people live in urban areas. While 
that percentage does not place it in the ranks 
of the most highly urbanized nations, the 

lvorian study points out that problems of 
urbanization are becoming more and more 
difficult to solve. Abidjan’s population of two 
million is growing by 10.5 percent a year 
while smaller cities in the interior are expand- 
ing at 7.8 percent. Thefigurefor rural areas 
is only about 2.3 per cent. 

HOUSING SHORTAGE 

Abidjan suffers from a lack of schools, hos- 
pitals, and other services for the majority, 
low-income African population. The housing 
shortape too is serious-a realitv confirmed 
by a &par& IDRC-funded stt;dy on low- 
cost housing in Ivory Coast. “The lvorian 
governmenthas do& a great deal, much 
more than most African states, to provide 
low-cost housing,” says Marcel Djamat. 
director of CRAU. and leader of that earlier 
housing study. But he says that the govern- 
ment could still have done more and done 
it better. 

While there were “good intentions” to be- 
gin with, Djamat explains, the state housing 
corporations have suffered from poor 
management and inappropriate personnel. 
The weaknesses were recently confirmed 
when the government announced it would 
be dissolvina SOGEFIHA. its state housina 
agency, and selling off its proper&s. 1 

Ivory Coast’s staie houslng agencies, with 
some asststance from a p&ate company, 
constructed 45 000 housing units between 
1970 and 1980. But the lvorian Government 
has announced that it is no longer building, 
although Abidjan needs about 25 000 new 
units each year to cope with the influx of new 
arrivals, both lvorians and other Africans. 

ACCESS TO LAND, LOW-COST LOANS 

“The spread of shantytowns will become 
a serious problem if there is no more con- 
struction,” says Djamat. He emphasires the 
importance of improving access to land and 
low-cost loans to encourage private com- 
panies or local people themselves to build. 
The lvorian Government has said it will be- 
come involved in these areas and financial 
institutions such as the World Bank are in- 
vesting in the low-cost housing sector. 

One solution that emerged from Djamat’s 
study was for municipal councils to fill the 
gap left by the lvorian Government. 

In 1980, Ivory Coast embarked on a de- 
centralization program to give more respon- 
sibilities and fiscal powers to municipalities. 
In 1985, the number of municipalities in- 
creased from 37 to 135. Despite continuing 
financial and administrative problems, 
United Nations officials say Ivory Co&s ef- 
forts to decentralize are the most advanced 
in the region. 

Some municipal councils have begun to 
tackle pressing problems such as the threat 
of shantyiowns. In the wealthy Cocody area 
of Abidjan, the municipal council helped to 

clean up one shantytown. And in the more 
densely populated, low-income areas of Port 
Bo&t and Youpougon, the local council 
established what Djamat described as a 
“modem shantytown”. The houses are the 
usual haphazardly constructed dwellings but 
the site was planned and provided with 
electricity, water, and sanitation facilities. 

Municipal action will. however, be ham- 
pered by many councils’ lack of financial re- 
sources and technical expetiise. The Ivory 
Coast’s wider urban report emphasized the 
need for a “more audacious system of 
municipal fiscality which would give a class 
of urban administrators the means to solve 
their administrative problems.” Taxing 
powers and licences are two tools. 

‘HUMANIZED’ HOUSING 

Tackling the “urban crisis” will be no easy 
task. But the value of the research reports 
will be to indicate what lessons can be 
learned from government efforis to date. 
Djamat’s housing study, for example, 
emphasizes that housing itself is only part of 
what families need to improve their standard 
of living. Some low-cost housing has been 
built in areas with no schools, post offices, 
or access to vital services. And the monoto- 
nous architectural style of many houses IS 
at odds with the “African way of Ilfe”. People 
have added rooms. extra floors, or exterior 
decorations to adapt their dwellings to their 
tastes and needs. And given that more than 
half of the families in Abidjan’s low-income 
districts have 5 to 10 members, many of the 
state’s housing units are jusi not large 
enough. Housing, says Djamat. must be 
“humanized” so that people are not con- 
demned to live in “rabbit cages”. 

The housing siudy also underlines the im- 
portance of allowing people io buy their own 
homes eventually instead of continually 
renting as has been the case in state 
housing. 

lvorlan President F&x Houphou&Boigny 
vowed in 1965 that in 10 vears. “there will 
not be a single shack in I;ory coast.” But 
in spite of commendable government efforts, 
Abidjan’s low-income residents, many of 
whom are non-lvorians. are having to resotl 
to “taudis” or “potto-potto” (houses in the 
mud). 

The lvorian study on low-cost housing 
asks whether, given the scale of urbaniza- 
tion, it is possibk to cope with the problems. 
It and the other urban studies financed by 
IDRC indicate there are various measures to 
be explored. Research teams from across 
Africa have discovered they haye urban 
problems in common. Their next task is to 
find out whether they can also share their so- 
lutions. 0 

Lyse Doucef is a Canadian freelance purnakf 
based in Abidjan. 
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