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The Africa Union of Architects was inaugurated in Ni-
geria on May 23, 1981 by his Excellency Alhaji Shehu 
Shagari, former President of Nigeria , to unite archi-
tects from all over the continent regardless of nation-
ality, race, religion or doctrine, and to federate their 
national organizations. The benefits being to enable 
architects in Africa to have a truly Africa collective ex-
pression on matters pertaining to architecture, built 
environment and other related activities.

Initially the AUA was made up of delegations from 23 
countries. Today, it regroups the key professional or-
ganizations in 41 countries.
 
In parallel with the development of major intergov-
ernmental institutions with which it maintains close 
relations, the AUA has become an accomplished 
non-governmental organization and an incomparable 
professional network of architects.

The AUA was granted observer status through res-
olution CM/RES 1116, adopted by the OAU Council of 
Ministers meeting in its 46th ordinary session in Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia from 20th-25th July 1987. 

MISSION AND OBJECTIVES
The aim of the Africa Union of Architects is to cre-
ate among architects, ties based on friendship, un-
derstanding, and mutual esteem, to enable them 
confront their ideas and concepts, share their experi-
ence, broaden their knowledge, and learn from their 
di�erences in order to better fulfill their role in the 
improvement of man’s living conditions and environ-
ment.

The main objectives of the Africa Union of Architects 
are:
• To unite the architects of the continent on a demo-
cratic basis
• To represent architects at African and governmental 
levels
• To promote architects’ creative, technical and cultur-
al talents and the service they provide to the public
• To defend the rights and status of the architect in 
every country
• To ensure the continued development of profes-
sional methods while respecting the specificity of dif-
ferent communities
• To promote new technologies, and encourage new 
ideas and concepts in architectural design
• To promote awareness and the preservation of the 

African architectural heritage
• To promote multi-disciplinary exchange between ar-
chitects themselves and other professionals
• To aid in the needed assistance to architects’ pro-
fessional structures in developing countries
• To promote architectural education and facilitate ex-
change among architects, students and teachers of 
architecture world-wide

AUA STRUCTURE
In order to accomplish its mission, the AUA has estab-
lished a structural hierarchy that allows it to maintain 
permanent contact with professionals and their rep-
resentatives, and manage their relations at an African 
level, in a democratic and collegial manner. 

This structure consists of:
• The AUA General Assembly
• The AUA Council
• The AUA Executive Committee
• The AUA Member Institutes
• The Board of Trustees

MEMBER SECTIONS
The AUA Member in a country is the most represent-
ative professional association of architects in that 
country. Each member institute is independent on a 
national level and, by means of its own secretariat, 
which is responsible to the AUA, assumes its rela-
tionships with governments, other Member Institutes 
and the Union itself. Through the payment of mem-
bership fees, the Member Institutes also contribute to 
the strength and wealth of the Union, as these fees 
constitutes its main financial resource.

The AUA Member Sections are grouped geograph-
ically into five regions: Central Region, East Re-
gion, North Region, South Region and West Region. 
Through its Member Countries, the AUA is represent-
ed in the following countries.

Algeria, Angola, Benin Republic, Botswana, Cape 
Verde, Cameroon, Congo Brazzaville, Chad, Cote 
d’Ivoire, Egypt, Ethiopia, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Ken-
ya, Lesotho, Liberia, Libya, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, 
Mauritius, Morocco, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, 
Nigeria, Rwanda, Central African Republic, Congo 
DRC, Senegal, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Sudan, 
Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Tunisia, Uganda, Zambia, 
Zimbabwe.

About AUA
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Central Region
Cameroon
Central Africa Re-
public
Chad
Congo Republic
Democratic Republic 
of Congo
Gabon
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Mauritius
Rwanda
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Kaisi Kalambo, Chief Tokunbo Omisore, 
Amine Turki, Tayo Babalakin, Daniel Mu-
sana, Dr. Hoda El Masry, Nabil Ghaly, Flora 
Runumi, Jacinta Kabarungi, Nour El Din Re-
geig, William Evans Anfom, Eugene Okoko, 
Shabani Mwatawala, Anne Marie Medou 
Evina, Eudes Kayumba, Victor Leonel, Fa-
nuel J Chaane Motsepe, Waweru Gathecha, 
Celestino E V Chitonho, Anselmo Cani, Slah 
Allala,  Mamdouh Azmy, Jamal Lokhnati, 
Mahamat Alhadi, Donatien K Kasseyet, Aida 
Diagne, Waheed Brimmo, Ibrahim Berthe, 
Flora Runumi, Mokena Makeka, Vinesh 
Chintaram, Hakizimana Kamiya, Benitu Cipe-
la Ngoy, Aymen Zriba, Mahmud J Faworaja, 
Jacinta Kabarungi B., Ramatoulaye Diagne.

The Africa Union of 
Architects (AUA) 
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AUA GENERAL ASSEMBLY
The AUA General Assembly is the Union’s legislative body. 
It consists of the AUA Council and delegations from all the 
Union’s Member Countries. The AUA General Assembly 
meeting is held every three years in order to:
• Ratify the admission, re-admission or exclusion of Mem-
ber Institutes;
• Decide on the locations of the AUA Congresses;
• Define the Union’s triennial activity program;
• Vote on the AUA general budget;
• Elect the Executive Committee and Council Members

AUA COUNCIL
The AUA Council consists of the Executive Committee and 
two representatives from each of the five AUA Regions 
and five co-opted members. (One from each region).

AUA EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE
The AUA Executive Committee consists of the President, 
the Immediate Past President, the five (5) Vice-Presidents, 
the Secretary General, the Assistant Secretary General, 
the Treasurer, and the Chairman of the Board of Education, 
Research and Technology.

AUA PARTNERS, A WORLD NETWORK
The AUA represents the African community of architects 
and promotes their activities through contacts with:

Regional organizations of architects:
ACE – Architect’ Council of Europe
ACCEE – Architects’ Council of Central and Eastern Europe
FRAA – Federation of Pan-American Associations of Ar-
chitects
ARCASIA – Architects’ Regional Council of Asia
CAA – Commonwealth Association of Architects
UIA – International Union of Architects

Intergovernmental Institutions with which the AUA is 
the only African organization o�cially recognized in 
this field:
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Culture 
Organization 
United Nations Industrial Development Organization 
World Health Organization 
World Trade Organization 
United Nations Centre for Human Settlements

Kaisi Kolombo, 
President

Shabani Mwatawala, 
Publications and Communications Chair

Journal of the Africa
Union of Architects
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Africa’s population is expected to reach 2.4 billion by 2050 
among which 50% would be living in Cities. The challenges 
and opportunities  are numerous and prompt actions are re-
quired.

The AUA o�ers a unique platform by bringing architects and 
key stakeholders from multidisciplinary fields to address and 
define the key stepping stones for AFRICA’s sustainable de-
velopment on:

1. Research & Development; Reconciling emerging trends 
with traditional building techniques; Supporting creative in-
dustries and startups;

2. Investment opportunities and mechanism; Exploring mod-
els of economic partnership; Showcasing Mauritius financial 
hub strength;

3. Sustainable Development Goals on Cities & Communities; 
Strengthening local identities and encouraging heritage con-
servation; Exploring renewable energy strategies;

4. Empowerment of Africans by African expertise gained 
across the continent; Knowledge sharing; Reinforce training 
and education;

Target audience
It is beyond architecture

• Architects from across Africa and beyond the continent
• Designers / Interior Designers / Decorators
• Engineers from the Built Environment / construction in-

dustry at all
• Anthropologists, Sociologists, 
• Law firms, Arbitrators and Mediators specialized in the 

building sector and infrastructure works
• Startups bringing forward innovative concepts for smart 

solutions for sustainable communities and cities
• Business facilitation firms,  all stakeholders in the Global 

Business Sector
• Banking institutions, Investment funds, 
• Training institutions / Students in Architecture and allied 

fields
• Rewable Energy sector / Waste management solution 

providers ...

& MORE!

Welcome to the 
12th AUA 
Congress
AFRICA: R.I.S.E
Research & Development | 
Investment | Sustainability | 
Empowerment

Vinesh Chintaram
Chair, AUA Congress 2018
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Proud to bring inspirational speakers from across AFRICA

OUIDED BOUCHAMOUI

DR. ALIOUNE SALL

KUNLE ADEYEM

KATE OTTEN

MICK PEARCE

ENGR. YAHAYA AHMED

PROF. HEINZ RUTHER

EVANS WADONGO

JOE OSAE ADDOCHRISTIAN BENIMANA
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Editor’s Message

Allow me, first of all, to wish you a fruitful and 
insightful experience during the 2018 AUA Con-
gress here in Mauritius. This first edition of the Af-
rica Union of Architects Journal (AUAJ) comes at 
a time in which more people in the world are liv-
ing in cities and the African continent is undergo-
ing rapid urbanization. Amidst this massive trans-
formation, it is palpable that African Architecture 
is also at a crossroad. Leaving aside the question 
of whether or not the capacity of the existing po-
litical and administrative apparatuses is strong 
enough to handle such large-scale socio-spa-
tial reorganization, the sheer technical demand 
for the rapid production of massive architectural 
space is overwhelming. It entails the construction 
of millions of houses, and thousands of schools, 
health centers and administrative buildings, as 
well as the development of numerous infrastruc-
tural projects.

This journal aims to serve as a platform of ex-
change for architects and other practitioners in 
the building industry across the content. The goal 
is to connect and strengthen the community of 
architects around the continent in order for them 
to share their experiences, best practices and ex-
change ideas to overcome their shared challeng-
es. We also hope that it will create opportunities 
for further collaboration across di�erent contexts. 

In this edition, we have contributions by architects 
from across the continent: Ghana, Nigeria, South 
Africa, Rwanda, Uganda, and Ethiopia. David Ad-
jaye from Adjaye Associates walks us through 
various examples of African architectural con-
texts to highlight how modernism, climate and the 
culture of place have been important references 
in the development of his work. Albert Smuts 
and Charldon Wilken from Fieldworks Design 
Groups illustrate their experiences and approach 
of running a multi-disciplinary firm with di�erent 
projects. Christian Benimana from MASS Design 
shares with us their magnificent vision to revolu-
tionize design education in Africa. Rodas Seyoum 
from Saint Gobain emphasizes the significance of 
architectural competitions and awards to serve 

as platforms for further collaboration, a cause that this 
Journal also stands for. Valerie Rubombora from Stu-
dio FH, passionately makes the case for excellence 
and quality in African architecture and practice. Na-
talie Coetser from Architecture for a Change (A4AC) 
presents their firms’ balance between everyday prac-
tice and community architecture.  Rahel from RASS 
Architects shares with us her experiences of leading 
a successful architectural firm in a patriarchal society. 
Yahaya Ahmed discusses solutions to ease rural Afri-
ca’s housing problems, bringing up an experimental 
architecture built with PET bottles from municipality 
waste. 

It is our sincere hope, that as we enter this new era of 
architecture in Africa, such publications would bring 
together voices from around the continent and echo 
their ideas far and wide for the next generation. We 
hope that you will benefit from the African based-solu-
tions and practices shared by our colleagues in this 
edition.  We also look forward to your contributions in 
our upcoming editions. We wish you a successful stay 
at the 2018 AUA Congress. 

Helawi Sewnet Beshah
Editor-In-Chief
Africa Union of Architects (AUA)
Association of Ethiopian Architects (AEA)

Journal of the Africa
Union of Architects
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and Place

David Adjaye

Adjaye Associates, National 
Museum of African American History and 
Culture, Washington, DC, 2009-2016, west 
facade.

Photography credit, Darren Bradley
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Tropical Modernism is a type of 
architecture that I have been fa-
miliar with since my childhood. 
In the period when African coun-
tries were moving towards inde-
pendence, many governments 
and companies commissioned 
modernist architects to design 
buildings whose presence would 
suggest a more optimistic future. 
When I looked at these buildings 
more closely, I was surprised to 
discover the lengths to which the 
designers had taken account of 
local conditions while still pur-
suing a modernist vision. This 
realization raised some interest-
ing questions about the nature 
of modernism. With its roots in 
20th Century European philoso-
phies, and a historic movement 
that came to be known as the 
“International Style”, architectural 
modernism gave the impression 
that it was objective and purist. 
But in Africa I saw subjectivity 
intertwined with the modernist 
project, and modernism acting 
as an agent for themes that were 
deeply connected to place and 
locality.  

Many of the buildings I am refer-
ring to were intended to house 
European administrators, and 
for this reason, the architects 
took steps to protect the interi-
or spaces from the extremes of 
the climate. In the Forest region, 
deep overhangs are a feature of 
indigenous buildings, protecting 
the external walls from heavy rain 
or, at other times, from the heat 
of the sun. Similar overhangs, in 
the form of cantilevered roofs, 
can be seen in modernist build-
ings, such as the Assemblée 
Nationale building in Bangui, 
completed in 1960 by Cazaban, 
Janin, Legrand and Sakarovitch, 
or the Hôtel de Ville in Brazza-
ville, completed in 1963 by Jean 
Yves Normand. The porches and 
protected balcony spaces of in-

digenous buildings allow the in-
terior to remain open to the out-
side, to benefit from any cooling 
air movements. In some of these 
modernist buildings, perforated 
facades encourage movement of 
air through the section, as illus-
trated by the El Mansour build-
ing in Dakar and Sharia House in 
Nairobi, the latter completed in 
1979 by the British architect Amy-

as Connell. In some cases, the 
overhanging roofs and perforat-
ed walls are employed to protect 
a substantial interior void, a res-
ervoir of cool air that lowers the 
temperature of the interior. Exam-
ples of this arrangement are the 
Palais de Justice building in Abid-
jan and the Palais de l’Assemblée 
Nationale in Dakar, both of which 
were designed by D. Badani and 
P. Roux-Dorlut and completed in 
1950 and 1956 respectively.

The French architects who were 
responsible for these buildings 
would have wished to represent 
French culture in a positive light, 
but in responding to conditions 
in Africa, their designs were very 
di�erent from anything built in 
France. By adjusting to the cli-
mate and the physical context, 
the buildings took on a hybrid 
identity. In Accra, where my fam-
ily is from, this was the combina-
tion that encouraged President 

1

Nkrumah to think of rebuilding 
the country along modernist 
lines. His favourite architect was 
Kenneth Scott, an Australian who 
designed a house in Accra that 
is in dialogue with a tree. With 
its raised living space and full-
height windows, it is a thoroughly 
modern house, which neverthe-
less enjoys this playful relation-
ship with nature. My hunch is that 

Nkrumah understood this poetic 
vision and saw it as an engine for 
change in Africa. In Accra, based 
on the country’s natural geogra-
phy, which is inextricable from its 
human geography and colonial 
fate, there was a dialogue be-
tween the people, their leaders, 
and the designers who helped 
to shape their newly independ-
ent world. The result of that dia-
logue is a macrocosm based on 
the relationship between Ken-
neth Scott’s house and the tree 
– a form of modernism that has 
Ghana’s aspirations encoded 
into its very DNA.

The situation in Asmara, the cap-
ital of Eritrea, o�ers a variation 
on this dialogue. Asmara was 
planned by Mussolini’s colonial 
forces to be a modernist para-
dise. After the country’s inde-
pendence in 1993, and counter to 
instincts on the African continent 
at the time, the government de-
cided to preserve Asmara’s colo-
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1. Cazaban, Janin, Legrand and Sakarovitch, Assemblée Na-
tionale, Bangui, Central African Republic, 1960

 
2. Jean Yves Normand, Hôtel de Ville, Brazzaville, Republic of 

the Congo, 1963

3. El Mansour Building, Dakar, Senegal

4. Amyas Connell, Sharia House, Nairobi, Kenya, 1979

nial architecture. A consensus had emerged that cor-
rectly recognized Asmara’s architecture as not only 
the work of Italian colonizers, but also as the work of 
hundreds of Eritreans, many of whom laboured under 
duress. Eritreans and Asmara’s citizens had very lit-
tle di�culty in seeing themselves in this architecture, 
and claiming it as their own. An architecture, which 
at first sight may have seemed foreign, had become 
indigenized, through the very struggle and hardship 
that came with its importation.
The concerns expressed in these colonial and 
post-colonial buildings – for modernism, climate and 
the culture of place – have been an important ref-
erence in the development of my own work. At the 
Whitechapel Idea Store in London, which we com-
pleted in 2005, the front facade faces south and 
overlooks an arterial road. Having conceived of a 
glass wall that would reveal something of the inte-
rior, the southerly orientation risked excessive heat 
gain in the summer. We prevented this by adding an 
additional layer to the section, forming a suspended 
atrium that protects the entrance and overhangs the 
busy market at the foot of the building. In the warm 
weather, automated vents open in the roof of the atri-
um, and a chimney e�ect lowers the temperature. 
The double facade also protects the interior from traf-
fic noise. The street market is well known throughout 
London, and the coloured facade panels reflect the 
colours of the striped awnings on the market stalls. 
Our most recent public building, the National Muse-
um of African American History and Culture, complet-
ed in 2016 on the National Mall in Washington, DC, 
also has a double facade that functions as a climate 
moderator. Due to planning restrictions, some of the 
galleries are located below ground in dramatic cave-
like spaces. This experience is complemented by the 
access route to the upper floors of the Corona, the 
aboveground volume, which o�ers visitors panoram-
ic views of the surrounding buildings and memorial 
park. Located in the gap between the galleries in the 
Corona and the external wall, these spaces form an 
environmental bu�er to the external conditions. The 
outer facade is a bronze finish, cast-aluminium screen 
whose pattern is derived from architectural ironwork 
fabricated by black artisans in Charleston and New 
Orleans. Embracing the broader narrative of African 
migration – resulting from the slave trade and its con-
sequent role in the narrative of African American his-
tory – the form of the Corona is inspired by a carved 
figure by the Yoruban sculptor Olowe of Ise.
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5. D. Badani and P. Roux-Dorlut, Palais de Justice, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, 1950

6. D. Badani and P. Roux-Dorlut, Palais de Justice, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, 1950, 
entrance space

7. Kenneth Scott, Scott House, Accra, Ghana, 1961

8. D. Badani and P. Roux-Dorlut, Palais de l’Assemblée Nationale, Dakar, Senegal, 1956

9
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9. The Italian city, Asmara, Eritrea

10. Adjaye Associates, Idea Store Whitechapel, London, 2001-2005, south facade  

11. Adjaye Associates, Idea Store Whitechapel, London, 2001-2005, suspended atrium with market stalls. Photo credit, Adjaye Associates
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12. Adjaye Associates, National Museum of African American History 
and Culture, Washington, DC, 2009-2016, west facing atrium

Sir David Adjaye

Sir David Adjaye OBE is the principal and 
founder of Adjaye Associates. Born in Tanza-
nia to Ghanaian parents, his broadly ranging 
influences, ingenious use of materials and 
sculptural ability have established him as an 
architect with an artist’s sensibility and vision. 
His largest project to date, the $540 million 
Smithsonian Institute National Museum of Af-
rican American History and Culture, opened 
on the National Mall in Washington DC in fall 
of 2016 and was named Cultural Event of the 
Year by the New York Times. In 2017, he was 
knighted by Queen Elizabeth II and was recog-
nized as one of the 100 most influential people 
of the year by TIME magazine.  Photography credits

David Adjaye, images 1-9

Tim Soar, image 10

Adjaye Associates, image 11

Alan Karchmer/NMAAHC, image 12
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Detail 
and

Technology

The Fieldworks 
approach to running 
a multi-disciplinary 

firm

Albert J. Smuts
Charldon Wilken

Africa Design Center 
Team members, 2018

Photography credit, Darren BradleyStreetlight School Courtyard,
Fieldworks Design Group 
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Stephen Emmitt (2013), explains that in our modern so-
ciety “The relationship between building technology 
and design can be traced back to the Enlightenment 
and the industrial revolution, a period when advances 
in technology and science were seen as the way for-
ward, and times of solid faith in progress... As technol-
ogies multiply in number and complexity the building 
profession started to fragment”. 

With this fragmentation comes the creation of silos 
within the architectural world and built environment, 
causing projects to be executed in isolation, deprived 
of potential resources that exist within other silos within 
the built environment. 

Fieldworks design group is a multidisciplinary design 
firm focused on embodying the main three spheres 
needed to create Sustainable cities: Economic, Social, 
and environmental. The practice believes in coherent 
and holistic engagement between di�erent design dis-
ciplines and are firmly grounded in the inherent and in-
separable relationship that exists between construction 
and design. 

When we started Fieldworks 4 years ago we envi-
sioned a Multidisciplinary firm that could act e�ciently, 
and seamlessly within our current urban contexts. 

The cultural landscapes that we as an ever evolving 
species inhabit, house a variety of resources, systems 
and networks vital to our survival (UN-Habitat, 2009). 
These landscapes have been altered and are often ex-
ploited to suit the current human need, making it ev-
ident that the cultural landscape of man is no longer 
shaped merely by geology and topography, but by the 
forces of economics, culture, politics and technology 
(Silva 2012). 

Within these boundaries, a wide spectrum of activities 
and functions necessary to create human centric cities 
become evident, forming complex and layered pro-
grams. 

In practice, with every project, Fieldworks endeavours 
to assimilate a multidisciplinary approach, mindful of 
the social, economic and environmental aspects asso-
ciated with our current context and have created The 
Citizenship Model - an explorative model to more accu-
rately interrogate these perceived conditions. 

Consisting of 5 categories that embody basic human 
needs: housing, education, public space, jobs, health 
and safety, the citizenship model assists in the manifes-
tation of interventions that cater for all members of so-

ciety on either a programmatic or spatial level. This 
model has allowed us to create neighbourhoods 
within the urban core that contribute to the creation 
of healthier and sustainable urban environments. 

Public engagement programmes, such as Asikhu-
lume Ngezindlu, public life surveys and other helps 
us to make informed decisions when designing to 
cater for the needs of urban inhabitants.

The contemporary city is never static, it is a dynamic 
and unstable entity, or amalgamation of entities – a 
form of liquefied, dispersed urbanity. Thom Mayne 
(2011), in his book Combinatory Urbanism – The 
complex behaviour of collective form, describes the 
contemporary city as: “a constellation of polynucle-
ated attractors, or downtowns, in which architecture 
is but one more network with infrastructure as its 
vector of mobility”. The city can therefore be seen 
as an organism, mirroring biological evolution which 
produces increasingly complex life forms over time, 
the city is a field of permanent genesis; the constant 
flux of its systems is the means by which its social 
structure evolves with ever-greater complexity. Sys-
tems never get simpler (Mayne 2011). 

“The contemporary urban environment is com-
posed and recomposed by each individual every 
day around literal and virtual itineraries, and not in 
relation to a fixed arrangement of places.”
Albert Pope (Mayne 2011:27)

Space is inhabited by human beings, so by default 
the conditions of both the internal space of architec-
ture and the external space of the urban environ-
ment need to suit the human needs (Van Rensburg 
and Da Costa, 2008). One should consider space 
as a temporal condition as it is within the African 
city, where spatial definition is expressed di�erent-
ly: here the public and private realms are adjustable 
and variable. Territoriality occurs temporarily be-
cause of the adjustability of streets and public and 
private spaces, allowing public space to be contin-
uously occupied in di�erent ways. When space is 
viewed as a dynamic entity where the individual is 
allowed to morph and inhabit a mutable city, it be-
comes a self-organising system. W.H. Whyte (1980) 
suggests that space is influenced by people, while 
people are influenced by space. 

It is through this lens of flux that Fieldworks have 
endeavoured to address social and educational 
needs of the Jeppestown community in Johannes-
burg, South-Africa. 
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The spatial implementation at StreetLight Schools, 
Jeppestown aims to create an adaptive, low cost built 
form, merged with the requirements of a high technology 
learning model. This takes the form of a multi-function-
al learning space for stimulating the developing youth. 
Not only is the school a good example of adaptive re-
use of urban fabric, but there was little to no material 
wastage as a result of innovative construction detailing 
using standard material sizes, low cost, salvaged and up 
cycled materials.

The school provides new and exciting opportunities to 
children in the area and is transforming Jeppestown in a 
positive way and has earned a 4-star, Green Star interiors 
rating, the first school in South Africa to do so. 
Technology in architecture often mimics natural systems, 
however, rarely though do natural systems form integral 
parts to everyday buildings. 

Like natural systems, urban areas survive and develop 
through multiple processes and do not exist in isolation. 
These include human migration, economic exchange, the 
functioning of natural systems, and the flow of resources 
through infrastructural networks. Cities can therefore be 
viewed as complex, adaptive socio-ecological systems, 
with a set of neighbourhoods, suburbs, urban nodes and 
metropolitan regions. (Harrison et al, 2014). 

Expensive ‘green’ systems and system thinking is yet to 
form part of sustainability-thinking within cities (especial-
ly within the African context), where resources are the 
most limited and desperately needed, as continual ur-
ban sprawl have destroyed/depleted/shrunk away the 
natural biodiversity within most cities and suburbs. This 
has a widespread damaging e�ect on the ecology. 

The Keyes Art mile, located in Rosebank, Johan-
nesburg, South Africa, is a project aimed at reviv-
ing nature within the urban core, as part of an ini-
tiative to create healthier urban environments and 
neighbourhoods. It can be argued that the project 
is an exploration of impenetrable scalable and af-
fordable systems to reverse the negative e�ects 
of urban sprawl.

The development originated as a development 
centred around art, however, this vi-
sion has been extended to create a 
mixed use neighbourhood within the 
heart of Rosebank. The Art Mile pre-
sents the opportunity, like art itself, to 
tell a story with the landscaping and 
public space components contribut-
ing significantly to this narrative. The 
planting strategy for Keyes probably 
conveys the development’s sustain-
ability agenda the clearest. Not only 
does the planting palette aid with 
carbon sequestration in the urban 
core; promote biodiversity; contrib-
ute to nature conservation e�orts; 
and create a favourable micro cli-
mate; but it also endeavours large-
ly to change social perspectives on 
locally indigenous planting palettes. 

Future phases of the spine will showcase planting 
communities that represents Veldtypes occurring 
naturally along the Mining Belt of Johannesburg.

Rosebank, and Johannesburg, largely falls within 
the Grassland Biome of South Africa - The Keyes 
‘Veld Wall’ showcases plants from the highly en-
dangered Egoli Granite Grassland Veldtype. The 
wall should be viewed as a pilot project, as it is 
a pioneer in the field of vertical gardening with a 
‘hyper regional’ planting palette from the High-
veld. The project was constructed in two phas-
es and uses a sophisticated green wall system, 
called Gro-Wall 4 modules, as the structural core 
for the wall. This system is simply fixed to the ex-
isting structure (St Theresa’s North and Western 
facades) and houses an irrigation system and 
removable planting pods, which makes main-
tenance and swapping out of plants fairly easy. 
Due to its modular nature and adaptability the 
expansion from phase one to phase two mani-
fested quite seamlessly. The bulk of the planting 
comprises of grass species, while bulbs, perenni-
als and aloes allow for splashes of colour in the 
sea of grass. The wall is a dynamic art work - it 
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1. Streetlight School Classrooms

2. Streetlight School Corridors

3. Streetlight School Play Towers
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will change seasonally, but also changes almost on an 
hourly cycle, as the way light moves through the plants 
present marvellous colour displays at di�erent times of 
day. Originally the wall looked quite bleak, as our plant-
ing selection consisted of small planting specimens that 
had to fit the planting pods, but now that it has reached 
a level of maturity, it has started to take on a personality 
of its own.’

We can only hope that the wall will continue to flourish 
and inspire others to put on the same planting lens - spe-
cialist and the general public alike. It has been an exciting 
journey to date, with many lessons learnt and potentially 
a few more to learn as part of the wall’s reaction to sea-
sonal change, dominant planting species and external 
forces. Our task, therefore, was not only to merely select 
plants suitable for an aesthetically pleasing green wall or 
for robust public space planting, but also to contribute to 
the story that The Keyes Art Mile is really about. 

Another issue faced by urbanities of the 21st century is 
the shortage of water. Fieldworks have explored con-
structed wetland systems in architecture as design and 
development tool to combat water shortages and to op-
timally use resources available on site. 

House Smuts is a good example of a well-integrated 
architectural and landscape architectural design pro-
cess, as both of these disciplines impacted the design 
significantly from as early as the conceptual stages. The 
design team endeavoured to achieve sustainable resi-
dential living through the introduction of systems design. 
Located in Clearwater Country Estate, Rietvalleirand, 
Pretoria, this residential project occupies a unique site, 
as it is situated on a plot overlooking a constructed wet-
land system. This provides the design team with oppor-
tunities to frame views and promote the natural land-
scape. A strong premise for systems design manifests 
within the design solution, as it is based primarily on the 
strategic use and recycling of water. A grey water recy-
cling system, in the form of an on-site wetland, is respon-
sible for water purification and reuse. The building is ful-
ly equipped with its own water storage facilities, which 
store grey and purified water separately. The system 
works with a combination of gravity and solar pumps, in 
order to minimise electricity usage. Indigenous low main-
tenance planting, allow the building to blend comfortably 
with its surrounds. The design testifies to the innovative 
use of material and construction methods.

Cities are very complex agglomerations of both mate-
rial and intangible components. Resilience thinking re-
sponds to the challenges of complexity, uncertainty and 

change in these city or urban environments we 
inhabit. 

The fact is that there is no single truth about ur-
ban sustainability, yet this concept as a design 
driver provides us with a useful way of thinking 
about the ability of cities. Resilience and sustain-
ability in the opinion expressed in Harrison et al 
(2014), stems from local knowledge, skills and 
action. From a degree of modularity, it prevents 
adverse negative changes as a result of flowing 
too quickly from one system component to an-
other. Equally important is mutual learning and 
assistance and the possibility of collaboration 
and innovation as can be acquired form connec-
tions with external agents. Urban environments 
are living entities – cultural landscapes bur-
dened by the scares of society – and receptors 
for change, receptors for new cultural layers. 

“Landscapes are possible receptors for new eco-
nomic development, sites of transformation and 
areas to be reclaimed. At the same time, they 
also have the potential to become an operative 
tool to actively resist the globalizing and homog-
enizing tendencies of built environments.” 
Kelly Shannon (Crysler, 2012:625)

We as human beings inhabit a finite planet in 
need of curation (Fisher, 2011) and as designers 
and urbanists are the curators of the landscape 
we populate. It is our nature as Homo Faber, to 
tinker – actively implementing fundamental prin-
ciples as part of a sustainable methodology for 
the creation of space and city making. More of-
ten than not, the endeavours of professionals in 
the built environment have led to controversial 
implementations as solutions to the problems 
urbanities face and despite our best intentions 
many of the world’s productive landscapes and 
ecosystems are in trouble (Walker and Salt, 
2006). This might be as a result of overlooking 
the socio-political and lack of understanding en-
vironmental processes which impact the produc-
tion of urban space and networks. As a point of 
departure to understanding the issues surround-
ing urbanisation and cities of the 21st century, 
one needs to understand the intersections of 
and with urban systems, identify opportunities 
in infrastructure and see the landscape as much 
as an organising force, as we see it as a distinct 
facet of the city. An understanding of sustainable 
development and sustainable principles, there-
fore, is not enough to ensure the evolution of 
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5sustainable and resilient cities. A 
multi-disciplinary approach is re-
quired – an approach that allows 
for actors in di�erent operating 
spheres to interact with each 
other and the urban environment 
itself. This is a form of systems 
thinking, which will allow for new 
forms of urbanism to emerge that 
acknowledges the notion that as 
system is a scalable entity, which 
means that it can interact over a 
variety of scales and contexts. 

In order to ‘fix’ the environment, 
we first have to ‘fix’ man, and the 
perception man has of the envi-
ronment he lives in. An evolution 
of man from a perspective of ‘sur-
vival of the fittest’ to a creative, 
co-operative and mutualistic rela-
tionship with nature needs to oc-
cur, which underpins the fact that 
nature and humans are intensive-
ly interconnected (Swilling, 2012). 
“The close relationship that ex-
ists between human and nat-

ural systems implies that cities 
can neither become sustainable 
nor resilient until they have ac-
knowledged their dependence 
on ecosystems.” (Harrison et al. 
2014, p.55)

6
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4. Keyes Veld Wall 

5. Keyes Veld Wall Street Interface

6. Keyes Veld Wall Grow Modules 

7. House Smuts Approach
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8. House Smuts Wetland

9. House Smuts Main Entrance

10. House Smuts Water Lily

11. House Smuts Interior
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Albert Smuts
Albert Smuts holds a Masters degree in Archi-
tecture from The University of Pretoria and is 
currently the managing director and head of 
Architecture at Fieldworks Design Group. Al-
bert is a strong designer with a good sense of 
material use and construction. He forms a vital 
component of the Fieldworks team by ensur-
ing high technical standards and efficient use 
of material. Albert also holds a great interest 
for cooking- having spent a year studying culi-
nary arts to pursue this passion. 

Charldon Wilken
Charldon Wilken is the head of the landscape 
architecture and urban design departments 
at Fieldworks and holds Masters degrees in 
both Landscape architecture and Urban de-
sign from The University of Pretoria and The 
University of the Witwatersrand respectively. 
Charldon is passionate about systems think-
ing, respects the environment and has a good 
sense of design. He forms a vital part of the 
Fieldworks team in the integration of land-
scape and architectural projects across a va-
riety of scales
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Sub-Saharan Africa is on a path 
towards unprecedented urban 
growth. As the continent copes 
with an estimated population 
boom of one billion people over 
the next twenty years, its cities 
will need critical new infrastruc-
ture such as housing, schools 
and clinics. But there is a dearth 
of impact driven architects and 
designers who will be able to 
build these in a socially and eco-
logically sustainable way. Afri-
ca needs critical investment in 
the training and deployment of 
its most creative minds to o�er 
new solutions to the infrastruc-
tural challenges posed by rapid 
development. Otherwise, public 
health and environmental crises 
threaten to undermine the poten-
tial of its accelerating growth tra-
jectory. The African Design Cen-
tre, a hand’s on based learning 
experience fellowship program 
is the answer to this need.
 
With the African Design Centre, 
MASS launched an educational 
program based in Kigali, Rwanda, 
to train the next generation of cre-
ative leaders in Africa. The Cen-
tre’s interdisciplinary and field-
based model will professionalize 
the skills of top emerging talent, 
a major step towards MASS De-
sign Group’s mission to incubate 
local innovation towards tackling 
the biggest building boom of the 
next quarter century.

Population Growth and the Built 
Environment
As the global population contin-
ues to swell over the next centu-
ry, the pressure on our existing 
built environment and natural 
resources will increase. In Afri-
ca, where more than half of the 
expected growth over the next 
35 years is to occur, the strain 
on the built environment and the 
demand for new infrastructure 
will be especially poignant. As 

of 2015, the world’s population 
reached 7.3 billion people, and 
the population of Africa reached 
1.2 billion.[1] The world population 
continues to grow at a rate of 
1.18 per cent per year,[2] while the 
population of Africa is growing at 
over twice this rate—2.5 per cent 
per year.[3] Due to this di�erence 
in rate of population growth, by 
2050 Africa is expected to make 
up 25 per cent of the global pop-
ulation and 39 per cent by 2100.
[4]  With such a large and continu-
ally increasing percentage of the 
world population living in Africa, 
it will be imperative to continental 
and global well-being to address 
resource concerns and infra-
structural needs.
 
Population growth remains es-
pecially high for the 48 countries 
designated by the United Nations 
as the least developed countries, 
referred to as LDCs. Of these 48 
countries, 27 are in Africa.[5] The 
United Nations notes the added 
challenge this presents:
 
The populations of Angola, Bu-
rundi, Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Malawi, Niger, Somalia, 
Uganda, United Republic of Tan-
zania, and Zambia are projected 
to increase at least five-fold by 
2100. The concentration of pop-
ulation growth in the poorest 
countries will make it harder for 
those governments to eradicate 
poverty and inequality, combat 
hunger and malnutrition, expand 
education enrolment and health 
systems, improve the provision 
of basic services and implement 
other elements of a sustainable 
development agenda to ensure 
that no-one is left behind.[6]

 
All African countries will face 
these challenges as the popula-
tion booms across the continent. 
Such drastic population growth 
over the next thirty-five years will 

create a strain on the built envi-
ronment and existing resources. 
In order to ensure a prosperous 
future for Africa’s growing pop-
ulation, these infrastructural and 
systematic challenges must be 
addressed.

Investing in Africa’s Young 
Population
To ensure the chance of a pros-
perous future, significant con-
sideration must be given to the 
development and education of 
Africa’s youth. As the continent’s 
population continues to swell, 
increased pressure on natural 
resources and the built environ-
ment will present serious chal-
lenges to future generations. As 
they grow into adulthood, Africa’s 
large child population will be in-
tegral in successfully addressing 
these challenges.
 
Due to the population increase of 
the past twelve years, the current 
population in Africa is young— 
children under the age of 15 ac-
count for 41 per cent of the pop-
ulation and young persons from 
15-24 account for 19 per cent.
[7] The proportion of children in 
the population is expected to 
decline in the near-term future, 
as the proportion of the working 
age population is expected to 
grow. This shift in demographics 
is evidence of the slowdown in 
population growth brought about 
by a reduction in fertility. As the 
current population of children 
approach working age, countries 
with a high ratio of working to 
dependent populations can pos-
sibly benefit from a “demograph-
ic dividend”.[8] This demographic 
dividend is only possible if the 
labor market is poised for a pro-
ductive absorption of the grow-
ing working-age population and 
an increased investment is made 
into the childhood population.[9]
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Exponential population growth 
requires an investment in infra-
structure and the demograph-
ics, in Africa especially, demand 
an investment in human capital. 
As Africa’s children, 41 per cent 
of the region’s population, ma-
ture to enter the workforce there 
exists a huge opportunity to im-
prove the status quo through in-
vesting in the health and educa-
tion of the current generation.

Increased Urbanization
As Africa faces infrastructural 
challenges presented by popula-
tion growth, it also faces the pres-
sures of increased urbanization. 
Currently 40% of Africa’s popula-
tion lives in cities.[10] According to 
projected urbanization rates, by 
2030 over half of the continent’s 
population will live in urban en-
vironments and by 2050 almost 
60% of the population will live 
in urban environments.[11] This in-
crease in urbanization will result 
in 1.5 billion Africans living in cit-
ies by 2050. The projected influx 
in urban populations requires a 
drastic increase in infrastructure 
starting immediately. Cities must 
provide the necessary housing, 
health, and education infrastruc-
ture in order to enable sustaina-
ble social, economic, and infra-
structural growth.

The Case for Primary Infrastructure
The population boom to occur 
in Africa over the next twenty 
years will put a strain on the con-
tinent’s existing resources, mak-
ing it more di�cult for Africans 
to access the means necessary 
to meet their basic needs and 
rights. Every individual, regard-
less of their social or economic 
status, has the fundamental right 
to live freely and safely with ac-
cess to housing, healthcare, and 
education. High quality primary 
infrastructure is the first step to 
securing these rights. Primary 

infrastructure includes but is not 
limited to housing, health facil-
ities, and education facilities. 
Because this infrastructure facil-
itates everyday needs and ac-
cess to basic human rights, it has 
the ability to greatly impact the 
lives of many people over a long 
period of time.
 
As the population of Africa grows 
from 1.2 billion in 2015 to 1.7 bil-
lion in 2030 and 2.5 billion in 
2050, the continent will see a 
drastic increase in the need for 
housing, health facilities, and 
education facilities. In 2015 Afri-
ca requires 250 million units to 
house its population. By 2030 
this number will almost double 
to 440 million, and by 2050 the 
continent will require 950 million 
units to house its entire popula-
tion. Building almost 200 million 
housing units by 2030 – or 12 
million units a year for the next 
fifteen years – is an incredible 
task. This projected housing de-
mand is in addition to the need to 
replace the informal housing that 
exists throughout Africa.
 
The continent will also see a rise 
in the number of health centers 
needed to serve the growing 
population. In 2050 Africa re-
quires 80,000 health centers. 
By 2030 this number will grow 
to 110,000 health centers and 
by 2050 will reach 170,000. As 
most Africans receive their pri-
mary healthcare through health 
centers, having adequate num-
bers of high quality health centers 
will be pertinent to the growth of 
a healthy population.
 
Population increase and the 
pressing need to educate the 
large childhood population in 
Africa are both driving forces 
behind the demand for more 
schools. In order to provide pri-
mary education to all African 

children in an atmosphere con-
ducive to learning, the continent 
requires a total of 420,000 pri-
mary schools in 2015, 570,000 
schools in 2030, and 740,000 in 
2050. An increase of 150,000 pri-
mary schools from 2015 to 2030 
would require building 10,000 
schools a year until 2030. This 
rate of increasing need does not 
account for the existing deficit of 
schools in Africa—a deficit which 
must consider the infrastructure 
needed to account for the 29.8 
million [12] African children who 
were out of school as most re-
cently as 2012.
 
The demands for primary infra-
structure over the next thirty-five 
years will be intense and perti-
nent. In order to position itself for 
a prosperous future, Africa must 
address infrastructural and or-
ganizational needs immediately. 
A focus on high quality primary 
infrastructure will help ensure 
that future generations of Afri-
cans have access to their basic 
rights and the chance of a pros-
perous future.

Low Cost Design
Primary infrastructure such as 
housing, health facilities, and ed-
ucation facilities are imperative 
in ensuring healthy and sustain-
able growth in Africa. These pri-
mary infrastructure units are “low 
cost” modules, meaning the total 
construction cost for each unit is 
below $500,000. Unfortunate-
ly “low cost” infrastructure often 
also becomes low quality infra-
structure.
 
The lack of purposeful design 
and the poor quality of construc-
tion are both contributing factors 
to low quality infrastructure. The 
low budget for small but high-im-
pact projects does not allow for 
the cost of design services. The 
time allotment and therefore 
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the cost of design does not vary 
significantly due to project and 
budget size within a reasonable 
di�erence. Due to this relation-
ship, the added cost of design 
for these “low cost” projects 
would be too high a percentage 
of the project budget and would 
drive the project to an una�orda-
ble cost. As design remains un-
a�ordable for these individual 
units, they continue to be built as 
low quality projects.
 
When considered individually 
each “low cost” unit may seem 
insignificant, but housing, health 
facilities, and education facilities 
have great impact on people’s 
everyday lives. To continue to 
build low quality facilities that lack 
purposeful design is unaccept-
able and detrimental to the quali-
ty of life of those impacted by the 
facilities. In order to build high 
quality infrastructure, the design 
of primary units must be consid-
ered on a larger scale and be af-
forded as an aggregate cost. The 
design of one primary school is 
too large a percentage of the 
project budget, but the design 
of an adaptable framework that 
can be applied to schools across 
an entire country is an a�ordable 
design model. Employing design 
as an aggregate cost allows for 
the design and construction of 
purposeful, high quality primary 
infrastructure. This model of de-
sign created for replication must 
be careful to consider the ability 
of the design framework to adapt 
to a new context, addressing uni-
versal needs of the building type 
as well as individual needs of the 
community in which it’s built.
 
As long as design remains unaf-
fordable “low cost” projects will 
be built as low quality projects. 
Approaching design through 
an adaptable framework allows 
many projects to be built using 

the same set of design principles. 
As the framework is used for units 
across an entire country, the de-
sign cost per project diminishes, 
achieving a high impact per dol-
lar ratio. Through approaching 
design as an aggregate cost, a 
design matrix achieves the high 
quality necessary for “low cost” 
infrastructure.

Existing Hybrid Models and the 
Market Challenge
Multiple non-profit organizations 
use fundraising and a “donated 
cost” design model to address 
African infrastructural challenges 
such as the shortage of primary 
schools. This hybrid construction 
model advertises building high 
quality infrastructure with limited 
funds but generally only con-
siders the cost of construction 
materials. In this model neces-
sary components such as land, 
professional services, and con-
struction labor are donated in 
order to achieve a low financial 
cost. Once the cost of these ad-
ditional factors is considered, the 
model is not actually low cost but 
distributes donated costs among 
the di�erent stakeholders. Be-
cause it is so heavily dependent 
on donated land, service, and la-
bor costs, this hybrid model is not 
sustainable for addressing infra-
structural needs on a large scale.
 
Once the true cost of a building 
is considered—the cost of land, 
the cost of construction servic-
es, and the cost of professional 
design services—building high 
quality primary infrastructure be-
comes much more expensive. If 
Africa is to build the 150,000 pri-
mary schools needed by 2030, 
using the market price of approx-
imately $300,000 per school, it 
would cost 45 billion dollars to 
fulfill the need. This market price 
accounts for the design and con-
struction costs required to build 

primary schools with appropriate 
classroom sizes, safe infrastruc-
ture, and a school atmosphere 
conducive to learning. Using the 
true cost of high quality primary 
infrastructure reveals the unat-
tainability of filling the African 
infrastructural needs through 
the market. This infrastructural 
challenge and market dilemma 
requires an innovative solution in 
order to design and construct the 
high quality primary infrastructure 
necessary.
 
In addition to the challenges pre-
sented by the true market costs 
of infrastructure, there is a dearth 
of African architects to design 
the many units of housing, health 
centers, and schools required by 
population growth. In the entire 
East African Community (Burun-
di, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, and 
Uganda) there is a total of ap-
proximately 1,200 registered ar-
chitects—one architect to serve 
every 130,000 people. From 
2015 to 2030 the EAC will re-
quire 30 million additional hous-
ing units, 5,000 health centers, 
and 90,000 primary schools in 
order to meet the needs of its 
growing population. To fulfill this 
infrastructural demand every 
registered architect in the EAC 
would need to design and build 
26,000 housing units, four health 
centers, and seventy-seven pri-
mary schools over the next fif-
teen years. These absurd rates 
clearly exhibit the severity of 
the infrastructural demands and 
extreme dearth of African archi-
tects.
 
Architecture education is grow-
ing in Africa but not at the pace 
necessary to curb the challenges 
caused by the dearth of African 
architects and the infrastructure 
demands created by population 
growth. In the entire EAC there are 
eleven architecture programs, 
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nine of which o�er professional 
degrees. Of these nine schools, 
three have not yet graduated 
their first professional class. With 
an average graduating class of 
twenty students, these programs 
are on track to graduate approx-
imately 3,000 students over the 
next fifteen years. These young 
architects would more than dou-
ble the number of designers 
working to meet the infrastruc-
ture needs created by popula-
tion growth, but still do not come 
close to closing the gap between 
the need and supply of architects 
Africa will see between now and 
2030.

The Risk of Ignoring Primary Infra-
structure Demands
The demands of primary infra-
structure are high but the stakes 
are even higher. If the continent’s 
growing infrastructural needs 
are ignored, Africa runs the risk 
of denying its population their 
fundamental rights. This risk is 
multiplied by threats of public, 
health, and environment crisis. 
With a shortage of infrastructural 
and systematic support, much of 
the existing African population is 
vulnerable to public health and 
environmental disasters. As the 
population booms, putting more 
pressure on the existing built en-
vironment and natural resources, 
the African economic, political, 
and social situation will be even 
more fragile than ever before.
 
The multiplying e�ects social, 
health, or environmental crises 
have on vulnerable populations 
have been acutely evident in the 
disasters of Haiti and West Afri-
ca in the past five years. In 2010 
Haiti experienced a devastating 
earthquake quickly followed by 
a deadly outbreak of cholera. 
The 7.0 magnitude earthquake 
displaced much of the country’s 
population and decimated its al-

ready poor water and sanitation 
infrastructure. These conditions 
lead to a cholera outbreak of 
698,304 cases resulting in 8562 
deaths over the course of three 
years.
 
The 2014 Ebola outbreak in West 
Africa reached epidemic pro-
portions, infecting 28,511 people 
and killing 11,298.[13] This record 
breaking escalation has been 
attributed to a multitude of rea-
sons, the main one being the 
inadequacies of the healthcare 
systems of Sierra Leone, Liberia, 
and Guinea. Years of civil war 
and conflict left these countries 
with poor communication and 
transportation systems. These 
conditions along with a short-
age of health care professionals 
(1-2 doctors per nearly 100,000 
people)[14] created a situation of 
incredible vulnerability. As the 
poorly detected disease spread 
through densely populated re-
gions hospitals became over-
whelmed with patients, falling 
short on sta�, supplies, and beds. 
This systematic and infrastructur-
al shortcoming of the healthcare 
system allowed the disease to 
spread to epidemic proportions.
 
In order to position itself for a 
prosperous future and avoid so-
cio-economic devastation, Afri-
ca must address the challenges 
created by a rapidly growing 
population. This will require great 
investment in infrastructure and 
human capital – one that must 
be made immediately, on a large 
scale. The goal of the African De-
sign Center and an impact driven 
approach to architecture, is to 
merge these two goals, making 
any investment in infrastructure 
a concomitant investment in hu-
man capital.
 
The “Bauhaus of Africa” will train 
the top emerging talent of the 

continent to develop innovative 
solutions to the resource and in-
frastructural challenges facing Af-
rica. Through its field-based edu-
cational methodology the ADC 
will simultaneously enhance hu-
man capacity and tackle primary 
infrastructure needs across Afri-
ca. The ADC methodology will fo-
cus on systemic impact through 
education of fellows, Lo-Fab con-
struction, and approaching the 
design of high quality “low cost” 
projects” as an aggregate cost. 
By employing creative solutions 
and empowering students the 
Bauhaus of Africa will boldly and 
e�ectively tackle the arising chal-
lenges of population growth and 
increased urbanization.

The Bauhaus of Africa
The African Design Center, a 
“Bauhaus of Africa,” invests in 
the development of Africa’s most 
creative minds through an inter-
disciplinary, field-based model. It 
is through this educational model 
that the ADC invests in the train-
ing and deployment of Africa’s 
most creative minds to o�er new 
solutions to the infrastructural 
challenges posed by rapid de-
velopment. The ADC works as 
a complement to existing archi-
tecture and design schools, fur-
ther educating students through 
an intensive two year fellowship 
program based in Kigali, Rwan-
da. Similar to the Bauhaus, the 
ADC reimagines and redefines 
the role of design in a changing 
society and immerses students 
in the many facets of its design 
methodology.
 
The Bauhaus school was es-
tablished in 1919 with the core 
objective of reimagining the 
material world to reflect the uni-
ty of art and production. The 
Bauhaus abandoned traditional 
education techniques in favor 
of a craft guild system that com-
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bined intellectual and theoretic 
pursuits with practical skills and 
techniques. Integral to redefining 
the relationship between art and 
production was the development 
of exemplary designs for objects 
and spaces that were to charac-
terize a more humanistic future 
society. In a similar break from 
the status quo, the ADC employs 
a field based model to educate 
students in impact driven design. 
This methodology combines the-
ory, humanist goals, and practice 
to design beautiful buildings that 
deliver dignity, improve health 
and well-being, and have the 
greatest positive impact on the 
communities they serve.
 
The African Design Center re-
flects the Bauhaus method of 
impact in its relationship with in-
dustry. As the Bauhaus school 
evolved, it developed the core 
principle of the unity of art and 
technology and the power of 
mass production. This strong 
connection with industry and fo-
cus on infiltrating the market as a 
means of impact is one that reap-
pears in the methodology of the 
ADC. Through its project based 
education and focus on working 
with government institutions and 
leading companies within the de-
sign field, the ADC aims to make 
a lasting impact on the building 
industry. Using impact driven 
design and local materials and 
labor, the ADC simultaneously 
builds high quality infrastructure 
and breaks from current building 
practices, increasing the public’s 
expectations of infrastructure 
and pushing the envelope of the 
existing building industry.
 
The dissemination of ADC de-
sign methods and construction 
techniques throughout di�erent 
regions of Africa will be integral 
in impacting the built environ-
ment on a large scale. After the 

close of the Bauhaus in 1933 its 
students and teachers spread its 
ideas and theories across Europe 
and North America and in doing 
so transformed the landscape of 
architecture and design with a 
methodology that still resonates 
today. During their time at the 
ADC, fellows will gain invaluable 
experiences and skills, including 
an in-depth and comprehensive 
understanding of the methods 
and benefits of impact driven 
design. This mix of local and in-
ternational fellows will have the 
knowledge necessary to either 
return home or emigrate else-
where and employ impact driven 
design to address the infrastruc-
tural and systematic challenges 

presented by population growth 
and increased urbanization. The 
Bauhaus and the African De-
sign Center each respond to the 
social, economic, and political 
challenges of their time. While 
these challenges are very di�er-
ent each design and education 
methodology breaks from the 
status quo to examine and read-
dress the problem, using design 
to work toward a more humanis-
tic future.

How does the ADC work?
The African Design Center in-

vests in infrastructure and hu-
man capital by educating fellows 
in impact driven design through 
the design and construction of 
much needed housing, health 
centers, and schools throughout 
Africa. This investment in human 
capital through the construction 
process is underleveraged and 
could be a higher leveraged, 
high impact, dual strategy to am-
plify each dollar of investment in 
Africa’s rapid growth. With the 
support of teachers and project 
managers, ADC fellows will lead 
projects through the four stages 
established by MASS – planning, 
design, construction, and evalu-
ation. This hands-on experience 
in impact driven design is inval-

uable in training the designers 
that will lead the e�ort to solve 
Africa’s growing infrastructural 
needs.
 
The initial focus of the ADC will 
be the construction of primary 
schools. ADC fellows will employ 
a MASS developed framework of 
building principles to design and 
construct one exemplar primary 
school in each district of Rwanda. 
The schools designed through 
this framework are child-friend-
ly with special consideration to 

1
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creating a playful, safe, long last-
ing campus with an atmosphere 
conducive to learning. The ma-
trix of building principles can be 
adapted contextually to each 
new site in order to design high 
quality, site responsive units in a 
limited amount of time. Using this 
framework will allow ADC fellows 
to create thoughtful, individual-
ized designs for each communi-
ty without having to reexamine 
the universal qualities of primary 
schools.
 
Through the design process 
established by MASS, the con-
struction of primary infrastructure 
will use local materials, employ 
local labor, and develop innova-

tive construction practices. This 
process is a break from current 
building practices and pushes 
the envelope of the building in-
dustry through its consideration 
of context and the valuable re-
source of local knowledge and 
materials. Through this innova-
tive building process both fellows 
and local labor will gain marketa-
ble skills that they can use in the 
development and construction of 
future projects.

The units built by the ADC in 
communities across Rwanda will 

act as beacons for impact driven 
design, showing the positive ef-
fects of human centered design, 
locally sourced materials and 
labor, and high quality construc-
tion. Through clearly displaying 
the benefits of impact driven 
design, the work constructed by 
the ADC will raise expectations 
of the surrounding communities. 
The members of these communi-
ties will be able to recognize the 
benefits of impact driven design 
and demand this process from 
the building industry. The ADC 
and impact driven design will in-
filtrate the market by becoming 
the standard that the public de-
mands.
 

As ADC fellows design and con-
struct primary schools throughout 
Rwanda they are gaining invalu-
able skills, including an in-depth 
and comprehensive understand-
ing of the method and bene-
fits of impact driven design. As 
fellows leave the program, they 
are equipped with the knowl-
edge necessary to carry the 
methodology forward. As these 
designers employ impact driven 
design in future projects they 
are spreading the methodology 
to the communities they serve, 
the workforce they employ, and 

the design apprentices that they 
teach. The power of the ADC is 
rooted in its dual investment in 
infrastructure and human capital 
and the systemic e�ects of im-
pact driven design that spread as 
people experience the benefits 
of the methodology and emulate 
the design and construction pro-
cess of purpose built architec-
ture.

MASS Design Group’s Fellowship 
Model
In the past five years, MASS 
Design Group has successfully 
trained 25 young aspiring archi-
tects through a similar hands-on, 
project based fellowship model. 
Fellows have complemented 
their theoretical academic expe-
riences with applied training in 
hard skills like design software, 
costing, and design develop-
ment, but also soft skills like cre-
ative thinking, problem solving, 
and professionalism. MASS’s 
fellows now oversee construc-
tion on project sites throughout 
Africa (from Malawi to Congo to 
Liberia), run community meet-
ings and workshops with the 
local labor force, and make the 
buildings they help design be-
come the hospitals, housing, and 
schools that improve people’s 
lives. We have seen the model 
work and now we want to scale it 
to achieve its potential of true im-
pact on a national, regional, and 
continental scale.

Purpose Built and Impact Driven 
Design: What is it?
Architecture is not neutral; it ei-
ther helps or hurts. Architecture 
is a mechanism that projects its 
values far beyond the building’s 
walls and into the lives of com-
munities and people. Impact 
driven design, or purpose built 
architecture, addresses the abil-
ity of architecture and design 
to work as a critical lever to im-
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prove the communities they 
serve. Through impact driven 
design, each project establishes 
a core mission—a simple, legible, 
transmissible idea that speaks to 
a greater societal goal. Through 
each phase in the project the 
team considers how the core 
mission is being achieved, giv-
ing special consideration to the 
direct, indirect, and systemic im-
pacts of the project.
 
MASS Design Group has de-
veloped and tested this design 
methodology, empowering our 
team to achieve mission based 
design objectives. MASS de-
signers immerse ourselves in 
the context in which we work to 
understand the challenges and 
opportunities of a new location. 
Through engagement with the 
community we are able to pin-
point needs and identify the best 
ways to serve these needs. This 
allows MASS to design beauti-
ful buildings that deliver dignity, 
improve health and well-being, 
and have the greatest direct pos-
itive impact in the communities 
they serve. MASS engages the 
community to best develop the 
mission of a project and makes 
design choices to create system-
ic change not only through the 
building itself but also through 
the construction process.
 
At MASS Design Group we lever-
age the construction process to 

maximize economic, education-
al, and environmental outcomes. 
In our work, we have found that 
one of the most under-leveraged 
opportunities to achieve impact 
through building is in redesign-
ing the building process to fos-
ter social engagement, training, 
and equitable hiring. We call this 
approach the Locally Fabricat-
ed (or Lo-Fab) building process. 
This process highlights not only 
the environmental footprint of 
a building but also the human 
hand-print on the building pro-
cess. MASS designs its buildings 
to use local materials in innova-
tive ways. We then engage local 
labor in the construction of the 
building, allowing for an on-site 
exchange of ideas and construc-
tion techniques. This capacity 
building not only enhances the 
skills set of the local workers, but 
it also ensures the knowledge 
exists to locally manage and 
maintain the buildings into the 
future.
 
The end of the construction is 
in many ways a beginning. Af-
ter the completion of a building, 
MASS evaluates the quantitative 
and qualitative impacts of the 
design and construction process 
to prove the value of architec-
ture in improving people’s lives. 
This step is especially illustrative 
of MASS values and our aim to 
change the built world. Systemic 

change is a driving force of the 
MASS process and we achieve 
this change through the design 
of high quality, humanistic build-
ings, human capacity develop-
ment, research proving the value 
of this process, and advocacy of 
our values and research findings.
 
To create purpose built architec-
ture, MASS establishes a pro-
ject mission and works toward 
the design and impact goals 
throughout every stage of the 
project. This impact methodolo-
gy extends from the initial team 
immersion into a community, 
through the design and construc-
tion process of employing local 
resources and developing hu-
man capacity, to the completion 
and evaluation of the project and 
the mission achievement. The 
eventual systemic change hap-
pens continuously through each 
phase but becomes most evi-
dent as the community benefits 
from the use of the building, the 
labor force employs their new 
skills in future construction and 
employment, and building typol-
ogies begin to change.

Purpose Built and Impact Driven 
Design: Why is it better?
Impact driven design works to-
ward a transcendent idea that 
speaks to greater societal goals 
outside the building and seeks 
to a�ect direct, indirect, and sys-
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temic change to society at large. 
This design process, which in-
cludes Lo-Fab construction, has 
positive social, performance, and 
cost implications that add to its 
value. As architects who believe 
in the power of design to change 
the communities in which we 
build, we employ this model to 
build meaningful, beautiful build-
ings that add value to their sur-
roundings and to the lives that 
they touch.
 
Social:
Through the process of immer-
sion, designers are able to es-
tablish meaningful project goals 
that will serve the needs specific 
to the communities in which they 
build. The immersion process 
creates an initial social connec-
tion between the designers, the 
community, and the building they 
create. Impact driven design 
creates an additional social con-
nection between the community 
and the project through employ-
ing the local labor force to con-
struct the building. This process 
enhances human capacity by 
developing technical skills while 
also strengthening the commu-
nity’s sense of ownership over 
the building. This development 
of skills and enhanced sense of 
ownership creates a building in 
which the community is socially 
invested and has the necessary 
skills to maintain through the 
years.
 
Performance:
The connection with the com-
munity and the understanding 
of context that is established 
through immersion enables de-
signers to better create buildings 
that meet the environmental and 
functional needs of the people 
they serve. An understanding of 
the building environment ena-
bles the strategic use of daylight-
ing, natural ventilation, and water 

collection to design healthy and 
comfortable buildings. Through 
gaining a comprehensive under-
standing of the building context 
and the local materials available, 
designers are able to better use 
innovative construction methods 
to create beautiful and sustain-
able buildings considerate of 
factors such as weather patterns 
and seismic activity. In addition 
to addressing physical perfor-
mance, by gaining a more holistic 
view of the building and its role 
within the community, design-
ers are able to create buildings 
that best serve the socio-eco-
nomic needs of the community. 

All of these considerations from 
building performance to building 
forms create high quality phys-
ically and socially sustainable 
buildings that will serve their 
communities throughout a long 
building lifespan.  
 
Cost:
High quality, purpose built in-
frastructure not only serves its 
community better, but will have a 
longer lifespan and thus be more 
economically e�cient over time. 
The upfront cost of design and 
high quality construction may 
increase a building budget but 
the added benefits quickly out-

6
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weigh the economic and social 
costs. Low quality construction 
is unsafe, unsustainable, and will 
need to be replaced in a short 
period of time. Renovations are 
expensive and the time required 
for repairs takes away from the 
building’s ability to function and 
serve the community. In addition 
to the economic costs, the social 
costs of low quality primary infra-
structure profoundly negatively 
impacts its users. Overcrowded 
and overheating classrooms in-
terfere with students’ ability to 
learn and health facilities of simi-
lar qualities create unsafe atmos-
pheres for the sick.
 
Impact driven design is a pur-
poseful methodology that aims 
to change the built world through 
direct, indirect, and systemic 
change. These changes manifest 
themselves in the performance 
of the building, its direct impact 
on users, the indirect impact it 
has on those who learn while 
building it, and the systemic im-
pacts of changing infrastructur-
al expectations and a building 
methodology.

Case Study: Mubuga, the Purpose 
Built Primary School
In 2006, Rwanda implemented 
the “Nine-year Basic Education 
Programme” eliminating school 
fees and expanding access to 
education. While this has been 
successful in increasing enroll-
ment rates, adequate infrastruc-
ture does not currently exist to 
support these initiatives and 
ensure quality education. MASS 
Design Group, in partnership with 
M2 Foundation, designed and 
built Mubuga Primary School, an 
existing school su�ering from the 
negative e�ects of infrastructural 
failures.
 
At the start of the project Mubuga 
was at capacity, accommodating 
831 students in two shifts per day. 
The existing school infrastruc-
ture was based on the Ministry 
of Education prototype, but poor 
implementation had resulted in 
overheating, lack of ventilation, 
as well as material and structural 
failure. Only ten years after con-
struction, the school required 
40% structural repair and refur-
bishment on two of its buildings 

and 80% repair and refurbish-
ment on its third building. To 
solve the systemic problem of 
building failures, MASS proposed 
designing and implementing 
replicable solutions to common 
school infrastructure issues in the 
region. With its centralized loca-
tion within the Musanze district, 
Mubuga is well suited to become 
an exemplar prototypical campus 
for school infrastructure.
 
The design process of Mubuga 
Primary School focused on creat-
ing an exemplar, replicable mod-
el to address common infrastruc-
ture failures as well as unique 
contextual needs. Through the 
lens of community needs, build-
ing structural analysis, and the 
Ministry of Education standards, 
MASS identified four princi-
ples of campus development to 
guide the strategic masterplan 
for Mubuga. Principles included 
creating a comfortable, playful, 
healthy, and safe campus. Mubu-
ga exemplifies these principles 
through its purposeful classroom 
and campus design. The school 
campus creates an inclusive, bar-
rier free learning environment 
through handicap-accessible 
facilities, including classrooms 
and lavatories with ramps, doors, 
and toilets to accommodate all 
students. The campus emulates 
a playful atmosphere through 
its strong connection of indoor 
and outdoor learning spaces and 
multiple areas of play.

About the framework:
The MASS framework carefully 
considers common infrastruc-
tural issues and works to miti-
gate them through design. Poor 
implementation of government 
standards often result [in stu�y, 
over/underlit,] and overheating 
classrooms. The inclusion of 
natural light and ventilation into 
classroom design was integral to 
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the design of a replicable mod-
el. The combined use of transom 
windows and vertical windows 
at either end of the classroom 
achieves the need for light and 
ventilation, without creating a 
space so open to the school 
campus that students would be 
distracted from their studies.
 
Another common problem with 
government classroom proto-
types, as seen at Mubuga, is im-
proper siting. The largest exist-
ing classroom block at Mubuga 
is oriented North-South which 
allows large amounts of sunlight 
to penetrate, causing too much 
light and classroom overheat-
ing. Considering this reoccurring 
problem, one of the design goals 
of the project was to create a 
prototype that cannot be orient-
ed incorrectly.
 
The design of Mubuga creates 
a safe and secure atmosphere 
with additional spaces for learn-
ing and play. The incorpora-
tion of outdoor classrooms and 
breezeways takes advantage of 
the equatorial climate and pro-
vides additional spaces for learn-
ing.  The campus uses the layout 
of angled classroom blocks to 
break up outdoor spaces, e�ec-
tively creating multiple areas for 
play. This allows for the creation 
of age-appropriate play spaces 
tailored for di�erent levels of ac-
tivity.
 
In addition to the purposeful 
classroom design and campus 
layout, Mubuga Primary School 
includes supportive learning 
spaces, better hygiene and san-
itation facilities, improved land-
scaping, and reduced environ-
mental impacts. MASS designed 
the school matrix to support 
teachers through creating flex-
ible and adaptable classroom 
setups to accommodate di�erent 

and innovative teaching styles.
 
Mubuga Construction:
Mubuga Primary School was con-
structed by local labor using local 
materials such as reed, bricks, 
volcanic stone and pavers made 
on site. Through the construction 
process workers gained new 
skills in areas such as weaving 
and metalsmithing and gained 
expertise in others such as ma-
sonry. The construction process 
was overseen by MASS Project 
Manager Andrew Brose and 
MASS fellows Annie Peyton and 
Theo Uwayezu. 
 
At completion Mubuga Primary 
School included rehabilitation of 
two existing classroom blocks 
and the construction of five new 
classrooms, an advanced learn-
ing center, outdoor classrooms 
and a campus landscape design. 
Mubuga has directly impacted 
the lives of over 2,200 people 
– the students, parents, and lo-
cal labor force that constructed 
the school. Through the design 
and construction of this project, 
MASS successfully built upon 
the Ministry of Education’s Child 
Friendly School initiative by de-
veloping a framework of building 
principles for future school de-
sign. This contextually adaptable 
framework gives special con-
sideration to creating a safe yet 
playful atmosphere that enables 
students to learn to the best of 
their ability.

How does purpose built compare 
to other models?
A MASS primary school is more 
than just a building. It is an ed-
ucational campus, a safe envi-
ronment in which students are 
able to play and learn. Schools 
are often compared in terms of 
construction cost per meter or 
per classroom but this promotes 
a misconception of what con-

stitutes a school and portrays a 
very limited view of the overar-
ching educational goals behind 
school construction. MASS de-
signs high quality, high impact 
primary schools to incorporate 
comfortable classrooms, sup-
portive learning spaces, and a 
landscape with imaginative spac-
es for play. It is this combination 
of spaces and beneficial qualities 
that create a school. MASS’s ded-
ication to the comprehensive de-
sign of a school campus and our 
impact driven approach di�ers 
from that of non-profit organiza-
tions and government ministries 
who quantify schools through 
classroom count. The positive 
e�ects evident in MASS schools 
clearly show the benefits of using 
a comprehensive approach to 
school construction, rather than 
assembling a school as a mere 
combination of classrooms. The 
design and construction of pri-
mary schools must consider the 
multi-faceted qualities of schools 
and the possible infrastructure, 
cost, and educational benefits of 
high quality, high impact design.
 
Infrastructural Bene�ts:
Conscientious design allows for 
the construction of a productive 
school atmosphere with spa-
cious, well ventilated, naturally 
lit spaces. These qualities are 
not found in the schools built by 
non-profit organizations and gov-
ernment ministries which are of-
ten poorly lit (either too dark or 
flooded with sunlight), stu�y, and 
prone to overheat throughout the 
day. MASS uses passive design 
techniques to orient classrooms 
and strategically place openings 
in order to prevent overheating 
while still providing ventilation 
and natural light.
In addition to lighting and ven-
tilation benefits, MASS de-
signed classrooms benefit from 
more space than other models. 
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Christian joined MASS in 2010 and is currently lead-

ing the implementation of the African Design Cen-

tre, a field-based apprenticeship fellowship pro-

gram to train top design talent on the continent in 

impact-based methods. Christian was a 2011 Global 

Health Corps fellow with MASS and a 2014 Aspen 
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speaker at the TED Global conference in Arusha in 
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consultancy projects across many countries in Afri-
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then architecture school department of the former 

Kigali Institute of Science and Technology (KIST). 

He is currently the chairman of the Education Board 

of the East African Institute of Architects. Christian 

holds a Bachelor of Science in Architecture from the 

College of Architecture and Urban Planning (CAUP) 

of Tongji University in Shanghai, China (2008), and 

worked with LongiLat Architecture and Research in 

Shanghai prior to joining MASS.

Non-profit organizations specializing in school de-
sign build classrooms as small as 36m2, providing 
only 0.8m2 for a target classroom size of 45 students 
per teacher. The Rwanda Ministry of Education builds 
classrooms that are an average size of 50.9m2, pro-
viding 1.0m2 for a target size of 46 students per teach-
er. MASS classrooms are significantly more spacious 
with an average size of 65m2, providing 1.6m2 for an 
average class size of 40 students. Through creating 
more spacious classrooms for smaller class sizes, 
MASS creates comfortable learning environments no-
tably better in quality than other classroom models.
 
The layout of classrooms and supporting spaces to 
create a cohesive school campus allows for thought-
ful orientation of buildings and the creation of multiple 
spaces for play within a MASS school campus. The 
harmonious transition between infrastructure and 
landscape is a unique quality that ties the campus 
together. Non-profit and government designed class-
rooms and supporting spaces are aligned in a line-
ar fashion to create a single block of infrastructure. 
Schools are comprised of one or more of these blocks 
facing a field for play. These sterile infrastructure units 
do not successfully create the impression of a school 
campus, and do not come close to creating a playful, 
child-friendly school atmosphere. These unfriendly 
school models with disparate spaces are evidence 
that the classroom-count school model does not 
work. In order to build a primary school that creates 
a safe, playful atmosphere, design must consider the 
connection between classrooms, supporting spaces, 
and landscape.
 
Cost Bene�ts:
Non-profit organizations building primary schools 
throughout Africa use a “low cost” fundraising mod-
el to construct classrooms for about $180 per m2, or 
$6,500 per classroom. This financial model relies on 
donated land, labor, and professional services to build 
the classrooms for communities in need. Construction 
labor is donated by members of the community. The 
cost of labor on an impoverished community is signif-
icant – donating time to the construction of a school 
takes away from other work and economic priorities. 
The MASS construction process employs the local 
labor force, paying them fair wages for their work. 
This employment enhances human capacity through 
on site skill development and develops a community 
investment into the building being constructed. This 
investment creates a desire the upkeep the building 
and ensures the members of the community have the 
skillset to do so.
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Educational Bene�ts:
MASS designed schools cre-
ate playful, comfortable atmos-
pheres and classrooms that en-
gage students in learning. Since 
2006 the Ministry of Education 
has made a concerted e�ort 
to expand access to education 
and increase school enrollment. 
Despite di�erent policies and 
guidelines, primary school reten-
tion rates within Rwanda remain 
low. Through improving the qual-
ity of educational spaces, MASS 
aims to improve education itself. 
Students are better equipped to 
learn in well lit, ventilated spac-
es, additional high quality class-
rooms allow for smaller class-
room sizes, and teachers have 
the infrastructural support nec-
essary to e�ectively teach their 
classes. High quality schools that 
incorporate spaces for play have 
the power to engage students, 
enhance learning, and decrease 
dropout rates.

Conclusion: What does all of this 
mean?
As the population of Africa grows 
to 1.7 billion by 2030 and 2.5 bil-
lion by 2050 the continent will 
face an incredible strain on its 
natural resources and existing 
infrastructure. Increased urban-
ization and exponential popula-
tion growth will demand addition-
al primary infrastructure in vast 
numbers across the continent. 

In order to provide its people ac-
cess to their fundamental rights 
and position itself for a prosper-
ous future, Africa must address 
these challenges immediately, 
on a large scale.
 
The African Design Center merg-
es an investment in primary infra-
structure and human capital to 
e�ectively tackle the challenges 
posed by population growth and 
increased urbanization. Through 
the training of emergent African 
talent in impact driven design 
and the promotion of Lo-Fab 
construction, the ADC promotes 
high quality, high impact primary 
infrastructure.
 
The ADC fellowship program 
will begin to a�ect systemic 
change through the construction 
of exemplary primary schools 
throughout in Rwanda. These 
schools will act as beacons for 
impact driven design, increasing 
the standards of new construc-
tion and changing the building 
industry. Through the creation of 
a design matrix, MASS and the 
ADC approach school design as 
an aggregate cost, allowing for 
the construction of high quality, 
high impact, low cost schools. 
Through its promotion of a new 
way of design thinking and build-
ing the ADC will e�ectively tackle 
Africa’s infrastructural challenges 
and change the built world.

Captions

1. Yemi Kacoutie fabricating a modular 
Craft project 
2. Ground Breaking Ceremony at Ruhehe 
Primary School
3. Thandie during the Ruhehe Primary 
School Immersion
4. Jeremi and Moses during the Ruhehe 
Primary School Immersion
5. Mtamu working through some designs 
with Zani
6. Mtamu starting with the basics of ma-
sonry
7. Mubuga Primary School
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BA: Tell us a bit about your 
background. 

Rahel: I was born and educated 
in Ethiopia and am one of five 
children raised by amazing and 
inspirational parents. Like it was 
for many of their compatriots, 
raising a family in the troubled 
times of communist Ethiopia was 
a challenge. But they taught us 
by example, to always have a 
positive outlook in life; a deep 
love for our culture, our people 
and country; to value education 
and hard work and most impor-
tantly to have compassion and 
integrity.

BA: Do you think that place can 
influence and shape our sense 
of identity? 

Rahel: I consider myself privi-
leged to be from this beautiful 
country, much steeped in history 
and culture and also home to the 
most beautiful architectural her-
itages. I absolutely believe that 
place and the built environment 
can positively or negatively shape 
our human experience. Growing 
up in the knowledge of these 
heritages, the various neighbor-
hoods and the ever-changing ar-
chitectural landscape of our city 
Addis Ababa has influenced me 
in my thought processes and my 
professional life.  

BA: What are some of the chal-
lenges and opportunities for 
practicing architecture in Ethi-
opia? 

Rahel: In spite of fast economic 
growth in the last few years, Ethi-
opia is still a developing country 
with many problems around pov-
erty, socio economic structures, 
equal opportunity and justice. 
At the same time, our cities are 
undergoing rapid urbanization 
processes that are very much af-

fecting how fast our urban land-
scapes are transforming. The 
construction industry is slow to 
keep pace with this rapid growth, 
as the development in knowl-
edge and skills to lead many of 
these projects forward is not 
growing at the same rate. This 
results in fast, chaotic and most-
ly substandard design and con-
struction works, which is not very 
sustainable in building healthy 
cities.
The challenge for us as architects 
at this time is how to keep our 
practices from buckling against 

the constant strain and problems 
that we face in delivering quality 
works with professionalism and 
ethics. At the same time, the op-
portunities for us are plenty as 
there are so many projects to be 
done on the ground, which al-
lows for us architects to be at the 
forefront of this industry. 

BA: So how can an architect 
stay engaged in a context like 
this?

Rahel: As architects working in 
this ecosystem we have to be the 
leading voices to bring positive 
impact within our sector to as-
sure the health and well being of 
our communities. Through posi-
tive engagement in our work and 
by having a deep commitment 
and passion for our profession 
we can produce works of excel-
lence through promoting values 

1

of good practice. Collaborative 
design and construction works 
with local and international col-
leagues, partners and clients will 
constantly put us on our toes to 
seek knowledge and innovation 
and always push for said excel-
lence. The human factor is very 
important throughout this pro-
cess and constantly working with 
young and emerging architects, 
to promote and share knowledge 
of the practice of architecture are 
some of the ways for architects 
to stay engaged.

BA: Can you share your expe-
riences on how you’ve been 
working since early on in your 
career? 

Rahel: Yes for me the questions 
foremost were; Is architecture 
visible and a profession people 
know about? If we want to be im-
pactful, how do we redefine our-
selves in our society? Can we de-
sign architecture that can identify 
to our culture and environment? 
These were questions that we 
could not get answers for and 
we therefore took the choice to 
slowly grow into the profession 
and practice architecture from 
the ground up. This while at the 
same time trying to understand 
and maneuver through the com-
plexities and di�culties of run-
ning a business in this environ-
ment. Creativity and inspiration 
are very important aspects of 
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our work as architects and we 
started drawing design ideas by 
infusing modern and contempo-
rary concepts with traditional ide-
as and materials when possible. 
Whatever the project scope, size, 
budget and expectations of the 
clients, we aspired to establish 
a practice that embodies the be-
lief in the power of the architect 
to bring exceptional value in the 
design and delivery process. 

BA: Can you tell us about some 
of your projects that illustrate 
this?

Rahel: In the beautiful lake town 
of Hawassa and on a property 
that is full of beautiful, indige-
nous trees, home to many bird 
and animal species, we were 
approached by the Client to de-
sign and build the typical multi 
story concrete building.  This 
site however called for an eco 
friendly design idea and after 
many deliberations, studies and 
final acceptance of the client, 
the project is now being imple-
mented having individual bun-

galows and units that meander 
through the trees respecting the 
environmental conditions of the 
place. By adding elements like 
skylights, stone cladding, and 
stainless steel perforated panels 
on the bar counters of the cafe, 
the traditional ‘tukul’ concept has 
a light and airy interior space 
that gives it a contemporary feel. 
The main restaurant and function 
areas will be constructed from 

raised timber and log structures 
in the swampy grounds to add to 
the green building concepts.
Cure Hospital, an orthopedic 
teaching hospital in Addis Ababa 
approached us to design a reha-
bilitation center to be construct-
ed with a small donation budget. 
The Client was thinking of a sin-
gle floor idea though the site 
available for the project was very, 
very steep and had to be heavily 
retained and filled up to construct 
this building. Understanding the 
budgetary constraints as well as 
the site conditions, the proposal 
to the Client was to invest a bit 

more on the structure enabling it 
to house future expansion on 2 
floors in addition to the floor re-
quired. After much deliberation 
and many ideas back and forth, 
the concept was accepted and 

a simple contemporary building 
was designed and constructed 
with one floor finished in phase 
1. Barely one year later and with 
availability of more funds, we 
were contracted to continue 
design for the rest of the 2 floor 
concrete shell to be used as 
training center and visiting doc-
tor’s residences.

BA: You’ve had quite a num-

ber of successful international 
collaborations. Can you tell us 
about some of them? 

Rahel: Collaboration is an impor-
tant advantage for an architect 
as with many great minds work-
ing together, there is continued 
learning, sharing and transfer of 
knowledge from one entity to the 
other.
When Dutch architects ap-
proached us to collaborate on 
the Netherlands Embassy project 
in Addis Ababa, we were quite 
excited but equally anxious to 
undertake such a huge task. As 
is the norm in the architecture of 
diplomacy, the architects married 
ideas of the rock-hewn churches 
of Lalibela with Dutch landscap-
ing for inspiration of the design. 
As the architect of record, I was 
responsible for coordination of 
the engineering design with the 
architectural works and lead the 
tender documentation and pro-
cess through to construction. 
Those four years for me was an 
amazing time in my career where 
I learnt the process of design and 
construction more at an interna-
tional level, leading and man-
aging the delivery process with 
the complexities of all people in-
volved and bring it to a success-
ful completion. It was a fantastic 
collaborative project where the 
Client together with the local and 
international design and con-
struction team delivered a pro-
ject that later received the Agha 
Kahn Award for Architecture.
The British council in Addis Aba-
ba was developed by our of-
fice from the concepts of the in 
house architect of the council. 
The project though small in scale 
had ideas of sustainable and 
green design that made it very in-
teresting to work and learn from; 
with windbreakers for passive 
ventilation, sun pipes for lighting 
the interiors and solar panels for 
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ment in the field of Architecture; awarded the Loeb 

Fellowship at the Harvard Graduate School of De-

sign and is recently nominated for the Royal Acade-

my of Arts’ Dorfman Award in London. Her passion 

to inspire and share knowledge in higher education; 

in the schools of architecture and around young 

professionals, led to her being cited as a role model 

in “Temsalet”, a book compiled of outstanding Ethio-
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in Ethiopia. Rahel was appointed as Honorary Good 

Will Ambassador for “Zer Ethiopia” an NGO promot-

ing Young Ethiopian Girls in Education.

hot water etc. The trees cut from the site at the start 
of the construction were sawn and later reused for 
façade cladding and cover of the security wall.
The International Community School project was a 
fantastic collaborative turnkey project that we recent-
ly finalized. This 5 story contemporary building that 
features Ethiopian stone cladding, green wall ideas 
and well thought out colorful and cheery interiors 
shows how good teamwork can also add value in 
providing quality and excellence in a project.
 
BA: How do you see the importance of engaging in 
empowering young and emerging architects?

Rahel: I believe it crucial that we engage with emerg-
ing architects if we want lasting and impactful change 
in our society. Young architects need inspirational fig-
ures from their communities to guide and assist them 

as they come out of universities and start to navigate 
the complex landscape of work life. Through one on 
one session, allowing internship opportunities, at-
tending university juries and giving lectures I myself 
strive to engage with these architects. Mentoring and 
encouraging our young female students and gradu-
ates is especially important to me simply because I 
can understand and identify with them in their ques-
tions and struggles.

BA: How is it like then, leading a successful ar-
chitectural firm in an industry that is primarily 
male-dominated?

Rahel: It is defiantly tough with the additional obsta-
cle and complexity of our patriarchal society. There 
are endless stories around it but let me just say that 
through God’s grace, hard work, resilience and sup-
port of my family and friends, I learned to endure.

AUA: Thank you Rahel for your time.

4

1. The Royal Netherlands Embassy,  Photo credit, Iwan Baan, SeArch
2. Cure Hospital

3. United Africa Group
4. International Community School: Flansburgh Architects, Raas 

Architects, Elmi Olindo
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Architecture for a Change (A4AC) 
is a Johannesburg based ar-
chitectural drawing studio and 
workshop established on the 
three principles of architecture, 
design and manufacturing. The 
aim of the studio is to generate 
innovative architectural design 
ideas, to develop prototypes and 
to deliver an architectural prod-
uct through methodical craftman-
ship. 

Founded by Dirk Coetser and 
John Saaiman, their passion for 
socially driven architecture and 
community engagement devel-
oped whilst studying under Al-
exander Opper at the University 
of Johannesburg who promotes 
the philosophy of a hands-on ap-
proach to architecture. Keeping 
true to their roots, A4AC focuses 
on finding a balance between 
everyday practice and their pas-
sion for community architecture.
Their project portfolio consists 
of residential, commercial and 
community projects in which they 
incorporate the same design 
and build ideas. Today known as 
the design build process, their 
philosophy is based on the age 
old concept of the Master Build-
er – a person who in ancient 
times would construct their ideas 
and visualisations from design 
through to construction. 

By introducing the principle of 
manufacture into their practice, 
A4AC has managed to find a 
way to make their projects in 
everyday practice and commu-
nity architecture more feasible. 
It also enables them to develop 
experimental designs that ech-
oes their philosophy of an archi-
tecture with a social conscious-
ness through to the construction 
phase.

The following three projects are 
examples of design and build 

projects from a residential, com-
mercial and community project 
perspective which illustrate 
A4AC’s design methodology.

The Legson Kayira Community 
Centre & Primary School
The Legson Kayira School in Ma-
lawi for which A4AC received 
an award from the South African 
Institute of Architects in 2016 
serves as the best example of a 
community project designed and 
constructed by the firm. The aim 
for this project was to provide an 
educational facility in one of the 
poorest countries in the world 
and to provide a place of social 
gathering for which a community 
in an isolated village could take 
ownership of.  

The biggest challenge in finding 
a design solution for this project 
was the availability and cost of 
construction materials in Malawi. 
The design therefore consists 
of a combination of imported 
construction materials, locally 
manufactured products and lo-
cal labour. Recycled shipping 
containers in which a lightweight 
steel structure was transport-
ed from South Africa forms the 
primary structure of the school 
whilst locally manufactured 
bricks and concrete blocks were 
used to complete the building. 
The incorporation of lightweight 
steel reduced construction time 
significantly and introduced a 
new construction method to local 
labourers. 

Other design elements include 
large openable panels and an 
open roof construction which 
creates a floating canopy to al-
low for natural ventilation. Trans-
lucent sheeting panels in the roof 
ensures ample natural light in 
the classrooms, whilst solar pan-
els provide power for lighting at 
night time. The roof design also 

allows for maximum rainwater 
harvesting in this water scarce 
area. 

The school is also being used 
for choir practices in the after-
noons whilst the central court-
yard becomes a place for social 
gatherings other than school as-
semblies. The project has since 
grown to include more class-
rooms, a place of worship, a clinic, 
a playground and a creche which 
is currently being constructed by 
local labourers trained from the 
construction on the school.

Bank in a Can
The Bank in a Can project for 
FNB was driven by the need for 
people in underdeveloped areas 
in South Africa to have access to 
banking services. Being a social-
ly driven project developed for a 
corporate client, A4AC saw this 
as an opportunity to develop a 
product that could reflect social 
responsibility in the corporate 
environment. The aim was to de-
velop a prototype for a mobile 
bank which could be relocated to 
di�erent sites as the need arises.
A4AC developed their Bank in a 
Can pod concept that consist of 
the base structure of a shipping 
container used specifically for its 
ease of transportation. The con-
tainer structure is fully insulated, 
secured and branded to the cor-
porate client’s specifications and 
consist of ATM’s, tellers, a sales 
and services o�ce and a storage 
area. The mobile pod is complet-
ed o� site and transported to the 
chosen site where on site work 
is minimised by using remova-
ble lightweight steel canopies to 
complete the design.  

Since the production of the first 
unit, the prototype has been 
developed and transported to 
various locations in South Africa 
where it provides banking servic-
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es to people in under serviced 
areas.  
    
Cli� House, Northcli�, 
Johannesburg
The Cli� House in Northcli� is a 
residential project done by A4AC 
for which the aim was to devel-
op a feasible, o� the grid solution 
for a design and build project on 
a site with a significant fall. The 
challenge was to find a construc-
tion method that would be less 
invasive and that would make a 
project on a very steep site more 
feasible than the conventional 
brick and mortar construction 
method. 

A4AC developed a design solu-
tion that consists of an insulated 
container structure that cantile-
vers on a steel substructure in 
combination with a lightweight 
steel structure for the remain-

ing areas of the house. Further-
more, the lightweight steel was 
transported to site in the same 
container that was used as part 
of the construction process – a 
similar concept derived from 
the construction of the school in 
Malawi. This allowed for an end 
product that floats above ground, 
preserving the natural foliage on 
site and allowing it to continue to 
grow underneath the structure.

Apart from conventional design 
principles such as optimal orien-
tation, the house also makes use 
of borehole water and solar pow-
er. Designed and orientated to 
maximise views towards the city 
of Johannesburg, two 12m con-
tainers were used to create the 
main living area. The remaining 
cut-out materials from the con-
tainer were recycled to construct 
the kitchen counters and a slid-

ing door separating the public 
and private areas.

The unique aesthetic derives 
from materials used for its func-
tionality and a�ordability, a result 
which challenges our everyday 
notions of what a house in South 
Africa should look like. Initially 
perceived with a lot of scepti-
cism, the house now attracts a 
lot of attention to those passing 
by. This project was also used as 
an opportunity for skills develop-
ment by training unskilled labour-
ers who now form part of their 
permanent sta�.     

Together with their team of 
trained labourers, A4AC has 
found their balance between 
everyday practice and communi-
ty projects. They continue to de-
velop innovative, project specific 
design ideas into products that 

1
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Nicola Coetser
Nicola started her academic study in 2007 at 
the University of Freestate South-Africa. Dur-
ing her studies she worked at the acclaimed 
practise; Design Workshop South Africa as an 
intern. Nicola completed her master’s degree 
in architecture in 2012 dealing with inner city 
regeneration in Johannesburg. Since then 
Nicola has worked at large firms in Johannes-
burg; working on hospitals, retail and residen-
tial projects as both a design and technical 
architect. Nicola has been doing consulta-
tion and freelance work for Architecture for a 
Change since their inception in 2013. Nicola 
designed and managed the Malawi clinic on 
behalf of Architecture for a Change in 2016. 
The commercial experience that Nicola brings 
to Architecture for a change provides a level of 
sophistication to their community work.

1.  Chimphamba village primary school_Mjinji Malawi

2. Cli� House-Northcli� Johannesburg

3. FNB bank in a Can-Mutale South-Africa

enrich the lives of those who use it and 
live in it. Whether it be a residential, com-
mercial or community project, the same 
principles and methodologies are applied 
throughout their work and reflect their phi-
losophy of a social consciousness.  
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Can architectural competitions 
be platforms for further collabo-
ration? The Africa Architecture 
Awards, which took place in 
Cape Town, South Africa on 28 
September 2017, provided a plat-
form for stakeholders(list) in the 
Africa to explore the purpose of 
architecture in Africa today and 
how it can be a catalyst for im-
proving society.

Role of architecture in today’s 
society has it evolved from the 
artistic, to the functional to sus-
tainable. Once unknown and 
invisible, Architects today have 
become household names and 
international celebrities thanks to 
the global construction boom in 
cities like Shanghai, Singapore, 
Dubai and Abu Dhabi, which 
have brought prestige and name 
recognition to a once under-rec-
ognized profession. At the same 
time, these cities have been 
transformed from deserts and 
unremarkable port towns to ma-
jor metropolises, recognized as 
much for their landmark buildings 
than anything else before. This 
trend has also a�ected Africa, 
where buildings influenced by 
Middle Eastern and Asian struc-
tures rare springing up in capitals 
from Dakar to Dar es Selam, Cai-
ro to Abuja to Addis Ababa. The 
question is does this fully repre-
sent contemporary African archi-

tecture or can we do more to in-
sert African values and heritage.

In my lifetime, Architecture in Af-
rica has gone from a non-priority 
to an emerging science and pro-
fession, a science that is govern-
ing people’s life. For instance, 
in Ethiopian universities today, 
there are approximately 11000 
architecture students of whom 
1000 graduate every year. This 

represents a 5000% jump in the 
past 2 decades. However, these 
architecture graduates repre-
sent an academia that supports 
innovation but is this true in ar-
chitectural practice? Has African 
Architecture evolved? Are global 
platforms recognizing the crafts, 
the richess and complexity of Af-
rica or does Africa Still need to 
do more to compete with other 
regions and get recognized on 
global platforms. 

To help reduce this gap, and 
based on the success of the 
“Architecture for Social Gain 
Awards” focused in South Afri-
ca in 2015, Saint-Gobain (Africa 
Development Business Unit) de-
veloped an awards program that 
responded to the needs of archi-
tecture in Africa. An independent 
Steering Panel from di�erent re-
gions in Africa was invited to re-
view the criteria and categories 
that would be relevant. 

Thus the Africa Architecture 
Awards 2017, an independent 
awards program, was born based 
on similar leading sponsored 
awards programs such as the 
World Architecture Awards and 
Festival (Grohe), The Architizer 
Awards (The Wall Street Jour-
nal), The Pritzker Awards (Pritz-
ker Family Foundation) and the 
Aga Khan Awards (Prince Shah 
Al Hussaini, Aga Khan IV). Its pur-

pose “to promote and bring to 
the worlds’ attention all examples 
of excellence in architecture on 
the Africa continent”.

The African Architectural Awards 
was launched* at the Association 
of Ethiopian Architect’s 18th An-
nual Convention and Exhibition 
in August of 2016 at the Sheraton 
Addis in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia; 
in the presence of Mr. Mpheto 
Morjeli a South African Architect. 
As the chair of the Architecture 
and Society panel at the conven-
tion, Morjeli also described the 
relevance of the African Archi-
tectural Awards. (*a collaborative 
e�ort between AEA, SG, ITSAGO, 
ABHAM and ETHEL Communica-
tions). The success of the launch 
prompted a follow-up event that 
took place at the Alliance Ethio 
Francaise in July of 2017 with a 
theme “Sustainable Architectur-
al Practice”. With limited seats 

1
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available, the event drew the at-
tention of hundreds of architects 
on social media, while 100 were 
able to attend the live panel dis-
cussions. (75% of attendees were 
students of architecture)

The inaugural Africa Architec-
ture Awards received 307 en-
tries from 32 African countries 
in either the Built, Speculative, 
Emerging Voices or Critical Dia-
logue (encouraging writing and 
innovative use of digital media) 
category. The winners of the four 
categories and the overall grand 
prize, was announced at a gala 
awards ceremony held at the 
newly opened Zeitz Museum of 
Contemporary Art Africa (Zeitz 
MOCAA) in Cape Town, South Af-

rica. The People’s choice award 
was also a popular hit on social 
media, where communities ex-
pressed likes and support and 
connected. The Awards seeks to 
create connections and opportu-
nities for collaboration amongst 
all architects across Africa.

The inherent and immediate 
objectives of the awards pro-
gram to spark dialogue, critique 
and analysis was achieved. The 
awards program reinforced the 
need to create awareness of the 
role of architects and urban de-
signers with the general public 
and in addition to the need to 
educate the public and private 
sectors to commission architects 
for projects. Most importantly the 

2

awards succeeded in being “A 
call to action for all African archi-
tects, especially the youth. The 
highlight was the need to pro-
vide a platform for the Youth the 
emerging voices.

Architectural competitions can 
be platforms for further collabo-
ration? The answer is YES. If the 
definition of an award is stretched 
beyond the need to reward 
worth projects and recognize 
the mass and dialogue on values 
rather than categories. The Afri-
ca Architecture Awards sought 
to celebrate design excellence, 
honor established architects and 
encourage emerging and future 
voices and Bring the youth into 
the conversation.

2
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1. AAA Panel Discussion in Addis Ababa

2. eThekwini uMkhumbane Museum_Atrium

3. Winner of the Grand Prix of the 1st Africa Architecture Awards_ 
Architect: Choromanski Architects_Project: eThekwini uMkhumbane 

Museum

4. Winner of the Emerging Voices Category_ Project The Territory 
in-between, Architect: Aissata Balde, Unit 12, Graduate School of 

Architecture, Univeristy of Johannesburg

5. Winner of the Critical Dialogue Category_ Forum De Arquitectura, 
Entrant: Ceica, Angola

6. eThekwini uMkhumbane Museum_Entrance elevation

4
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RODAS GIRMA SEYOUM

A professional architect and business leader with 

over 15 years of experience in the building indus-

try.  As a designer, Rodas’ passion lies with simple, 

functional and contemporary designs, and she con-

tinues to execute her vision through cutting edge 

projects across Ethiopia. In addition, Rodas is quick-

ly establishing herself as a business leader in the 

construction sector by leveraging her knowledge 

and experience to help Saint Gobain, one of the 

world’s largest manufacturers of construction mate-

rials, expand its operations in the Ethiopian market. 

Through it all, Rodas has continued to do her part 

to advance the architectural profession in Ethiopia 

and is committed to use her platform to shine a light 

on the tremendous achievements being made by 

her fellow architects. In addition to being an active 

member of several professional associations, Ro-

das has been recognized as an emerging African 

leader by the US State Department’s Young African 

Leaders Initiative (YALI). Rodas is an executive on 

the board of the Association of Ethiopian Architects. 

Rodas holds a BSc in Architecture and Urban Plan-

ning from Addis Ababa University in Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia and an MBA from Ecole Supérieure de 

Gestion in Paris, France.
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On the 
pursuit of 

excellence in 
the craft of 

architecture 
in Africa

Valerie Rubombora Interior Rendor of Classroom building, 
Studio FH ArchitectsExterior render of Sarachom site





72

In most of sub Saharan, cen-
tral and east Africa, the acro-
nym TIA (This is Africa) is often 
thrown around as an excuse for 
a variety of shortcomings: poor 
service delivery; lack of resourc-
es, both mental and menial; the 
sub-standard production of work; 
the work’s inevitable delay. Is it 
too much to ask for pure 90-de-
gree wall junctions? This is Africa. 
Or maybe it’s a case of a painted 
rather than airbrushed primer? 
This is Africa. One’s primary men-
tal defence mechanism in a loca-
tion where lax standards are the 
norm is to let it be. We tend to cite 
inadequate education, mechan-
ical equipment or materials as 
the reason why our buildings can 
never be crafted as well as those 
in other contexts. As a result, the 

“African” aesthetic, particularly 
in rural, hard-to-reach locations, 
has taken on the so-called “rus-
tic” appearance of poorly manu-
factured work. That said, as de-
signers we limit our architecture 
by assuming that because “this is 
Africa” our architecture is ill-fat-
ed to become a poor imitation 
of our intended design. There is 
the potential, through a combina-
tion of design process, approach 
to design team and the choice 
of contractual partners, through 
which we can reclaim the control 
of craft in the creation of spaces.

In its 5 years of practice, Studio 

FH architects have worked to-
wards excellence in quality in ar-
chitecture. In mid-2015, the o�ce 
was presented the opportunity to 
exercise both their ethos on craft 
and their principles on sustaina-
bility. African Wildlife Foundation, 
an international organisation fo-
cused on environmental con-
servation, expressed interest in 
constructing two schools in Kara-
moja. Their intent with these was 
to educate the population about 
the value of preserving their en-
vironment, as well as to provide 
needed skills and employment 
within the community. The aver-
age Ugandan perception of the 
Karamoja sub-region, located in 
the Northern region of Uganda, is 
“remote” and these schools were 
to be located over 3-4 hours from 
the nearest towns in the sub-re-
gion. The villages of Geremech 
and Sarachom in the savannas 
of Kidepo National Park are a 
roughly 10-hour drive from Kam-
pala and a few kilometres from 
the borders of South Sudan and 
Kenya. The sites lie on Elephant 
migration routes and experience 
the best of the untouched beau-
ty Uganda is famed for. They are 
also, unfortunately, at the mercy 
of the arid climate and feel every 
kilometre of their separation from 
the economic and technological 
resources that benefit the rest of 
the country.

In Africa, we exist in a unique so-
cio-economic context thus as ar-
chitects our practice of architec-
ture has had to morph from what 
is thought of as “standard” prac-
tice in order to be able to achieve 
a high level of quality, irrespec-
tive of location. The design team 
is a crucial part of achieving this 
endeavour. From the inception 
of the Karamoja Schools Pro-
ject, Studio FH brought on board 
its partner consultants: Aquila 
Gallery as structural engineers, 

Dudley Kasibante and Partners 
for project management and 
quantity surveying work, The 
Landscape Studio for landscap-
ing and Equatorsun for the engi-
neering of mechanical, electrical 
and appropriate technologies. 
Studio FH perceives the design 
team as never consisting solely 
of architects. The value of this 
is that it reduces on the division 
of labour, which usually causes 
a distinction between conceptu-
al intent and the so-called prac-
ticality of the design produced. 
This consultant design team has 
worked together on over 95 per 
cent of Studio FH’s projects. The 
regularity of this has meant that, 
from project to project, there is 
a cohesion of design approach, 
each member can easily predict 
the others’ needs, and when the 
envelop is pushed in a design, 
this is done from all angles – en-
gineering, economic and archi-
tectural. In the context of the Kar-
amoja schools, the main design 
challenges related to materials. 
A crucial aspect to the cohe-
siveness of the design team has 
been the collection of individuals 
that share the same idealistic ap-
proach to environmental friendly 
design, construction and quality 
of work.

Evidenced in this project, excel-
lence in craft is a multifaceted 
endeavour. The craftsmanship 
was an angle that was tackled 

1
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from the inception of the design 
particularly because, as a remote 
location, the contextual appro-
priateness of material and con-
struction was paramount. From 
foundation to skin to structure 
of the building, the team had to 
balance availability and worka-
bility of materials, the process of 
sustainability as well as the level 
of quality required. This all had 
to be further balanced with the 
fact that, due to the remoteness 
of the location, supervision by 
the consultants could not be as 
frequent as would be preferred 
when working with non-standard 
materials and approaches.
 
In the building foundation, the 
design made use of the natu-
ral granite rock endemic to the 
region. Because of the long 
distances required to supply 
cement to site, the team opted 
for a dry-packed rubble stone 
foundation – reducing on the 
need and cost of concrete foun-
dations. Similar issues presented 
themselves when considering 
the skin of the building. How 
does one choose a material that 
requires little transportation to 
site, is economically viable, is 

sensitive to the environment and 
requires low-maintenance by the 
future inhabitants of the school? 
The choice of non-interlocking 
compressed earth blocks (CEB) 
was suggested as an alternative 
to the fired brick used for most 
Studio FH buildings and the com-
monly popular concrete blocks. 
Compressed earth blocks could 
be produced directly on site with 
both machinery and material 
from site – requiring less import-
ed cement than would be used 
for other options. Through an in-
novative design by the structur-
al engineer, the ring beam also 
managed to utilise the CEBs as 
permanent formwork, lessening 
the amount of concrete used 
in the building. In order that the 
building maintenance remained 
low, the CEBs were proposed as 
fair-faced. To accommodate this, 
there was an integration of a low 
stone plinth that served a multi-
ple purpose of raising the level of 
the compressed earth blocks to 
protect against running water, as 
well as providing exterior seating 
spaces for the students.

The elements with the lowest 
margins of error were isolated 

to the structure of the building 
that supported the roof. It was 
decided that in order to have 
maximum input from the design 
team in so sensitive a part of the 
building, the columns, trusses, 
column-bases and lintels, were 
to be pre-fabricated in Kampa-
la and driven to site where they 
would be assembled. The chal-
lenge then became how to de-
sign a “kit-of-parts” composed 
of components light enough 
and cheap enough to transport 
as well as sturdy enough not to 
lose structural integrity along the 
way. The columns and trusses in 
the building are thus composed 
of thin steel members – more 
often seen in window sections. 
Working together, the team was 
able to optimise the design of 
the members to be able to get 
the most structural stability out of 
the most a�ordable and e�cient 
sections.
 
A major accommodation of the 
design process to allow for the 
unique contextual challenges oc-
curs in the contractual process. 
The consultant team has had to 
establish processes and tem-
plates and work hand-in-hand, 
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even training the contractor 
through these, in order to ensure 
adequate communication and 
timeous fulfilment of the contract. 
These often take more time and 
input by the consultants but end 
up resulting in a smoother pro-
duction process in the long run. 
One of these processes, the 
sample approval process, forms 
a very crucial stage to the design 
production. Building elements 
are developed in discussion with 
the contractual team, often going 
through di�erent stages and var-
iations, in order to find workable 
solutions and an approved level 
of excellence. The project’s con-
tractor, Hands Uganda, was by 
no means perfectly equipped to 
implement all the challenging de-
signs fielded by the consultants. 
His value in this project lay more 
in his ability to come alongside 
the team to attempt the level of 
precision required, often in spite 
of rather than because of the ma-
terials used. One of the most val-
uable components of being able 
to produce such a building is the 

contractor’s personal ethos and 
approach to construction. Intent 
to understand the vision – from 
small details such as the appear-
ance of the signboard to the im-
plementation of a non-standard 
truss system – makes all the dif-
ference in choice of contractor. 

In this as well as various other 
rural and remote locations, the 

team has weathered the chal-
lenges of requesting the best 
from the works produced by con-
tractors. At worst this has caused 
heated frustration and tension 
between the consultant and con-
tractor teams, at best a symbio-
sis of vision that has resulted in 
a mutual understanding and the 
proverbial “flow” in work. Always, 

however, the standard remains 
fixed; through fighting or flow, 
beautifully crafted architecture is 
produced.

5
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Valerie Rubombora
Valerie Rubombora works at Studio FH archi-
tects in Kampala. She holds an MArch (prof) 
degree from the University of the Witwaters-
rand School of Architecture and Planning and 
has lectured part time at Ndejje University.

1. Photo of CEB laying – Kiryowa Lubanga

2. Photo of CEB and Rubble stone wall in Teachers’ Accomodation – 
Studio FH Architects

3. Exterior render of Sarachom site

4. Photo of Metal craftman presenting door sample – Valerie 
Rubombora

5. Photo of CEB laying – Kiryowa Lubanga

6. Photo of Rubble Foundation construction – Kiryowa Lubanga



Easing Rular 
Africa’s 

Housing 
Problems 

with Plastic 
Wastes

Yahaya Ahmed
Trained masons working on Bdg.

Photography credit, Engr. Yahaya Ahmed
Trained masons working on a Gazebo built 

with PET bottles
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In Africa today, plastics have become part of our living 
activities. They are widely used in our daily lives; we 
find them everywhere, from our wears- shoes, bags, 
headgears and even women hairs attachments; our 
automobiles; o�ce and household electronics/com-
puters; storage facilities/containers and sachets/
wraps of various products and foods. Despite the fact 
that they are very convenient for us in our day to day 
use of them, plastics have posed and are posing an 
alarming threat to our health and that of the environ-
ment.

Most of African countries do not have proper inciner-
ators. So open burning of plastics is a common prac-
tice in many countries on the continent. Moreover, in 
many villages and towns, old plastic bags and sachets 
are used to ignite wood or charcoal for cooking. If we 
burn plastic, they emit harmful chemical gases like 
carbon dioxide (CO,), carbon monoxide (CO), nitrous
oxide (NO), methane (CH4), sulphur dioxides (SO2), 
etc. These gases pollute our environment and add 
to the greenhouse e�ect, thus endangering our envi-
ronment the more. Dioxins and furans are two highly 
toxic chemicals created unintentionally during plastic 
incineration. Therefore, most of the inhabitants and 
their neighbors are forced to inhale the smoke and 
the highly damaging vapors.

Once a plastic bag is disposed of, other than burning, 
it takes over 1,000 yrs. to degrade. They do not biode-
grade, instead they photo degrade. The sun breaks 
them down into smaller and smaller toxic particles. 
The degradation releases 
toxic waste into the envi-
ronment, polluting land, 
air and water. Hundreds of 
thousands of these bags 
are inhaled or eaten by 
animals each year. Cows, 
sheep, goats, sea turtles, 
fish, sharks, whales, birds, 
and other animals fall vic-
tim to plastic bags each 
year.

At the peak of the rainy 
season each year in Nige-
ria, and this is almost sure-
ly the case in many African 
countries, floods cause a 
lot of havoc in many cities 
and communities across 
the country. Many have 
blamed the failure of infra-

structure, amongst other things as the main cause of 
the floods. Some even dubbed it a natural disaster. I 
wonder how many people see plastic wastes as the 
number one culprit. Nothing renders drainage infra-
structure inoperational as fast as plastics. Plastic as 
non-biodegradables means they don’t decay. In rain 
runo�s, they are washed down to gather and block 
drainages, thus reducing their water-carrying capaci-
ties, if not even totally blocking them.

In countries such as Nigeria, where I come from, dis-
carded plastic bags are a major eyesore. Often car-
ried from waste-dumps by the wind, discarded plastic 
bags are regularly seen hanging in bushes, floating in 
lakes and rivers, flapping from fences, spoiling land-
scapes and choking innocent animals. In many plac-
es across the country, they are mockingly referred to 
as the “national flower”.

Again, plastic waste has a terrible impact on tourism. 
Recently, I read a report by a tourist who arrived in 
Lagos, checked into a resort in the new city on the 
island and decides on a yacht sail o� the jetty of the 
expensive yacht club; but all that greeted him are 
stinking wastes, full of plastic dumped o� the coast 
by the many water-side slums of Lagos that are even 
greater eyesours. In the same vein I read in a tourist 
magazine that the beaches east of Accra, give tour-
ists the impression that Ghana is a filthy country.

Now, what do we do about this situation?

1
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1. Sorting PET bottles from Municipal Waste Dump.

2. Building taking shape

3. PET-Bottle house at advanced stage

4. The Completed Gazebo

5. Young Man posing on his uncompleted PET bottle house

2 3
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Yahaya Ahmed
Engr. Yahaya Ahmed is the Chairman/CEO of 
Developmental Association for Renewable En-
ergies (DARE). He studied Building Technology 
at the Ecole d’Enseignement Technologique 
du Batiment, Strasbourg, France. He also 
studied German Language, Civil Engineering 
and Diploma courses in Applied Linguistics 
in Technische Universität, Darmstadt and In-
stitut für Angewandte Sprachwissenschaften, 
Germersheim, both in Germany between 1985 
and 1992 respectively. Mr. Ahmed worked as 
Assistant Lecturer at the University of Frank-
furt, Institute of Ethnology & African Studies, 
Germany between 1999 and 2005. He has 
also worked among others as Senior Editor, 
Science & Technology/Environmental matters 
desk, Radio DeutcheWelle in Bonn, Germany. 
He came back to his home country Nigeria in 
2007 to establish the organization DARE and 
he has since run as the the organization’s 
Chairman/CEO to date. Mr. Ahmed is currently 
fully engaged in awareness, sensitization and 
enlightenment campaign projects on Renew-
able Energies, Environmental Protection and 
sustainability, as well as climate change in Ni-
geria. 

In the face of such challenges, our organization 
DARE, realized that we don’t have to wait till the Gov-
ernment takes action. With Environmental Protection 
being the cornerstone of our objectives, we decided 
to take the bull by the horn and initiate projects which 
will help us get rid of the major plastic wastes, name-
ly PET bottles, “pure water” sachets and plastic bags 
from our environment, while at the same time, we try 
to solve one of the major challenges of providing ad-
equate and a�ordable housing for majority of people, 
especially in the peri-urban and rural set-ups, who 
otherwise live in shabby mud-houses which collapse 
every year during the rainy seasons. Thus, the idea 
of the PET bottle house construction was born. We 
strongly believe that if we continue moving ahead, 
the Government will come to realize the impact of our 
e�orts and fully join us in tackling this serious issue of 
environmental degradation.

6

6. A Gazebo built with PET bottles from municipal waste
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The next step
in hygiene 
evolution.
Every aspect of this beautifully 
contemporary range, from 
design to functionality, has been 
created with easy-cleaning and 
effective hygiene in mind.

100% TRULY
RIMLESS BOWL

Designed to prevent the hidden 
build-up of stains and dirt.

DFI COATING
A stain resistant coating 
that ensures effortless 

cleaning.

NO HIDDEN AREAS
Allows for easy and fast 

cleaning.

EASY LIFT SEAT
Designed to limit contact 

for hygienic purposes.

A
29730

CONTEMPORARY DESIGN MEETS EFFORTLESS HYGIENE

africa.kohler.com  |  +27 11 050 9000  |  contact.africa@kohler.com

For complete bathroom solutions
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ARCHI.AWARDS AFRICA 
recognising & rewarding 
remarkable architectural 
projects and encouraging 
architects to endeavour 
towards the

“AFRICA WE WANT ”  !
adopting the Aspiration 1 of the 
African Union - Agenda 2063

“Prosperous Africa based on inclusive growth 
and sustainable development” 

call for entries
open to all architects affiliated with any AUA 
member sections / any built projects in Africa 
(2008-2017)*

3 categories
- Affordable/ Social & Sustainable Housing  
- Public Buildings and Community Services
- Culture and Heritage

10th JUNE 2018 dealine

electonic submission: awards@auacongress.org

*check conditions www.auacongress.org/archi-awards

proudly supported 
by

 AU ECOSOCC

AFRICA UNION OF ARCHITECTS (AUA) AWARDS OF EXCELLENCE !
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For more than half a century,
works of heart have been dressing

the walls of our gallery
Our achievements contain inspiring stories of people whose 
vision, challenges, values and spirit have contributed to 
shape the General Construction way.

As our company embraces change and moves with the latest 
in our industry, more than ever, the pillars of our corporate 
foundation stand firm: the way we value our people; our 
ethical approach to work; not least, our strong belief that 
our actions should be meaningful, to bring timeless 
satisfaction to our clients, to our partners and to ourselves.

W hichever way you look at it, everything we do flows 
from the simple and single line: ‘nou travail ek nou leker’


