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One of the most striking features of our 
time is the rapid growth of our new urban 
centres The rural parts of the Sahel and 
also some of the ancient towns in the area 
are becoming depopulated. The pheno
menon has become particularly intensified 
since the beginning of independance, and 
further aggravated during the years of 
drought. This growth has been sponta
neous rather than planned. The situation 
and its underlying forces are continuously 
changing The efforts to cope with this 
growth are also in constant motion 

When evaluating the past and the present 
in the cities of the Sahel, we think of 
certain considerable achievements in 
improving living conditions; in our new 
urban centres the school attendance of 
young children has been raised, medical 
services are "apparently" available, the 
means of communication are relatively 
developed and there seems to be some 
protection against natural disasters 
Nevertheless this development is accom
panied by different anxieties: intellectual 
and emotional, social and cultural as well 
as technological and financial. 

In the old towns, the role of each citizen 
was to some degree defined. The artisans 
and small scale tradesmen worked within 
their modest means, with materials and 
techniques which were essentially local, 
within their own scale both in technical as 
well as in logistic and economic terms. The 
constraints were clear, and when they were 
not fully understood, they were at least 
immediately felt. 

The products were perhaps "poor", but 
they responded directly to identified 
needs. It is in this context that man 
remained a part-time builder, like he had 
always been 

In the realization of a place of instruction 
and learning, as well as worship, the 
initiative, the creative thought and the 
construction were the responsibility of the 
members of the community. This commu
nity was not only responsible for its crea
tion, but also for its use, upkeep and its 
immediate surroundings In such a con
text, the logistic and financial conditions 
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were necessarily in harmony with the 
expected results 

In our cities today, what is a place of 
learning generally like, particularly within 
the formal sector? What a difference there 
is between the old integrated centres of 
learning, and the new "isolated" formal 
schools concentrated on the few available 
sites! 

In the realization of these new centres the 
contribution of the users has become 
obscured at all levels In certain cases it has 
entirely disappeared. Man appears to be 
relieved of responsibility because there is 
little he can do to influence the develop
ment of his environment 

The cast of characters involved in the 
construction of towns in the region is today 
very large. There are part-time builders 
with a direct producer-consumer relation
ship and the industry of prefabricated 
solutions where this relationship is com
pletely lost. Between these, we find a large 
range of other actors and activities, and all 
those directly involved in building are 
increasingly orientated (and disorientated) 
by other forces that influence develop
ment. 

With this large cast of characters, with 
their varying means, it is clear that the 
modes for realizing their projects are, and 
should be, variable All these modes have 
their strengths and weaknesses The part
time builders and the artisans take perhaps 
a long time to realize their objectives, but 
their actions are often in harmony with the 
aspirations and the realities of their envi
ronment For them, the action itself is 
perhaps more important than the time 
spent The industrialized builder finds his 
strength in the application of sophisticated 
techniques and his financial means. He is 
mainly preoccupied by the time factor 

To facilitate the discussion, we have iden
tified two main actors, the first one we 
shall call "traditional!vernacular". He is 
characterized by the application of 
methods based on tradition, not only in 
terms of materials and techniques but also 
in terms of his thinking and the organiza
tion of his work. 

The other actor we shall call "modern" 
He is characterized by larger fields of 
action, by the application of new techni
ques, by industrialization and standardiza
tion of construction components, and by a 
mechanised organization of his work, 
which follows certain established legisla
tion. 

Do these two actors, the "traditional! 
vernacular" and the "modern", work in 
agreement, in certainty that a good 
harmony of their actions will create the 
best conditions for progress? Or is their 
collaboration merely a form of mutual 
"exploitation"? 

In the construction of a primary school, for 
example, should the "modern" actor be 
limited to supplying "standard-plans" 
while the "traditional!vernacular" actor, in 
order to reduce costs, is called upon to 
supply his work under the banner of 
"human investment" 

Should the construction of a primary 
school be the unique conceptional work of 
the "traditional!vernacular" actor, in order 
to receive the label "authentic", while the 
"modern" actor is called upon only when 
unsurmountable and unforeseen problems 
occur? 

Dangers of deadlock exist in these types of 
action, which result in a growing number 
of failures. Neither the first nor the second 
type of action leads to the expected 
success. The collaboration should be 
established in a different way. 

After having agreed on an undertaking, 
each actor should, for each phase of the 
project, re-examine the complexity of the 
task and the possibilities for establishing a 
collaboration with the others. The con
ception itself should facilitate the co
operation, and this common engagement 
should start from the beginning and con
tinue to the end 

The aim of this engagement in this context, 
would be not only to create a product in 
the most economical way; but also to 
organize our work and shape our environ
ment in harmony with our socio-cultural 
values and aspirations. 
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To facilitate these activities, technologies 
appropriate to this aim should be deve
loped and channels of instruction and 
information should be set up on a perma
nent basis to assist those involved in the 
process 

It would further be necessary to readjust 
organizational and financial conditions in 
order to achieve, in the context of today, 
the necessary harmony between man, his 
work and his environment. 

The action of UNESCO in the field of 
school construction is inscribed in this 
notion: to help to create contacts between 
all the actors concerned, to promote 
dialogue and stimulate the efforts of all to 
search for a closer working relationship, 
and help to pave the road towards a new 
generation of indigenous development. 

It is also in this context that BREDA is 
engaged in the construction of prototypes 
which should be a proof for the possibili
ties that exist 

It was therefore particularly encouraging 
to see that the Nianing project, conceived 
and realized with the collaboration of 
BREDA, was one of the winners of the 
first Aga Khan Award in 1980. 

* Introduction to a discussion prepared by the 
Regional Office fOI Education in Africa BREDA
UNESCO 
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