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Building Toward Community 
ADAUA's Work in West Mrica 

ADA UA, the Association for the Development 
oj Traditional African Urbanism and Archi
tecture, is an organisation oj people from a 
number oj different countries, headquartered in 
Ouagadougou, Republic of Upper Volta. It 
aims to revive and promote indigenous African 
architecture and to train local inhabitants in 
appropriate technologies. 

In its aims and operational methods 
ADAUA resembles a number oj other groups, 
such as The Development Workshop (whose 
work in Iran was covered in Mimar 1), the 
London based Intermediate Technology De
velopment Group (ITDG), and Lauri Ba
ker's group in India. The difference is that 
ADAUA operates through in-country perma
nent bases, having riffices in Upper Volta, 
Mauritania , Senegal and Geneva, and is more 
aggressive in marketing its approach. 

A DAUA believes that "co
lonisation placed very little 
importance on local civi
lisations, and of course 
architecture, urbanism 
and the habitat were not 
spared. This is why we 

had to begin by strongly asserting the 
African style in town planning and 
architecture by drawing on Islamic and 
Sudano-Sahelian architecture". The group 
aims to create "a synthesis of the authentic 
values of African civilisation, supplemented 
where necessary by the contribution of 
other civilisations ... which can offer us 
technologies adapted to our own realities", 

Top: A recently completed cattle rearing form in 
Ouagadougou, Upper Volta, f4ses ea/th construction 
and an adapted tl'aditiol1al design to decO/'ate walls. 
Photographs courtesy of ADAUA. 
Right: The sensuous roofs of Rosso are shallow domes 
and vaults made of mud brick. Photograph: H. U. 
Khan. 
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Top: Materials manufacture area at KaMi, Maurita 
nia. Photograph courtesy of ADAUA. 
Above: Brick kiln in Rosso, Mauritania. Photograph: 
C. Little. 

Centre and above: Making stabilised earth blocks in a 
press, similar to the CINV A ram. 
Photographs: H. U. Khan. 
BeloU/: Training masons to build brick vaults and 
domes is part of the low cost housing pl'Ogramme in 
Rosso,Mauritania. Photogmph coultesy of ADAUA. 
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said Fodie Koita, Secretary-General of 
ADAUA. 

ADAUA operates through three work
shops; the first deals with the development 
of architecture and town planning and the 
implementation of mass housing and com
munity building projects. The second con
centrates on research into local building 
materials by developing, testing and report
ing on different structural systems. Part of 
this deals with kilns and fuels related mainly 
to earth construction. In order to prove the 
dependability of local materials ADAUA 
sees this need to demonstrably test materials 
and structures, such as domes, in public. 
The third workshop is responsible for 
sociological surveys and for organising 
slum and low-income dwellers to work for 
the community. The mobilisation of 
labour and owner-builders increases local 
expertise and also acts as a pressure group to 
get government to implement, or at least 
support, new building activities. The orga
nisation of local people into cooperatives 
enables the cooperatives to make their pro
jects profitable which, in tum, allows them 
to play a more active role in assisted self
help building projects. 

T he training of African managerial staff 
forms part of the building activities - there 
is in West Africa a great shortage of ma
nagerial skills even when architects and 
builders can be found. 

ADA UA promotes its activities much 
more consciously and effectively than other 
similar organisations. The group has the 
good sense to value the importance of 
demonstrative projects in convincing peo
ple - both internationally and locally - of 
the practicability of its approach, using the 
old adage, "build, builder; don't just talk" 
In promoting itself ADAUA relies both on 
international fmancing and on the support 
oflocal authorities. In persuading organisa
tions to fmance its activities, it is successful 
in demonstrating the savings of foreign 
currency by using local materials and in
country expertise, and looking at long 
range self-sufficiency for its projects so that 
they do not become ongoing burdens on 
doner agencies. 

ADAUA aims to make a dwelling 
available to the poorest (once they own 
land) , which is yet within their meager 
means, by giving on-site technical advice 
and granting cash subsidies or supplying 
building materials. It set up the first such 
homeowner-builder scheme with gov
ernmental and ' intemational financing, just 
over two years ago in Rosso, Mauritania. 

Local self-help is also encouraged by 
establishing micro-industries (producing 
bricks, lime, plaster and woodwork) which 
make it economical for low-income people 
to cooperate in producing their materials, 
and to administer the workshops them
selves after ADAUA's participation has 
ended. 



In the Sahel, where ADAUA operates, 
the problem of desertification is paramount. 
Year after year millions of acres of land are 
covered by the inexorably advancing desert 
which threatens both livihood and environ
ment. ADAUA is conscious of its use of 
local materials and fuels in order not to 
aggravate this situation. For instance, it is 
using rice husks, sawdust and used motor 
oil as fuels for firing the kilns used for 
baking bricks, making lime from calcin
ated shells and baking gypsum. (Recent 
tests in Nouakchott, by others, on the 
firing of gypsum by · means of solar heat 
collectors is also something that could 
eventually be used.) 

Regular contact with local groups, offi
cial organisations and others keeps 
ADAUA up-to-date and involved with 
local activities . The fact that it has its own 
teams permanently in the field means that it 
can respond rapidly to requests and take the 
initiative in projects. T here are those who are 

sceptical of ADAUA's 
work as being transplanted 
ideas instead of developing 
a true indigenous archi
tecture and who criti
cise them as "a little too 

slick" in their work and publicity. This 
somehow appears to be at odds with their 
aims and tasks. But the members of 
ADAUA are serious in what they do. Their 
dedication (spending long periods in less 
than comfortable situations) and their wil
lingness to listen to local populations illus
trates their committment to their activities. 
They continue the task begun by Fathy and 
others, and are spreading their ideas to 
growing rural population. 

ADAUA at present works only in West 
Africa; with projects (some of which are 
illustrated in this article) in Kaedi, Rosso 
and Noukachott in Mauritania, in Ouaga
dougou and Kambionce in the Republic of 
Upper Volta, in Mount Rolland, Thies, 
Richard-Tall and the Guet N'Dar district of 
Saint Louis in Senegal, and is probably 
starting work in Mali, Cameroon and Ni
ger in the near future. It is also in the process 
of establishing a sister organisation in South 
America. 

Whatever one might think of it, 
ADAUA's inter-relationship of its activities, 
its involvement and consideration of many 
aspects of environment-making and the 
range of works from micro to macro rural 
undertakings, makes it an important one in 
continuing and developing new local 
architectures in West African. 

Right, top: Experimenting with different strnctures and 
shapes in brick . 
Right, above: An elegant solution in stabilised earth for 
a water tower in Rosso. 
Right: A straightforward solution using vaults for a 
rnral workers' training centre in Ouagadougou. 
Photographs courtesy of ADA UA. 
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Project Data 

Three buildings to be used as a rural community centre 
in Mount Rolland, Republic of Senega/. 

Financing: Government of Senega/. 
Designer: Djibril N'Diagne. 

The population around Mount Rolland lives in small 
scattered rural settlements. This community errltre is 
the gathering point jor villages. The centre has a well 
operated by a wind pump which provides the commun
ity with drinking water. The villagers themselves 
decorate and paint the buildings. 
Photographs courtesy of ADAUA. 

Community Buildings, Mt. Rolland 
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Project Data 

The Dassasgho Clinic, a health facility at Ouaga-
dougou, Republic of Upper Volta. 

Financing: the project has bem built fM the Centre for 
Scientific and Technical Research with a grant from the 
German CTZ. 
History: completed 1981. 
Designers: Djibril N'Diagne and Jacques Vautheril1. 

The clillic, which also has a one mom laboratOlY for 
simple medical tests, saves the swyoundirlg countJy
side. It operates seven days a week, and although 
presently is quite small (200 square metJ·es), it is 
expected to expar/d in the next few years. 
Photographs courtesy of ADAUA. 

Clinic, Ouagadougou 
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Project Data 

The PancAftican Development Institute (IPD) Uni
versity Campus in Ouagadougou, Republic if 
Upper Volta. . 

Financing: jointly by the IPD, the German (EZE) 
and Swiss (DDA) bodies. 

History: the buildings, currently under construction, are 
to be part if a university campus. 

Designers: Philippe Glauser and Ladji Camara. 

The buildings under construction COVel" 6000 squal·e 
metres. The scheme consists of a numbel" of buildings 
and rooms connected by covered walkways. The larger 
spaces are domed. The arches and vaults are built using 
b'1ck formwork which is removed and re-used. 
Photographs courtesy of ADA UA. 

IPD Campus, Ouagadougou 
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Project Data 

A training centre for women rural group leaders, at 
Kamboince in Ouagadougou, Republic of Upper 
Volta. 

Filzancing: jointly by the governments of Upper Volta 
and Switzerland. 

History: completed in January 1983. 
Designer: Ladji Camara. 

The centre consists of classrooms, meeting areas and 
provides residential accommodation for women who 
spend anywhere from a week to several months. The 
total complex covers an area of 4000 square metres. 
Photographs courtesy of ADAUA. 

Training Centre, Ouagadougou 

41 



ADAUA 

Project Data 

Low-rent dwelling made entirely of plaster in Nouak
chott, Mauritania. 

Financing: by the Saudi Development Fund. 
History: started in 1982, this first prototype has 

recently been completed. A total of 115 dwellings 
using this as a model are to be built. 

Designer: Irahim Niang. 

This prototype is probably the first entirely plaster 
building to be built ifz the Sahel. Using vaults and 
domes, the architect has achieved a remarkably free 
jlowingform. Its suifaces and interior open spaces make 
foil use of the sculptural quality of plaster. As a single 
unit it is distinctive - it will be interesting to see what 
the overall effect will be when there is a group of such 
structures. 
Photographs courtesy of ADAUA. 

Plaster Dwelling, Nouakchott 
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ADAUA 

Project Data 

Extension of the hospital at Kaedi, Mauritatlia. 
Financing: European Development Fund. 
Designers: Abrizio Carola and Irahim Niang. 
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The patient rooms of this 100 bed hospital resemble 
igloos and in a similar manner are well irlSulated from 
the heat by a double-skin membrane of brick. Other 
areas, such as waiting spaces are covered but opm. 
Photographs courtesy of ADAUA. 

Hospital, Kaedi 
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ADAUA 

Project Data 

Low-cost, assisted self-help housing, to redevelop slums 
in Rosso-Satara, Mauritania. 

Financing: Government of Mauritania, but mainly 
subsidies by international non-governmental 
(NGO) organisations. 

History: starled in 1977. A grid layout plan, drainage 
and 400 dwellings completed. A }Urlher phase is 
starling for more housing and a building materials 
bank. 

Designers: Jose Esteve and Ladji Camara. 

A general view of the Rosso-Satara development, of 
houses built by the inhabitants using ADAUA's basic 
design. Photograph: C. Little. 

Low Cost Housing, Rosso-Satara 
In 1977 ADAUA was given a project to 
house people corning into the Satara slums 
of Rosso in Mauritania. The inhabitants, 
until recently slaves, were being resettled in 
this area and came from several ethnic 
groups: Moors, Wolofs, Toucouleurs and 
Sarakolles. Each group had its own build
ing traditions but, displaced, they appeared 
to be at a loss in their new world of 
concrete, corrugated iron and timber 
houses. The government's resettlement 
scheme included the allocation of plots and 
the provision of basic services to this im
poverished sector of the population. Realis
ing that the groups were unhappy and that 
they were now part of a new composite 
society ADAUA decided to look for 
appropriate forms and technologies to de
velop an assisted self-help programme to 
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engender a sense of participation in creating 
a new community. 

The scheme called for a development 
and town plan which would integrate the 
Satara slum into the urban structure and 
also expand the area of the town to 
accommodate growth. One of the first 
things done was the drainage of the area 
which is flooded annually forcing the in
habitants to move. The second was to 
create jobs related to building and materials 
production. The third goal was to imple
ment a scheme of assisted home building 
by owners. 

The ADAUA team made an initial 
choice concerning construction, using an 
interesting mixture of African archi
tectures, chiefly based on Nubian 
vaults and domes. The banks of the River 

Plan and section of the first prototype built by 
ADA UA. It consists of two rooms covered by a 
vault and a dome respectively and is a copy of the 
houses in New Gourna, Egypt. 
Drawing courlesy of ADAUA. 



46 

Senegal provided a traditional source of 
earth for the bricks. The team built two 
prototypes, usmg a combination of 
vaults and domes. The buildings incor
porated wind-catchers and window de
signs from old Mauritanian cities. The 
semi-hemispherical dome found little 
favour among the target settlers, as it was 
considered too dominant and imposed 
square rooms onto the inhabitants. Conse
quently, the designers emphasised low 
vaults and domes. Constructing vaults, in 
the traditional manner without shuttering, 
proved to be difficult for the masons to 
master and was abandoned in favour of 
wood and brick form work. Although 
public reaction was generally favourable 
there was official scepticism about provid
ing such housing on a mass scale - the 
material required was enormous, as was 
the labour. In spite of misgivings, the 
scheme went ahead with a number of 
modifications to reduce costs, materials 
and level of expertise required. 

The first realisation of the plan took the 
form of 12 houses built around a public 
square, which demonstrated the construc
tion techniques and materials. The adapta
tion of the techniques to cement blocks, 
plaster and earth bricks showed its versatil
ity. The buildings themselves reveal a fme 
sense of design, detail and quality. 

Later self-help construction projects by 
locally trained workers inevitably resulted 
in a drop in construction quality, but the 
important process of building had begun 
and a transfer of technology was taking 
place. ADA UA later introduced other 
forms such as the hyperbolic-parabaloid 
roof, although it is difficult to see why. It is 
not an easily constructed roof and requires 
greater structural sophistication than the 
vaults. Structural problems are evidenced 
by the visible cracks in most of these types 
of buildings. Other than adding to the 
variety of built form, this particular type of 
structure appears unjustified. 

The introduction, acceptance and use of 
new building techniques is a slow process. 
The methods developed in the Satara pro
gramme have opened new avenues to ex
plore. The continuing experimentation and 
involvement of the inhabitants appear to 
be leading toward a dynamic housing 
which will belong to the community 
which occupies it. 

Photographs, left: The mud brick vaults are made by 
local masons who have been trained in Rosso. Some
times the basic unit is doubled to make a dwelling and 
sometimes a single unit is first built with some family 
members living in tents until they can afford to add onto 
the house. The buildings are either whitewashed or 
painted cream, but gradually colours expressirlg indi
vidual tastes are beginning to emerge. 
Photographs: C. Little. 
Right: A typical entrance to a house is a mixture of 
designs inspired by the architecture of the ancient cities 
of Mauriumia. Photograph courtesy of ADAUA. 
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The. drawings show the stages 0[ construction 0[ one of 
the 12 demonstration units. They show how rooms of 
various dimensions and different roo[ structures can be 
integrated into one unit. Drawings courtesy 0[ 
ADAUA. 
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Demonstration units 
Photographs above: The 12 demonstration units were 
built around a public square. These units are now being 
used as offices and living spaces for the Rosso based 
ADAUA team. 
Photographs courlesy 0[ ADAUA. 
Right, above: The entrance to one of the demonstration 
units. Photograph: H. U. Khan. 
Right: One 0[ the demonstration units was built two 
storeys high to illustrate the versatility and strength 0[ the 
building system. Photograph: C. Little. 
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ADA UA's most recent building type in Rosso uses a 
hyperbolic-parabaloid roof The roof is cast in-situ and is 
supported by wood beams and rush matting. Thisfonn, 
though elegant, appears a little contrived in the village 
landscape. 
Photographs courtesy of ADAUA. 
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The ADAUA Rosso-Salara 
'- :. team. 

51 


