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Sambizanga Musseque, Angola 
The Musseque 
Today as many as three-quarters of 
Luanda's one and one quarter million 
people live in Musseque or peti-urban 
baiITo5. The urban infrastructure, original
ly designed to serve Luanda's 250,000 
Portuguese colonial population is totally 
inadequate to meet today's demands. 
Urban services have been allowed to run 
down in the decade since the departure of 
the Portuguese for lack of maintenance 
while the long process of training new 
cadre progresses only too slowly. Most 
of the Musseque's population has no ac
cess to piped water or formal waste dis
posal systems. A series of floods follow
ing on several years of near drought have 
left some Musseques with permanently 
inundated areas which cannot be drained 
by the inadequate colonial sewage sys
tem. Environmentally related diseases are 
on the rise and every year the war pushes 
more rural migrants into the city. New 
migrants having little urban expetience of 
dealing with sanitation in high density 
situations bring additional problems with 
them to the city. 

Project Evolution: 'Sambizanga' 
The upgrading initiative grew out of an 
earlier (1983-84) project for Educational 
Facilities Plamung of primary schools in 
Luanda, with emphasis on the Musseque 
bain'o5. The plamling project was under
taken by the Development Workshop 

Below: A typical street in Sambizanga, where 
densities reach 800 persons per hectare. 
Below, left: Women have to fetch water in Imge jugs 
as there is no piped water nor electricity yet in this 
area. 
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and its colleagues in the National Urban
ism Department for the Ministry of 
Education. This programme involved 
training teams of local level planning 
cadre to work in the bairro5, collecting 
and evaluating information on school 
conditions. The needs for developing 
community facilities such as schools was 
found to be considerable. 

After careful study of the Municipality 
of Sambizanga an area on the margin of 
the Musseque where space still permitted 
new migrant families to settle was identi
fied as a pilot zone. While the pilot area 
contained a pocket of an older dense 
Musseque some ' open spaces still did 
exist. 

In the course of working with the 
intermediate level educational planners it 
became evident that the small group 
from Sambizanga were particularly ac
tive. The project also soon proved that in 
Sambizanga the situation was amongst 
the most critical in the city with student/ 
teacher ratios approaching 60 to 1. One 
"school" was found in an unshaded yard 
with more than 250 students, three 
teachers, and only milk tins for fumiture. 

First contacts were made with the 
community through the Women's Orga
nisation and their local delegate in the 
baino . Discussions on local needs with the 
community ranged from water supply, 
to a school, a health post, and housing 
improvements. Sensing the planners' bias 
no doubt, conversations soon focussed 
around educational facilities for the chil
dren. A number of families with school 
age children said that they would be will
ing to work on weekends to help build a 
school for the baino . In tum, members of 



Drawing of a core hOl/se with phased extensions lip to four I'OOm5. 

Illustration of how a plot ~f land can evolpe over time, with constnlaion of a core 
house as .fimds permit. 
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Project technical staff member pl'Oviding assistance 
in planning constmction to a 'coop' member. 

the planning team undertook to explore 
possibilities of obtaining materials and 
equipment. The 'project', by this infor
mal pact, was launched! 

It had not been the intention of the 
planning group to assume an advocacy 
role-representing owner builders on a 
case by case basis to the City Planning 
Office. On the other hand, if the upgrad
ing initiative was to move ahead in 
already crowded haiIT05 the problem of 
'overspil!' families displaced by com
munity facilities had to be resolved at the 
outset. It became clear that it was in the 
interest of a great many of the haiiTo resi
dents to join the project in order to take 
advantage of the facilities in the 'Auto
Construcao Law' to formalise their te
nure, and in doing so receive the right to 
purchase materials for improving their 
housing. A model had to be found to 
resolve both these needs. 

After a great deal of detailed study of 
the physical and socio-economic make up 
of the com.munity, and in close consulta
tion with residents, the plamling team 
drew up proposals for housing plot lay
outs on a block by block basis. These 
layout plans attempted to respect the ex
isting neighbourhood structure as much 
as possible, but were aimed at rationalis
ing the use of in£illlots to serve as 'over
spill' sites for the project. The efficiency 
of laying in low-cost service lines in the 
future, when water and electricity be
came available, was also an important 
consideration. Long deep lots which 



minimalise street frontage proved to be 
the most rational. New migrants from 
the rural areas where land is not at a 
premium found some of these high de
nsity planning considerations curious. 
Houses, in their minds, normally pre
sented a broad facade to the street. 

Discussions on these and other points 
were assisted by the use of simple scale 
models which could be manipulated to 
demonstrate layout options and possibili
ties for house growth and additions. 

To facilitate the plot layout and house 
planning process the planning group 
drew up a series of housing options, all 
based on a simple two room 'dry-core' 
house model. The core allowed an infi
nite number of extension possibilities, 
some of which were detailed and mod
elled. Project members were allowed to 
use these drawings, if they so chose, to 
present to the city government for build
ing permission. On the other hand they 
had the option, if they preferred, to buy a 
set of plans on the parallel market or even 
design and draw up their own plans to 
meet building permisssion requirements. 

Houses had to be designed to be up
gradable, as did the services. Housing 
needed to respond to the family's process 
of accumulation and growth over time. 
Investments could be made progressively 
in tune with the family economy. 

At the time of writing, water and 
electricity, though planned, had not yet 
reached the project area. Although plans 
have been drawn up and are being im
plemented for increasing the capacity of 
the whole city's service structure, it will 
be many years before there is enough 
water available to give every family free 
access. Until then restricted supplies will 
have to be shared out. Stand-taps to be 
used communally by between 20 to 40 
families are plalmed for the first phase of 
the Sambizanga Project. Electric street 
lighting will be initially installed only at 
street intersections. Lined drains will take 
priority over paved roads. Each of these 
systems will have the built-in capacity to 
be upgraded when Project funds are 
available and the urban system's capacity 
has grown to the extent that it can sup
port individual house cormections. Even 
sewage disposal is designed with the up
grading model in mind, beginning with 
dry pit latrines, although the extremely 
high costs of water borne sewage systems 
make it doubtful whether such a system 
is feasible in the foreseeable future . 

The "Cooperative" as it was initiated 
can only be considered a 'pre-coopera-

tive', as it functioned mainly for the col
lective procurement of housing inputs 
such as materials and labour, and had no 
facility for collective ownership. While 
the cooperative was established to sup
port the process of "Auto-Construcao" 
or self-help owner-controlled building, it 
was hoped that the institution of the 
cooperative would encourage mutual
assistance and the evolution of higher' 
forms of co-operation in the future. 

The Experience, Early Results 
At the time of wliting, the cooperative 
has a mere twenty families as members, 
though the waiting list is long. Six fami
lies are in the process of building their 
houses on infill sites in the first block or 
'quarterao', and the others are still 
assembling materials and making build
ing blocks in anticipation of beginning 
construction. A second 'quarterao' which 
contains forty housing lots is being pre
sently marked out. 

While the Project was initiated by the 
actions of a small group of planners, con
vinced that improvements in the Musse
ques could only be effected with the par
ticipation of the hairro's people them
selves, the material inputs have to date 
been all local ones. Housing upgrading 
has been funded solely by the cooperative 
members themselves. The local initiative 
of the Sambizanga people has been recog
nised and on the basis of this still tentative 
experience mechanisms are evolving 
which will allow for the allocation of 
state resources for the 'popular housing 
sector' . The Banco Popular which gave 
the cooperative its early official status by 
granting it an account, is taking particular 
interest. The possibility of offering hous
ing credits through cooperative mortgage 
schemes is being explored. 
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Construction oj new 
dwellings hy members of 
Samhizanga's housing 
cooperative. 

The Development Workshop 
is a Canada-based 
non-governmental 
organisation which has 
worked extensively in Iran 
(see MIMAR 1) and in 
AJi'ica. 


