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Introduction

This impact of Koudougou Central Market is twofold. At the urban
scale, it reinforces and enhances the fabric of a mid-sized town,
providing a place for commercial and social exchange. On the level of
construction, it introduces simple and easily assimilated improve ments
to a traditional material – stabilised earth – that allow it to achieve its
full aesthetic and environmental potential. 

The market is the third of its type to be built under the direction of
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (sdc). It capitalises
on the experience gained at Fada N’Gourma and Ouahigouya,
turning trial techniques into practical solutions. The construction 
of the nearby spice market (also supported by the sdc) was used 
as a training ground for the workforce, as well as a pilot project 
for the participatory process that shaped the design of the Central
Market – and continues to determine its operation today. 
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Jury Citation

The Central Market responds sensitively 
to its urban context while also creating
powerful sculptural spaces in its interior.
Blocks of compressed earth are used 
to form celebratory domes, vaults and
arches, demonstrating how large repetitive
structural spans have the capacity to
ennoble public space.

The building of a 1:1 prototype of a typical
retail space facilitated commu nication
between the different collabo rators, simul -
taneously allowing refinement of the design,
development of innovative construction
techniques and practical training of the
local masons. More than just a piece of
physical urban infrastructure in a mid-sized
town, this project is the result of a truly
participatory process that brought together
and engaged the entire community in the
site selection, design and construc tion 
of the market as well as its continuing use.
With simple means, the project has shaped
a monumental civic space for meeting 
and exchange.
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Project Description 

Burkina Faso is being indelibly changed by
rapid urbanisation. Not long ago, 90 per
cent of the population lived in rural areas,
scattered across more than 8,000 villages.
Now there is a seemingly unstoppable flow
of migration to the country’s two largest
urban centres, and in particular the capital
Ouagadougou. In an effort to balance the
effects of this rural exodus, the government
launched the pdvm (Programme de
Développement des Villes Moyennes) in
1990. The programme’s aim is to strengthen
the country’s mid-sized towns by using
commercial infrastructures such as markets,
bus stations and slaughterhouses as the
driving force for a sustainable development.
Swiss support of the programme began in
1992, through the sdc (Swiss Agency for
Development and Cooperation).

With a population of 75,000 inhabitants,
Koudougou is the third largest city in the
country. It combines a grandiose colonial
gridiron layout of wide streets with a modest
building typology that adapts a rural model
to the urban context. One-storey compounds
– the homes of extended families – consist of
rectangular rooms arranged around a central
open space. Once built of earth blocks
(banco), they are now mainly of concrete. In
fact, almost all new domestic construction
uses imported building materials, and the
traditional straw roofing has been replaced
with corrugated zinc sheets. All the main
administrative buildings and other urban
facilities are also concrete-block construct -
ions. Concrete is generally seen as more
durable and therefore more desirable,
despite its higher cost.

By using stabilised earth, the market not
only demonstrates the superior climatic
performance of the local building material,
but also shows how humble earth blocks can
be used to create a sophisticated pattern
language of vaults, domes and arches.

The project for the Central Market was
conceiv ed in 1997. A bilateral project
committee was officially established in June
1999; it had twelve members, including six
storekeepers and future beneficiaries of the
new project, and an architect representing
the sdc. It took the committee about five
months to construct a programme and
translate it into an architectural scheme that
satisfied all the partners. The shopkeepers
wanted to stay on the existing site, rather
than move to a proposed new, larger location
a kilometre away. The planned solution was
therefore to have a very dense market, with a
maximum number of permanent individual
shops (of six square metres each). In total,
the new market was to provide 1,155 shops,
624 stalls and two admi nistrative buildings
as well as the necessary ancillary services
such as public toilets and water taps. 

The detailed architectural project was
adopted in December 2000 after the
construction of a 1:1 model of a retail shop.
The prototype was necessary to avoid
misunderstandings, as most committee
members did not know how to read
architectural drawings. It also allowed for
the testing of various constructional and
structural aspects, and resulted in a number
of modifications to the design: the thickness
of some lateral walls was reduced from 45 to
30 centimetres; the height of the arches was
raised; and the vaults were reconsidered,
with adjustments made to the quantity of
mortar. The prototype also gave a good
indication of the real costs of the project.
The quantity of materials was precisely
calculated, and even the construction
schedule was revised. The prototype was a
kind of test-site that helped to assess the
capabilities of the local labour force and
identify training priorities.

Construction took place in two phases,
from January 2001 to June 2002, and from
May 2003 to June 2005. Earth for the blocks
was manually extracted from a hill two
kilometres from the site. Different shapes
and sizes of block were developed for the
needs of the project. A rigorous dimension-
ing ensured they could be used whole, with
no left-over parts; hence the block was used
as the construction module. 

The load-bearing walls are 29.5
centimetres thick and made of earth blocks
stabilised with 4 to 12 per cent industrial
cement, cast in hand presses on site and
bound with an earth mortar. Partition walls
are 14 centimetres thick, and also made of
compressed earth blocks.

The market covers a total area of 29,000

square metres on a rectangular plot oriented
roughly northwest to southeast. Around its
periphery are shops that stay open beyond
the general opening hours of the market,
animating the city centre. 

The market’s internal layout is quite
simple and regular. A first orthogonal grid,
with rows of shops running east–west along
the width of the market, defines the alleys. 
A second orthogonal grid – with shops
directed north–south along its length –
defines the small gathering places. The
second grid is interrupted by an open,
domed space supported by a series of high
arches that contains the stalls. The
juxtaposition of the two grids generates a
special rhythm that disrupts the high density
and repetitiveness of the construction. It 
also opens up views all along the length and
breadth of the market. This organisation
allows for good air circulation and gives
every building the benefit of shade created
by the other constructions. Solar exposure 
is minimised. 

Compressed earth blocks, traditionally
used only for walls, are used here for roofs 

as well. At first, these were conceived in the
form of domes, but a comparative study
showed that vaults were a more straight -
forward solution for such a large-scale
structure. The one exception is in the stalls
zone, where dome-shaped roofs accommo -
date the longer spans that are necessary to
allow easy circulation between the tables and
stools. In total, the project incor porates 85

domes, 658 vaults and 1,425 arches, all
constructed without the use of formwork, as
timber is a precious resource in this region.

Corrugated metal sheets were used to
make the earthen roofs and domes more
waterproof, thus reducing the need for
frequent repair and helping to counter the
preconception that stabilised earth is costly
to maintain. There is a gap of about 35

centimetres between the domes and the
corrugated metal sheets to allow air to
circulate and improve the interior climate. 

The structural use of wood was limited
to the beams used to fix the corrugated
metal sheets. Steel was used for gates,
louvres and doors, in keeping with local
practice apart from one major innovation –
the introduction of counterweighted top-
hinged doors that cover the whole shop front
when closed, and form a canopy over the
street when open. Reinforced concrete was
used only for the foundations, for the
underground water tank and for the slab
covering the sewage system. 

Being labour-intensive, this project
generated more jobs than a construction in
concrete. The raw material was extracted 
by locals and all blocks were made on site 
at a rate of 1,000 bricks a day per worker.
Training was also one of the key positive
aspects. No less than 140 masons obtained
their certification in the new techniques of
constructing vaults, domes and arches
without formwork. A few of these masons
are women, who now work as freelance
entrepreneurs. 

The Central Market is part of a broader
local development strategy. It was approach ed
not as a conventional commercial activity,
but as a participatory process engaging a
wide cross-section of the community. The
market continues to be run by a community-
based organisation, while its integrative
approach has been extended to other new
development projects. The Public Establish -
ment for Community Development,
financed by the sdc, brings together seven 
of the town’s ten sectors, each represented
by its civic organisations and community
leaders, and each with its own participatory
development plan.

Text adapted from a report 
by Naima Chabbi-Chemrouk
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Central Market
Koudougou, Burkina Faso

Client
Koudougou Municipality, 
Burkina Faso

Sponsor
Swiss Agency for Development and
Cooperation

Architects 
Swiss Agency for Development and
Cooperation: Laurent Séchaud,
principal architect, Burkina Faso;
Pierre Jéquier, consultant, France

Engineer
Etablissement Public Communal
pour le Développement, Burkina
Faso: Joseph P. Nikiema

Technician
Harouna Moyenga, Burkina Faso

Master Masons 
Zanna Kientega, Mouboë Bado,
Kouka Bonkoungou, Michel T.
Zagre, Sanata Kabore, Victorine
Bonkoungou (all in Burkina Faso)

Project Data
Built area: 27,750 m2

Site area: 29,000 m2

Cost: us$ 2,470,000

Commission: June 1999

Design: August 1999–
September 2004

Construction: January 2001–
June 2005

Occupancy: June 2005
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The Swiss Agency for Development
and Cooperation (sdc) is the agency
responsible for the overall coor di -
nation of international development
activities within the Swiss Foreign
Ministry. Its aim is to alleviate
poverty in partner countries by
implementing projects that promote
economic reform and governmental
autonomy, helping people to help
themselves. sdc’s bilateral develop -
ment cooperation concentrates on 
17 priority countries and seven
special programmes in Africa, Asia
and Latin America. At the multi -
national level, sdc collaborates with
un agencies, the World Bank and
regional development banks.

Laurent Séchaud (b. 1967) comple -
ted his architectural studies at the
University of Geneva in 1995. He
worked on a variety of projects in
urban planning and architecture
before becoming involved with the
Swiss Agency for Development and
Cooperation (sdc) in Burkina Faso.
He has been part of the Programme
de Développement des Villes
Moyennes (pdvm), a team working
on making regional development
hubs in medium-sized towns in the
state of Burkinabe in Burkina Faso.
His projects have included offices,
markets, an abattoir, a bus station,
institutional buildings and work -
shops. Apart from his work with sdc,
he has also designed houses and a
women’s centre in Burkina Faso.
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