




Women’s Centre 
Rufisque, Senegal 
 
 
I.  Introduction 
 

The Women’s Centre realizes the dream of many architectural students throughout the world: 
to create a final academic project in response to direct contact with real social needs and to 
see it built shortly afterwards. Three women students from the Department of Architecture at 
Helsinki University of Technology travelled to Senegal in 1996 with their teachers through an 
exchange programme partly sponsored by the Senegalese-Finnish Association in Rufisque 
(ARC). ARC’s directress, a Finnish sociologist, had been in residence in Rufisque for several 
years and was interested in improving the social conditions of women. She had already 
established contacts with local organizations that were proposing to found a centre for women 
in the area of Rufisque Nord. She invited the three students to join in this effort. 
 
The programme for the project was discussed among all the interested parties. The 
architectural students came back the following year with a model that raised enough 
enthusiasm for construction to begin in a relatively short period of time. The construction of 
the scheme was carried out as a non-governmental organization (NGO) project, with the 
financial support of the Finnish Foreign Ministry, ARC and the municipality, which granted 
the land, and donations by local entities.  
 
Although there are variations from the original programme, the centre is heavily utilized and 
the general opinion of both users and local authorities reflects great satisfaction. 

 
 
II.  Contextual Information 
 
A. Historical background 

 
In the late 1990s local development associations and schemes gained increasing importance in 
the administrative context of Senegal. In Rufisque Nord, one of the municipal districts into 
which the town of Rufisque is divided, a committee – COCAD – was organized to implement 
a development plan that took into account the recently formed Groupement des femmes de 
Rufisque Nord. 
 
The female population of Rufisque, and particularly Rufisque Nord, is larger than the male 
population. During the daytime, the disproportion is accentuated because of the increasing 
number of men who commute to work in the capital, Dakar. Traditionally, local men have 
worked in fishing and agriculture, while women have been housewives or worked in the 
market or in the transformation of cereals into such staple foods as couscous. While men 
might spend their free time playing cards and talking in the main squares, women have had no 
place in town where they could get together, and their role has been devalued. Yet, as the 
president of the Rufisque Nord Women’s Group has made a point of underlining, women 
have remained firm in their conviction that they are the foundation of their societies – giving 
birth and nursing and educating their children, often without sufficient material means. 
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Things have changed in more recent times and women may now work in a variety of different 
professions – some are now fisherwomen. But for large segments of the population the role of 
women is confined to household chores and childcare, with much time spent in unprofitable 
solitude. In the urban context, it appeared that this was not enough. 
 
In the words of one of the women’s group’s founders, their main objective was to ‘help 
women to solve their personal, social and economic problems’. This was also a major concern 
of the directress of ARC, Anne Rosenlew, who is married to the French son of the local 
cement plant owner and has been living in Rufisque since the 1980s. ENDA-GRAF, a branch 
of a major NGO called ENDA (Environment et Dévelopement en Afrique), joined forces to 
realize the key aim of these parties: to build a women’s centre where women could interact, 
learn and develop skills. 
 
Anne Rosenlew was active in finding the architects for the project. Her cultural centre 
sponsored the visit in 1996 of students from the Department of Architecture at Helsinki 
University of Technology as part of a cultural exchange project with the university in Dakar. 
The three students – Helena Sandman, Jenni Reuter and Saija Hollmén – discussed the 
programme for the centre, produced a model, which was approved, and signed an agreement 
with the women’s group, the municipality, the local development committees and ENDA-
GRAF. Their responsibilities involved not only the project design, but also finding financing 
and partners to support the project and identifying a local body of professionals to carry out 
the construction. 
 
Several institutions participated in this effort: the Finnish financial support, especially through 
the Foreign Ministry; the municipality, which granted the land; and the cement factory, which 
provided the main construction material. ENDA-GRAF provided assistance in the 
organization of the centre’s management, including training and the donation of computer 
equipment. Once the centre became operational, help was offered by other institutions, such 
as the NGO Aide Action, which subsidized the purchase of sewing machines.  

 
B.  Topography 

 
Rufisque is located some 40 kilometres east of Dakar, on the bay at the south side of the Cape 
Verde peninsula, the western-most tip of the African continent. This is the extreme point of 
the flat plain that slopes gently towards the ocean from the Fouta Djallon mountains in 
Guinea, to the south-east. North-east winter winds and south-west summer winds cause two 
well-defined seasons: a hot, humid and wet rainy season from July to October, although 
drought has been recurrent for the past fifteen years; and – except in the coastal regions, 
where the temperature and humidity are modified by ocean breezes – a very hot and arid dry 
season for the remainder of the year. Annual rainfall in Rufisque is about 61 centimetres and 
occurs between June and October, when maximum temperatures average 27ºC and humidity 
is high. From December to February the average temperature is about 17ºC. 
 
The town is set on a flat sandy area spreading northwards from the port. The Women’s Centre 
is located in the middle of the informal urban fabric that has developed in the north of 
Rufisque, around a wide but shallow depression, which is usually flooded during the rainy 
season.  
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C.  Local architectural character 

 
Agriculture and fishing were once the main activities of Rufisque but from the end of the 
nineteenth century to the 1950s the area developed a considerable industrial base. At this time 
a new harbour was built in Dakar, and Rufisque lost its former importance as a railroad 
junction and port. It is, however, one of Dakar’s largest suburbs, set along one of the 
country’s busiest roads, and has an increasing population of commuters to the capital. The 
suburb of Rufisque currently has a population of around 200,000 and forms part of the 2.5 
million established in metropolitan Dakar.  
 
The town still has a significant core of buildings in the French colonial style, with their 
characteristic wrought-iron balconies and arcades, pitched roofs of imported clay tiles, and 
limestone walls. Occasionally left exposed, these are usually rendered and painted, often in 
cream and pink, with wooden windows, shutters and doors in green and blue. These buildings 
are concentrated in a quarter that contains what is still the major market, lying between the 
railroad station and the fishing port and disposed in a gridiron around a large main square. 
The area is visibly derelict and new construction is increasingly encroaching. Yet this is the 
only coherent collection of such buildings left in the country other than those of St Louis and 
Gorée, which have become tourist attractions and are, by contrast, the object of determined 
measures of conservation and rehabilitation.  
 
At the periphery of this core a simpler type of building is found, consisting of a one-storey 
constructions with tiled gable roofs. Buildings of this type originally lodged the intermediate 
class serving both the colonial town and the indigenous settlements scattered around. They 
represent the adaptation to urban conditions of the vernacular model, found here and 
elsewhere, of several single rooms opening to a central courtyard. More recently there has 
been a proliferation of small one-storey constructions following this same typology; with 
simple concrete block walls left exposed and corrugated metal roofs, they are shabby looking 
and climatically inadequate. Because of affordable land prices, newly developed areas are 
attracting a young professional middle class, mostly working in Dakar, despite the difficulties 
of access to the capital, especially during rush hours, when it may take more than two hours to 
negotiate less than 40 kilometres of straight road. The buildings in these areas show a greater 
concern with structural solidity, appearance and finish, although in general their formal 
ambitions stop at such atavisms of ‘tropical postmodernism’ as scaled-down colonnades and 
frontons at the main entrance or balusters and arcades in balconies.  
 
Although the subsoil of this region is rich in clay, earth does not seem to be used in 
construction. The more humble, older structures are in wood, with a few derelict examples in 
thatch and straw mat still remaining. For more prosperous houses, stone was used for the 
walls until concrete made its appearance in the first half of the twentieth century and became 
the basic construction material – Rufisque now has one of the largest cement plants in West 
Africa. Likewise, there is no ceramic production now, nor was there in the past: the tiles used 
in the colonial buildings were imported from France. This might be because the quality of the 
clay is unsuitable or because of a tradition established by colonial policies.  
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The banner of ‘sustainable development’ is also waved in Rufisque, but the expression of 
intentions does not always equate with the importance of achievements. Some action has been 
taken both by local authorities and by NGOs like ENDA–Tiers Monde, namely sanitation 
projects involving several hundred households. One of the most evident environmental 
problems in Rufisque, however, is the loss of coastal land caused by the rise of the sea level 
due to global warming. 

 
 
III.  Programme 
 

The programme was defined in continuing meetings between the architects, the women’s 
group and other participants. One of the aims of the centre is to develop skills associated with 
traditional women’s tasks so that women can generate an income. Consequently, the space 
was articulated around three main areas: one for a restaurant, opening to the street, with an 
adjoining kitchen and storage; another for a dyeing workshop, consisting of a pavilion with 
built-in vats, open at the sides to allow free circulation of air; and a multi-purpose hall for 
classes in activities such as sewing and knitting. These areas are concentrated on the north 
side of the compound, by its main entrance.  
 
After the centre opened it was found that there were no material means to implement some of 
the initial projects, such as the restaurant and the dyeing workshop. The programme was 
accordingly adapted and the space originally designated for dyeing is used for preparing and 
packing cereals for sale in the market. The hall still serves as a classroom for sewing and 
knitting, making products for sale such as macramé hangings for plants, but it also, more 
crucially, serves as a day-care centre for children whose mothers work in the market during 
the day. The centre’s management still has plans for a dyeing workshop, but this will have to 
be located somewhere else, not only because the current activity has satisfactorily taken its 
place but also because the machinery it requires can be disturbing for others and financing has 
yet to be secured for its purchase. 

 
The centre also plays a role in local entertainment. Periodically, on Saturday evenings, soirées 
take place there, usually for dancing and socializing by both sexes, one of the popular features 
being the sabar, a dance performed by teenage girls with much energy and gusto to the sound 
of a drum trio.  

 
 
IV.  Description 
 
A.  Project data 
 

The complex occupies 670 square metres on a trapezoidal plot set lengthways between a 
street running in a general north–south direction and a large informal space made by the infill 
(mostly with refuse) of a depression, formerly the wide bed of a temporary stream. Single-
storey buildings occupying 220 square metres are concentrated in the northern half of the 
compound, forming a U around a central court, with practically no windows in the elevations 
except in the recessed corner preceding the main entrance. The southern end is marked on the 
street side by a guard’s room with a concrete slab roof that forms a terrace for a water tank 
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and acts also as a look-out position. At the opposite corner are two contiguous blocks of 
toilets, one opening to the court for internal use and the other intended as a public facility, 
opening to the large space at the back of the centre. A high wall links the buildings to define 
the compound, and on the eastern façade the upper third of this wall is formed of pre-cast 
concrete grilles – an important component of the ventilation system. Climatic comfort is 
ensured by the creation of shaded areas, by cross-ventilation due to air circulation between the 
roofs and straw-mat ceilings, by extensive perforations in the walls of rooms and court 
enclosures, and by window disposition.  

 
B.  Evolution of design concepts 

 
The project features an interpretation of the traditional housing type, to which the architects 
have applied their knowledge of devices for climatic comfort. At the same time, the scheme is 
integrated into the existing urban fabric, respecting and reinforcing the alignment of what was 
an ill-defined street and introducing an element of formal order to the large space at the back. 
 
The height of the buildings does not exceed 4.5 metres and the low-pitched roofs slope 
inwards. Thus the ensemble appears as compact mass of quadrangular volumes whose 
sobriety is counterpointed by their vibrant colour, which contrasts with the surrounding dull 
grey of exposed cement-block constructions. The elevations to the court are animated by rows 
of piers and pilasters that form the structure of the main rooms and by pre-cast concrete grilles 
separating shaded circulation areas from the court.  
 
Landscaping is limited to the planting of trees in strategic points and the paving of the court, 
which has two sections of exposed sand, the largest, at the southern end of the court, acting 
both as a playground for children and as a stage for the sabar, a dance requiring a soft floor. 
Natural vegetation remained where it existed, including a baobab tree in front of the main 
elevation, whose conservation was considered essential by the architects.  
 
The main materials utilized – a concrete and steel structure, concrete floor tiles, a corrugated 
metal roof and metal shutters – are no different from those used in the mediocre constructions 
proliferating throughout the town. The rendering and painting of the walls in dark pink, 
however, reflects the heritage of the old town’s colonial buildings. 
 
The introduction of ‘recycled’ elements such as automobile wheel rims, used as vents in the 
toilet area, and the bases of bottles, used to bring daylight into the kitchen areas, appears to be 
more of a designer’s aesthetic option than a principle that will set an example. They are, 
however, in line with many instances of ‘creative recycling’ abundantly found in vernacular 
constructions, and are also reminiscent of the approaches presented in Steward Brand’s Whole 
Earth Catalogue (1968).  

 
C.  Structure, materials, technology 

 
The project uses conventional construction methods and materials: a reinforced-concrete 
frame with walls in hollow concrete block, rendered and painted, and a light metal roof. The 
structure had to take into account the peculiar nature of the soil: not only is the ground 
unstable because the area has been used for dumping, but also, under about 1 metre of sand, 
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the subsoil consists of a dense layer of grey clay that swells and retains groundwater during 
the rainy season. It was therefore necessary to set a foundation of piers going down to stable 
ground and to raise the building above flood level. The space between the floors of the 
buildings and the natural ground was filled with sand sourced from a quarry.  
 
For the structure the architects chose a pillar frame. For the structure, the architects chose a 
pillar frame. In order to create a close rhythm of rectangular columns along the elevations on 
the courtside, a larger number of elements was used than was strictly necessary. The structural 
design was made by the engineers; and they adapted their design to the formal option of the 
architects. However, this reinforced a counter-bracing effect – an advantage, given the 
unstable nature of the soil – and allowed for lighter reinforcement in the beams.  
 
As is customary, the concrete blocks were cast on site, as were the tiles used in the interiors 
and circulation areas, made with a mixture of concrete and red iron oxide and polished – also 
a common technique. The larger concrete slabs laid in most of the court were not industrially 
produced but were made using a current local technique that combines concrete, sand and 
crushed seashells. It is handsome when new, but wears rapidly. 
 
The roof was made of a light structure of steel beams supporting industrial corrugated metal 
sheets. Steel beams of a lighter profile were used to support the ceilings, which are made of 
straw mats easily available in the market. Air circulation between the ceilings and the roofs 
ensures cooler interiors. In the larger hall, additional ventilation is provided by a pre-cast 
concrete grille running along the top of the walls and by perforations just above the floor.  
 
Doors and windows are in metal, of a model widely available. Wood was used only to top the 
benches in the openings of the panes making the transition between the buildings and the 
court. This conforms to the current opinion in Senegal and the surrounding countries that 
wood for use in structures, doors and windows is scarce and, if of suitable quality, very 
expensive. Direct observation confirmed this to a certain extent: the only recent buildings 
displaying wood windows and doors were obviously addressing higher brackets of the 
market. 
 
The public utilities network provides electricity and water, which is pumped to the water tank 
on the terrace. Both telephone and Internet access are available. Water is piped to the kitchen 
and the court, but there is no piped water in the squat toilets; water drawn from a pail is used 
for bathing and toilet flushing. Sewage is drained to septic tanks and from there to a cesspool. 

 
D.  Origin of technology, materials, labour force, professionals 
 

Reinforced-concrete structures, concrete block walls and corrugated metal roofs are the 
building technologies current in most of contemporary Africa. The technological variations 
here relate to the devices described above for lowering the interior temperature of rooms. 
Although such devices are commonly used in projects by European architects elsewhere, they 
represent a key contribution by the Finnish architects in this context, and are as important to 
their architectural concept as are space distribution and massing. 
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The structural engineer, who was also in charge of the utilities project, was Senegalese and 
was found through the university in Dakar, which the architects attended as part of their 
exchange programme. The original intention was that the head of the university’s Civil 
Engineering Department would engineer the project but, owing to other commitments, he 
delegated the task to Galaye Nyang, whose professional credits were already well established. 
Galaye Nyang commissioned an analysis of the geological conditions of the site from the 
Laboratoire de l’Ecole Supérieure Politéchnique and also arranged for an independent quality 
controller, SOCOTEC Intérnationale, to certify the structural project. He also acted as the 
general supervisor of the construction, which he followed closely, since the architects could 
visit only once or twice a year. His interest in the project went beyond the time he worked 
there and he is now a frequent visitor to the centre. 
 
An architect, M’Backe Nyang, was nominally part of the team because Senegalese regulations 
demand that there be a local counterpart for projects designed by foreign architects. He had 
no direct participation in the design or construction.  
The labour force was local and some of its members trained on site.  

 
 
V.  Construction Schedule and Costs 
 

The design project was commissioned in 1996 and completed in 2000. Construction began in 
2000 and was completed in 2001 and occupancy was immediate. 
 
The plot was donated by the municipality and its nominal value was estimated at CFA Francs 
10,000,000 (USD 13,810). The total construction cost was CFA Francs 55,000,000 (USD 
75,960), corresponding to an approximate cost of USD 300 per square metre of built area and 
USD 22 per square metre of open space. So far there are no significant maintenance costs.  
 

 
VI.  Technical Assessment 
 

The complex appears to serve its purpose well. The interior environment and the work areas 
are comfortable and functional, with adequate and controlled natural light. These areas, 
however, are becoming too small for the needs the centre is expected to meet. The managing 
committee has advanced some ideas for expanding the building’s usable area and in this 
regard it is regrettable that the roofs are light metal structures instead of concrete slabs, which 
would have allowed a first floor to be added. Any such expansion will affect the integrity of 
the complex.  
 
The temperature of the rooms when visited in late February was found to be comfortable, 
although in the hottest months it may be less so. No complaints were heard about excessive 
heat at these times, but it is natural to doubt that hollow concrete-block walls of single 
thickness are sufficient to withstand such heat. No clear testimony could be obtained on how 
the building performed during the rainy season, but drainage seems to be well arranged 
through the large number of outlets at the court floor line, running along the eastern elevation.  
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Some signs of wear are visible: there is corrosion in the concrete slabs of the court floor and 
in the small mosaic used for the nosing of steps. There are also extensive cracks in the 
junction of the paved areas of the court and its eastern wall. The paint emulsion, produced by 
local artisans, was not properly fixed and comes off easily: one is constantly warned not to 
touch or lean against the walls for fear of hands and clothes being besmeared with bright pink.  

 
 
VII.  Users 
 

The direct beneficiaries of this programme are the women, teenage girls and pre-school 
children of this neighbourhood, but it was reported that women were also coming from more 
distant areas. The Saturday soirées seem to be well attended, although, according to the 
committee secretary, the profit made from entrance fees (about USD 1) is never enough to 
ease a chronic deficit. The project met with a very favourable reaction. A few random 
contacts with the neighbourhood population derived positive responses from both women and 
men, who considered that everybody gained from women and girls being kept busy and 
learning a way to supplement what is often too meagre a family income. The day-care centre, 
which had not been planned in the original programme, has become one of the centre’s most 
important components and plays a substantial part in plans for expansion. 
 
Both the direct users of the project and local authorities seem proud of the building. 
Nevertheless, one of the comments heard was that its style was European: ‘only Europeans 
would want straw ceilings…what the locals like is concrete slabs’. 
 
Apparently the professional community of Dakar has not been overly interested in this 
experiment and there were few visitors from this sector, much to the dismay of the mayor, 
who considered that this project should be widely publicized and even considered for 
patrimonial classification. In Europe, however, it has been featured in professional magazines 
such as ARK (the Finnish Architectural Review) (January 2002) and has received various 
awards and commendations. Its architects were part of Finland’s presentation at the 8th 
International Architecture Exhibition at the 2002 Venice Biennale.  

 
VIII.  Project personnel 
 

Comité de Développement Local de Rufisque Nord 
Comité de Gestion du Foyer de la Femme de Gouye Aldiana 
Mayor of Rufisque Nord 
ENDA-GRAF 
The Senegalese-Finnish Association in Rufisque (ARC), and its directress, Anne Rosenlew 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Finland 
Helena Sandman, Jenni Reuter and Saija Hollmén, architects, Helsinki 
Galaye Nyang, civil engineer, Dakar 
Abdul Rahamane M’Baye, contractor, Rufisque 

 
Fernando Varanda 
May 2004  
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