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When visiting the cities of the Sahel, one 
very quickly notes the co-existence of two 
distinct categories of systems for the pro
duction of housing and of basic facilities 

The phenomenon is so apparent, and has 
already been pointed out so often, that I 
will merely recall certain characteristics of 
this situation befote taking a rapid look at 
a few of the aspects linked with their 
respective perfot mances. 

First of all, one notices constructions that 
have obviously been made in accordance 
with procedures, models and standards 
that we call "modern," in which the 
characteristics of the industrialized world 
predominate, and which often clash with 
the environment One also observes some 
constructions with characteristics of an 
evolution, hybrids of ancient and modern 
in a way These two categories correspond 
to distinct procedures for design, organi
zation, financing and execution 

In what follows, I shall use the term 
"modern systems" to refer to the processes 
relating to the first category, and "self-help 
construction systems" to refer to the 
second, which might better be designated 
as "vernacular systems." 

Their respective performances vary con
siderably, depending on the application of 
a certain number of criteria, such as: 
• the number of units produced per year; 
• the cost per square meter; 

• the number of jobs created by a given 
total investment; 

• the proportion to be paid in foreign 
currency; 

and, critena much more difficult to 
measure: 
• the degree of decentralization, 
• the technical qualities, 
• the functional qualities and the architec-

tural expression, etc. 

These performances, so different from 
each other, have a capital importance in so 
far as, under present conditions, they 
require a very considered choice in the 
allocation of the resoUI ces earmarked for 
the production of the social habitat 

In the United States a few years ago, 
people characterized the effort necessary 
for implementing policies to conserve 
energy as the moral equivalent of war One 
involuntarily thinks of this expression 
when confronted with the problems of 
subsidised housing and of its production in 
Senegal 

I would be tempted to say that resolution 
of these problems no longer depends on 
planning, but rather on logistics And 
within the framework of these logistics, the 
breakdown of resources of all order s 
between the two above-mentioned cate
gories constitutes a datum of primary 
importance at various levels The results 
one obtains, taking into account the assess-
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ment criteria mentioned above, are more 
favOlable to the vernacular systems in the 
ma jority of the cases 

I will mention a few figures taken flOm 
Senegal's experience. For several decades, 
it has experimented with various 
approaches in a search for a solution to the 
problem of the social habitat: 
• the output of what is known as subsi

dised (public) housing units in the 
modem sector was, until very lecently, 
about 850 units a year. The vernacular 
system was then producing the equivalent 
of about 8,000 units a year, 

• the cost per square meter in the modern 
system was two to three times highel than 
in the vernacular system; 

• for a given volume of investment, the 
vernaculaJ system was creating nearly 
twice as many jobs as the modern system; 

• the plOportion to be paid in foreign 
currency amounted to about 53 pel cent 
for the modern system, against 20 to 25 
per cent for the vernacular system 

One can say that there is a main logistics 
system, which corresponds to the bload 
options and to the major orientations and 
priorities, and implementation logistics in 
the domain of execution 

It is obvious that the choices made at the 
level of the main logistics can have impor
tant effects on the problems of the imple
mentation logistics, which they can sim
plify Ol aggravate to a very great extent. 

From this viewpoint, the decision to asso
ciate the local population (and hence to 
decentralize), or not to do so, is a major 
logistic concern that has significant effects 
on the procedures and problems of 
implementation of any subsidized habitat 
policy. But among the multitucle of obser
vations provoked by a visit to Pikine, for 
example, one of the most pertinent ones is 
the discovery that, in the face of enormous 
constraints of all types, the population 
displays remarkable dynamism - some
times a surprising dynamism - when it 
builds its own habitat The fact that the 
results are not always very good does not 
weaken this finding: dynamism exists, and 
it could be used much more effectively 

But this dynamism is seen primarily (and 
to an ever gleater extent) at the level of the 
individual or the household, and not at the 
level of the local community as a whole 

When President Senghor was speaking a 
few years ago about what he used to call 
"my compatriots' low propensity to save," 
he said that one of the rare motives that 
could push them to save was housing. 
From this viewpoint, the creation of Sene
gal's Habitat Bank represents a potentially 
great step forward. As soon as a few 
elementary conditions are ensured and a 
minimum amount of security in land 
tenure is not the least among them -
people begin building in proportions that 
cannot always be explained by the budgets 
of the households concerned The extent 
of the investments often exceeds what was 
projected on the basis of studies of these 
budgets. We note both a desire, and a 
capacity that is sometimes highly unex
pected, to invest and a desire to invest 
themsell'es as soon as the occasion presents 
itself In conditions that are sometimes 
difficult, people manage to have their 
home built, taking charge themselves of 
the bulk of the logistics involved in execu
tion 

Any logistics worthy of the name must use 
this spontaneous tendency, reinforcing one 
of the national objectives that has been 
given high priority; moreover, this would 
contribute to the attainment of other 
important objectives in the fields of 
employment, of local and national 
economy, and finally, logistics have an 
important effect of releasing, in a way, the 
central and regional authorities, enabling 
them to devote themselves more effec
tively to the tasks that only they can carry 
out Defective urban planning compro
mises the future of a city much more 
seriously and for much longer than the 
period of existence of housing units alone, 
which may not always meet the standards 
of the modern system One can also men
tion the example of the transportation 
system: in 1973, the inhabitants of the 
Pikine neighborhoods that were the far
thest from the areas in which jobs and 
infrastructure were to be found spent up to 

21 per cent of their income for transpOl ta
tion, against only 3 per cent for housing 
One can easily guess the effects of such an 
unbalanced budget on the living condi
tions, among other things 

The government has limited means, and it 
would be necessary above all to concen
trate them on the main problems and to 
create the conditions needed for deve
loping the spontaneous efforts of the 
population to take charge of itself, ten
dencies that were tolerated, rather than 
encouraged a short time ago 

The volume of lesources allotted to the 
housing areas subjected to the vernacular 
system was relatively low, despite opera
tions of the type of the Parcelles assainies 
(improved parcels of land) of 
Camberene And we must stress that in 
the latter operation, the subsidies were 
much more modest than in the majority of 
the operations of public housing in the 
modern sector The location of the plots 
intended for the vernacular system does 
not always facilitate the development of 
them. Another strategy would have made 
it possible to invest more in the production 
of housing units, whereas the transporta
tion sector hardly contributes to the 
national economy since it represents 
basically a foreign currency cost 

The main arguments advanced in behalf of 
the modern sector are of a qualitative 
nature: more healthy living surroundings, 
superior technical and architectural quali
ties 

I think that the quality of the living 
environment depends as much, if not more 
than, on sociology, city planning and 
improvement programs as on architecture 
and on construction 

The lack of space for infrastructure and for 
a number of socio-cultural activities, the 
absence of sewel s and the inadequacy of 
the other networks, the occasional exces
sive densities, and what has been called the 
"failure of responsibility" at the manage
ment level and of improvement features 
threaten the living surroundings - ancient 
Pikine, for example - much more than 
plOblems involving architecture and con-
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struction. This does not mean that there 
are no problems in those fields Architec
tural quality does not seem to me to be 
systematically better in the modern sector. 
I will come back to this point The techni
cal quality is certainly higher, on the 
average. One has the right to expect this 
when the costs are two to three times 
higher than in the vernacular system. One 
would have to ask what fraction of the 
popUlation is benefitting, and will benefit, 
from this higher quality in order to deter
mine whether one is coming closer to the 
objectives set. 

The beginnings of public housing policies 
in Senegal were marked by the launching 
of the SICAP (Cape Verde Real Estate 
Company) opelations in 1952, all affecting 
the modern sector and by the Pikine 
operation the same year - the latter 
directed towards the vernacular system 
Thirty years later, the SICAP housing 
units are home to about 80,000 people. As 
to the population of the agglomeration of 
Pikine alone, it is estimated at more than 
500,000. 

Even if we take into account the people 
living in the HLM public housing units, 
another operation concerning the modern 
sector, we see that the fraction of the 
popUlation benefitting from higher tech
nical quality is falling off rapidly. Thus the 
main argument in favor of modern con
struction loses some of its force 

It would be possible to improve percepti
bly the technical quality attained by the 
vernacular sector by re-orienting a part of 
the financial, material and human 
resources now absorbed by the modern 
sector, in the form of subsidies, for 
instance. The demands of the young 
African architects, as expressed by 
Andree Diop and Boubacar Messaoud, 
could be satisfied - at least to some extent 
- if they were given the means of 
operating within this framework. But it 
would be necessary for their training to 
really prepare them for this type of pro
fessional work, and the people in question 
say themselves that this is not yet the case. 

In conjunction with the Improved Parcels 
Division of the OHLM and the Peace 
Corps, we have tried to make technical 
assistance available to the purchasers of 
the improved plots. UnfOltunate\y, the 
available means were so slight that the 
impact was viltually nil Yet this experi
ment would have supplied the ideal 
occasion for intIOducing new techniques, 
improving the performance quality of 
present techniques, getting the workmen 
to give up certain wasteful habits, and 
informing the purchasers of the minimum 
qualitative demands that they should force 
their workmen to accept 

Other projects, such as the Agricultural 
Training Center of Nianing and the Daara 
of Malika, have made it possible to 
demonstrate that with a large volume of 
projects, one can make great progress at 
relatively low costs 

However, I am becoming more and more 
convinced that, especially at the start, one 
must remain velY close to what the people 
in question are accustomed to doing and 
seeing 

The introduction of too many modifica
tions or of too many changes at the same 
time is sure to lead to failure. One should 
teach the use of new materials or new 
techniques by demonstrating them through 
the use of plans that are strictly respected 

And conversely, to introduce an improved 
plan, it would be necessary to demonstrate 
it by using known materials and tech
niques I may be simplifying a bit, but my 
expelience has taught me that if one 
changes too many elements at the same 
time, the message no longer gets through 
and one loses his audience Similarly, in 
the scientific domain, if you change too 
many variables at the same time, you can 
no longer pIOve anything 

The division of responsibilities among the 
persons concerned, which corresponds to a 
very precise and specific configuration of 
the relationships created by interests, 
constitutes a factor that must be taken into 
account An innovation that is of interest 
only to the owner will not find easy 

acceptance on the part of the workers 
executing the pIOjects form-makers, 
masons, woodworkers, etc. The example 
of modular masonry is very instructive: it 
has been impossible to get it accepted. The 
owner, generally not a man in the trade, 
does not realize the interest of this innova
tion and mistrusts things he does not know 
The mason, who must adapt his working 
methods, does not seem inclined to accept 
it except on the condition that it give him 
more work, or that he be paid more for it 
Since he works on a flat-rate basis and is 
underemployed the majority of the time, 
the promise of a productivity gain hardly 
attracts him. The form-makers who must 
also change his working methods, even just 
a little, and who must also make a modest 
investment in the form of molds is inclined 
to do so only under the same conditions 
This means that if one wants to have these 
new techniques adopted, one will necessa
rily have to intervene both at the level of 
the demand for projects - the owner
and in the field of supply - the workmen 

One might wonder whether it is necessary 
to more or less "eliminate" the modern 
system and concentJate all efforts on the 
vernacular system I do not think so, that 
would be neither desirable nor realistic 
On the other hand, I believe we should 
read just the relationships: favOl the first 
system to a smaller extent and the second 
to a greater, and allow the modem system 
to prove its socia-economic justification 
under fairer conditions, and in particular 
stop subsidizing it and reserving the best
located land plots for its use. 

On the other hand, such agencies as the 
OHLM and the SICAPs could play an 
appreciable role in carrying out pilot pro
jects that would offer reproducible models 
and new, more economical techniques by 
giving the workmen the facilities for better 
training and for learning to reproduce 
these models and techniques Such an 
approach would justify subsidies 

It appears utopian to believe in the possi
bility of a re-orientation of the policy in the 
construction field. But if the tendencies
over a rather long period - are not 
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reversed to a significant extent, the 
changes will force themselves on people. 

I should like to offer a few remarks about 
the architecture of Pikine Created by its 
inhabitants, it is the result of their 
"reading" of the city, as well as of the 
village A transitional architecture whose 
language is developing from a multitude of 
elements of divelse origins, it must unfor
tunately make its way in an urban frame
work that is rigid, and sometimes very 
unsuitable, which prevents it to a great 
extent from showing its merits. 

The architects should tIy to bring out the 
intrinsic qualities of this architecture, 
rather than to replace it with their own 
models. When dealing with housing for the 
masses of people, it is of greater intel est to 
'read' the inhabitant initially than to 'read' 
the architect too explicitly If, as Charles 
COl rea desired, one can talk about 
"vision" on the paJ t of the architects, we 
would then have the proof that this vision 
has really been understood by the people 
as a whole 

But before we reach this point, it might be 
necessary to invent a preventive architec
tUle - and I refer to the comparison that 
Philip Langley made between the fields of 
medicine and of aJchitecture, in order to 
prepare the ground, to prevent the evil 
represented by the gap between the great 
majority ofreaders, on one hand, and 
those who claim to be authors, on the 
other. 
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