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Housing for-all in Nigeria: The Indigenous
Building Technology Alternative
Umar Muhammad Jabbi
Abstract
The challenge before anybody interested in building for the masses of this
country must be how to reduce the price/cost of an average house. The
Nigerian Government has since independence invested huge sum of na on's
resources towards the provision of adequate housing for the ci zenry. It is a
housing policy that places greater premium on imported building materials
and design that are costly and do not go in line with the reali es of the culture
and environment of the occupants and certainly not suitable for an all housing
programme. It is the argument of this paper that, the use of indigenous
building technology and material holds the key to a successful housing‐for all in
Nigeria. The advantages of indigenous building materials of availability,
reusability and environment friendly are important yards cks for their
preference. However, this should not be misconstrued as advoca ng for a
reversal to a past that is considered unproblema c, but an a empt to marry
past prac ces with the present advancement in material engineering to create
a durable, comfortable and aﬀordable housing for the generality of Nigerians.
This point of view is supported with the hindsight of our past.

Introduc on
The year 2000 was the targeted year the world over for an end to misery and
other forms of human depriva on. The various world governments assisted by
the United Na ons promised that, by the year 2000 there will be health-for all,
1
universal literacy, shelter for all etc. The magic year has come and gone, but
the millennium is yet to be realized, instead, most par cularly in Nigeria,
homelessness, overcrowding, disease and illiteracy persist. In the housing
segment of this intended accomplishment, the United Na ons Organiza on
took the lead in the campaign. The December, 1982 United Na ons General
Assembly mee ng adopted Resolu on 37/221 which declared 1987 as the
2
Interna onal Year for the Homeless (IYSH) . The main philosophy of the year
was to: -
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Secure reviewed poli cal commitment and eﬀec ve ac on within and
among na ons to help the millions of poor all over the world to build and
improve their shelter and neighborhood then into process of economic
3
development.
On the part of Nigeria, the 1979 cons tu on makes it mandatory for the
government to ensure that, 'a suitable and adequate shelter, suitable and
4.
adequate food, reasonable minimum wage..... are provided for all ci zens'
The ul mate objec ve of an all-housing programme is to achieve home
ownership for all households. But no ng the contradic ons within our
contemporary world and the inequity in the distribu on of resources, the
ul mate objec ve does not seem easily a ainable. Therefore, for the purpose
of this paper, all housing should be understood to mean aﬀordable housing
whether owned or rented. The paper intends to show that the patronage of
indigenous building materials while trying to address their limita ons could
provide a panacea to our present day housing predicament. The housing deﬁcit
in Nigeria was es mated to be about 17million.5

Nigerians in Search of Shelter: The Pre‐Colonial Times
With the discovery of agriculture which made sedentary life possible, each
household erected for itself a dwelling unit. This was done cheaply by u lizing
the labour of the community in which the household was domiciled. The
simplicity in the styles of housing was facilitated by a strong communal spirit of
the various households. This was further propped up by the availability of
cheap building materials and bounteous accessible land for housing
6
construc on . The principal building materials included vegetal stalks,
thatches, mud, wood, stones, and sun-dried bricks or in the case of Borno ﬁred
mud bricks were used in the building process. The housing types included, the
wind breaks, circular thatch house, circular mud house with thatch roofs,
rectangular mud building with thatch roofs and rectangular mud roofed house.
A compound was normally shared by diﬀerent but o en patrilinealy related
households, with shared facili es such as kitchen, courtyard, toilets, recep on
rooms etc. Each individual household had privacy in its bedrooms and
some mes private courtyards and storage barns. During this period majority if
not all adult members of the society had a house, designed and built by itself in
accordance with its culture and concep on of an ideal house.
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Colonial period
As a result of the colonial conquest, Nigerians came into contract with western
building technology, style and materials, some as labourers and some as
masons building houses for colonial oﬃcers. This contact with a foreign
building technology has a profound eﬀect on indigenous building technology.
The new technology, with government patronage, got the pres ge usually
accorded to a new dominant technology. Even for the majority who could not
aﬀord to build with the new materials and technology, their ideas on what
cons tuted a good building and thus their future aspira ons were signiﬁcantly
aﬀected.
The housing policy of the colonial government focused on the provision of
housing quarters for the expatriate staﬀ and the laying out of Government
Reserva on Areas in the regional and provincial capitals throughout the
country. In addi on, series of building regula ons were enacted some of which
adversely aﬀected indigenous building prac ces. For example, as early as 1906
Lugard in his instruc ons to poli cal and other oﬃcers emphasized that, in the
non European Reserva on:No houses with grass walls will be permi ed. The building of square
built bricks should be encouraged… and such house will be build on a
separate plot of its own separated by some li le distance from its
neighbor.7
However, for several decades of their rule in Northern Nigeria the Bri sh
colonial oﬃcials did patronised indigenous building technology and materials
in the building of their residences and oﬃces. This patronage has been
ascribed to such factors as economic expediency and the thermal comfort
oﬀered by the mud buildings. 8 Pre-second world war metropolitan
governments maintained a laissez-faire policy, thereby limi ng the resources
at the disposal of the colonies. But a er the war, with the colonial
development and welfare fund and an economic buoyancy resul ng from
export trade,9 the government had enough revenues to import building
materials such as cement, steel, corrugated iron sheets, etc. This was to have a
nega ve impact on the indigenous building industry, as tradi onal masons lost
their most powerful patrons, i.e. the colonial government and later the
tradi onal elite.
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The Failure of Post‐Colonial Housing Policies
It was Fanon, wri ng during the period of the 'independence fever' who
prophesied that the emergent African ruling elite are bere of ideas and
cannot think with regards to the en re problems of the na on.10 Today as the
saying goes, seeing is believing, Fanon has been vindicated. A er about ﬁve
decades of independence the post-colonial Nigerian leadership could not
provide a realis c solu on to the problem of housing poverty in the country.
During the ﬁrst years a er independence, the primary emphasis of the
government regarding house building construc on was the expansion of
quarters to cater for the increasing indigenous bureaucracy. In addi on,
emphasis was also placed on the transfer of many government reserva ons
and quarters from the white administrators to the Nigerians who had then
become the new poli cal and administra ve elites.11
A er the end of the Nigerian civil war, the government came out with
Reconstruc on and Rehabilita on programmes.12 Many Nigerians expected
that, part of the reconstruc on would include building more houses for the
masses most especially those displaced by war. To the chagrin of most
Nigerians, the government concentrated on its earlier policy of building
quarters for government oﬃcials and barracks which were all implemented
without any thought of incorpora ng indigenous building technology.
The Third-Na onal Development Plan 1975-1980, which coincided with the
period of the oil boom, marked a signiﬁcant turning point in the government
ac ve and comprehensive interven on in the housing sector. A sum of 2.6
billion Naira was allocated to housing to generate 202,000 housing units, with
13
8000 units in each of the then 19 states and 50,000 units in Lagos. However;
only about 13% of the stated target was achieved by 1980 when the plan was
expected to come to an end.
With the victory of the Na onal Party of Nigeria ((N. P.N) in the 1979
presiden al elec on the issue of housing was once again given prominence,
and a very ambi ous housing programme was ar culated and put in place. A
budget of 1.9 billion Naira was allocated to the housing programmes under the
Fourth Na onal Development Plan, 1980-1985 with emphasis on aﬀordability
and ci zen par cipa on in provision of decent housing for low-income groups
(whose annual income did not exceed N5000).14
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Under the Na onal low-cost housing programme a total number of 40,000
units were to be constructed annually for the ﬁrst four years of the
administra on with 2000 units located in each of the 19 states including the
Federal Capital Territory. However, by June 1983 only a negligible number of
32,000 housing units were constructed throughout the country, represen ng
I5
an overall achievement of 20%.
The Na onal Housing Policy formulated in 1981 and the implementa on of the
housing scheme has been faulted for its narrow concep on of housing needs.
Housing needs involve more than sheer numerical strength of physical
structures. It should also be seen in terms of design, type, loca on,
16
fundamental psychological and environmental needs and dictates. But the
architect of our housing programme adopted a uniform housing design
structure throughout Nigeria-a mul cultural country with more than 250
ethnic groups and clima cally varied condi ons.17 In addi on, the si ng of the
projects was done with a complete disregard to the func onal component of
housing which rendered most of the houses in a number of places unlivable.
The authors of the Na onal Housing Policy 1991 have a ributed the failure of
the Shagari low cost housing programme to the absence of a well thought
policy, the lack of scien ﬁc basis in their concep on and to heavy poli ciza on
of the programme and processes of execu on, and indeed corrup on.
The con nued deteriora on of housing situa on in the country made the
government to appoint a ten-man commi ee in 1985 to draw up a new
Na onal Housing Policy. The new housing policy was launched in 1991 under
the military regime.18 The document among others presented an analysis of the
'
magnitude of the country s housing problems, a er reviewing the past housing
policies and programmes. The goals and objec ves of the new policy as well as
the strategies for achieving them were spelt out in chapter two of the
document. Chapter six of the document focused on trends in building
materials and construc on cost. The government's role in this policy is to act as
an enabler, promoter and facilitator by crea ng legisla ve and ins tu onal
framework as well as a delivery system which will be conducive to individual
and coopera ve housing eﬀorts.19
To achieve the objec ves of the new housing policy, the government among
others, sought to restructure and improve housing ﬁnance ins tu ons by
making the Federal Mortgage Bank as an apex housing ﬁnance ins tu on.
Moreover, the government promulgated Decree No.3 of 1992 establishing the
Na onal Housing Fund (NHF). The NHF was created to provide an avenue for
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genera ng a con nuous ﬂow of low cost funds for long term housing
investment. The resources of the fund were to be sourced through
contribu ons made by Nigerian workers both in the public and private sectors,
investment by insurance companies and ﬁnancial contribu on from the
Federal government.20
The establishment of a number of agencies such as the Federal Mortgage Bank
of Nigeria (FMBN), the Federal Housing Authority, and the Na onal Housing
Fund etc, to handle housing issues has not yielded the desired results. For
example, between 1992-2000 only about 631 out of 1.8 million contributors
beneﬁted from its loan facility21, and considering the fact that mortgage
ﬁnancing is the major instrument iden ﬁed to accomplish the task of providing
housing for all, then it may be concluded that the policy has very li le eﬀect or
has in fact failed. The dismal performance of the Mortgage ﬁnance ins tu ons
have made some Nigerians to call for their cancella on and the refund of the
contribu ons made over the years. According to Comrade Abdulkarim
Ibrahim, Kaduna State chairman joint Nego a on Council, 'Liquida ng the
fund had become necessary it was allegedly being as conduit pile for exploi ng
workers'.22Indeed corrup on seems to creep into this scheme.
Moreover, with Federal government sale of houses, in the FCT Abuja in 2006,
workers who wanted to beneﬁt were asked to pay 10% of the ini al value of the
Houses as deposits but no reference was made to their contribu ons in the
NHF. Some workers even queried that why shouldn't their contribu ons be
23
calculated and deducted from the value of Houses oﬀered them for sale?
The Nigerian governments since independence have largely depended on the
importa on of building materials for its construc on ac vi es, despite
abundant material resources in the country. In fact over 80% of the materials
used in the construc on industry are imported24, and this has exerted so much
strain on the foreign exchange earnings of the na on.
In addi on, the Nigerian cement factories do not only import machinery but
25
also raw materials for produc on. The Nigerian Cement Company, Nkalagu
was the ﬁrst manufacturing company and started opera on in 1957 with an
annual produc on of 4000 metric tons of Cement, while the Benue Cement
Company Gboko built in 1980 is the latest. To further increase the supply of
cement products, the government licensed some private companies to import
cement such as, the Flour Mills Nigeria limited, Folawiyo group of companies,
26
Eastern Bulk cement, Bonny allied and Dangote group of companies. The
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recent priva za on of the sector which brought about increased private
investments in cement produc on is yet to make any signiﬁcant impact in our
dream of ge ng cheap cement products to help in reducing the construc on
cost of houses. The price per bag of cement is about 2,000 Naira in the Nigeria
Market. Government oﬃcials have con nued to pay lip services to the
problems of high cost of building materials but yet no signiﬁcant eﬀort is being
made to employ alterna ve building materials in construc on.
As early as 1975, the Federal government established the Na onal
Construc on Building and Road Research Ins tute (NCBRRI) which in 1978 was
replaced by the Nigerian Building and Road Research Ins tute (NBRRI) to
27
undertake research in local building materials. But the results of the
researchers are yet to be patronized by government in the execu on of its
building policies despite the fact that they appear to be more cost eﬀec ve
than those built with sand Crete blocks. This seriously calls to ques on the
government's sincerity in se ng up the research ins tutes and its
commitment towards evolving good quality building materials. Moderniza on
does not have to be based on western model. In fact, even Western socie es
are undergoing a process of self appraisal and discovering values in the past.28
It is evident from the above review that the housing policy objec ves of all the
regimes since independence and in fact the materials and technology for the
construc on of the houses are similar. The scope of the programmes diﬀers
just at the level of commitment to the implementa on and delivery strategies.
Since independence billions of Naira was earmarked for the construc on of
houses for the people. However, there have been very li le to show that those
billions of Naira were actually expended on the provision of housing to the
people. Through over inﬂated building costs and other corrupt prac ces,
millions of Naira ﬁltered away into the pockets of foreign and indigenous
contractors and consultants, while many Nigerian middlemen bureaucrats
involved in housing delivery became millionaires overnight.
The con nued deteriora on of the housing situa on in the country is a clear
indica on that the right diagnosis and prescrip ons have not yet been found
for the ailment. For Nigeria to get out of its housing poverty requires a radical
change in our colonial mentality which considers anything indigenous or
tradi onal as local, old fashioned and dirty.
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The Indigenous Building Technology Alterna ve
Timothy Gyuse, studying the rela onship between culture and the built
environment has iden ﬁed that, among most Nigerian socie es the extended
family (which arises out of kinship) is housed in large compounds around
29
central courtyard. In Muslim socie es the internal courtyards are large,
thereby providing adequate space for women to perform their domes c
chores without viola ng their religious regula ons of privacy. This is the
situa on when the buildings were owner constructed. But in the case of mass
housing policy of the government it is the public housing agencies that control
the types of design, form and size of dwellings, and therefore out of the control
of the users. This has given rise to the construc on of culturally inappropriate
forms, which as observed by Gyuse has some psychosoma c eﬀects.30
Moreover, the building forms run counter to J.F.C Turner's philosophy of
housing needs, which tried to apply human nature to housing needs.
On the ques on of aﬀordability, through the use of indigenous building
technology most if not all the members of the communi es in the rural areas
have a house. This as has been iden ﬁed earlier, was due to the fact that the
building materials, Grass, palm trunk and leaves, vegetal stalk, earth, wood and
stones are all locally available and require very simple equipment and locally
available skills for their prepara on and use in construc on. Moreover they
require no inputs of fuel, relying on naturally provided renewable solar inputs
to dry mud blocks and grow thatching materials, wood and vegetal material.
From this it follows that, building construc on using indigenous materials and
technology is rela vely cheap and thus aﬀordable to the great majority of
Nigerians.
A major limita on of the use of tradi onal building materials is their material
strength. This deﬁciency has well been noted by tradi onal masons and a
number of methods have been evolved to improve the materials strength,
durability and other performance characteris cs. These methods are o en
31
referred to as soil stabiliza on. .The purpose of stabilisa on is to make soil less
32
pervious, less compressible or stronger. The cheapest and most widely used
method is the mixing of parkia biglobosa pods solu on (makuba) with laterite
in a required propor on to serve as binding agent, the average, compressive
strength was found to be 4.39N/mm2 sa sfying the recommended average
compressive strength requirements of the Federal Ministry of Works and
Housing and those of Bri sh standard respec vely (i.e 210N/mm2 and
2 33
3.5N/mm ). Moreover, Acacia Arabica solu ons (Bagaruwa) have been used
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to achieve similar results'34. Other Stabilisers like Earthworm cast seen in many
villages around the country, provide an average compressive strength of
2.32N/mm2 at 8% stabiliza on.35 Recent researches have also indicated that
the material strength of building earth could be improved through 4% cement
2 36
stabilisa on, given an average compressive strength of 4.76N/mm . Bitumen
has equally been discovered as an eﬀec ve stabilizer, it increases the tensile
strength pressure resistance and water prooﬁng proper es of earthen walls. It
also improves its thermal quali es of low-heat conduc vity and confers
extreme internal dryness in the block thereby enhancing its durability to the
37
level of ﬁred bricks.
The use of indigenous building materials is not necessarily a temporary
solu on, mud can be used as a permanent wall material provided simple
precau ons are taken during the various stages of its prepara on and
38
construc on. For example, in the Museum of Tradi onal and Natural
Architecture Jos, the author inspected a mud plaster that is said to be in place
39
for over 20 years but s ll in good shape. A recent research conducted by
Adedeji on earth masonry deteriora on have suggested an average of 30 years
before earth wall experiences failures such as peeling of the wall surface or
par al collapse40 . Furthermore, the splits of deleb palm trunks used in the
rooﬁng of Zaria Mosque built by the famous Babban Gwani during the reign of
Sarki Abdulkarim (1834-46) as seen from inside the room are s ll in good
shape.
Again, though thatching suﬀers from lack of durability but a well-constructed
thatch roof may last up to seven years.41 Proper sloping of the roof and
increased compac on and thickness of the thatch can greatly increase both
the impermeability and durability of the structure. In addi on, an -termite
treatment using Duldrex20 emulsion could provide addi onal safeguard to the
structure.42
Apart from the quali es of availability and low cost of Earth building materials,
an earth-wall building has a number of advantages. These include ﬁre and
sound insula on quali es. Earth is a suitable building material in the tropics
because of its thermal proper es. Mud has a low rate of thermal conduc vity.
It absorbs heat slowly in the a ernoon, thus providing cool interiors on hot
days, while it dissipates the heat slowly in the night resul ng in warm interiors
43
on cold nights. It has been reported that, warmth takes almost 12 hours to
work its way through a 300mm thick wall. The sun's warmth will reach the
44
interior of the house during the cold hours of the night. Zami and Lee have
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beau fully summarised the rela onship between earth walls and the changing
clima c condi on of the tropics; ''Earth construc on provides excellent heat
insula on, so the ulterior space is cooler in summer and ho er in winter than a
45
building made of conven onal building materials such as concrete and brick.
Similar observa ons were made by Umar when he argued that:
Mud bricks has 65% thermal comfort sa sfac on despite the seasonal
varia on of summer and winter periods, whereas cement have less than
50% thermal comfort sa sfac on in both two seasons hence the
occupants has to supplement or complement with ar ﬁcial system of
cooling or hea ng system.( Sic)46
Ar ﬁcial cooling or hea ng is however expensive considering the inadequate
supply of public electricity in Nigeria. To obtain constant and regular supply of
electricity involves the use of power generators with high cost of fuelling and
maintenance. The generators also release dangerous gases to the
environment.
Similarly, vegetal walls and roofs exhibit the quali es of checking the
transmission of heat through radia on into the structure. It allows for inﬂow
and ou low of air, thereby providing comfortable interiors. This is quite in
contrast to the use of metal rooﬁng sheets, which are apart from the expense,
very good conductors of heat, and creates hot interiors in the a ernoon, while
morning and evening are very cold and draughty during the cold season.47
However; a major shortcoming of building in vegetal materials is high
combus bility and termite-penetra on. As men oned earlier in this study,
the use of some methods from other parts of the world and of course some
modern techniques have been shown to mi gate these problems.
Mud walls are good noise absorbent, which is quite a desirable quality in house
48
49
design. It also provides adequate security from ﬁred bullets and arrows. To
achieve similar results using modern cement blocks, a three horizontal row of
blocks with cardboard sheets inserted in-between the rows of building blocks
were built into the wall, and the building is extended to at least the average
50
human height. The cost involved in this solu on could explain why it was not
popular and today virtually non-existent.
Indeed, the metal sheets have the advantage of being strong, light, durable and
impermeable, but the steady hammering noise produced by rainstorms
bea ng on metal rooﬁng, and its suscep bility to being blown oﬀ by the strong
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winds, a feature of the early and part of the rainy season in the northern part of
the country, is a serious drawback. One of my informants in Zamfara state who
witnessed the visita on of strong winds which blew oﬀ a signiﬁcant number of
Zinc roofed houses in his town told me that, he will not allow anybody to
replace his mud roof with metal roof. He opined that a mud roof if properly
built and maintained, is durable and provides comfort as well as peace of mind
during the strong winds of the rainy season.51
It is common knowledge in Nigeria that a number of the so-called permanent
buildings had their roofs leaking and in some cases experienced par al or full
collapse52. The reasons being normally adduced range from poor workmanship
to earth movements. Therefore, the repair and maintenance of tradi onal
building structures should be seen not mainly as a sign of weakness of the
materials but as analogous to the maintenance and pain ng needs to be done
to the so-called permanent structures.

Conclusion
The indigenous building materials were abundantly provided by the econatural environment and the building types evolved from the u liza on of
these materials were not only aﬀordable and durable but environmentally
friendly. Building construc on using indigenous materials, whether by choice
or necessity, s ll forms the bulk of dwellings in the rural areas. The
construc on techniques use renewable sources of energy and materials for
construc on and the buildings are built or at least supervised by the occupants
themselves. These related advantages are so important for the provision of
adequate housing. Nigerians must have faith in the capaci es and eﬃcacies of
the indigenous building materials' and Builders in building durable and
aesthe cally pleasing structures that could sa sfy the peoples' needs for
housing. The series of building collapse in the last two decades in the country
have exposed the limita ons of the so called 'durable materials' such as
cement concrete, iron rods among others as well as the vulnerability of the
human agency involved. Though we cannot discount some likely contribu ng
factors such as the shoddy ac vi es of developers, in trying to cut corners and
make huge proﬁts, the fact is that, pieces of indigenous buildings have survived
for hundreds of years. The remains of the walls of Surame constructed in the
16thCentury are s ll visible. So also many Ganuwa ( city) walls Mosques, the
Saint Bartholomew Wusasa Church built in late 1920's and some remains of old
Palace buildings could show the strength and ar s c quali es of indigenous
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building materials. Moreover, the strength proper es of indigenous materials
could be improved through the employment of the results of recent researches
conducted by, for instance the Nigerian Raw Materials Research and
Development Council, The Government of South Africa and some Research
centres in India and SaudiArabia, to produce wonderful compressive strengths.
The use of indigenous building technology could signiﬁcantly reduce
construc on cost thereby improving aﬀordability. In addi on, the reduc on in
unit cost with proper management of allocated resources, could produce more
Housing units to alleviate the problem of Housing deﬁcit in Nigeria.
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