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CREATING NEW NEIGHBOURHOODs in ETHIOPIA 

Ethiopia is one of the fastest growing populations worldwide, and at the same time, one of the poorest 

around the globe. In 2008, Ethiopia domiciled approximately 81 million people, in 2025 this number could reach 

more than 125 million and in 2050 over 170 million according to UN projections. Today, 83% of the population is 

living in rural areas, creating their income from agriculture and relying on a limited resource - land. Because of the 

limitation of this income source, a major shift from the rural to the urban is likely to happen, as other examples 

around the globe have demonstrated already. New approaches have to be developed, in order to find answers to 

the pressing question of how this population and as a whole the urban explosion can be housed in a decent and 

acceptable standard.  

Addis Ababa (capital) alone, as the biggest urban centre in Ethiopia, will need to house approximately 4 million 

more people in 2025 than it does today. In order to be prepared for such a wave of new urban settlers, new urban 

settlements need to be planned and developed. Though the preservation of positive quality in the cultural 

landscape of Ethiopia is mandatory for a balanced development, conscious attempt must also be made to prepare 

the landscape for creative thinking and technological advancements. Otherwise placing design in a social context 

where the rock hewn churches of Lalibela are believed to be made by angels (not with Ethiopian hands and minds) 

- in other words - in a belief system which has grown deeply skeptical about the potential of the human mind and 

hands, and expecting a fast result of change, would be excessively idealistic (Zegeye Cherenet, Helawi Sewnet, 

EiABC  - Ethiopian Institute of Architecture Building Construction and City Development - Addis Ababa). 

Following the 1974 revolution, an important proclamation known as "Government Ownership of Lands 

and ‘Extra’ Houses" entered into force. All properties belonging to the crown and the church were nationalized, 

and the same happened to houses owned, but not personally used by individuals. The administration and 

management of the nationalized houses were transferred to two organizations and the once with a rental value of 

less than 100 Birr (1 EUR = 26,16 Ethiopian Birr) were put under the kebele administrations (a kebele - 

amharic "neighbourhood" - is the smallest administrative unit of Ethiopia similar to a ward, a neighbourhood or a 

localized and delimited group of people). 

Above 70% of the total number of kebele houses in the city is found in the inner city of Addis Ababa. More 

than 82% of the kebele owned houses were rented below 30 Birr per month. This indicates the low level of 

dwellers affordability and the poor housing conditions. 100% of the area up for total renewal is in the old inner 

city, where the majority of the kebele houses is situated.  

In 2004/05, the Addis Ababa municipal authority launched a massive urban renewal program in order to 

upgrade the inner parts of the city. The "Condominium Housing Project" is a city upgrading program. Accordingly, 

former slum areas are being demolished and rebuilt with condominium blocks. However, the most important 
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feature of Addis Ababa’s informal sector is not the built environment, but the social network that developed within 

these communities. By displacing those people according to a lottery system (the idea was to be fair to everyone) 

throughout the city, all of these networks were scattered. Many inhabitants of the condominium blocks have been 

displaced or moved from their former life style where they depended on microenterprises. According to official 

figures, the new owners are renting out 70%  of all condominium units. The generated income is used to pay back 

loans from the down payment for the condominium, while the owners have to move back into the "slums" to 

restart a microenterprise for daily survival.  

Typologically, one very interesting change can be observed. Some condominiums are built with an open 

kitchen as part of the living and dining room. Because of the nature of Ethiopians traditional dishes, in many cases, 

the new owner moves the kitchen into a bedroom to create a closed cooking space. The lost sleeping space will be 

compensated by a change in furniture in the living room, turning it into a bedroom for the night. Essentially,  we 

can summarize most of the phenomena taking place after moving of new inhabitans into condominium flat as 

follows: many times complete conversion during use, other living/housing conditions - same use than in slum, cook 

with open fire, buying of goats and keeping and killing them on balconies (on feast days). This type of housing 

(condominium) is suitable for middle income people. During our visit an ordinary taxi driver paid 1000 (he shared 

living costs with his brother) birr/month/flat. Minimum wages in Ethiopia - public sector employees, the largest 

group of wage earners, earned a monthly minimum wage of 420 birr, employees in the banking and insurance 

sector had a minimum monthly wage of 336 birr. 

Problems of other type of housing - kebele housing can be summarized into this short list. Lack of proper 

management on the part of the kebeles and their inability to maintain the houses and related physical 

deterioration of the kebele houses. The extremely low controlled rental fees which made maintenance impossible, 

because the kebele authorities had generally a tolerant attitude towards tenants.  Despite restrictions regarding 

unauthorized transformations of the kebele houses the majority of the tenants were defiant to the rules and they 

have been using all possible ways to add space to their units. Tenants have also been taking advantage by 

subletting at market price. This practice is so common that tenants use the kebele houses in whatever way they 

think would generate income. 

The administrative-political issues are important beyond doubt. However, from the perspective of urban 

design, they should be preceded by two substantial questions: Which urban model should be developed and 

implemented on the basis of geographically given socio-economic and ecological conditions? Which existing 

qualities of the local daily routines and local rituals and local building tradition can be enhanced by building a new 

town by transforming the existing modes of individual as well as communal living? In a more realistic setting where 

the Ethiopian social-cultural and economic contexts will be influential parameters reflected on the design of the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethiopian_birr
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house. In order to respect these settings, our project proposed a balance between open, roofed and semi-private 

outdoor areas for economical activities and enclosed private spaces. Streets are meant for exchange, transport and 

communication. It is the market with business stands, shops and workshops - as a part of the project - 

microenterprise so needed by the local inhabitants.  

To deal with project tasks, we developed "U-shaped" structure with possibility to create even half "L-

shaped" structure as needed or allowed by surrounding by using cross-section of mentioned "U-shape". This 

project counts with up to 3 floors for dwellers and allows existence of social network for 4 to 14 families or social 

groups. This "enclosed neighborhood" separated from the bustle of the streets, allows with their curtyard urban 

agriculture in scale appropriate for families. The dimensions of the yard create enough place for regular daily 

routine, although not enough for building new units – what is not desired. This yard is supposed to accommodate 

children with their games and basic household chores, which both take usually place on safe places like this. 

Household chores or daily routine on Ethiopian yard counts with source of drinking water and the associated 

shorter walking distance (advantage - less time spent commuting compared to the situation today), personal 

hygiene, clothes washing/drying and what is really important - drying of food (this action can take place even on 

higher levels on roof).  

Second floor is supposed to accomodate in first stage 4 families and creates possibility to extend existing 

flats or bilding new ones. Every household has acces to free space on the ground or on the rooftop of the 

strores/between units. And the third floor with up to 4 flats and free space between units. Important are newly 

built covered areas for microenterprise run by the dwellers. 

We observed these qualities in existing "neighbourhoods" we want to use (or reuse) in our design. 

1. strict separation between public, semipublic and private space 

2. important neighborhood (as there exist) 

3. children - playgrounds, meeting space → courtyard 

4. rainwater - potential (question of religion – in rural areas a problem, banned through religion to detain 

rainwater)  

5. two types of the housgroups – "street type" and "enclosed type" 

6. importance of shadow 

7. urban agriculture 

In our project, we designed the loadbearing construction made of concrete - concrete footings, lintels and 

columns made of HCBS pieces. Partitions between dwelling units are designed out of compressed straw board 
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panels, which will soon be produced in Ethiopia in cooperation with a German company called STRAWTEC. 

Through heating, the natural starch (lignum) in the straw is activated and functions as natural glue without any 

other chemical additions. In a linear industrial process, straw is compressed into flat boards, each approximately 

six centimeters thick, clad with cardboard on each side, similar to gypsum boards, which also achieves a high fire 

resistance. Given their regular sizes of 120 cm by 270 cm, the boards are easy to handle and work with. They can 

be drilled, screwed and even glued together. So far, the straw panels are only used as non-bearing elements such 

as division walls or as an interior cladding material. This arrangement allowed for further upgrades or extensions to 

be implemented by the inhabitants and gave them the opportunity to contribute in the creation process of their 

home. Inner partitions are build by the future inhabitants themselves, so the final "product" is "made to measure". 

This opens the possibility of using local materials as eucalyptus wood, brick and stone. Construction of the 

ceiling, a frame construction had to be included. One-side ribbed panels are suitable for the roof structure, given 

the mild climate conditions in Ethiopia (no snow load). However, a rather big overhang had to be incorporated for 

climatic protection here. For all other interior spaces, a waterproof "bowl" construction is preferable, whereby 

materials such as PVC paint are not only covering the floor, but wrap up on all vertical wall elements as well.  

"Never lose a drop of rain water!" or how can rainwater lead to improved qualities and diverse opportunities 

for the local population. It is the task of water management to supply the needed water from rainfall in the 

required quality and at defined locations of water usage, to provide water storage (for urban agriculture). Water 

flowing out of the roof will be captured and used for irrigation. 

Sustainability and innovation in terms of our project is an attempt to meet challenges of today and the 

very near tomorrow of the architecture of Ethiopia - which is loaded with both tremendous potentialities and 

formidable challenges. In principle, a new project can only be built with local material from the towns vicinity, not 

primarily with material from imports. There are several good reasons to be found for complying with this: these 

the extremely high cost of imported goods, and the availability of cheap labour.  
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Budget 

 

item amount needed price per unit price together 

reinforced concrete 

   footing 20 units 60,00 € 1 200,00 € 

column (MADE OUT OF 
COLUMN-HCBS) 40 units 85,00 € 3 400,00 € 

lintel (U-SHAPED HCBS) 52 units 90,00 € 4 680,00 € 

wooden structure, 3th floor 

   column 24 x 4 units 10,00 € 960,00 € 

reinforcement against wind 16 x 4 units 10,00 € 640,00 € 

wall straw panels from 
STRAWTEC 525 m2 140,00 € 73 500,00 € 

wooden beam A 48 units 45,00 € 2 160,00 € 

wooden beam B 6 units 30,00 € 180,00 € 

wooden beam C 8 units 15,00 € 120,00 € 

ceiling construction 200 m2 80,00 € 16 000,00 € 

corrugated iron 313 m2 3,50 € 1 095,50 € 

staircase construction 4 units 250,00 € 1 000,00 € 

shop construction 
  

1 000,00 € 

sanitary facilities 

   toilet 6 units 23,00 € 138,00 € 

shower 4 units 90,00 € 360,00 € 

washbasin 8 units 14,00 € 112,00 € 

sink 8 units 20,00 € 160,00 € 

laborers work 
20 workers, 3 

months 25,00 € 1 500,00 € 

other 

  
500,00 € 

final state (min.-max.) 

   TOTAL 

  
108 705,00 € 

dwellers own adaptation  
  

100,00 - 250,00 
€/flat 

 

 


