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Urbanism

The Bénin Studio - A Tale of Two Cities

JOHN S. ELLIS
Wentworth Institute of Technology

In May 2015 the United Nations released a report suggesting
that 10 million more people are added to the urban population
of Sub-Saharan Africa each year, over two-thirds (7 million) live
in informal settlements and only 2 million can expect ever to
move out from them.

Urban planning and governance have not adapted fast enough
to the extraordinary situation of rapid urban changes in Africa.

A new process of urbanization has been unleashed by the
masses of low income migrants who have flocked to the cities
since independence, and who are seeking to solve the prob-
lems of accommodation and employment on their own infor-
mal terms.

Current research and practice suggest that the path to urban
peace and sustainability in urban Africa lies in building more
inclusive and socially equitable cities where everyone, regard-
less of their economic means, gender, age, ethnic origin or reli-
gion are enabled and empowered to participate productively
in the social, economic and political opportunities that cities
offer.

Aview that acknowledges the reality of slums, and at the same
time the dynamism of slum inhabitants to resolve their very
problems could go a long way in helping cities cope with rapid
urbanization.

In the case of Benin this dynamism is magnified by the diverse
ethnic, cultural, and religious make-up of the people and their
capacities to live together in peace.

The focus of the 2017 fall Benin Studio was the tale of two cit-
ies, the formal and informal. We listened and responded to the
historic and contemporary stories of two very different places
separated by less than 12 kilometers of water.

We focused our energies on the settlements of Ganvie, a
city formed by refugees from the slave trade, and the other

Akpakpa-Dodomey, a settlement formed by contemporary
economic refugees from Benin, Togo, Ghana, Burkina-Faso,
Niger, and Nigeria.

Asyou will see in the accompanying projects the students skill-
fully developed design methods and projects, together with
local community member, based on initial discoveries made
during a 10-day visit to Bénin early in the semester.

The studio required students cultivate a particular point of
view towards architecture and to define its role in the making
of a better world.

The Bénin Studio 2017 was supported by L'Atelier Des Griots,
with many thanks for their dedicated support throughout the
semester and beyond.

Professor John Stephen Ellis, AIA and his colleague Beninese
architect Habib Meme are co-founders of |’Atelier Des Griots,
a non-profit international studio devoted to the study and
implementation of low-tech ecological urban architecture and
planning.

L'Atelier des Griots is also dedicated to the West African tradi-
tion of the griot — telling the many stories of the community
through the medium of art, architecture and urbanism.

The founding of L'Atelier Des Griots in January 2017 is the first
step in establishing a the first Design Build School in West
Africa.
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In May 2015 the United Nations released a report suggesting that
10 million more people are added to the urban population of Sub-
Saharan Africa each year, over two-thirds (7 million) live in informal
settlements and only 2 million can expect ever to move out from
them.

Urban planning and governance have not adapted fast enough to
the extraordinary situation of rapid urban changes in Africa. A new
process of urbanization has been unleashed by the masses of low
income migrants who have flocked to the cities since indepen-
dence, and who are seeking to solve the problems of accommoda-
tion and employment on their own informal terms.

Current research and practice suggest that the path to urban peace
and sustainability in urban Africa lies in building more inclusive and
socially equitable cities where everyone, regardless of their eco-
nomic means, gender, age, ethnic origin or religion are enabled and
empowered to participate productively in the social, economic and
political opportunities that cities offer.

A view that acknowledges the reality of slums, and at the same time
the dynamism of slum inhabitants to resolve their very problems
could go a long way in helping cities cope with rapid urbanization.
In the case of Benin this dynamism is magnified by the diverse eth-
nic, cultural, and religious make-up of the people and their capaci-
ties to live together in peace.

The focus of the 2017 fall Benin Studio was the tale of two cities,
the formal and informal, We listened and responded to the historic
and contemporary stories of two very different places separated
by less than 12 kilometers of water.
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Ganvie Women's Center
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We focused our energies on the settlements of Ganvie, a city
formed by refugees from the slave trade, and the other Akpakpa-
Dodomey, a settlement formed by contemporary economic
refugees from Be-nin, Togo, Ghana, Burkina-Faso, Niger, and
Nigeria.

As you will see in the accompanying projects the students
skillfully developed design methods and projects, together with
local com-munity member, based on initial discoveries made
during a 10-day visit to Bénin early in the semester.

The studio required students cultivate a particular point of
view towards architecture and to define its role in the making of a
better world.

The Bénin Studio 2017 was supported by L'Atelier Des Griots,
with many thanks for their dedicated support throughout the
semester and beyond.

Professor John Stephen Ellis, AIA and his colleague Beninese

-chitect Habib Meme are co-founders of I'Atelier Des Griots, a
non-profit international studio devoted to the study and
implementation of low-tech ecological urban architecture and
planning.

L’Atelier des Griots is also dedicated to the West African tradition
of the griot - telling the many stories of the community through
the medium of art, architecture and urbanism.

The founding of L’Atelier Des Griots in January 2017 was first
step in establishing the first Design Build School in West Africa..
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