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“When the full power of a human 
imagination is backed by the weight 
of a living tradition, the resulting work 
is far greater than any that an artist 
can achieve when he has no tradition 
to work in or when he willfully aban-
dons its tradition.” 

Hassan Fathy, Egyptian architect
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B. INTRODUCTION
Research question 
Identification of the problem
Aims and objectives 
Obstacles and constraints 	
Tools and Methods

I. PREAMBLE
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Which form our architectural propos-
al should take to express the ideal 
balance between vernacular archi-
tecture and new shape of housing?

Which kind of architectural project 
will lead to the ideal proposal in this 
culture?

How to create a design proposal al-
lowing the cultural resilience?

How the confrontation between 
vernacular and universal architectural 
features can be expressed and 
shaped in an architectural project? 

How much of the vernacular 
architectural features should we 
keep in our design relative to the 
implementation of new elements 
in a different architectural form of 
housing? 
How resilient this culture will be?

Do urban sprawl and urbanization 
in Africa mean the same than else-
where?

Should we see urban sprawl only as a 
scourge or should we not considered 
it as internal dynamics in the city?

Could we translate this horizontal dy-
namics in a vertical dynamics?

How sustainable development can 
take place in a protected area?

How will new constructions affect the 
skyline of Stone Town and the way 
that the city is perceived at different 
level?

How will these new constructions di-
alogue with the historical part of the 
city?

How could a symbolic bridge be built 
to link the two parts of the town?
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To what extent and which 
elements of the vernacular 
architecture should be included 
during the creation of a new form 
of housing such as multi-storey 
building to allow to the Swahili 
culture its resilience?
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1
PRESSURE ON THE INFRASTRUC-
TURE 
Due to an increasing flow of immigra-
tion leading to the expectation of new 
settlement, the city is transformed 
into a vast construction site. Under the 
protection of Unesco, the enlisted city 
center doesn’t absorb anymore all the 
movements and dynamics happening 
in this city and offers only few oppor-
tunities for new constructions. On the 
edges of Stone Town, the historical 
Ng’ambo has always been, along the 
years, the witness and the host of na-
tives and outsiders’ locomotion. Yet 
considered as a Buffer zone, an ad-
ditional layer of protection, it is in this 
area is experiencing significant real 
estate pressure from project develop-
ers or private owners.

2
URBAN SPRAWL
The increasing demography due to 
both internal and external immigra-
tion continually pushes the physical 
limit of the city, threatening then the 
balance between urban and rural ar-
eas by nibbling the agricol lands which 
parts of the population and the econo-

my of this small island are dependent 
on. Yet, this phenomenon is not the 
only cause. Remaining as the stan-
dard model of construction and the 
more affordable for majority of the in-
habitants, the traditional Swahili archi-
tecture is characterized by single-sto-
rey house, this urban pattern requiring 
more space.  But the definition of a city 
cannot be summed up by the continu-
ity of architectural objects and urban 
sprawl only reduced to a matter of 
geographical balance. The complexity 
and the quality of a metropolis lie in 
the superposition of different layers of 
functions and uses such as “inhabit”, 
“move”, “work”, “interact with one an-
other”. What makes a city comes un-
done at the same time it spreads if we 
ignore all its components and the in-
teractions between all these different 
layers. Urban sprawl besides raising 
the question of the physical boundar-
ies and the realtion between the core 
and its suburbs, questions the concept 
of “living together”

3
UNSUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOP-
MENT

Through its expansion, the fast-

growing city carries away a range 
of different issues and challenges: 
network of transport, energy 
requirements, water supplies, supply 
of building materials which are the 
real spearheads of a sustainable 
development.

4
IDENTITY AND CULTURAL INPUTS  IN 
URBAN FABRIC
A city with two faces. From one side, 
Stone Town reveals a multi-cultur-
al face where the inheritance of the 
rich past of the island is still visible 
(emphasized since its status of World 
Heritage site) when from the oth-
er, Ng’ambo symbolizes the African 
working-class heart of the whole 
city. But even with this opposition, the 
roots of Swahili culture are visible in 
both sides of the town. Over the years, 
Ng’ambo became the struggle point 
of the identity of the city for the gov-
ernmental power. The range of urban 
fabric variations present in this side 
reflects it through several attempts to 
reshape the Swahili neighbourhoods. 
In this context, the buffer zone seems 
to be potentially the place to link this 
dichotomic city. 
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It is commonly held that there is a 
need to find sustainable way to devel-
op our cities and this represents one 
of our global aim. But, when it comes 
to urban development strategies and 
their translation on an architectural 
scale, this broad notion of sustainabil-
ity can have various meanings and 
shapes in different context. Making a 
sustainable project in Africa (or should 
we say, to make sustainability a natu-
ral criteria for each architecture during 
the design process) doesn’t mean to 
transport in this continent the solu-
tions that we are developing to face 
our own european challenges and 
judging as efficient. A sensitive and re-
spectful approach on the backbone of 
the island’s culture and history needs 
to be found, leading progressively to 
the definition of an african sustainabil-
ity, a tanzanian sustainability, a zanzi-
barian sustainability. 

The same approach should be ap-
plicable when phenomena as urban 
sprawl are analyzed. An extensive 
urban sprawl has already begun in 
Zanzibar Town raising number of 
issues: balance between rural and 
urban population, proportion of ur-
ban and agricultural lands, networks 
of transport, excluded areas and so 
on. It’s an undeniable fact that these 
trend has to be analyzed, questioned 
and probably reversed. But should we 
see urban sprawl only as a scourge or 
should we not considered it as internal 
dynamics in the city? In this sense, do 
urban sprawl and urbanization in Afri-
ca mean the same than elsewhere? 
Could we translate this horizontal dy-
namics in a vertical dynamics? The 

global debate on new form of hous-
ings and vertical urban forms offers 
us plenty of possibilities to question 
this zanzibarian problematic and will 
feed undoubtedly our project with 
ideas and visions for a more sustain-
able future. 
Questioning complex notions that 
have been already taken as reference 
values in the architectural and urban 
debate of our places represent one 
of our first aim. Deciding to cross the 
world and confronting ourselves in 
a context where we have no longer 
benchmarks or references implies 
this constant back and forth vision 
from global to local scale that are 
valuable in our profession. 

We believe that after studying habits 
and customs of this culture and in-
cluding this valuable knowledge in 
our design proposal, this could be a 
way to ensure a relevant architectural 
solution for the inhabitants closed to 
their identity and needs and to sustain 
an appropriate management of their 
habitats. 
The introduction of high-rise buildings 
in this low-rise housing culture is not 
without consequences. Two radical at-
tempts of restructuration of Ng’ambo 
have rightly let in people’s mind ap-
prehension, mistrust and scars. These 
failures due to different political, social, 
architectural and other reasons that 
have to be identified during our study 
indicate us that small and humble 
approach has to be found. Due to our 
previous experience in this context, we 
know that including inhabitants during 
the design process enriches consider-
ably the project and emphasizes the 

positive impact of it through the popu-
lation. In this sense, an extended anal-
ysis of the dense historical inheritance 
of the area and also the involvement 
of inhabitants through participatory 
approach will provide a strong basis 
for further design proposals. In ad-
dition to the acceptance that shared 
space and services inside buildings 
bring about a more sustainable way 
of living, we are convinced that we 
can meet the challenge of combining 
the already existing horizontal culture 
with the new vertical concept. 
Until this point we were presenting 
and discussing our ideas and projects 
only inside our universities. During 
our last year’s studio that took place in 
Zanzibar, we already experienced that 
it is a small challenge to communi-
cate our ideas with people outside the 
“clique” of architecture. We discovered 
that we don’t have to adapt only our 
vocabulary but also the way to present 
our ideas, to draw, to communicate 
our conceptual visions and through 
this challenge we learned valuable 
lessons. It becomes, at this point, an 
universal concern about finding the 
best way to communicate architecture 
through different media. We are also 
convinced that, in this society where 
we discovered so many examples of 
“architecture without architects”, roles 
can be reversed and opening the way 
to the dialogue about architecture will 
lead to a rich exchange about links es-
tablished with space. 

To deal with the urbanization of 
Ng’ambo also raises the question of 
development in a Buffer Zone area, 
a notion created to ensure the pro-
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tection of the “surroundings” of the 
inscribed properties. Interventions 
and changes in this zone are consid-
ered as making a direct impact on the 
quality of the area that it surrounds. 
A significant part of the city is located 
in the border of the protected histor-
ical city centre, Stone Town, listed as 
a World Heritage site. We attend to 
focus in this specific zone using this 
context as a case study to understand, 
at a global level, how sustainable de-
velopment can take place in a pro-
tected area by discovering the impacts 
and consequences of being on the 
World Heritage list. The notion of Buf-
fer Zone underlines also the mutual 
influence of each parts. It reduces also 
the opposition suggested, in our case, 
by the expression “the other side”, 
minimizing the gap between the two 
sides and revealing the dependence 
that one produces on the other. To rec-
ognize this relation helps us to grasp 
the complexity and all the challenges 
contained in the encounter of these 
two parts. How will new constructions 
affect the skyline of Stone Town (visu-
al impact) and the way that the city is 
perceived at different level? How can 
a balance be found in terms of shape, 
materials, and height? How will these 
new constructions dialogue with the 
historical part of the city? How could 
a symbolic bridge be built to link the 
two parts of the town? Large topics in 
architecture can be discussed through 
this thesis such as the issue of con-
servation and modernization, rehabili-
tation of historic cities or the resilience 
of the vernacular architecture. 

We see Zanzibar Town case as a syn-
thesis of different issues that tran-
scend the geographical boundaries 
of the island. Its challenges, balance 
among space capacity, respect of the 
culture and customs, curbing urban 
sprawl, the transition from horizontal 
expansion to vertical elevation, and 
the architectural translation of the 
concept of home linked to cultural 
and religious customs can be found in 
many similar cases around the world.
A back and forth approach will be 
again privileged to find references of 
similar cases all over the world. We 
aim, therefore, to identify a universal 
value of knowledge and the outcome 
of this thesis could well be used as a 
case study to these common issues.
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Questionning and 
analyzing the urban sprawl 
phenomenon

Developing new forms of 
housing

Developing a city in 
compliance with its past

Finding sustainable way to 
develop our cities

Introduction of high-rise buildings

How this form of spatial develop-
ment that became the subject of 
much criticism in Western coun-
tries can be perceived in the African 
context?

Does sustainability have the same 
meaning in every context? 

How Africa deals with its tangible 
and intangible heritage: study 
cases
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Understanding the causes of the ex-
tensive urban sprawl in Zanzibar that 
raised numerous issues.

How the implementation of such proj-
ect should be done in this area regard-
ing to the habits and customs.

Densifying urban fabric of the town 
by the implementation of a new type 
of housings in order to curb the phe-
nomenon

Involving the inhabitants during the 
design phase by attending workshops 
and interviews.
Ensuring a relevant architectural solu-
tion for the inhabitants closed to their 
identity and needs.

Developing a project in a Buffer Zone 
area and questioning the mutual in-
fluence of each parts of the city

Carrying a sensitive and respectful ap-
proach on the backbone of the island’s 
culture and history to define how sus-
tainability can be implemented in the 
Zanzibarian culture.

Including sustainability as an au-
tomatic criteria in our architecture 
during the design process

How urban development can be im-
plement when it comes to protected 
area.
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LANGUAGE
If in Stone Town, the touristic core of 
the city, the vast majority of the in-
habitants are able to speak english, 
in Ng’ambo, the trend is reversed. 
Learning swahili or at least being able 
to have a basic conversation was for 
us a relevant way to approach the in-
habitants on site.

COLONIAL LEGACY OR 
BURDEN
Colonialism was present in Zanzibar 
until 1964, year of the revolution. By 
being strangers and working in the 
new making of the city, we cannot 
ignore the image that we, as “white” 
are projecting to those who can still 
remember this time. 

OFFICIAL COLLABORA-
TION WITH GOVERNMENT
Working under the umbrella of the 
government opened us a lot of doors 
and allowed us to be as close as pos-
sible with those in charge of the future 
of the city. Yet, working alongside with 
them provoked sometimes during 
spontaneous meetings with the in-
habitants a natural distrust due to the 
complex relation between the popula-
tion and the authorities.

ACADEMICAL PROJECT 
AND CONSEQUENCES
Because our project is based on the 
involvement of the inhabitants all 
along the design process, the hope 
raised by our actions and workshops 
can be followed by a natural decep-
tion if the project cannot be realized. 
In this complex social and political 
situation, this is a consequence that 
has carefully to be taking into ac-
count. 

CULTURAL ADAPTATION 
AND UNDERSTANDING
Swahili culture and way of life re-
mains far away We are two students, 
one from France, the other one from 
Greece. Tanzania, it’s already the other 
side for us and deciding to cross the 
world and confronting ourselves in 
a context where we have no longer 
benchmarks or references become 
more than a student project. It be-
comes also a human experience.
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Literature studies

Previous experiences

Architecture models

Interviews

Context analysis

Household systems
reading

Use of background 
knowledge

Field studies

Blog

Official documents, 
master plans, policies and 
guidelines studies

Inspiration from 
reference architects and 
projects/case studies

Studying literature is always the stron-
gest foundation to begin a project. Rel-
evant issues, as well as, Zanzibar’s con-
text have been studied a lot of times and 
we consider this as valuable knowledge. 
To be aware of the past and history of 
Zanzibar help us to be able to design a 
relevant project. 

The analysis that was conducted during 
our previous field studies (Reality Studio) 
is considered as a valuable background 
and in combination with the current 
findings enriches the foundation of our 
project.

In trying to understand what are the 
expectations and which is the image 
of ‘modernity’, both for the Zanzibar au-
thority stakeholders and inhabitants, we 
use the beautiful process of conversa-
tion. This helps us to define what a new 
construction should look like and what it 
should include according to the minds of 
local people. Visitors/tourists’ expecta-
tions also cannot be ignored since they 
have become an important voice in the 
dynamism of the city , therefore different 
opinions are compared.

The current situation in Ng’ambo and 
its current relationship with the historic 
center. We familiarize ourselves with 
how density and the demand for hous-
ing are addressed here. We observe how 
residents build on their own initiative. We 
study how the different speeds of de-
velopment create different challenges 
; many reside in the Ng’ambo area be-
cause Stone Town is becoming hard for 
residents to manage. This step includes 
also studies on demographic figures, as 
well as analyzing and mapping of urban 
data. There is a complete documenta-
tion of our findings.

Observation, study and participation 
in the habits, culture and life in depth 
in order to identify the concept behind 
the contemporary Zanzibari family and 
‘home’. We endeavor to find the hidden 
aspects of their life patterns and attempt 
to ‘put ourselves in their shoes’ in order 
to understand.

Documentation with sketches, photo-
graphs, maps and drawings, diagrams, 
classification, notes, etc., continued from 
where we left it off after the Reality Stu-
dio course. Existing contacts are re-met 
and new contacts are created. 

Communication in any format is essen-
tial for feedback and discussion. There-
fore, the creation and regular update of 
a blog is a useful and creative tool for 
these actions. It is also a way for us to 
keep track of our work progress and 
most of the time it can be really fun.

These documents are invaluable, to 
view the visions and intentions of the 
authorities and to understand previous 
choices and those that will be made in 
future. 

Perceiving a concept in architecture can 
be supported by understanding previ-
ous projects. We consider that follow-
ing examples which have already been 
successfully implemented in similar 
contexts with innovative ways and re-
spect to the place and life from other 
architects or teams, inspires our project 
and teach us multiple lessons.

No tool can replace real handmade 
models, especially when it comes to the 
beloved “working models”. Scaled mod-
els support and improve the architec-
tural design process. Being in a different 
context from what we are used to, gives 
space for imagination and improvisation 
on the traditional model construction 
and offers innovative and beautiful re-
sults. For the presentation of our project, 
the final models are perceived with extra 
care and gravity. 

We benefit with our knowledge and ex-
perience from our background studies 
and lessons learned in our countries of 
origin (Greece and France). In addition, in 
both countries, as they are countries of 
the south Europe,  we already are famil-
iar with some methods in terms of eco-
logical architecture and climatic strat-
egies to enrich the design proposal by 
dealing with climate comfort techniques 
as well as by using relevant materials. 
Therefore we combine this background 
with local and traditional knowledge and 
secure a better result.
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We followed the construction phase of 
a building from the design phase until 
the early stage of construction and we 
also experimented with local materials 
and building techniques while still in 
Zanzibar. The goal was to understand 
what is like to be the architect in this 
context, what are the client’s expecta-
tions and to ascertain which materi-
als will be used and where they are to 
come from.

We contacted as much people as pos-
sible, individuals as well as various or-
ganizations. We created a network of 
contacts not only to get feedback and 
comments  regarding our thesis, but 
also to exchange knowledge within 
various disciplines. This attempt has 
begun since the initiation of the idea for 
a master thesis, has consumed a big 
part of our schedule and involves peo-
ple from all around the world. 

Involvement in a real 
local project

Create a network of 
contacts

Participatory approach

Our wish since the beginning was to 
find ways to approach the inhabitants 
of our study area. That is why our par-
ticipation in the  3-days international 
expert’s conference and our active role 
in the 2-days workshop that took place 
in our focus area during February was a 
great experience and opportunity for our 
thesis (see Appendix). During this days 
we conducted different sessions with 
our board game, construct a model of 
the neighborhood, had the opportunity 
to presented our findings and sugges-
tions, attend the public discussions and 
took part in many other participatory 
exercises. As we agreed together with 
the rest of the HUL team, a main objec-
tive is to implement strategies (or create 
the dynamics) to support and empower 
the Ng’ambo inhabitants themselves to 
launch individual or common initiatives 
in order to enhance the community. CH
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Participatory design

Design

We strongly believe that the Ng’am-
bo inhabitants should be the ones that 
will influence and set the conditions for 
their future. Therefore, we formulate our 
project not only according to our find-
ings or our own ideas but we conduct 
discussions and workshops, during and 
regarding the design phase, with the in-
habitants of Ng’ambo and take seriously 
into account possible suggestions, ideas 
and wishes.

The design phase. This is a consistent 
process. Ideas and aspirations are be-
coming alive and taking forms on the 
papers. The information we accumulate 
with other tools and methods is used 
here as the foundation to set the design 
criteria of our proposal and support 
our vision. Formulation of strategies to 
follow. How to use the lesson learned 
to make an architectural proposal for 
dwellings in this context.
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WORKSHOPS AND INTERACTION

The participative process: 

Different tools were used to approach 
the population and start a fructuous 
dialogue. Even if most of them were 
planned, we cannot ignore the impor-
tance of spontaneous conversations 
and the interesting outcomes gen-
erated by them. Leaded by curiosity, 
people didn’t hesitate to question us 
when we were on site sketching and 
accumulating datas. 
Apart of this, our participatory meth-
ods and approach were conducted in 
three steps: the creation of an event/ 
workshop, the conduction of inter-
views and the creation of our “fix your 
own house” board game.

The participative process: 

During the 8th and 9th of February 
2014 we conducted a visioning event, 
together with the HUL team, in the 
streets of our focus area. Followed by 
a 3-days international expert’s confer-
ence focusing on the implementation 
of HUL concept in Ng’ambo, our active 
role in the two-days workshop was a 
great experience and opportunity for 
our thesis.
The main goal is to implement strat-
egies (or create the dynamics) to 
support and empower the Ng’ambo 
inhabitants themselves to launch in-
dividual or common initiatives in order 
to enhance the community.
Created also as a public presentation 
of the project to the inhabitants, the 

name of the event was “Ng’ambo: tu-
itakayo!” (the Ng’ambo that we would 
want). A public debate between au-
thorities and the inhabitants was the 
central event that resulted in a rich 
source of information regarding the 
problems of the area and the wishes 
of its inhabitants. Several participatory 
exercises took place, such as mental 
mapping or drawing visioning. Live 
music, food and children games were 
not missing as well. During these days 
we conducted different sessions with 
our board game previouly designed 
and tested in private circle, exhibited 
a model of the neighborhood, had the 
opportunity to present our findings 
and suggestions, attend the public dis-
cussions and took part in many other 
participatory exercises.  

Why participatory approach: 

We do not consider these workshops 
only as a mean to result in our proj-
ect design. Our biggest wish since the 
initiation of this thesis was to succeed 
together with the stakeholders and 
the inhabitants to create an example 
for how a design process could be for-
mulated in order to create a “paradigm” 
of participatory design process that 
actually works and delivers profitable 
outcome. A process that through tri-
al, success or mistakes could lead in 
an example that designing authorities 
could accept its importance and include 
it in their strategies. Eventually, this was 
what we succeeded to begin within our 
collaboration with the HUL team during 
our field study (see Appendix).CH
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II. BACKGROUND & 
CASE ANALYSIS

A. BACKGROUND
Tanzania: Data and history
Zanzibar: Data and history
                 Geographical and demo-
graphical profile

History and economical 
status

Zanzibar Town: Identify the city
Stone Town: a World 
Heritage Site
Ng’ambo: the mak-
ing of the other side
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