
Name
Profession
Organization

City/Country

Main author

Type of project
Estimated start 
of construction

Project data

Further author(s) & legal guardian(s)

Comment of the Holcim Awards jury Africa Middle East

Project description by author Relevance to target issues by author

“Next Generation” 1st prize 2008 Africa Middle East

Amphibious dwellings in informal settlements, Lagos, Nigeria

Architecture (housing)
July 2009

Akinlabi A. Afolayan
Architect
Niles Bolton Associates

Atlanta, USA

Not applicable

Lagos is experiencing a population explosion creating the 
enormous challenge of providing decent and sustainable 
housing. An estimated 6 million people live in the informal 
settlements within the city, resulting in chaos and deplor-
able living conditions. Out of this seething mass emerges 
an urban Darwinian ethic. The resulting maximization of in-
genuity and energy, utilizing materials at hand and unlim-
ited labor, provides an insight into the human will to survive. 

The utilization of amphibious dwellings in informal settle-
ments like Makoko on Lagos Island and Barriga on the la-
goon of Lagos offers a means of locating residents closer to 
their source of income. Residents depend on markets in the 
inner city areas for income. Buying and selling anything of 
value for minimal profi t margins in a daily struggle to sur-
vive. Rags, discarded plastics, paper, and glass are recycled, 
reused and sold. Shelters refl ect the ebb and fl ow of oppor-
tunity and are built incrementally with materials consid-
ered as trash by more affl uent city residents. 

This proposal intends to utilize the neglected and little-
used low coastal areas and areas subject to frequent fl ood-
ing. The use of fl oating platforms with a substructure that 
provides buoyancy is an attractive solution. The unique fea-
ture of mobility circumvents a key classifi cation of a slum 
shelter: illegal land tenure. Additionally, fl otation platforms 
allow squatters to move their shelter as a result of eviction 
notices or opportunities elsewhere. The mobility in itself be-
comes an advantage. The designs presented integrate low or 
no cost ecological solutions to the problems presented by 
the lack of potable water and disposal of human waste. Two 
critical components incorporated are rain catchment and re-
use systems, and compact dry compost toilets. 

The shelters are built with the use of easily constructed and 
replicable wall panels. These panels are built of a combina-
tion of natural and easily found materials such as reeds and 
thatch. Low-cost manufactured products such as corrugat-
ed roofi ng sheets can be included when available. Also used 
are EPS foam boards and used nylon and plastic bags. These 
panels will then be mounted on a frame system made from 
treated bamboo or low grade wood. The end result is a viable 
process that is not time dependent and can proceed incre-
mentally. The collision of need and human determination 
will provide the fuel to innovate and succeed. 

Quantum change and transferability
The proposal embraces informal urban settlements and re-
locates them on amphibious platforms as a legitimate hous-
ing solution. The utilization of local low-cost or no-cost (found) 
materials drives a sustainable approach to housing squat-
ters. This low-tech answer is compatible with climate change 
and transferable to urban areas located near waterways, 
rivers, and coastal areas worldwide.

Ethical standards and social equity
Amphibious dwellings provide solutions rather than just re-
locating problems. Responsible housing solutions are of-
fered to “invisible” members of our society. Through transfer 
of knowledge, residents will be empowered to build shelter 
that isn’t subject to arbitrary demolition. The resultant com-
munities and cottage industries will enhance quality of life 
and dignity.

Ecological quality and energy conservation
Low tech and inexpensive technologies provide rainwater 
collection and solid waste treatment for low ecological im-
pact. Proliferation of disease and degradation of the envi-
ronment are mitigated. The use of otherwise neglected ar-
eas for housing delivers high land use effi ciency.

Economic performance and compatibility
Utilization of the abundant human energy and resource-
fulness already available maximizes the potential feasibil-
ity of the project. Squatters will be able to build shelter as 
their resources permit. Micro-credit and community based 
support ensure a growth of infrastructure and cottage in-
dustries.

Contextual and aesthetic impact
The aesthetics of cultural identity and traditions are refl ect-
ed in the ability to artistically personalize façades of amphib-
ious dwellings, just like is often the case in conventional 
shelter. The synergy created by ingenuity and necessity will 
result in a multifunctional, vibrant, and ever changing color-
ful addition to the urban fabric.

Prototypes of amphibious shelter: showing just some of the possible design permutations.

Floating platforms 1.

Wall panel systems.

Curved roof prototype.

Context: Makoko.

Floating platforms 2.

Butterfl y roof prototype.

Shell panel prototype. Modular EPS panel prototype.

Amphibious dwellings enabling sustainable growth of community like Makoko: an alternative to “slum-clearance programs”.

The innovative and striking idea of this project envisages moving the inhabitants of the traditional, neglected squatter set-
tlements at the borders of the cities to fl oating homes on unused coastal areas. Such amphibious dwellings shall be erected 
on fl oating platforms and built with low- or no-cost available materials usually considered as trash, such as recycled wood 
from construction sites, plastic foils, used sheet metal, reeds and thatch. In order to assure minimum sanitation, the dwell-
ings will be equipped with rainwater catchment, purifi cation units, and dry compost toilets. These dwellings on the other-
wise abandoned and contaminated coastal strips will be legal, cheap and easy to maintain. Since the dwellings are not too 
far away from the city center, they provide multiple opportunities for day labor and small businesses. This project has been 
commended due to its fresh and simple approach to a globally-present problem in urban areas.
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