
 
 
 
 

Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights shows that 
adequate, dignified buildings and housing are fundamental to our human rights. 
 
 
 
Creating Foundations for Building at the Edge of the Nigerian Delta 
 
Port Harcourt’s Urban Expansion 
Port Harcourt is located in south east Nigeria on the Niger Delta. The original city was planned using a regulated grid system, 
however subsequent urban development has taken the form of unplanned urban sprawl to accommodate increasing population 
and increasing ingress into the delta. Construction in these areas is unregulated, unplanned and of a very low quality and as a 
result there are few services or amenities and poor sanitation. They are also the home to a marginalized section of the community, 
mainly the poor and the disadvantaged. 
 
Ground Sample and Analysis 
There are two ground types that local communities encounter when attempting to construct at the edge of the delta. The first is 
sand (a sample of which can be provided by Article 25) which would be relatively easy to simulate as a build condition. The second 
is a local mud called “chicoco” which is collected from the base of mangrove trees in the surrounding swampland. This would be a 
lot harder to reproduce – the nearest example of ground composition we have in this country would probably be peat. 
 
Existing Construction Method 
Construction methods are based on land reclamation which is achieved in two ways. The traditional approach is to drive wooden 
stakes into the edge of the riverbank creating a rough “fence” which is then back filled with chicoco mud. When the level reaches a 
point above the high tide mark rough concrete blocks are placed on top to compress the mud and provide a level building surface. 
The modern equivalent of this is to use concrete blocks instead of wooden stakes and to back fill with rubbish and waste. This also 
comprises a legitimate waste management strategy in the delta.  
 
Environmental Issues 
There are very few options for disposing of the rubbish and commercial waste, so its use as a foundation element is an inevitable 
response.  There are two main issues with this: Whilst some of the waste is biodegradable, the resulting chemicals from this 
degradation seep straight into the water system encouraging pollution and disease. Secondly, this degradation process 
encourages subsidence in foundations when the mass of waste is reduced. 
 
Construction and Materials 
The quality of concrete is notoriously poor in Africa. A combination of poor quality cement and intense weather conditions, 
particularly during the rainy season, means the cement blocks degrade and wear away quicker than concrete made in other parts 
of the world. Compounding these issues is a lack of aggregate material which is added to cement and sand to form concrete. 
 
Any Foundation Workshop might want to consider: 
 

− Alternatives to concrete (wooden stilts, precedent study of other water based communities) 
− How to strengthen the concrete mix (seashells instead of stones) 
− Protecting existing building foundations (waterproof shuttering) 
− Effects of waste as foundation infill (environmentally, constructional impact, alternative waste disposal) 
− Alternative materials (sourcing, supplying, transportation) 
− Environmental impact of constructing further into the delta (damage to the eco structure) 
− Improving the quality of the houses (design, build quality) 
− Costs, local skills and workforce (contractor, community) 

 
This is far from an exhaustive list, but will provide a starting point in compiling a workshop format. It might help to understand how 
the Engineering Dept. plan to test any foundation structure as this might help guide the initial construction process (e.g. will they 
test for stability, effects of high water table, constructing on sand/mud, strength and/or integrity)..  
 
 
 


