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RETROSPECT AND URBAN RESE RCH NEEDS

As indiceted in my Introduction the original stimulus to prepare
this inter-disciplinary collection of papers came at the time of -he
University Social Science Conference held at Makererc University College
at the end of 1968 and early in 1969. Because of this begimming all of
the papers in this book are the work of academics who are mainly concerned
with the Social Sciences. However it is not our intention that this book
should be regorded simply as a collection of paners of narrow historical
or scholarly interest or to suggest that urban problems are, or should
be, solely the concern of social scientists. Rather our purpose is to
direct greater attention to the practical problems of urbesn growth and
inter alia of the demands these place on the society as a whole. It would
be insppropriate for me,.as editory to attempt any-claborate isummation of the
problems and issues raised or of the merits of one or other of the previous
chapters. Rather my main purpose in this Retrospéct. is +to summarise, the
main issues raised and to suggest areas for future rescerch. Our hope
is that this limited and heterogenous collection of papers will both
draw attention to urban problems and stimulate useful research and more

informed policy making.

The East Jfrican Urban Scene

Perhaps one of the most comprehensive assessments of the regions urban
problems was that contained in the 1953-54 East Africa Royal Commission
Reportj It is remarkaeble how the conclusions of that report, prepared
considerably prior to Independcnce, still have 2 rclevance and validity
for the information presented in memy of the papers included in this
collection.1 Now as then, o main impression is of the limited urban

tradition in Bast Africa as compared to other parts of Africa, notably

! East Africa Royal Commission
1953 - 1955 Report, H.11.8.0.
CMD 9475 Reprinted 1961. pgs 200-248.



West Africa, which hod a substantial urban life beforc the arrival of
Buropeans. In Bast frica this wes not generally the case, except
perhaps in the irab trading ports of the coast. Thus East ‘frica's
cities and largc towns are largely a recent phenomena, primarily
associated with such alien Iafluences as Buropean administration and
mission establishmenis and Buropean =and Asian trading end commercial
centres. Somec rcosons for the limited African urban developient includec
the primarily rural orientation of much of local life, the very low urban
wage lcvels which kept carning possibilities low, end the high building
and other standards which were imposed by successive govcrnments.
Moreover during most of the colonial time: towns grew slowly and only
during the posit-war period has expansion been more renid. The European
settlements remained confined to small numbers ond the larger and more
rapidly growing isian community limited to restricted arecas, trades end
occunations., By and large these alien communitics to East Africa rcemainced
closc knit and inward looking groups. Such a social structure was hardly
conclusive to any ranid cxpansion of urban living by Africans, except

on the outskirts of the established European and .\sien settlements.

More rccent developments have led to a rapidly changed situation endé an
increase in the nuubers of ‘fricons moving to the towns, to obtain
qualifications and jobs which integrate them more firmly into an urban
socicty. The emcrgence of a new and quickly growing African ruling and
middlc class has greatly accelerated these tendencies.

The Drift to the Town

It is apparcnt from scveral papers thot one may speculate at
length as to whether the movement to the city is or has been a 'push!
or 'pull! phenomena. HMany peoplc obviously come to towns because
'static' conditions in the rural arcas combined with the rapid nct
increase in population offers littlc in the way of foresccable economic

growth or personal advanccment. Alternatively, for others the move to



towns may be part of a pathological cxpansion towards what Miss Ward
describes as urban Ycell creation".2 In the words of the composcr,

Thow arc you going to kcep them down on the farm ~ once they heve scen
Paris?' has come to have an East .frican mecaning. Certrinly it is often
difficult to sce any dircct correlation between urban woge levels and
the desire of people %o move to tovwns. It appears that nony people are
inclined to move 10 towns morc or less on a 'speculative motive! rather
than on any positive assurance of gaining substential or sustained urban
cmployment. Related to this is not only the 'push'! of rural poverty and
boredom but also the intricate tribal ond family rclationships which... .
link African peoplc together. Plainly all these issucs within therselves
have =and will continuc to providc a fertile fiecld for substential intcr—

disciplinary rescearch.

Urban Iand Tenure and Use

It also scemsthat central to the problems of urban growth is the
question of land tenure and use. The colonial system devcloned on the
basis of both a division of land and the division of cmployment
opportunities releted to different racial groups. Within the existing
Bast African tomms a greatcr part of land is publicly owncd to the city
boundarics and allocatcd or zoned for specific purposes. Vithin the
city boundaries there has been a system of lease-hold plots and a tradition
of tcumporary leases. On the outskirts of the metropolitan arcas Jand is
more usually held on a custouary tenurc basis. Some of thesc plots are
bought ~nd sold, but such arrangements give littlc basis for sceurity
of title or for the full development of sites. Plainly an important

role for research should be to provide a fuller; more detailed knowledge of

° Tard B. The Economist, Deccmber 1969.
Pages 56 - 62.
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land tenure systcms, together with an ability to propose positive romedies
ond improvcuents to the existing situation. For instance it would secm
desirablc to cnoble pecoplc to obtain longer leases according the building
requircments. lMoreover in outlying arcas therce are often rights which
amount to tenure ~nd here agein 1t would scem desireble to allow for a
viider usc of frecchold titlcs. ILand cuestions would scem to be an area
which arc cspecially suitable for intcr-disciplinary work; econonists,
lawyers, geographers, sociologists, government officials end land agents

working towards thc solution of specificd problems.

Housing, Povcrty ond Degradation

Other major problcms arisc out of the issues associated with
hougings notably its adcquate provision for lower income groups. All
too frequently an ambitious programmc of urban redevelopiuent means: thot
the peoplce who lose thelr homes do not regnin thom. Part of the
difficulty is the concern to build houscs to strndards leid dovm by
rigid township rcguloations and standards. In practice of course therce
is often a lr-ck of sufiicient finencial and other resources for high
stndnrd bulldings. Thus any ambition programmc of reform within a
torm leads to a 'pushing out' of the recent immigrent population +to just
outside thc official boundarics of the town itsclf, often in conditions
of poverty, overcrowding and degradetion. Such overspill areas frequently
lack cven cssential services. Various suggestions have becn mede as to
ways of rclaxing housing rnd construction stondords in such ways as to
cncourage more pcople to build houscs. Onc possible linc of development
is that in somec zoncs scrvice facilitics could he provided, but the
building stondards would be uaregulated. The aim would bc to encourage
more rccent arrivals to bulld their owm houses, whilc at the some time
every attempt slrould be made to encourage improvencnt in the -quality of
such houscs by advances in the techniques,; materials ~nd skills available
for this purposc. Herc again is o most important arca for research
conducted on an inter—-disciplinery basis. The cucstions to be asked would

include the provision of morc detailed information obout the preseont



situntion ond what it is likcly to beecome, given the continuation of
nresoent pressurces. Once this information has been obtained other
guestions would concorn thc resources available to assist solutions.

For instance in which ways can such csscntisl scrvices as water, scvage,
power and hard roads bc best provided on a minirum cost basis? TIdikewise
how docs the existing land tenurc system influcncce the type of scxvices
and housing which are being provided; or could bc provided at low cost
levels. Morcover what is the best form of building in such circumstances
and how might traditional housing be improved so as to provide adcquatc
accommodation within the finoncial circumstonces of the commmity at
large. .11 thesc types of issues constitute urgont end fruitful arcas

for impartial and detailed rescarch.

Administration, Bducotion end Growth

Plainly meny of the prob.ems associated with urban matters are
also associated with the administrative system. East African cities,
despite their limited size, and in many cases short histories,are arcas
of great contrast end diversity of human eXperience. It is desirable
to encourage the growth of towns in such a way as the members of the
various races coan live on equal footing. 4t the same time it must be
recognised that many town dwellers; because of their lack of substential
previous experience of town or city life, facc unusual social needs ond
problems. There is the nccessity for a wide comprehension of these types
of difficulties and of the creation of administrative machinery to link
the problems of growth to the problems of education for towm and city
living. Thesc issues imposc a particular responsibility on central
government to recognisc the problems created for local government by the

rapid incrcasc in urbon size.

This lcads to a further consideration touching on +the nature
of the sociaety itsclf. Clearly many of the nrobleums of the Bast African

urban sccne are shaped by the poverty of the econowy as a whole. Thus
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if the problem of the urban environment arc to be at all soluble there
is a need for expansion in undcrlined economic growth. Even given

such expansion thore is the additional question of est-blishing sound
priorities for private and public expenditure, which touches on both

the distribution of wealth between various social classes ond between
the regions of the thrce countries. Plainly therc.con be no simple

or overall answer to such cuestions, nevertheless o more sustained

body of ongoing economic and social resecrch could at least make some of
the issucs clecarcr cnd facilitate more cffective decision making by the
political and administrative systen. At a minimm the results of such
research should make choices clcarer; the range of perccived a2lternatives

widerand thc costs of coursc I as opposed to coursc B more apparent.
Balance and Synthesis of Aims

The balsnce of diverse consider-tions rmust alw-ys be emphasised
in practical rescorch nnd decision making procedurcs. Thus far the
mein weight off my remarks have been primarily concerned with social. and
ecconormic questions. Yet it must also be recognised that, of nccessity,
many of the issucs of vital concern in the urban sccne involve basic
research in the natural sclences, and in such applicd fields os bhuilding,
construction and cngincering. The changing East frican cities place
a responsibility on the scientist; the engineer and especially the
architect to evolve designs which will sacet both social needs ~md costs
and at the same time be practicol structures within the context of the
total urban cnvironment. .s Ove irup, the distinguished consulting
cengincer, points out: 'architectural design is much more complicnted
thon an cnginecering desipm'” This is mainly because enginecring structurcs
cater for thc force of gravity and other natural nhenomena, whereas
buildings cater for people. .nd pcoplc arc complicated. The cnginecr
need not bother about the purpose of the design — he is told whot is
requircd. The architect bothers very much. He must study humen nceds,

human recctions to environment, human woys of 1ife, humans at vork and

30, Arup, 'The Architect and the Engineer'; Gold Medal Address ot the
I din~ T July 1CGE,
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play, their need for privacy and social contacts. This is both a
complicated cnd controvcersial subject. /Mnd because he caters for humen
beings, the artistic organisotion becomes so much morce important. I nd
even the technical data which have to be considered tend to be more
nunerous and varicd. Soy; naturally, the synthesis of aims end means

is more complicatcd. The quality of this synthcsis depends on two
things: the completeness of the data on which the design is based; and
the intensity and quality of the mental effort expended on it. Naturally
enough most designs, or in fact every design if you want to be critical,
suffer from defects on both counts'. These are of course by no means
issues which arc limitecd to Bast African cities. Nevertheless they. do
have a . peculiar forcc becausc of the. complex social rclationships involved.
Here then is anothcer fruitful and vital area for inter-disciplinary.

research efforts.

Research Organisation and Focus

Pinally a few coments about the relationship between Fast Africa's
urban problems and research organisation. The papers included in this book
reflect the wide diversity of issues involved in urban problems though
it must be emphasised that the collection, as it stonds, concentrates
heavily on the role of the social sciences ond leaves untouched the
potential contribution of the nstural applied sciences. It is important
to recognise the need for urban research conceived on a broad basis so
as to cover the diversity of issues and disciplines involved. At the same
time it is desircble that individual pieces of resecrch be defined as
clocely as possible within the broader field of inguiry. In practice
the scale, diversity, and rapidly changing nature of nroblems mekes it
peculiarly cdifficult for those actively engeged to take other than a
specialist. or sectional view. Thus a main functicn of the.outside
researcher should be to view the. issues from a.general and uncommitted as
opposed to a particular and committed position of interest. Moreover

there is a prime need for more effective institutional arrangements to



which

focalise urban research needs, to encourage the organisation and finencing
of research on a sensible basis and to facilitate the transmission of
results to users. There is also a need for such arrengements to crcate

a body of opinion whereby policy makers may be 'educated' into a recog-

nition of +the nced for dealing with urban problems on an integrated basis.

Overseas urban research needs have, to a degree, been met by the

creation of urban rese-rch centres, which are generally associated with

a university though they often have autonomy of financing and staff.
In England those whichcome to mind include the Urban Studies Jentre at
University College ILondon, and the Urban and Regional Studies Centres!
in the Universities of Maenchester and Birmingham. In Australia there is
an Urban Studies Unit associated with the Australian Nationel University
in Canberra, while in the United States of ZAmerica there: are many such
Centres, including the well-known joint Harvard-Massachusetts Institute
of Technology, Urban Studies Centre and the. Institute of Urbawn Iife in
Chicago. The question arises whether-there is place for . the creation .6f
such institutions in East Africa. In the view of the author, it would at
the present time, be premature to work for such a Centre, in light. of. both
the scarcity of finencing and staff available and the separatist tendencies
are apparent in the three countries. Rather it would seem to be more
sensible to work for urban research interests within the framework of the
existing social science centres including the Makercre Institutc of Social
Research in Rampala, the Institute of Development.Studies in Nairobi,

and the Bureau of Economic Research in Dar es Salaom.

The contributions to this book indicate that there is already
an active interest in urban problems by members of all these Centres.
There is however an urgent need to focus urban studies further on an
Eest Africa wide basis. This might be achieved by the creation of an
East African society for urban research which could have associated
with it a new Journal of Urban Studies. It would of course be essential

to prevent such a society or journal from degenerating into just another



academic body. It would be necessary that in Tormation and in the

running of such institutions that practical people involved in applied
problems should be continually brought into closc contact with the
academic rcescarcher. Our best hope is thet this first collection of
papers mey do somecthing to encourage devclopments of this sort. Certainly
in view of the growing'Urban Challenge in East Mfrica'the need is urgents

let us hope that the time is also right.
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