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Abstract

The urban development and planning challenges facing Freetown, the capital of Sierra
Leone are typical of the significant issues which face most cities in Africa, including rapid
growth, resource constraints, burgeoning informal settlements and inadequate planning
regimes. In parallel with many African cities, colonial neglect and racial bias in planning the
urban form created a city which is ill-prepared to cope with post-independence growth. This
paper examines how these trends have played themselves out in the case of Freetown, and
also draws attention to particular issues which have exacerbated urban development, and
the environmental and planning challenges facing the city. Notably, the effects of the
devastating civil war and Ebola outbreak in 2014/15 are discussed. While the city council
and local NGOs are attempting to address local development challenges, significantly more
needs to be done to improve the well-being of Freetown’s population and this paper
provides an indication of how urban planning might contribute to this.
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Highlights

e We explore the colonial, early independence and postcolonial planning and
management approaches, discussing their challenges and shortcomings.

e We analyse the evidence of planning and urban management in Freetown, Sierra
Leone from 1787 to the present day.

e We lllustrate the manifestation of the colonial and postcolonial legacies in the
structure of the city

e We show how the imprint of history has left the city vulnerable during a series of
humanitarian crises.

e Thereis an urgent need to build planning and urban management capacity, to
devolve power to the city and to update policies and legislation .



Introduction

The current rapid growth and development of African cities are considered by some to be a
replication of the rapid urbanisation that occurred historically in the Global North. The
experiences of Western European and North American cities were not without challenges,
particularly in the nineteenth century (see, for example, Engels 1845 / 1987). Many cities of
the Global South are currently seeking to apply planning models, either borrowed
internationally, or more rarely generated locally, in an attempt to respond to the impacts of
city growth. African cities, such as Lagos (Nigeria), Kinshasa (Democratic Republic of Congo)
and Freetown (Sierra Leone), are often portrayed as being chaotic or disorderly, partly
because they are considered to be the location or even the fulcrum of civil conflict, and
partly because of the large proportion of their populations that live in informal settlements
that have arisen spontaneously without tenure or planning (Gandy, 2006; Myers, 2011,
2018). These perceptions are reinforced where city growth is rapid and uncontrolled, with
some African cities experiencing the most rapid growth rates in the world, often in a context
of minimal economic and employment growth, and leading to inevitable housing,
employment, services, planning and infrastructural shortfalls (Binns et al., 2018). Cobbinah
et al (2015) reported that Africa’s urban population grew from 33 million to 288 million in
the period 1950-2000 and is predicted to grow to 1.3 billion by 2050. This scale of change is
regarded as ‘alarming’ and, according to Cobbinah et al, “its unguided nature poses a range
of development threats, including unsustainable exploitation of resources such as land and
increased urban poverty” (Cobbinah, 2015:63).

Conceptualisations of disorder have historically been the result of a counterpoint to order,
contrasting planned and managed settlements with rising cultures of violence, breakdown
in social order, traditional values and increased volatility. Such discourses of order and
disorder, planned and unplanned, formal and informal, are not new (Myers, 2011). What is
new is that a settler power is not imposing such dichotomies. Instead they are emerging as a
result of contemporary social, political and economic situations, in the context of the
broader global agenda. The result is a growing global process of urbanisation, overlain on
the historical urban structure. As Myers puts it:

Urban majorities find themselves entangled within power dynamics that position
them at the city’s margins, literally and figuratively, working to make places they can
live with in the face of injustice, inequality, violence, or underdevelopment (Myers,
2011; 13).

Within this context it is important to bear in mind that many cities in the Global South were
established as the product of imposed colonialism which, in addition to subjugating local
populations, often designed cities for the colonial elite only, in terms of the provision of
services, housing and infrastructure, coupled with frequent restrictions on the urbanization
of indigenous people. These controls were often founded on concerns for urban public
health issues, articulated as sanitation concerns. After controls were lifted post-
independence, most African countries have generally failed to manage rapid urbanization in
centres which were never designed to cope with burgeoning and usually poor populations



(Rakodi, 2001; Harrison, 2006). The frequent persistence of inappropriate western planning
systems and building codes in the context of low levels of formal employment, minimal low
rates bases and the inability of cities to cope with growth, have led to the phenomenon of
the ‘urbanization of poverty’, with expanding informal settlements and huge planning
challenges (Njoh, 1998; Binns et al., 2012, 2018). As a net result of these issues, Nunes Silva
suggests that ‘this complex and uneven African urban condition requires an open discussion
of past and current urban planning practices and future reforms’ (Nunes Silva, 2015: i).

At a broader level, the challenges facing Africa’s cities must also be contextualised within
the framework of global urban transformation. As the world’s international organisations
implement HABITAT III’'s New Urban Agenda (UN Habitat, 2017), a number of position
papers have underlined that more than 50 per cent of the world’s population are now living
in cities and that this proportion will grow over the next few decades. As a consequence,
UN-HABITAT’s (2017) New Urban Agenda seeks to enable these cities to focus on global
initiatives to improve the living conditions of the world’s poorest and most vulnerable
populations, as well as to ameliorate impacts of human induced climate change. There is an
increasing awareness that as countries sign up to the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and climate change policies, the potential role of urban planners
has probably become more crucial than ever (UN, 2015). For example, UN-HABITAT reports
that globally cities account for only 2 per cent of the world’s land area, but 70 per cent of
the economy, 60 per cent of global energy consumption, 70 per cent of greenhouse gas
emissions and 70 per cent of global waste. Already, despite a widespread perception of
Africa as being largely rural, the UN (2018) estimate that it is 43 per cent urbanised and that
Africa and Asia will account for 90 per cent of global urbanisation between now and 2050.
As a result, African cities are projected to accommodate 50 per cent of the continent’s
population by 2030, or approximately 800 million people. And so cities, globally and in
Africa in particular, are the focus of significant societal challenges, which means that future
economic and environmental challenges will largely have to be tackled by the planning and
management of the fast-growing cities of the global South, which addresses historical
legacies, current challenges and provides mechanisms to cope with future issues. But, as we
will see later, the capacity for urban planning is weak in many African cities and planning
strategies are often inappropriate for the challenges that exist.

The focus of this paper is on urban trends in the capital of Sierra Leone, a West African
country (71,740 sq km), which is slightly smaller than South Carolina and Scotland, and with
an estimated population of 7.5 million, which is growing at 3.2% annually (Fig. 1) (Sierra
Leone Statistics, 2017). It is currently one of the world’s poorest countries, and in 2019 was
classified by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) as having ‘Low Human
Development’ and was ranked 181 out of 189 countries according to the Human
Development Index. Sierra Leone’s population has an average life expectancy of 54.3 years,
GNI per capita of USS$1,381, and a skilled labour force of only 15.2%. This contrasts sharply
with statistics for Norway, for example, which is ranked #1 in HDI, and where life expectancy
is 82.3 years, GNI per capita is US$68,059 and with a skilled labour force of 84.3% (UNDP,
2019). Freetown, the capital (see Figure 2), which is the focus of this paper, faces significant
challenges as identified in a Freetown City Council study (2014, i): ‘Freetown has long been
put under considerable pressure by the urbanization process and urban sprawl, resulting in
negative social and environmental impacts on settlements living in risk-prone areas and



unsanitary environmental conditions’. This scenario has been significantly aggravated by
post-independence crises, most notably a protracted civil war 1991-2002 and the more
recent outbreak of Ebola 2014-15, which are detailed later. Combined with a weak
economic base, these crises have been beyond the planning and service capacity of the local
authority, leading to severe environmental stress, poverty and inability to manage informal
growth, particularly in the pre-existing 18 slum settlements (Guma Water Valley Company,
2008; Freetown City Council, 2015).

Some of the key landmarks in the development of Freetown are summarised in Table 1, in
which it is apparent that the early interventions were focused on segregation and the
relevant legislation largely responding to public health concerns. The paper will refer to
events recorded in the table and will refer back to it throughout the discussion.

Table 1: Freetown planning timeline

Year Event

PRE-COLONIAL

C18th | Trading of natural resources, such as kola and a number of slave trading posts.

1787 | Jonah Hanway and Granville Sharp’s abolitionist Committee for the Relief of
the Black Poor support the settlement of 400 former slaves of mixed origins,
but born in Britain, at Granville Town on a site bought from King Tom a local
sub-chief.

1792 | 1,200 freed slaves from Nova Scotia, in recognition of their fighting for the
British in the US War of Independence with the support of the newly
established Sierra Leone Company, another abolitionist initiative.

1807 British declared that the Temne tribe should be excluded from an eleven-mile
radius around Freetown

COLONIAL

1808 | Freetown becomes a Crown Colony.

1811 Population: 2,117.

1821- | Freetown served as the capital of British West Africa
1874

1827 | Fourah Bay College is founded — the first western style university in West
Africa, attracting students from across the region.

1893 | 15-member Freetown City Council established, 12 members elected, only
three places reserved for colonial officials.

1896 British Protectorate established over the rest of Sierra Leone

1899 | Dr Ronald Ross visits to Freetown as part of the Malaria Research Expedition
and confirms a link between mosquitoes and the malarial lifecycle.

1900 | City Improvement Act

1902 | In the wake of Ross’s second visit and recommendations to the City Council,
first construction of two storey houses at Hill Station.

1903 | Narrow gauge railway connecting Cotton Tree to Hill Station is opened.

1925 | Mayor Cornelius May, a respected public figure, is convicted of fraud and
sentenced to 9 months in prison. The Freetown City Council is dissolved and a
majority European Municipal Board established.

1929 | The Hill Station railway is discontinued.




1947 | Town and Country Planning Act

INDEPENDENCE

1961 | 27™ April, Sierra Leone achieves independence with Sir Milton Margai as
President.

1963 | Population of Freetown reaches 127,917.

1967 | Siaka Stevens elected to power on a slim majority.

1972 President Siaka Stevens abolishes District Councils

1978 | Siaka Stevens declares the country to be a one-party state

1980 | Freetown hosts the OAU Summit, at enormous cost, constructing a huge
conference centre and villas for heads of state, and purchasing a fleet of
Mercedes Benz vehicles that almost bankrupts the country.

1991 | War breaks out and an estimated 600,000 internally displaced people flee
fighting and move to Freetown.

1994 Freetown Master Plan

1999 | 6 January, rebel fighters enter the city.

2002 | Peace treaty signed.

2014 | November, Government declares state of emergency, introducing travel
restrictions and curfews to tackle the spread of Ebola Virus Disease.

2015 | September, Freetown experienced sustained heavy rainfall with widespread
flooding.

2015 Population recorded in the census 1,055,964.

2016 | March, WHO declares Sierra Leone Ebola-free.

2017 | 14* August, Freetown sustained heavy rainfall leading to flash flooding and a
huge landslide leaving an estimated 1141 dead, 600 unaccounted for, and over
3000 people homeless.

2019 | 24% January, Mayor of Freetown launches the ‘Transform Freetown ’initiative.

Compiled from various sources: Clarke, 1972; Doherty, 1985; Edwards et al, 2015; Harvey and Dewdney,
1968; Maconachie et al, 2006; SLRA, 1997.
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Figure 1: Map of Sierra Leone.
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Figure 2: Urban Growth in Freetown

Freetown, has grown massively over the last 100 years, growing from less than 100,000 at
the beginning of the 20th Century to over 1 million at the beginning of the 21t (see Table 2).
The city’s doubling rate from 1963 to 2015 was 24.7 years for the urban area (and only 8
years for the rural areas surrounding the city), with annual growth rates ranging from 2.6 to
7 per cent for the city in that period (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2017). Both during and since
the country's civil war (1991-2002) some 500,000 farming families were displaced

nationally, with large numbers moving to city. Many internally displaced persons (IDPs) from
the provinces, who initially sought temporary refuge in the capital, have often remained and
were subsequently joined by family members as discussed by Maconachie (2012), increasing
population pressures in the city.

Table 2 Freetown’s population change 1901-2015 (various sources)

Year Population
1901 67,782
1963 195,023
1974 276,247
1985 469,776
2004 772,873
2015 1,055,964

Sources: Central Statistical Office, 1985; Republic of Sierra Leone, 2006; Statistics Sierra Leone, 2017;
nantinpasadvnathed.com, 2017.



In the 1960s, Harvey and Dewdney (1968) suggested that the key planning problems in
Freetown were coping with the rapid expansion of the city, intra-city mobility, inadequacies
of services and unemployment and crime. In the half-century that has elapsed since that
analysis, the situation has been aggravated by corruption and neglect, together with a
decade-long civil war and post-conflict humanitarian challenges, suggesting that very little
has improved. Ogbonnaya (2015) argues that in the urban context of Sierra Leone there has
been a link between levels of conflict, corruption and neglect on the one hand and the
vulnerability to the Ebola virus disease (EVD) epidemic of 2014/15 on the other, which
unusually in EVD outbreaks, focused on the urban settlements. The EVD resulted in 8,704
confirmed cases of infection in Sierra Leone, as well as several thousand suspected cases,
leading to almost 3,589 deaths, amongst whom 221 were healthcare workers (WHO, 2015).
The civil war lasted from 1991 to 2002 and resulted in an estimated 70,000 deaths and 2.5
million displaced people (UNDP, 2016) . Both events wrought havoc on the country’s
economic and social life.

These challenges are clearly a key concern locally, and in an attempt to significantly improve
the urban environment and service provision, on the 24% January 2019, the Mayor of
Freetown launched the ‘Transform Freetown’ initiative, commenting that “Our way of life is
threatened by the lack of city planning, which has led to inefficient and sometimes
dangerous land use” (Freetown City Council (FCC), 2019). Freetown City Council reported
that the city was ‘sprawling and fragmented,” and ‘about 95% of the city’s population does
not have access to mains water’ (FCC, 2019). Furthermore, in recent years Freetown has
experienced some serious natural disasters such as flooding, landslides and the deadly
2014-15 Ebola virus epidemic, which have both encouraged further urbanization and
aggravated already poor living conditions (Freetown City Council, 2014).

Drawing on the principles embodied in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 11, which seeks
to make human settlements inclusive, safe and sustainable (UN, 2015), this paper focuses
on Freetown as an example of the deeply-rooted challenges facing many poor, post-colonial
cities in the Global South, both in terms of coping with their past, but also in preparing for
the future. Within this context, the paper reviews the inherited colonial legacy and
challenges which planners currently face, before considering priorities for future urban
growth and development. As the paper indicates, colonial planning and policies created
cities which are ill-prepared to address the challenges of the post-independence era,
meaning that the roots of the current challenges lie partially in the failure to put in place
appropriate legal and policy mechanisms, adequate service provision, housing and physical
capacity during the colonial era. These challenges, as this paper will show, were aggravated
by numerous post-independence crises and the failure of new governments to adopt more
appropriate planning and urban management practices, creating the current urban crisis
which requires urgent resolution. The paper draws primarily on published material, planning
records and academic literature, and is supplemented where necessary with reference to a
limited number of key informant interviews undertaken by the authors. The primary
evidence will be analysed elsewhere in more detail in the context of a wider range of in-
depth and key informant interviews.



Colonial and post-colonial planning issues in Africa

The impact of European colonization on African social, economic and political systems was
profound and has been well documented (see, for example, Goodfellow, 2013; Porter &
Yiftachel, 2019). Many African cities were either established by colonial regimes to serve the
administrative and economic needs of the mother country or, where cities already existed,
European settlements were imposed adjacent to them. Colonial cities played a key role in
the economic restructuring and exploitation of the newly created colonies and were vested
with transport, trade and administrative systems to facilitate these processes. In many ways
in the 19t and early 20t centuries, African cities were created or restructured to meet the
needs of the European colonists and generally neglected the indigenous populations.
Planning was anchored on a desire to escape the environmental challenges and congestion
of European cities, and well-planned colonial centres often followed ‘garden city’ principles
(Njoh, 2008). In so doing, however, little attention was paid to housing and providing
services for indigenous people, and before independence such populations were often kept
at low numbers by restrictive urban migration rules (Njoh, 2002; 2010). Njoh accurately
sums up the situation for many African cities when he suggests that,
‘urban planning is not the benign, objective and value-neutral tool for promoting
the functioning of the built environment that it professes to be. Rather, it serves as a
viable instrument for realizing the cultural imperialistic goals of Westerners’ (Njoh,
2010: 369).
However, Goodfellow (2013) cautions that there were differences in the role and access to
planning within the continent, contrasting southern Africa’s stronger planning regimes with
the experience elsewhere in the continent.

The net result of these policies was that, following independence, cities that were originally
designed for small European elites, were incapable of coping with rapid growth. They
struggled to provide resources, infrastructure, housing and economic and planning systems,
in some cases leading to desperate situations where up to 80% of the population in some
cities live in slum conditions (Davis, 2006). This has been aggravated by the common
challenge of maintaining inappropriate western planning and building norms, which are
frequently unsuited to the economic and social realities of African cities (Njoh, 2010). This
situation is often perpetuated by the continued reliance on foreign planners and aid
agencies seeking to implement western management and planning systems, where there is
weak local development and planning capacity, and fragile economic systems which do not
generate the funds required to effect meaningful change. While it would be incorrect to
attribute all the current challenges to the failings of colonial urban policy and planning, the
imposition of inappropriate standards, and the failure to provide for cities which have the
capacity to meet the needs of local residents, have clearly created a legacy which has yet to
be satisfactorily addressed.

In colonies where there were pre-existing urban centres, the neglect of indigenous centres
by colonial authorities was a common practice, and urban planning created European
enclaves which were physically separated from indigenous settlements. In these centres and
newly created cities, colonial planning policies tended to have two foci, first, the creation of
spacious and planned garden-city settlements for Europeans and, secondly, the physical
separation of these settlements from areas where the indigenous population resided. As the
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nineteenth century evolved, increasingly restrictive laws ensured that racial separation was
enforced and that areas were physically separated, a reality often justified on the grounds
of either military or health concerns (Beeckmans, 2013). The latter, known as the ‘sanitation
syndrome’ sought to isolate and ‘protect’ the Europeans from the perceived health risks
associated with indigenous areas. In Francophone Africa such separation was often enforced
with strict boundaries known as 'cordons sanitaires’. In South Africa in the early 20t
Century, the white population increasingly came to associate the black urban presence with
squalour, disease and crime in a parallel set of developments to those observed in colonial
Freetown. There is plenty of evidence in South Africa to indicate strong links in the popular
and political spheres between, on the one hand, perceived threats to white health and
safety and, on the other, the drive to urban segregation in the planning process (Maylam,
1995). What became known as ‘sanitation syndrome’. The spread of bubonic plague around
South Africa between 1901 and 1904 was followed by white ratepayer demands for
increased racial segregation. Within a few weeks of the outbreak, some six to seven
thousand Africans were removed from central Cape Town to temporary accommodation at
Ndabeni (Maylam, 1995).

Colonial planning in Freetown was profoundly influenced by the idea of creating separate
areas for different elements of the urban population (Bockarie et al., 1999; Beeckmans,
2013). As a result, urban planning came to manifest what Njoh (2008) refers to as the
‘colonial project’, with the projection of race-based control in which institutionalised racism
became embedded in the planned landscape of the city, reflecting colonial prejudice (Nunes
Silva, 2015).

In this context, Watson (2002; 2009a) points out the challenges of donor driven
development and the need to adopt a ‘Just City’ approach which is anchored on local
priorities and needs and which is also inclusive and pro-poor in its focus. The reality that
many former colonies still have inappropriate and outdated colonial planning instruments in
place is a sad reflection on local failure to adapt to contemporary realities (Rigon et al, 2018;
Watson, 2009b). At a broader level, one also needs to acknowledge that the development
needs of the poor are often at odds with the technocratic, top-down and market-driven
approaches to urban planning which have frequently developed as new alternatives in the
former colonies. Future planning strategies in African cities need to address key issues such
as informality, land rights, social exclusion, climate change and sustainable urbanization
(Nunes Silva, 2015).

The establishment of Freetown

As Christopher Fyfe comments, ‘Freetown has always been a planned city’ (Fyfe, 1968: 3).
Established during a period of much debate about the emancipation of slaves in British
territories, Freetown was a planned settlement from its earliest origins, set up by the Sierra
Leone Company in 1787 to settle by 1792 some 1,600 freed slaves from the West Indies and
Nova Scotia (Canada) (Goerg, 1998; Howard, 2006; Anderson, 2013). The location was a
forested peninsula in the heart of a significant trading location focused around the estuary
of the Sierra Leone River. The history and establishment of Freetown and its heritage as a
‘tribal settlement in a Creole city’ were examined in a detailed study by Banton (1957, p.3)
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in the 1950s. The houses were laid out on a grid-iron street pattern determined by the
settlers, and arranged in a series of ‘villages’ on the Freetown peninsula within the confines
of the main settlement (Goerg, 1998). The dwellings were largely based on a Creole-style
‘chattel house’ typical of many Caribbean colonies, the construction of which was based on
the skills and knowledge of the incoming freed slaves. The Creoles — as they became known
in Sierra Leone - approached housing design in a very different way from the local
indigenous Temne ethnic group, in that they made use of more permanent materials and
the carpentry skills of the freed slaves, and emphasised a stronger sense of individual
ownership of land and dwellings, with houses having direct entrances to the street and no
open veranda to the front. Today in Freetown the remaining Creole houses (known to Sierra
Leoneans in their Krio lingua franca as ‘Dem ole bod ose’), stand out in showing their origins
in the West Indies (Jarrett, 1956) (Figure 3). In an attempt to separate the settler community
from indigenous ethnic groups, Doherty (1985) reports that in 1807 the British declared that
the local Temne tribe should be excluded from an eleven-mile radius around the settlement.
The Crown Colony was established in 1808, both in and around the city of Freetown, whilst
the Protectorate, established in 1896, included the remainder of the country (Munro & van
der Horst, 2016).

Figure 3: Surviving Creole House in Central Freetown
Source: T. Binns personal collection

Whilst there had initially been relatively low levels of racial segregation between black and
white in Freetown, that situation changed in the 19t century, as the population grew and
urban challenges emerged, particularly around health and sanitation. These concerns led to
a desire on the part on the colonial authorities to formally separate residential areas along
racial lines. The concept of the ‘sanitation syndrome’ was gaining currency in other colonies
(Beeckmans, 2013) and justified the separation of Europeans from indigenous people
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ostensibly on the grounds that disease was associated with the living areas of the latter. As a
result, urban design gradually segregated the settlers from the indigenous population, as
planning started to reflect racial bias in Freetown (Goerg, 1998).

After Dr Ronald Ross’ important discovery in 1898 of the life-cycle of the mosquito and of
the link with malaria (Bockarie et al, 1999), he levelled criticism at the British West Africa
administration’s woeful neglect of sanitation in the cities of the colonies (Bockarie et al,
1999; Nye & Gibson, 1997). Ross visited Freetown in 1899 and in 1902, and it was the work
he did on his first visit that substantially advanced an understanding of the malarial virus. As
a result of his observations, Ross made three main recommendations that were to have a
significant impact on future urban planning in British colonies, including Sierra Leone:
“These are, (1) scrupulous drainage of the soil; (2) pending this, the persistent
treatment of Anopheles’ breeding-pools by culicicides; (3) the segregation of
Europeans. We also recommended the protection of public buildings, such as
barracks, gaols, hospitals, and rest-houses by wire gauze screens; the isolation of the
sick; and the habitual employment of mosquito-nets and punkahs by individuals.”
(Ross, 1902: 92).

In 1900, rather than attempting to rid Freetown of mosquitoes, the colonial authorities
reached the conclusion that ‘segregation from the native is at present the only scheme for
preventing malaria’ (Goerg, 1998:10; see also Frenkel and Western, 1988). In 1902, the
colonial service pursued segregation, with the construction of substantial two-storey
dwellings for the exclusive occupancy of Europeans at Hill Station, out of the town and up
the hill slopes to the south of the settlement. According to Goerg:

‘the Hill Station in Sierra Leone was planned and designed as a fortress against the

mosquito ... The township is intended for European residents only, and thus the

principle of segregation is carried out as far as is practicable’ (1998: 15).

The Hill Station dwellings were large and constructed on stilts, giving their residents
spectacular views over the forest towards the sea. Hill Station was connected in 1904 to the
central city and port area below by a narrow-gauge railway (2’6”gauge) that was intended
for use by senior British colonial service personnel. Once motor vehicles arrived, and were
made available to the colonial service, the railway, which ran through the suburbs of
Brookfields, Tengbeh Town and Wilberforce, was discontinued in 1929 due to increasing
competition from bus services and private cars. Since the closure of the Hill Station railway
the line of track has in places been converted to roads, one section of which is called ‘Old
Railway Line’. The old two-storey houses can still be seen at Hill Station, and are now
surrounded by exclusive neighbourhoods, hotels and diplomatic residences. This search for
the elevated cooler margins of the city continues into the present day, though this is not
exclusive to the elite, as it was in the colonial period, and this urban expansion is now
encroaching on the forested areas of the Peninsula (Hoffman, 2007; Munro, 2008).

Between 1787 and 1893 the settlement of Freetown grew in size from 32 ha. to 12.4 sq. km,
growing further to 68 sg. km in 1973, and in so doing absorbing many of the original
‘villages’ into the metropolitan area (Gleave, 1997). Correspondingly, the population grew
to 33,000 in 1914, to 195,023 by 1963 (Doherty, 1985; natinpasadvantage, 2017), and then
over 1 million by 2015, with 2 million in the greater municipal area (Cham and Kai-Banya,
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20/1/2014). Given the relatively constrained physical site of the Freetown peninsula and the
proximity of the surrounding hills, overcrowding and deteriorating living conditions were
inevitable with such rapid growth. Figure 4 shows the congested nature of the CBD of
Freetown, while Figure 5 shows one of the many cases of in-fill housing as city residents
struggle to stake a space in the congested urban context.

Figure 4: Freetown CBD from Tower Hill
Source: T. Binns personal collection
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Figure 5: In-fill housing Freetown
Source: T. Binns personal collection

In the late colonial period, urban planning and management largely took the form of trying
to manage the existing challenges rather than planning for growth, while enforcement of
what were often alien planning and building standards frequently led to people relocating
and erecting slum dwellings elsewhere. In 1900, the City Improvement Act aimed to give
legal sanction to the enforcement of public health standards, and to introduce physical
planning and building code regulations. As the imposition of western planning standards
was unaffordable for the majority of urban residents, demolitions simply shifted the
problem elsewhere (Doherty, 1985).

The Slum Clearance Reports of 1939 and 1941 initiated a more pragmatic approach, in
which a period of housing policy implementation tried to link enforcement of standards with
the provision of accommodation for those displaced (Doherty, 1985). In practical terms,
however, little was achieved as housing was not provided, although there were efforts to
introduce town planning. Notably in 1945, the Fry and Farms Report sought to introduce
comprehensive planning, urban upgrading and the implementation of class and racial
divisions. The 1947, UK Town and Country Planning Act provided the necessary powers, and
many of the principles and measures contained in this UK Act were introduced into many of
the colonies. In Freetown, some planning of the city ensued, but little progress was made as
financial constraints led to programmes of rehousing and redevelopment not being pursued
(Doherty, 1985).

At the time of Sierra Leone’s independence in 1961, the new city leaders and planners
inherited a city in which urban interventions and planning since its establishment as a
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settler-colonial township, focused on the initial racial segregation which the development of
Hill Station had facilitated. Laws were generally derived from inappropriate Western
legislation, and the scene was set for significant post-independence growth in a city which
was seriously lacking the infrastructure, planning systems and resources to effectively
manage the change which was about to happen.

In the optimism of the immediate post-independence period, new interventions were
attempted. The Borys Plan of 1963 envisaged the redevelopment of the town centre, high-
rise dwellings, neighbourhood units and shopping precincts (Borys, 1963). This bold vision
was also articulated in Sierra Leone’s Second Ten Year Plan which introduced ‘grand
proposals for extensive redevelopment’ (Doherty, 1985:154). However, government funding
constraints led to the shelving of a plan for the state to fund low-income housing and a
suggestion that the private sector should take the lead in implementing the Borys Plan. But
little materialised (SLRA, 1997), and as the housing situation deteriorated, the Hanson
Report of 1969 advocated a policy shift from state housing provision to ‘self-help’
construction. By 1971 it was recognised that planning was essential as a result of ‘years of
neglect, lack of urban planning and development control’, and the government expressed its
intention, ‘to restore Freetown to its former conditions of beauty, health and convenience’
(SLRA, 1997:1-3). However, infrastructure deterioration, deprivation, weak institutional
capacity and rapid population growth which had exceeded the capacity of the city to cope,
led to a situation in which, ‘housing and social infrastructure have not kept pace with the
increase in the urban population. The physical infrastructure is inadequate and insufficient,
resulting in environmental degradation’ (SLRA, 1997:i).

By 1975, as was happening elsewhere in other struggling cities, ‘site and service’ housing
schemes were proposed, but these never materialised due to financial constraints and the
sheer scale of the development challenge (Doherty, 1985). In 1979, the Ministry of Housing
reported that the lack of private sector capacity and the persistent reliance on western
building and planning standards were major impediments (Doherty, 1985). The Ministry of
Housing also drew attention to the lack of skilled staff, economic stagnation in the country,
declining real incomes and the limited nature of the private sector, all of which conspired to
prevent the large-scale provision of housing and effective urban planning and
redevelopment.

Having abolished District Councils in 1972, President Siaka Stevens in 1978 declared the
country to be a one-party state, and subsequent policies gradually neglected local
democracy in the provinces, prompting further rural-to-urban migration, particularly to
Freetown, despite the conditions there being little better than in the countryside. Following
the declaration of a one-party state, and throughout the 1980s, the country was largely
neglected by the elites, and increasing corruption limited the spread of benefits from
economic development beyond that group. State corruption and growing inequality were
rampant, with a focus on ‘the welfare of Freetown and very little attention paid to the
hinterland’ (ADB, 2011: 15). Such neglect of the provincial areas of the country had serious
consequences. As Fanthorpe observes, ‘The policy literature on decentralization in Sierra
Leone identifies the over-concentration of political, administrative and economic power in
Freetown as the root cause of the civil war of the 1990’s’ (Fanthorpe et al, 2011: 12). This
neglect of the provinces resulted in the progressive deterioration of the country’s
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infrastructure, including roads, water and telecommunications. Freetown’s municipal
council was abolished by Siaka Stevens in 1984, in favour of a management committee that
was populated by allies of the president. In 1985, Stevens subsequently handed over power
to his favoured successor, Joseph Momoh, but little progress was made in urban planning.

By 1986 the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) started to advocate the need
for planning and environmental improvements and it was argued that: ‘the present narrow
focus on building control, ignoring the land use implications of development, has also
denied the establishment of a basis for determining the organised future’ (SLRA, 1997: 3).
By this time the key legal measures remained the 1900 City Improvement Act and the 1947
Town and Country Planning Act, neither of which was fit for purpose in relation to the
economic and social realities of the city, and issues such as building standards and planning
logistics. Subsequently, in 1994, a Master Plan for Freetown was produced, but never
implemented, as the civil war had started in 1991, with instability and conflict lasting until
the peace process in 2002 (SLRA, 1997).

Upheaval and post-conflict reconstruction 1991-present

Civil war broke out in Sierra Leone in 1991, leading to an estimated 500,000 internally
displaced persons (IDPs) seeking refuge, with many moving to Freetown and boosting its
population (Maconachie et al, 2006; Maconachie, 2012). Local government was still limited
by its narrow legislated mandate, despite the election of a Freetown mayor in 1995. The
city remained separated from much of the conflict until late in the war, but on the 6% of
January 1999 the war eventually reached Freetown when the rebel forces entered the city.
These incursions into the city prompted people to flee into the forested hills of the
Freetown peninsula, returning after external forces, including those of ECOWAS (Economic
Community of West African States), the UK, and the UN peace-keeping force (UNAMSIL),
arrived to defend the city and bring the conflict situation under control.

President Kabbah declared the end of the civil war in January 2002, since when Freetown
and Sierra Leone have been engaged in a long period of reconstruction and development,
with the Freetown City Council struggling to meet the needs of its large and growing
population. The eleven-year civil war created a unique period of urban pressure in the
capital, with internally displaced persons fleeing the rural areas for safety in the city, and the
city at times being cut off from its hinterland. Although some IDPs subsequently returned to
their rural homes, many did not. These additional numbers, when coupled with rapid
population growth since 2002, have aggravated local conditions (Maconachie et al, 2006).
Many younger people, including ex-combatants, have drifted to Freetown in the post-
conflict period because of perceived difficulty in returning to their home areas.

International agencies have played an important role in supporting the reconstruction of the
city and the nation, including the development of human capacity in areas such as legal and
criminal justice, healthcare and education (ADB, 2004). However, the city expanded
considerably both during and after the civil war, notably with formerly forested areas in the
hill suburbs experiencing rapid unplanned development. A key reason for this is the city, as
a result of naturally occurring growth, in-migration and the civil war, experienced dramatic
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increases in population density. In 1985, the population density in Freetown and the
surrounding rural areas was 796 people per square kilometre, rising to 1360 in 2004 and
2154 in 2015 (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2017). The extent and rapidity of growth is vividly
depicted in Figure 2 which shows just how rapidly the city grew after independence in 1961,
with the population increasing more than five-fold in parallel. While there has been some
higher income housing developments to the west and south of the city (see Figure 6), the
most significant growth has been in the higher density, low income slum areas such a Kroo
Bay (Guma Valley Water Company, 2008) (see Figure 7).

Figure 6: Upper income housing development on the urban periphery along Regent Road,
western Freetown.
Source: T. Binns personal collection
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Figure 7: Kroo Bay informal settlement
Source: T. Binns personal collection

With the limited professional capacity available, urban planning has been largely omitted
from this process of post-conflict reconstruction, and, as a result, the more recently built
housing areas, both within and on the outskirts of Freetown, are largely informally
constructed (Vasudevan, 2015). Researchers at the Sierra Leone Urban Research Centre
(SLURC) in Freetown, report that there were only two fully qualified planners in 2014 in the
city (Cham and Kai-Banya, 20/1/2014) compared, for example, with some 21,378 chartered
town planners in the UK (RTPI, 2016). There seemed to be little knowledge about the
capacity for planning in the country’s other main cities, notably Bo, Kenema, Koidu and
Makeni.

Whilst Freetown’s historically formally planned areas still retain their boundaries, many of
the newer areas of the city have been constructed informally, often with livelihoods and
living areas existing in close proximity. These densely settled areas now house the majority
of the city’s population. As the Mayor of Freetown commented in January 2019, ‘The result
is a sprawling and fragmented city, with poor infrastructure, poor management of road
space and inadequate public transport. We know from bitter experience that unabated
deforestation, coastal and river bed constructions and land reclamation have created a
perfect recipe for flooding and landslides’ (FCC, 2019:5). An Infrastructure Structure Plan
was produced for the city in 1997, advocating the development of a functional, efficient and
attractive urban environment, which would encourage economic growth and efficiency and
implement a nodal development scheme across the city (SLRA, 1997). However, due to the
civil war and capacity constraints since peace was restored, the plan was never
implemented (Cham and Kai-Banya, 20/1/2014).
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A significant milestone was the passing of the Local Government Act in 2004, which re-
established local councils across the country and required every council to formulate a
development plan (GoSL, 2004, Edwards et al, 2015). In 2008, the EU recognised the need to
provide more formal support to planning in Freetown (Minervini and Olieta-Josa, 2008), and
in 2013 the European Union (EU) became involved in efforts to develop an effective
planning system in the city (EU, 2014). The plan called for the revision of urban planning
laws, a reliance on market forces and the development of Spatial Development Plans (FCC,
2015). Foci included developing links between the private and public sectors, encouraging
growth poles and a holistic approach to planning (Dumbuya, 2013). A key challenge
identified in the planning process is that, while post-war Sierra Leone had laws on
decentralization and devolved urban management, Freetown lacked professional capacity
to adopt the legal provisions (EU, n.d.), as mentioned above.

Moving forward - current challenges and local responses

Just when it seemed that tangible progress was becoming visible in Freetown and the
provinces, and only 12 years into the post-conflict period, the country was struck down by
the West African Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) epidemic in 2014 and 2015. The first suspected
case of Ebola was recorded in eastern Sierra Leone in March 2014, close to the border with
Guinea, where the disease is thought to have originated. The first death occurred on 26 May
2014, while the declared eradication of the epidemic took place on the 17th March 2016
(DEG, 2015). With Sierra Leone’s fragile health system and migration towards the main
urban centres, Freetown became a major focus for treating those affected by Ebola. The
impact of the epidemic was considerable, leading to a reduction in mobility, disrupted
education, reduced remittances and trading, as well as a heightened sense of fear and
suspicion. The post-conflict reconstruction and development programme was seriously
interrupted due to the epidemic and Sierra Leone’s dependence on overseas aid became
further entrenched (DEG, 2015). At the urban level increased population and service needs
have put further pressure on the already stressed system. There remains concern that the
health service may still not have the capacity to manage a future epidemic.

It is likely that future challenges to urban planning in Freetown will be considerable, as a
2015 report from the Government of Sierra Leone (GoSL, 2015) observes. It is suggested
that,

‘the capital city for several decades has had to cope with the challenges that come
with growth rates that exceed the capacity of the geographical area of the
city...Unfortunately, both governance and policy responses have not been able to
cope, plan and manage the city’s development to achieve sustainable urbanisation’
(GoSL, 2015: 35-36).

Urban growth has been rapid and generally uncontrolled, notably during and after the
eleven-year civil war. Service provision is a major problem. Whilst there has been some
improvement in the city’s road infrastructure since the civil war, access to clean water and
sewerage infrastructure is grossly inadequate (see Figure 8). An estimated 83% of
Freetown’s population has no water-borne sewerage, half of the city has no access to piped
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water supplies and some three-quarters of the city’s population has no on-site access to
fresh water, which is one of the lowest levels in Africa, often relying on water supplied by
vendors (see Figure 9). A survey undertaken in 2008 found that ‘70% of the urban
population hardly reaches the dollar per day’ (Minervini and Oliete-Josa, 2008: 5).

Figure 8: Open drain in central Freetown -
Source: T. Binns personal collection
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Figure 9: Water vendor in Freetown
Source: T. Binns personal collection

Furthermore, there is a serious housing shortage in Freetown and spontaneous settlements
are developing across the city, sometimes on marginal land and beaches, and particularly in
the peri-urban fringes where new construction is now stretching into the once isolated
mountain villages, notably Gloucester, Leicester and Regent, which before the war were
guite separate from the city (see Figure 2). Clearance of forest in this area has been
widespread and houses have often been constructed on unstable hillsides which are prone
to landslides, particularly during periods of heavy rainfall (Macarthy, 2012). On 14 August
2017, on the outskirts of Freetown, a large section of the Sugar Loaf mountain near the
community of Regent collapsed with a mudslide that made over 3,000 people homeless and
led to some 1,141 deaths and missing persons (Al Jazeera, 2018) (see Figure 10).
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Figure 10: Landslip near Regent, August 2017
Source: T. Binns personal collection

City planners are faced with difficulties of providing infrastructure and services to these new
communities as the city faces unprecedented expansion (GoSL, 2015). The large-scale
migration of unskilled workers moving to Freetown has led to a growth in the informal
sector and a high rate of youth unemployment, with many young people sitting around
street corners or, for some lucky individuals, getting involved in the burgeoning motor cycle
taxi business, known locally as okadas. Since the end of the civil war there has been much
concern about levels of youth unemployment, since disaffection and dissatisfaction among
Sierra Leone’s youth were significant issues in leading to the civil war and there is concern
that this could be a cause of possible future instability (UNDP, 2016).

A key challenge identified in the planning process is that while Sierra Leone has a
decentralization law and devolved urban management, Freetown lacks the capacity to
adopt the legal provisions and develop a planning infrastructure (EU, 2019), a fact borne out
by the reality that the city only had the services of two town planners in 2014 (KI, Cham and
Kai-Banya, 20/1/2014). This process did, however, culminate in the Freetown City Council,
with EU International Aid support, developing a Structure Plan for the city in 2014, which, in
addition to identifying social, economic and environmental challenges, also proposed spatial
interventions to improve service provision, infrastructure and urban design (Kamara, 2014).
The challenge, however, has been the lack of resources to implement changes, particularly
as the Plan’s release coincided with the devastating impact of Ebola in the country. Equally
severe are major service backlogs resulting in water contamination, poor health and
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inadequate sewerage provision in the city and in the slum areas in particular (Guma Valley
Company, 2008).

Major urban development and planning challenges which currently face the city stem from
its rapid growth rate and the city’s inability to meet the population’s needs and to prevent
the population from being vulnerable to natural hazards such as landslides, epidemics and
environmental health problems (Macarthy et al, 2018a). If greater Freetown is considered,
the city now accounts for approximately a quarter of Sierra Leone’s total population (EU,
2014; Minervini and Oliete-Josa, 2008).

In 2017, the Sierra Leone Urban Research Centre (SLURC) began to work with low-income
communities in Freetown (Macarthy et al, 2018a; Macarthy et al, 2018b; Macarthy, et al,
2019). In recognition of the low levels of planning capacity and the failure of all levels of
government to address the challenges of slum neighbourhoods, SLURC is working with
communities to build participatory planning capacity as a viable alternative to the
‘necessary but absent’ urban planning and policy framework (Macarthy et al., 2019; Parnell
& Simon, 2014). This is part of a shift to community area action planning that can include
communities developing the capacity to gather evidence of conditions and experiences of
living in cities, with a view to integrating this evidence into a city-wide scale that could
involve the development of spatial data platforms for increasing resilience and development
(Borie et al, 2019).

However, there have been some other notable improvements in Freetown since the end of
the civil war in 2002. Some of the main roads in the city have been widened and re-
surfaced, and a new road now bypasses the city centre. Whilst traffic congestion is still a
serious problem, there has undoubtedly been some relief in recent years. But these are the
first significant improvements to Freetown’s traffic system for many decades, and by the
end of the civil war, years of neglect meant that the road network in the city, and indeed
throughout the country, was in desperate need of rehabilitation. In other areas, such as the
provision of adequate water, sewerage, power and housing, there is still much work to be
done in both a national and city context where there are severe shortages of funding and
skilled personnel to implement such upgrading programmes.

In spite of the many plans and pronouncements from city authorities, there is in reality a
very crowded agenda and priorities will need to be identified. The planning blueprint
approach needs to be avoided. As Njoh rightly observes, ‘planners must eschew a one-size-
fits-all mentality, and recognize the need for contextualizing planning methodologies ‘(Njoh,
2010:375). Local solutions need to be found for complex and possibly contentious issues
such as water provision (Gandy, 2006; Kallon, 2008; Njoh and Akiwumi, 2011; Seong-Kyu,
2001), slums and squatter settlements (Davis, 2006; Vasudevan, 2015), street trading (Spire
and Choplin, 2018), and urban and peri- urban agriculture. Research on the latter in
Freetown, for example, has revealed the significance of urban farming in providing
household and community nutrition, employment generation and empowerment,
particularly of women farmers (see, for example, Maconachie et al, 2012; Lynch et al, 2013;
Cadzow and Binns, 2016). Also important, as shown in a study undertaken in two
settlements some 20 km outside the city of Dar es Salaam (Tanzania) is the need to give
attention to the relationships between poverty and urban growth in the transformation of
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peri-urban bush land into housing and farming areas by poor households (Kombe, 2005).
Kombe observes that there is close interdependence between the inner city and the peri-
urban settlements, but the land development pattern that is developing in the peri-urban
areas, ‘neither complies with the conventional city form and spatial orderliness, nor reflects
planners’ visions about our cities of tomorrow’ (Kombe, 2005: 128). There is a need for
planners to have a city-wide and national perspective to avoid adverse conditions and
enhance development, while communities develop their capacity to tackle urgent problems
from the ground up.

Conclusion

The record of urban planning in Freetown is somewhat lamentable, though it is probably
very similar to many other former colonial towns and cities in sub-Saharan Africa, where
cash-strapped national and local governments have launched a succession of impressive
plans, but in reality have achieved very little in terms of tangible outcomes. In the case of
Freetown, the city plan of the early 20%" century was originally created to suit the needs and
protect the health of resident Europeans and seemed to have been ‘successful’ for a racial
elite only. Such a planning approach and applied solutions are unacceptable in the present
day, but the authorities are different and our understanding of the science of environmental
hazards and public health has greatly improved. However, the planning infrastructure has
seemingly not progressed to cater for the needs of an increasingly diverse and rapidly
growing population. In the case of Freetown, this paper has drawn attention to the racially
biased urban planning and the neglect of indigenous people that has created an urban
planning and development legacy which is proving intractable to the present day. The
inherited legacy, coupled with lack of skilled staff and resources and a series of crises, have
significantly aggravated the urban situation. Issues such as uncontrolled urban sprawl,
inadequate and overburdened infrastructure, the housing shortage and inadequate capacity
to cope with disaster management, are areas which urgently need attention — as has been
comprehensively demonstrated by recent epidemics, landslides and flood incidents. More
evidence is emerging of environmental and public hazards that are particularly prevalent in
the lower income spontaneous settlements (Macarthy et al., 2018a; Macarthy et al, 2018b).

While the challenges and development backlogs currently facing African cities more
generally and in Freetown in particular are enormous (Gandy, 2006), there is a clear need to
tackle the situation in the most effective fashion, as argued in terms of the SDGs. This will,
however, require significant capacity development, funding, international support, and
critically, as Njoh (2010) argues, the application of new, relevant and appropriate planning
norms and standards. Innovative mechanisms of land access and land use policies, together
with appropriate building codes which are in harmony with socio-economic realities and
development needs, are clearly needed (Njoh, 2002). This paper has contributed a
historically nuanced conceptualisation of the evolution of urban planning in the case of
Freetown that can provide useful context and analysis for those interested in tackling the
contemporary situation. This context is important and the paper has indicated that
although Freetown has some unique context, there are key themes that could inform
modern democratic approaches to planning.
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The work of SLURC with communities around the city is commendable, and is both
empowering and building capacity within these communities. But a key priority must be to
increase the number of trained planners, both in Freetown and in the country as a whole,
and there is an urgent need for a training programme to be introduced at one of the
universities or colleges (Minervini and Oliete-Josa, 2008). Such planning programmes,
whilst dealing with the theory and practice of planning as taught internationally, can also
include a significant focus on the local context and the importance of devising strategies
which can develop capacities and meet the needs of the local populations. Whilst being
aware of principles associated with service provision in rapidly growing urban areas,
planners in Sierra Leone, and indeed elsewhere in Africa, need to be better attuned to local
needs and aspirations, as well as able to engage with the communities in which they work
(Borie et al., 2019). In the case of Freetown, the already developed Structure Plan needs
resources to be implemented.

In the absence of any significant progress in addressing the planning issues associated with
the rapid and uncontrolled growth of Freetown’s urban area, there is a need for the city
authorities to more tightly control land development and to reserve certain areas for
specific uses, such as schools, clinics or parks. Valuable wetland areas within the city, some
of which are currently used for urban agriculture, are in some cases shrinking as new
building is encroaching on these areas with little apparent control of this process. But
planners will need to work closely with communities to develop a more nuanced
understanding of their needs. This is particularly important where communities in the city
have to trade off acute needs for increased and improved housing, as well as basic
infrastructure and services, such as waste management, employment, health, water and
sanitation. Meanwhile, whilst Freetown is faced with these major challenges, the planning
priorities in the provincial cities, such as Bo, Kenema, Koidu and Makeni, have received
much less attention than in the capital city, yet their circumstances also demand urgent and
appropriate planning.

Local responses and current external support are to be welcomed, but the scale of the
urban challenges, current policy, staff and resource constraints, the local housing and
service crisis and the failure to adopt more realistic planning and policy guidelines do not
bode well for the future. Considerably more effort is required on all fronts if the ideals of
the SDGs are to be attained, the colonial legacy of neglect, and the loss of progress during
the civil war and the EVD epidemic are to be addressed. Progress on these, could create an
urban environment which is both sustainable and conducive for the well-being of all
Freetown’s residents, as well as providing lessons for other cities in the region.

8,394 words (excl references)
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