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ABSTRACT: Cities in developing countries face a complex situation due to frantic demographic 
growth and become incapable of meeting the more fundamental needs for a basic quality of life for 
their population. So one might ask how sustainable-development’s main principles can work to tackle 
such a crisis. This paper develops this point through the analysis of Soa, a university city in 
Cameroon. The purpose is, by working within the local context, to try to define a ‘sustainable 
development catalyst agent’, an element to be worked on in a way that triggers a widening economic, 
social and environmental evolution. The concept of a ‘Centre for Trade and Information Activities’ 
was defined as such agent. 
Subsequently, we came to the conclusion that the main point to be worked on in a fragile urban 
context is development itself, in a way in which social and environmental issues are the foundation of 
economic development. Furthermore, some important issues might be taken into account, such as 
the local potentialities as the main source of solutions, the residents’ engagement in building their 
environment, a political will and openness to innovation, and a comprehensive flexible planning 
process to follow the evolution of the cities themselves. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 

Developing countries are experiencing an 
exponential growth of their population, particularly 
urban. In these countries, cities face major problems 
due mostly to lack of planning and investment in 
infrastructure. Generally, these cities are not able to 
provide the most basic needs for a reasonable quality 
of life for their population. 

The question to consider was how the principles 
of sustainable development can contribute to the 
evolution of precarious urban environment, or how to 
act in order to treat growth of a precarious 
environment in a sustainable way.  

To try to answer such question, this essay starts 
from the analysis of the University City of Soa, 
Cameroon, Africa, as a case study.  
 
 
2. CASE STUDY: UNIVERSITY CITY OF SOA 
 
2.1 Analysis of context  
 

2.1.1Background 
 
Soa, a traditionally agricultural village located 

about 12 km north-east of Yaoundé (capital of 
Cameroon) has been experiencing an anarchical 
growth since 1992, when, by a political decision, the 
University of Yaoundé II was established in the south, 
doorway to the city coming from Yaoundé. The city 
has 8 districts and its population is approximately 

11,300 inhabitants from which the majority is 
somehow linked to the university that in 2005 catered 
for approximately 20,000 students.   

Soa can be defined as a crossroad with rural 
boundaries on the north and east, and with the urban 
commune of Yaoundé on the south-west. This is an 
advantage regarding trade activities.  

Since its establishment, the University of Yaoundé 
II has become the driving force of Soa, which has 
been experiencing an explosive growth: construction 
boom, real estate speculation. The infrastructures 
necessary to accommodate the university and its 
population were not foreseen and as a result, growth 
happens in a completely chaotic fashion. 

Among the various urban problems the city has to 
deal with, we can mention roads and accessibility, 
as the insufficient and precarious state of the roads 
generate difficulties for the circulation of people, 
agriculture trade and production; a single paved road 
serves the city linking Yaoundé to the CRTV station 
(Cameroon Radio and TV broadcasting) located at 
the north of the city. Wells and drillings are the only 
water supply to the population – the communal water 
supply system, supposed to be functional in 2005, 
was still being worked on in Mars 2006. Collective 
sewage systems are non-existent (a problem that 
can be exacerbated with the coming water supply 
system), electricity is not available to all, and the 
lack of an urban plan, that defines plots and streets 
as well as rules for construction, stimulate 
construction without licenses on illegally secured 
plots.  
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Figure 1: General plan of the city of Soa [1] 

The rate of growth in Soa is out of control, mostly 
concerning students housing – locally named ‘mini-
cités’ – which are a source of revenue to individuals 
who generally are not really concerned about quality 
– poor standard of finishing and technical installation, 
despite the soaring rental fees.  

The intention of this research is to have a look at 
this city under the guise of sustainable development – 
indicators concerning social, economic and 
environmental issues – to analyse its weakness and 
find its strong points.  

 
2.1.2 Objective 
 
The study had as objective to discover among the 

potentialities of Soa the source of answers to its 
challenges.  

In this way, we wanted to identify the potentialities 
that were able to define the city’s character.  Try to 
find the means to reinforce them, make them visible 
so that the city could rely on them to define a 
‘catalyst agent to sustainable development’, i.e, an 
element to be worked on in a way that triggers a 
widening economic, social and environmental 
evolution.  

 
2.1.3 Hypothesis 
 
Two hypotheses were considered as potential 

sources for a catalyst agent to sustainable 
development for Soa: 

1. The University: The objective of this hypothesis 
was to analyse the possibilities with which the 
university could contribute to the general 
development of Soa or even how it could become 
such an agent.  

2. The Municipality projects: This hypothesis 
concerned the search of different sources to the 
eventual development catalyst for Soa among 
the ‘Municipality’s key projects’, mainly the 
construction of a commercial centre.  

 
2.1.4 Method 
 
To guide this research and to have a general 

understanding of Soa’s conjuncture, we proceeded 
with the consultation of some existing documents, 
followed by a field analysis through a survey with 
students and autochthons, as well as contacts with 
different players such as representatives from the 
University, Municipality and the local market. This 
movement triggered the reopening of discussions on 
the ‘commercial centre’ in Soa (our second 
hypothesis), and a workshop was organized by the 
municipal government in order to deepen this debate.    
 

2.1.5 Results of Field Analysis 
 

The purpose of the survey with students and 
autochthons was to have an overview about their way 
of life, the way they appropriate the city, or finally to 
get to know Soa as a space of life. The survey results 
came to confirm our initial supposition that students 
are completely detached from the city natives and 
from the city itself. In reality, the city of Soa as a 
space of life doesn’t fulfil the needs of its population in 
general with regards to social aspects (lack of leisure 
options, jobs, public parks, etc), economic aspects (its 
inhabitants depend on Yaoundé for most of its daily 
supplies, and cost of living is high), and 
environmental aspects (there is no basic 
infrastructure to support the existing population, not to 
mention the massive demographic increase). These 
failures picture a city that is not able to respond to its 
more fundamental role, which is social and economic 
development of its people. For this reason, taking into 
account these derelictions, as well as the feelings and 
needs expressed by its main players regarding the 
city, were considered extremely important to define 
an agent meant to trigger a sustainable development.      

Concerning the workshop, which purpose was to 
define the concept of a commercial centre for Soa, 
representation came from Municipal Counsellors, 
representatives of Traders Association of Soa Market, 
technical professionals such as architects and 
engineers, traditional authorities from the region as 
well as some students –  till then excluded from 
municipal social participation initiatives.   
The discussions led to a final decision for the 
construction of a new market combining the 
temporary (once a week) and permanent markets, 
and to delocalize it from the city centre in order to be 
able to respond to all players’ expectation regarding 
management, conditions of security, health, 
environment, as well as their social economic needs.  
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2.2 A Sustainable development catalyst agent to 
Soa 

 
The critical analysis of the conditions of Soa led 

us to define a cross between the two initial 
hypotheses – the University and the commercial 
centre – in order to determine its catalyst agent to 
sustainable development, named ‘Centre for Trade 
and Information Activities’. However, some points 
must be clarified to explain why these equipments 
were considered as potentialities rather than properly 
catalyst agents of development.  

Regarding the University, its insertion in the city 
was badly mastered and as a consequence the 
campus is closed to itself, it is not well integrated to 
the city and furthermore, its physical infrastructures 
are precarious. Perhaps these are the reasons why 
the University created only growth and not really 
development for Soa; we could then conclude that 
this equipment was unable to respond as a catalyst 
agent of development. Nevertheless, the role of a 
university as a capacity builder is a significant asset 
to the city and characterizes an important potentiality.   

As for the local market, its physical structure is in 
a state of dilapidation, the functional management is 
precarious and it is no longer able to meet the 
requirements of its population. At the same time, 
agricultural trade activity reinforces an African 
tradition and increases the value and the richness of 
the area. These reasons justify its role as a 
potentiality to Soa. 

 
2.2.1 Centre for Trade and Information Activities: 

Concept 
 
Conceptually, the idea was to work with the city’s 

potentialities and increase their value in order to 
define the catalyst agent of sustainable development. 

Subsequently, we seized the municipal project for 
a new trade space as an opportunity to make a step 
towards a more sustainable development of Soa, that 
is, to turn this equipment into a catalyst agent of 
sustainable development. To do so, we have 
proposed to extend its original program in a way that 
this equipment could also contribute to fill other gaps 
of the city. We have then suggested the construction 
of a building contiguous to the market to house 
activities related to the requirements in social 
structures for the market players – children day 
nursery, first aid centre, centre for the social 
promotion of women, etc – and mostly to house 
activities related to the students population through 
the installation of a media and IT centres, cybercafés, 
job office, training rooms, etc. The inclusion of 
activities complementary to university life together 
with the commercial space – which becomes Centre 
for Trade and Information Activities – constitutes 
more than an answer to the shortage of space and 
activities dedicated to the students in the city. It also 
means the proximity of a public both consumer and 
equipped with capacity that can contribute to the 
training of traders, especially in management, as one 
unit of Soa’s University is the Faculty of Economic 
Science and Management. Finally, we can mention 

the opportunity to integrate the players and activities 
which define Soa’s diversity.  

 
2.2.2 Centre for Trade and Information Activities: 

Infrastructures 
 
 The proposition of environmental formulas for 

basic infrastructures for the Centre was established in 
the form of recommendations. The idea was to work 
on a harmonious insertion of this facility in the city by 
solving problems related to basic infrastructures (such 
as management of water and solid waste, 
improvement of access roads and internal alleys, 
quality upgrade for constructions and architecture, 
etc) through alternative solutions.  

With regards to water management, the idea was 
to try as hard as possible to close the water cycle 
loop (see Fig. 2) through the following propositions:  

- For drinking water, installation of 4 fountains 
which should also be used as a space to 
build public awareness concerning good use 
of drinking water, as well as space for 
communication and gathering.  

- Taking advantage of heavy rains, the storing 
in reservoirs and reuse of rain-water for 
cleaning the market area, flushing, and 
watering of plantation in the surrounding 
during dry periods.  

- For used water, purification through waste 
stabilisation ponds: a primary purification 
through decantation and anaerobic 
digestion, followed by a macrophyte basin 
for secondary purification, and eventually a 
basin of maturation for an optimal 
purification. This water sanitization system 
requires a large amount of land, thus we 
suggested that this area should be 
developed as a public park, facility that does 
not exist in Soa. 

- The drainage of surface water through 
ditches, taking advantage of this equipment 
to build public awareness of its good use. 
Street ditches are also widespread and 
wrongly used in Cameroon – they are 
always blocked, which causes flooding as 
well as illness during rainy seasons.   

 

Figure 2 - Schema of water cycle loop proposed to 
the Centre of Trade and Information Activities 

As for solid wastes, we have proposed the 
sorting out locally of different types of waste by the 
traders, followed by the creation of a local unit for the 
development of recyclable waste, as well as for the 
composting of organic material. Being the most 
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voluminous waste of the market, the transformation of 
organic material into compost locally is a way of 
decreasing the amount of waste to be collected, as 
well as producing fertiliser for the agricultural 
production of the area. Eventually we could also 
consider the production of biogas and its 
development into electricity.  

As to recyclable material, the idea was both to 
organise activities that already exist in a informal way 
(such as reselling of jars, glass and plastic bottles, 
aluminium cans, etc), and also to try to create the 
culture of paper and plastic recycling, less common in 
the country. 

The overall objective of managing solid waste 
locally in this facility was to work on environmental 
education as well as to create other sources of 
revenues.  

On the topic of construction, we wanted to 
develop two aspects – construction as a source of 
capacity building and creation of revenue, as well as 
the increasing in value of the built environment.   

For the first aspect, we suggested: 
- The construction of a brickyard that would 

use locally available raw material for the 
production of bricks and paving tiles; 

- The capacity building or reinforcement of 
labour force; 

- Eventually extend the brickyard service to 
the whole city as a way of paying off the 
costs of its installation, and also to try to fill 
the demand in building material for Soa.  

Concerning the built environment, we proposed to 
put an effort to upgrade construction quality – which 
goes together with labour capacity building – and also 
to work on architectural 
aspects so that it could 
translate the pluralism we are 
proposing, that is, the 
convergence of the 
agricultural and university 
worlds through typologies, 
spatial and volumetric 
treatments carefully handled 
and respectful of local values 
as well as coherent with the 
modern context of Soa.  

Finally, regarding the 
urban insertion of this 
facility in the city, the main 
intention was to try to avoid 
the repetition of the 
experience of the university 
installation – vertical and 
problematic. The plot 
available for the construction 
of the new market (that is 
also the plot we considered 
for the Centre of Trade and 
Information Activities) is 
located in the north of Soa, 
opposite to the university’s 
location, even though both 
facilities are linked by the 
main road (See schema at 
fig. 3). In fact, this Centre 

can be treated as a counterweight vis-à-vis the 
university that links Soa to Yaoundé, as much as for 
its location than for its function; the Centre of Trade 
and Information Activities, which for the same 
reasons, creates the link between Soa and its rural 
territories, as well as the link between Soa and the 
university.  

Concerning the design of the new market of Soa, 
the initial question to answer regarded its model of 
implantation. On the one hand, there was the 
evidence that African markets are mostly open to the 
exterior, and in Cameroon some experiences of 
imposing a different topology, with closed public 
market, had failed in the past. On the other hand, the 
question of security of goods and people in the 
market of Soa was clearly a concern, and the quest 
for a market space that could be controlled or even 
enclosed was reiterated during the workshop 
mentioned before.  

The logical principle of implementation of the new 
commercial space was then to take root, in its 
overview, on the existing market at Soa. As a result, 
we proposed as a general structure a large open 
central space where 3 sheds for sheltering stalls were 
located; this area is surrounded by the shops 
structured in massive horizontal blocks, which work 
as fencing to the space; these blocks are interrupted 
by passageways with access to the exterior. The 
esplanade for the temporary market and the space 
reserved for the development of a recyclable waste 
unit are open to the secondary street, while the 
building for commercial and informational purposes 
opens to the main road, but can also be accessed 
from the market area.  

These general zoning principles – based on a 
broad programme built from the field analysis and 
evaluation of existing services, as well as the 
priorities exposed by the players – were followed at 
the time of Centre’s preliminary project development 
(see fig. 4 and 5). However, some alteration were 
made such as drastic cutbacks to the surface 
available for the commercial and informational 
building, as well as the reduction of the area reserved 
for the recycling unit, to an space  for the dustbin. 

 

Figure 4 – Site Plan of Centre for Trade and 
Information Activities 

Figure 3 - 
Development of 
Soa's main road



PLEA2006 - The 23rd Conference on Passive and Low Energy Architecture, Geneva, Switzerland, 6-8 September 2006 
 

 

Figure 5 - Image of the Centre 
 

The character proposed for the Centre of Trade 
and Information Activities reinforces Soa’s identity 
and affirms its more independent position from 
Yaoundé. Besides basic infrastructures, we also 
insisted on the effort to develop roads and streets 
systems through their paving, starting from the 
Centre’s alleys, gradually spreading it throughout the 
city, and also through the development of access 
roads in conformity with this facility’s demand 
regarding circulation and accessibility.  
The purpose of these propositions is to demonstrate 
the openness of possibilities to work out the most 
sensitive questions in precarious urban contexts. In 
our case, some actions have sometimes already been 
experimented in the country, and for this reason 
easily feasible. Moreover, the research clearly 
showed that some initiatives (either isolated or not 
divulged) exist in the country [2] [3] [4], and more 
important yet, it showed that technical and intellectual 
capacity to develop them are accessible. In other 
words, we wanted to demonstrate that one can do 
things differently if political will together with the 
community’s engagement become concrete. The 
players’ involvement in the realisation of this Centre is 
extremely important and must be stimulated at all 
stages as a way of reinforcing the interaction inside 
the community, their feeling of ownership and their 
responsibility towards this facility and this site. 
Community’s involvement is an essential condition to 
enabling the adaptability of the proposed technologies 
to the local context, as well as the ownership and 
good governance – communal – of the physical, 
economic and social environment; or more exactly, it 
is important in order to enable the sustainability of this 
complex.  
 
3. CONCLUSION 
 
3.1 Summarising: The Centre for Trade & 

Information Activities  
 

The figure 6 synthesise the character we looked 
for with the Centre of Trade and Information Activities. 
It acts as a hub of urban structuring that is founded on 
the human and economic potentialities of Soa, as well 
as on innovative solutions, to generate a catalyst 

agent of evolution of the physical, economic and 
social environment of the city. Such evolution is 
sought through the deployment of basic 
infrastructures, integration of rural territories, 
economic development, students’ integration, 
capacity building, as well as improvement in 
construction and architecture quality. The 
community’s involvement and ownership on the 
planning, implementation and management of the 
Centre is also a way of reinforcing democracy and 
citizens’ engagement in the fight for the progress of 
their environment.  

 
Figure 6 - Centre for Trade & Information Activities as 
a sustainable development catalyst agent to Soa 

Jaime Lerner, architect and former mayor of 
Curitiba (capital of the State of Paraná in southern 
Brazil), a city that is considered a model of 
sustainable development, explains the role of 
participative processes and ownership in urban 
development: 
 
(…) “To make things happen is to put forward a 
scenario, an idea, a proposition where the whole 
community, or its majority, will understand it as 
valuable. Then they will all help to make it happen. 
(…) It is incredible how people react and help when 
they understand the reasons. “ [5]   
 
3.2 Prospective: precarious urban environment 

 
To come back to our initial question – how 

sustainable development principles can contribute to 
the development of precarious urban environment – 
the reflections we made, considering Soa and the 
Centre of Trade and Information Activities, led us to 
some reference points which are transposable. 

Firstly, it is necessary to try to solve critical 
problems that generally relates to infrastructures and 
social economic disparities among the population. 
The starting point is then to create a development 
where social and environmental aspects are the 
foundation of the economic development, and 
people’s quality of life is the final objective, i.e., 
people social and economic evolution in a sound 
environment.   



PLEA2006 - The 23rd Conference on Passive and Low Energy Architecture, Geneva, Switzerland, 6-8 September 2006 
 

Secondly, it is also necessary to think about the 
feasibility and sustainability of all initiatives to tackle 
the crucial problems by taking into account 4 
fundamental points: 

- Local values: necessities and potentialities 
worked together to find the locality’s roots 
and genuine character. Solutions rooted in 
the local context are proved to be plausible 
in all situations, especially in precarious 
urban environment, where external 
resources (financial, expertise) are generally 
difficult to access. One should also try to find 
the best one has to offer, increase its value 
and translate it into a better quality of life for 
the society. All localities have their own 
potentialities; it is necessary for the 
community itself to recognise its rich value, 
and to be proud of them. 

- Participation: encourage commitment from 
main players and a sense of responsibility is 
the best way of validating a community 
initiative or project. The participation process 
can firstly work on people’s organisational 
capacity and secondly develop their 
competencies; these two points worked 
together to develop the spirit of citizenship. 

- Innovative solutions: Openness to different 
possibilities, unlike the status quo or 
conventional solutions – generally alien to 
the context – does not mean an increase in 
capital investment, but rather more political 
will, more creativity, long term vision, as well 
as cooperation among players. For this 
reason, alternative solutions go together with 
community participation.  

- Urban planning: the functioning of a city is 
a chain where everything is linked, and as a 
result, any neglected element can be a risk 
of failure. Through prioritisation, each 
initiative inevitably opens space to another 
one. We suggest then, a comprehensive 
planning approach – based on a holistic 
vision and through coordinated projects – 
that is flexible enough to follow the 
contextual evolution, with an implementation 
that follows these priorities with sustainability 
in mind.  

We are talking about working on urban 
environment, so architecture has an important role to 
play as an urban environment is ‘composed’ by 
architecture. The evolution of a built space is a way of 
working a precise physical milieu in order to generate 
a broader environmental and social development.  

 
If we try to see the inverse of our initial question, 

that is, if we look for the sensitivity points from a 
precarious context concerning sustainable 
development, or where sustainable development is 
blocked in a precarious environment, some aspects 
are important to emphasise.  

We believe it is necessary to go beyond the 
expected resistance (in words and attitude) that says 
‘we can’t afford it’ or ‘we don’t have the capability’. 
We need to surpass the expectations of often non-
existent state solutions or constraints from foreign 

organisations, or worse still, the pessimistic vision 
where ‘things will never change’. Once the initial 
resistance has been overcome, to take the crucial 
step towards a truly sustainable development, it is 
essential that each citizen and the whole society be 
committed to the opportunity, that they take 
ownership, believing in their own competencies and in 
their own values, to essentially help shape their own 
destiny. In short, in our opinion, the fundamental point 
is that sustainable development in precarious context 
lives and is nurtured through the spirit of engaged 
citizenship.  
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