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SUSTAINABILITY AND INNOVATION IN ARCHITECTURE AND DESIGN

As Ethiopia is home to one of the fastest growing 
urban population in the world (an average of 5% 
per annum), an accelerating need for structures, 
strategies and systems for accomodating this 
rising demand has become urgent. Through its 
chairs and laboratories, EiABC has been experi-
menting on developing methods and systems 
to contextually and appropriately respond to this 
current demand. As a result, many projects deal-
ing with design strategies in all scales (architec-
tural and urban) had been undertaken, with the 
primary aim of delineating not only sustainable 
urban & architectural systems, but also achieving 
an adaptable, flexible and equitable urban
structure which can accomodate transformations. 

The book will present a comprehensive record of 
all the factors and forces shaping the urban cent-
ers of our time in Ethiopia and we believe that the 
different positions proposed and projected in this 
book will assist as tools in future planning and 
design endeavours for emerging cities all around 
the world.

Zegeye Cherenet studied architecture and 
town planning at Addis Ababa University 
and holds a Master of Architecture degree 
from IIT, Roorkee - India. Since 1998, he has 
been teaching architectural design and con-
struction as the Chair Holder of Architecture 
and Design I at EiABC-AAU. He was a guest 
lecturer in various colleges and universi-
ties in Ethiopia on theories of architecture, 
and vernacular architecture focusing on 
Ethiopia and contemporary trends of African 
urbanization. In 2006/2007 he was also 
an academic guest at the Department of 
Architecture at the Swiss Federal Institute of 
Technology- ETH in Zurich, teaching Design 
and Construction studios. He also served 
as the general secretary of the Association 
of Ethiopian Architects (AEA). In addition to 
teaching architectural design he has served 
as a Deputy Scientific Director of EiABC 
(since its establishment until March 2011) 
and along side run his practice with his part-
ners (OADUS Plc) in Addis Ababa. He has 
designed and realized a variety of private 
and public projects within Ethiopia. Currently 
he is conducting a research for his Doctoral 
degree in HCU-Germany on designing the 
informal- searching strategies in architecture 
and urbanism for water sensitivity.

Helawi Sewnet studied Architecture and 
Urban Planning at Addis Ababa Univer-
sity, Ethiopia, and earned his Master of Ad-
vanced Studies in Urban Design at the Swiss 
Federal Institute of Technology in Zurich 
(ETHZ). Since 2007, he has been teaching 
architectural design studios at EiABC, Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia. For the past two years he 
has been coordinating the design studios I 
& II, which led to the publication of this book. 
His latest studio research work focused 
on housing strategies in Addis Ababa. He 
practices architecture as a freelancer, par-
ticipating in several competitions and won a 
couple of prizes. Amongst them, the African 
Village, a large-scale urban master plan de-
sign competition, showed his thoughts and 
intentions towards urbanism in the African 
context. He is currently engaged in the SECU 
research project (Sustainable Emerging City 
Unit), which is elaborating on innovative 
and low-weight construction materials and 
techniques for emerging cities in Ethiopia.

The first architectural & urban scientific book 
to be published in Ethiopia, “Building Ethio-
pia” attempts to record and document the 
prominent ideologies, approaches, and dis-
coveries of its time within the disciplines of 
the built environment. It is intended to create 
a link between the academia, practicioners 
and decision makers of the building sector, 
as only the integration of these three actors 
will bring about the changes and innova-
tions needed to push the construction in-
dustry forward. This publication hopes to 
become a medium through which further 
partnerships and collaborations within the 
respective disciplines are forged, as well as 
a provocative platform for constructive dis-
cussions about the NOW and the very near  
TOMORROW of the architecture of  ETHIOPIA,  
which is loaded with both tremendous po-
tentials and formidable challenges.

Dirk Hebel
Karola Hahn

Fabio Ferraresi
Joachim Dieter

Uta Bogenrieder
Ezana Yoseph

Dagmawi Tilahun
Ephriam Million

Estifanos Kiflu
Leulseged Tibebu

Mohamed Jemal
Samia Ibrahim

Tewodros Adam
Nigist Gebrehiwot
Samson Tingbani

Yoseph Teferi
Tewedaj Eshetu
Rami Mohmmed

Huda Ahmed
Kumneger Taye

Bisrat Kifle
Felix Heisel

Marta Wisniewska
Brook Teklehaimanot

ZEGEYE CHERENET
HELAWI SEWNET

ZE
G

EY
E 

CH
ER

EN
ET

H
EL

A
W

I S
EW

N
ET

BUILDING ETHIOPIA

ISBN 978-99944-993-7-3

9   789994  499373   >



Copyright © 2012 by EiABC

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or any electronic or mechanical 

means, including information storage, and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the 

publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in review.

First Edition

Ethiopian Institute of Architecture, Building Construction and City Development , EiABC

Zegeye Cherenet, Helawi Sewnet (editors) 

Building Ethiopia : Sustainability and Innovation in Architecture and Design, Vol. I, 2012

ISBN 978-99944-993-7-3

Digital Impressions,  Printed in Ethiopia, 2012



INTRODUCTION
>> ZEGEYE CHERENET | HELAWI SEWNET

U R B A N I T Y

NEST
NEW EMERGING SUSTAINABLE TOWNS >> FRANZ OSWALD

THE BURA NESTOWN
AN INTERVIEW >> FASIL GHIORGIS

ADDIS ABABA
EXTRACTING CHARACTER FROM VOIDS >> DIRK HEBEL | ELIAS YITBAREK

FOLLOWING THE DONKEY PATH
TAILORING AS OPPOSED TO WIPING OUT THE TRACE >> EZANA YOSEPH

URBAN PRIMING
PROGRAMMED BY THE ENVIRONMENT >> HELAWI SEWNET

BASHA WOLDE CHILOT
AN URBAN DESIGN  >> EZANA YOSEPH | FASIL GHIORGIS | ELIAS YITBAREK

FIGURE-GROUND PLAN
MAPPING ADDIS ABABA >> FELIX HEISEL 

7 IDEAS THAT COULD TRANSFORM ADDIS ABABA - PART 1
RE-THINK THE CITY MASTER PLAN >> BENIAM ALI

C O N N E C T I V I T Y

WITHIN THE EDGE 
URBAN SPATIAL INTERFACES FORMING & IN-FORMING THE STREETS OF ADDIS ABABA >> ADDISALEM FELEKE

WATER URBANISM
>> ZEGEYE CHERENET | BERHANU GEBREWOLD | WOSSEN GEBREYOHANNES | SELAM LEMMA | MICHAEL HAILE-
GABRIEL | FEVEN MERETE

INTERACITY LIGHTRAIL TRANSIT SYSTEMS 
ADDIS ABABA >> YUSUF ZOHEB

IGNORING THE SIGNS
THE UNOBSERVED THREAT POSED BY BILLBOARD CLUTTER IN ADDIS ABABA >> SELAMAWIT WONDIMU

WHERE THE STREETS HAVE NO NAME
>> YOSEF TEFERI

7 IDEAS THAT COULD TRANSFORM ADDIS ABABA - PART 2
ELECTRIC VEHICLE NETWORK >> AMANUEL MENGISTU

T E M P O R A L I T Y

SANDBAG SHELTER-ADDIS ABEBA 
SHELTERS FOR REFUGEE CAMPS IN ETHIOPIA (OGADEN) >>  DIRK DONATH

REFUGEE SHELTERS FOR ETHIOPIA
>> MARTA WISNIEWSKA |  BISRAT KIFLE |  ADDISALEM FELEKE

NOMAD PUBLIC SPACES
BYPRODUCTS OF CONSTRUCTION SITES >> HELAWI SEWNET

SPACES OF TRANSFORMATION AND TRANSITORY SPACES
RURAL-URBAN INTERFACE 
>> ZEGEYE CHERENET | BERHANU GEBREWOLD | ADIL MOHAMMED | ELIAS JEMAL | KALKIDAN WONDAFEREW | 
TSION ADUGNA

PLACES OF TRANSIT
ENTRIES TO ADDIS ABABA >> ANTENEH TESFAYE

7 IDEAS THAT COULD TRANSFORM ADDIS ABABA - PART 3
A DOWNTOWN CULTURE DISTRICT >> AMANUEL MENGISTU

M A T E R I A L I T Y

BAMBOO EXPLORED 
A POTENTIAL FOR URBAN ETHIOPIA 
>> KARSTEN SCHLESIER | MICHAEL TESFAYE

CONTENT
7

15

27

33

39

43

49

55

56

63

69

77

81

87

90

99

109

117

123

139

144

151



DESIGN WITH MATERIALS
>> JOACHIM DIETER | DIRK HEBEL | INGO BECKER | KALKIDAN DEBELA | NEGUSSIE HAILESELASSIE | MULUKEN HAJU

MULU PROMISE PLAZA & VILLAGE
SUSTAINABLE, MODULAR, URBAN CONTAINER UNITS >> FELIX HEISEL | MARTA WISNIEWSKA

7 IDEAS THAT COULD TRANSFORM ADDIS ABABA - PART 4
BUSINESS CUSTOMER SERVICE >> AMANUEL MENGISTU

E C O N O M Y

BUILDING THE FUTURE
THE APPLICATION OF LOCAL CONSTRUCTION TECHNOLOGIES AND MATERIALS IN ETHIOPIA >> DIRK HEBEL

SCALING DOWN
>> DIRK DONATH

AFFORDABLE HOUSING
>> BISRAT KIFLE | BROOK TEKLEHAIMANOT | HELAWI SEWNET

7 IDEAS THAT COULD TRANSFORM ADDIS ABABA - PART 5 
CHARTER SCHOOLS >> BENJAMIN PIPER

T E C H N O L O G Y

EARTHEN MASONRY VAULTING: TECHNOLOGIES AND TECHNOLOGY TRANSFER 
TECHNICAL ASPECTS >> LARA DAVIS | PHILLIPE BLOCK

BUILDING WITH EARTH APPROPRIATELY
>> MELAKESELAM MOGES

MODEL MAKING AS A TOOL
THE AACM PROJECT >> BROOK TEKLEHAIMANOT

ORIGAMI 
FOLDING STRUCTURES >> MELAT ASSEFA

STAIRS
AN ARCHITECTURE IN TRANSITION >> ZELEKE BELAY

HYPER-DICE
>> ZEGEYE CHERENET | BERHANU GEBREWOLD | RAMIAH LEMMA | LULIT SOLOMON | TIBEBU DANIEL | DEJENE LIRAMO

7 IDEAS THAT COULD TRANSFORM ADDIS ABABA - PART 6
THE ESSENTIAL MOBILE TOOLKIT  >> ADAM ABATE | ERIC CHIJOKE

S O C I O L O G Y

HOUSING TYPOLOGIES
A CASE STUDY IN ADDIS ABABA >> FELIX HEISEL

APPROPRIATING SPATIAL ACCOMODATIONS
>>  BERHANU GEBREWOLD

MESKEL SQUARE
AN URBAN THEATER >> BROOK TEKLEHAIMANOT

7 IDEAS THAT COULD TRANSFORM ADDIS ABABA - PART 7
ALTERNATIVE DISPUTE RESOLUTIONS >> DAVID ROGERS

UPCOMING PUBLICATIONS
>>EiABC

ACKGNOWLEDGEMENTS

CONTRIBUTORS

COLOPHON

157

169

178

185

195

205

212

219

233

239

245

249

252

256

263

271

279

284

288

290

291

294



32 >> urbanity



urbanity >> 33

a >> The green and yellow stripes 

fence the new development areas 

in Addis Ababa

b >> The „Ghebi“ area marks the 

start of the urban development of 

Addis Ababa

c >> Addis Ababa was found as a 

settlement of separated neighbor-

hoods, which still today mark he 

character of the city

d >> Small huts, so-called “Tukuls” were 

the first constructions in Addis Ababa

ADDIS ABABA
EXTRACTING CHARACTER FROM VOIDS
>> DIRK HEBEL | ELIAS YITBAREK

When you move through the streets of Addis Ababa in 2011 you are flanked by iron metal sheets 
painted in green and yellow stripes. These sheets became lately an omnipresent companion in 
the city and fence the areas of major urban renewal projects. This reminds one of a tabula rasa 
ideology, proposed by the modern movement in the beginning of the 20th century in Europe. But 
Addis Ababa is not a playfield of ideologies; it is simply facing the question of how to handle large 
areas in the central part of the city, which are mostly single story developments and defined as 
“no-or low-income” residential areas, or simply: slums. 

When Menelik II founded Addis Ababa in 1886, he asked the chiefs and their entourage who 
helped him to win victory over the Italian occupation to settle around the emperors palace (the 
“Ghebi”), so he could continue to be in control of them. These small neighborhoods, called “sefer” 
became the motor for the development of the city. First, the “sefers” were separated by natural 
buffer zones as rivers, slopes or streams, but during the years, those boundaries blurred more and 
more due to the incredible speed of urban growth. Nevertheless, those first settlement areas stayed 
for the last 125 years almost as naturally preserved social communities, with people and families 
living up till today in a very close economic and social relationship to each other. They can be seen 
as micro-cities in a larger urban network. The areas are marking and occupying most of the inner 
city, but do not correspond to the City Administration plans of density, sanitation, safety or public 
accessibility. 

In 1986, a Master Plan was developed for Addis Ababa under an Ethio-Italian technical coopera-
tion team, consisting out of 75 Italian and 45 Ethiopian professionals. The plan, which was intro-
duced only in 1994, proposed for the first time utility systems and road networks as major planning 
instruments and attempted to introduce the idea of Addis Abba as a multi-centered urban conglom-
erate. But it focused mostly on new large residential development sites on the outskirts of Addis 
Ababa and the extension of road networks towards those sites as well as connections to neighboring 
cities. As a result, industrial areas are developing along these axis in a breathtaking and uncontrolled 
speed. The city is eating its hinterland and almost forgets its unique history and character.

In 1998, the City Administration initiated a revision of the Master Plan, which was introduced 
in 2003. The vision is a plan that is responsive to a market-economy. In this light it attempts to 
re-organize major functional areas of the city and introduced a double ring road system for bet-
ter accessibility to all parts. Various “sefer” areas were destroyed by those road projects or were 
simply cut in half. With it, social bounds and income possibilities were affected for the first time 
since 1886 and the people of the corresponding areas had to leave the inner city to the outskirts 
in hope to find new possibilities.

But next to major road projects the 2003 Master Plan also proposes to re-develop the old “sefer” 
areas, now called districts or “Woredas”. Fourteen new major urban projects in six districts, covering 
more than 280 hectares of land in the core area of Addis Ababa are in planning to be redeveloped 
under the urban renewal  strategy or are already under construction. Higher densities, better living 
conditions, connection to urban utilities, safety and economic prosperity are the guidelines for those 
developments. Of course, there is no question of the necessity of such a major urban redevelop-
ment in the inner city, which is occupied almost 80% by single-story corrugated iron sheds. But the 
question, which needs to be addressed, is the one of the character of Addis Ababa. Is it enough to 
focus a master plan just on an economic oriented market ideology? Looking at three case studies, 
this question has to be discussed. Otherwise, Addis Ababa may become a city without character.
All fourteen urban projects in question use the planning instrument of a so-called Local Devel-

a >>

b >>

c >>
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opment Plan (LDP), also known as detail plan. Those plans can be seen as lower level strategies 
and are used for the implementation of a master plan, which is otherwise too general. In theory, 
LDPs, among other things, try to capture the physical, social and economic aspects of a city. One 
of the main objectives of LDPs is to create a place that defines the life of its users: a place that 
is shaped by building blocks, street networks, squares, facades, etc. in other words, a place that 
is crafted by urban design elements endowing it with a character.

When urban places of character nurture a civilizing effect upon their citizens and when they 
allow citizens to identify themselves, in the words of Norberg-Schulz, with the ‘Genius loci’ of 
the place, then we can truly say that there exists urbanity. ‘Genius loci’, here, is understood as 
the context of a place linked to societal connotations. Therefore, in the broader sense, our inter-
est is in search of an urbanity of character, which includes: conviviality, security, social contact, 
aesthetics, productivity and generally the wellbeing of its dwellers.

The vision and concept underlining the preparation of LDPs should be the basis for shaping 
the urban fabric. How a given area or a space is transformed into a place, therefore, is greatly 
anchored on the concept and strategy of an LDP. In this article, emphasis is made on the cre-
ation of character through the primacy of open spaces (voids) that harbor social contact. Social 
interaction is not a luxury but a necessity. It is not an externality to the collective identity of 
human beings but an essential characteristic.

THE “PARCEL (PLOT)  – BLOCK – OPEN SPACE” LOGIC
THE CASES OF ‘KASANCHIS’ AND ‘LIDETA’
Following the 2003 master plan, two areas were the first ones following an urban renewal strategy 
and were developed with an LDP. The first is, ‘Kasanchis’, an old area in the central city, not far away 
from Meskel square and the “Ghebi”, which was built under Italian occupation in the 1940s. It was 
bulldozed in 2006 and underwent a major transformation towards a new business quarter. Several 
office buildings, hotels and service units are developed, after the old building mass was completely 
removed. The usual practice in preparing local development plans led to parcel the given area into 
plots of land and assign the Building Up Ratio (BUR),  land use and building height. What is expected 
from the architect is to respect these parameters, which are very much focused on the individual 
building. This phenomenon can also be witnessed at Lideta area, the second major re-development 
project in the city. With the help of an LDP, the ‘object’ was given priority over the ‘void’, even so 
traditional social spaces, roads and pathways and historical buildings formed an appropriate net-
work already. But instead of building the LDP on those already existing qualities, the plan proposed 
an open field ideology, neglecting questions of identity, geography and with it character.  The pro-
cess that results in this kind of urban fabric could be summarized as first “Parcel”, then “Block” then 
“Open space” approach. Contrary to the reality of a city it starts from a strict two dimensional vision 

e >> In the Local Development Plan 

of ‘Kasanchis’, objects are given pri-

ority over open space

f >> In ‘Kasanchis’, objects control 

the appearance of the area, old 

networks and connections are de-

stroyed
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ending up into a collection of three dimensional blocks placed in fragmented left over open spaces. 
Generally, in Addis Ababa, once the municipality permit is secured the architect is usually cut-off 
from the consecutive design and implementation processes and the final product and construction 
is largely left to the developer. Thus, at the moment, one can say that the design and construction 
of a building is not only ‘object- oriented’ but also ‘wallet-driven’. The usual / observed result is 
a jungle of buildings with left over spaces in-between. The focus is so much on the object/ “fig-
ure” that the open space/ “ground” emerges as it comes. More often than not, these negative left 
over spaces end up being no-man’s land or garbage collection spots; hence, the need for reversing 
the usual “Parcel – Block – Open space” design sequence into “Open space – Block – Parcel” logic.

THE “OPEN-SPACE – BLOCK – PARCEL” LOGIC
THE CASE OF BASHA WOLDE CHILOT
Basha Wolde Chilot is located in a prominent historical part of the inner-city of Addis Ababa and 
will be the third major redevelopment area of Addis Ababa. It covers about 39 hectares of land 
bordering a river to the West, the national Parliament premises to the East, Arat Kilo area to the 
North and an old settlement to the South. The area served under Menelik II as the servant quarter 
for the palace and was characterized by its sloped area towards one of the rivers of Addis Ababa, 
running from the North to the South. Again, in a tabula-rasa approach, the original settlement of 
Basha Wolde Chilot was demolished and an LDP was prepared that could guide the new devel-
opment. Even so the LDP was already agreed on by the municipality, the Ethiopian Institute of 
Architecture, Building Construction and City Development (EiABC) was asked to rethink the strat-
egy, since the draw-backs of the two first re-development areas became more and more obvious 
during their construction.

In contrast to the LDP, which was developed before, the urban design strategy of EiABC for 
the Basha Wolde Chilot project starts from carving out a network of open spaces from a perim-
eter- block layout. The vision is to have well defined spaces that could mainly serve for social and 
small scale economic interactions. The open spaces are designed in such a way that their scale 
creates a sense of intimacy and functional hierarchy. This is opposed to the common practice of 
having large-sized fragmented blocks surrounded by bigger open spaces that do not relate with 
the dwellers. The concept of small scale network of open spaces is inspired by the spatial fabric of 
the low-income areas of Addis Ababa. These are voids between housing units used both for day to 
day household chores and larger communal activities as well as small scale trade activities. These 
spaces, owing to their varying sizes and locations, accommodate from the smallest outdoor activi-
ties such as manual coffee grinding to the largest activities such as erecting tents for weddings or 
funerals. Thus, the spaces are amenable for private, semi-private/semi-public and public activi-
ties, which are highly desirable and responsive to the culture. The aspiration is creating places – 
spaces that strongly enhance the socio-cultural and economic activities of people; places that are 
the combination of space, context and social interaction – a place of character that enhances a 

g-i >> Design and construction 

of buildings in Lidetta is not only 

‘object- oriented’ but also ‘wallet-

driven’. As a result, the jungle of 

buildings with left over spaces in-

between.

j >> The Basha Wolde Chilot area 

was bulldozed, as the two first in-

ner city redevelopment areas were 

as well.
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k >> The vision of the proposed 

project by EiABC is to have well 

defined spaces that could mainly 

serve for social and small scale 

economic interactions. The open 

spaces are designed in such a way 

that their scale creates a sense of 

intimacy and functional hierarchy

sense of belonging that make their residents proud in identifying themselves with the surround-
ing, thereby boosting their identity. In addition, the block structure is surrounded by colonnades, 
which cover the social spaces from sun as well as rain, and follow the tradition of the neighboring 
Piazza area, build by the Italians in the 1940ies. EiABC even proposed a new instrument to regu-
latethe façade structure of the buildings, avoiding full glassed facades, which destroy the social 
character of the neighborhood and increase the energy consumption of the buildings.

This calls for looking at neighborhoods not as a mere collection of building blocks, as if people 
were numbers, but also as places that satisfy the social, cultural and psychological needs. This 
concept is anchored in the very belief that social interaction and the need for bonding with fel-
low dwellers are inherent characteristics of human beings. The molecules of minerals, plants, 
animals and human beings bond with each other to make the larger bodies exist for what they 
are. It is nature’s law that bondage and interaction gives life while separation and disintegration 
leads to death. Similarly, at a larger scale, dwellers need to bond with their fellow neighbors to 
enjoy a fulfilling life. Consequently, the approach that propagates the supremacy of open spaces/
voids over blocks/objects creates places that are conducive for human interaction. Therefore, in 
the Basha Wolde Chilot project the open spaces were designed while inseparably being defined 
by perimeter blocks. The concept of perimeter-block avoids the fragmentation of buildings both 
horizontally and vertically through the use of contiguous layout and uniform height. Dictated by 
this, blocks are then parceled into plots. The above process is encapsulated in the logic of  “Open 
space – Block – Parcel”, putting upside-down the logic of “Parcel – Block – Open space” thereby, 
reversing the usual process of making LDPs into the process of making urban designs. >>
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