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IV

We float in the centre of an ocean
Where dreams travel on waves:
Pitiless paddles bustling for calm,
While eyes hunt for an altitude
In shanty ambitions, as homing hopefuls.

THINGS MIGHT NOT BE AS HOPELESS IN MAKOKO as government implies. Some people are 
thinking. The Heinrich Boll Stiftung Foundation and Dreams Arts & Design Agency (DADA), in 2012, 
organised “an open space workshop, aimed at the articulation and development of practical low- cost 
solutions for flood resilient buildings and environmental design in low income and informal settlement 
areas to reduce displacement and other negative effects of flooding.” It brought together “creative thinkers, 
development workers, architects, urban planners, representatives of relevant government agencies and 
representatives of communities in Lagos affected by flooding to further brainstorm and evolve ideas over 
a three day period.” 

The proceedings of the workshop which were published in Design Pages, a magazine printed by 
DADA, showed that if indeed the Lagos state government is concerned about Makoko all that is needed 
is a proper thought process. 
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My analysis is that similar to other government social infrastructural interventions in Africa, the one 
in Makoko lacks indigenous presence. Although our colonial experience in the past has been from Europe, 
our technological dependency in recent times in Africa has made us dependants of Asia. As Adeyemi 
explained: rather than encourage the gentrification of Makoko, a “single solution that manages to look 
elegant just through basic problem solving” is feasible. In doing this, he and his team would be encouraging 
“public intervention which would give Makoko legitimacy”. The advantage of this is that government’s 
presence would be felt because the social infrastructures would be integrated into the people’s way of life. 

That the problem of Lagos waterways would be solved once Makoko is out of the way is an illusion 
and one that government is in denial about. As for pollution, one can accord significance to Adeyemi’s 
perspective, that “Makoko is polluted not just because the residents;  Makoko itself is a receptacle of the 
sewer system from land. It is within a drainage channel that just empties itself into the lagoon around 
Makoko and this adds to the waste generated in Makoko.” 

In itself, the issue of pollution all over the world is usually addressed through “cultural orientation”, 
which is something already being propagated in other parts of the city through The Lagos Waste Management 
Authority, which educates on conversion to biogas or composting and recycling. Like residents on land, 
those living on the water can also be taught to dispose of their garbage properly. The people in Makoko 
want change; they are not asking to live perpetually in the decrepitude that is a life without re-invention. 
The truth is, it is only if Lagos reinvents Makoko in its plan for the rehabilitation of the city, that its mega-
city project will be fulfilled.

The planned demolition of Makoko is now on hold after outcry from local and international 
organisations and individuals. The government has heeded the call, perhaps taking note of the idea that 
change can indeed come with a little more imagination. The departure from the root might not be total, 
but – as the Yoruba say when departing: until your return – a reinvention, a welcome back: home.

***

Little boys struggle against the tide; learn manhood
Girls slid their hands into their thighs
Compassions for womanhood float with canoes,
The seas splash against wooden piles; 
Evening passes. Dawn arrives. 
Life goes. Life comes. Home.
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