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ABSTRACT
Urban activities and activity areas usually wish to have good neighbours that are complimentary to their sustainable
functionality. Unfortunately however, open spaces, particularly in form of right of ways (ROW) are not lucky enough to have
good neighbours where urban governance is poorly conceived and pursued. Linking sustainability in urban planning and design
with participatory urban governance, this paper examined the challenges of participatory city planning and management as well
as open-space loss to urban development (which according to UN Habitat contributes 50% of global greenhouse emissions). It is
an extension of an earlier study which focused on the spill-over effects of right of way encroachments through construction of
mosques on different categories of urban roads in Sokoto metropolis, North West Nigeria. The earlier study focused on the trend
of such encroachments from 2005 to 2010. This study first categorized the different urban road hierarchies in the city and
examined the occurrence of the phenomenon as well as observed and potential implications on adjacent uses, using crosssections, interviews and time series images. Between 2011 and 2015, the study revealed that the phenomenon of ROW
encroachment is sustained and there is a 15.6m increase in the amount of urban road right of way that is lost at the point of
encroachment at the Sultan Abubakar road and 7m at the third location that is Sakaba road as compared to the 2005-2010
observations. Furthermore, in addition to the weakness of urban management institutions, low level of inclusiveness has been
observed from the community regarding the use of road right of ways and consequences of its encroachment which is reflected in
the residents’ readiness to encroach should an opportunity becomes available. Poor participation particularly in plans
implementation is therefore evident. Similarly, as a by-product of the socio cultural and economic context, this phenomenon
(although may require a radical development control approach to correct) can be mitigated through adoption of proper
participatory techniques in urban planning and development.
Keywords: Road right of way, Participatory city planning, climate change, development control, Encroachment

Introduction
Some cities often get lucky to have prevailing traditions that are less inimical to their planning and management. Sometimes,
how those traditions are conceived coupled with institutional competence or otherwise in city management is also reflected in the
way such traditions manifest themselves in the urban realm. Being one of the greatest global challenges, climate change has since
been seen to reflect the repercussions of man’s actions. The way people have lived since the industrial revolution is catching up
with humans in the form of global warming or global climate change1. The average temperatures of the earth’s atmosphere and
oceans has been on an increase for the past 150 years and according to Public Agenda1 the top 10 hottest years on record have all
occurred since 1990. Efforts have historically been made by various studies to disaggregate the important causes of climate
change (towards formulating its mitigation strategies) within man’s quest for survival as well as “better living”. According to UN
Habitat (2011), urban development contributes 50% of world’s greenhouse gas emissions. Planning for urban development
again, is an issue that is faced with a big challenge of balancing between individual and public interests particularly if the intent
is to make plans that matter (Burby 2003). A closer look at the strength and weaknesses of various approaches to mitigate
resultant effects of climate change will point more towards its complexity and sometimes lead one to ponder whether or not the
approaches are only paper works to keep some people busy. The notions of local, national and international action, adaptation by
vulnerable communities as well as “free market” for instance will always present a challenge of whether one is ready to give up
his interest or how far we can actually agree with trade-offs for public interests. Here comes yet one of the greatest challenges of
urban governance to ensure a possible balance between policies, their implementation and public freedom to make choices. This
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Facing the challenges of climate change – Public Agenda,
http://www.publicagenda.org/files/pdf/globalwarming_guide.pdf
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is evident in the position of urban planners as intermediaries between built environment and people that lived in it (Delvin 1991
and Hubbard 1997).
Studies on open space loss to urban developments have conventionally focussed on urban sprawl and resultant consequences of
this succession on future of cities (Bengston et al, 2004, Broussard et al, 2008 and Schmidt 2008). Within already built up areas
however, reservations are equally made serving the purpose of open spaces and easements for public utilities and facilities as the
need arises. A good example of this is the road right of way reservation. This paper presents an attempt to highlight the
challenges of “hiding behind traditions” reflected in open space loss through encroachment of road right of way by construction
of mosques in Sokoto north western Nigeria. It is an extension of earlier study conducted between 2005 and 2010. The intent is
to highlight some challenges of participatory city planning and management in a society where the dominant culture is used as a
scape goat to justify “individual” interests against long term collective good. This balance is usually difficult to attain without
commitment from a minority in the society that are prepared to make sacrifices and a competent institutional setting.
Figure 1. Common good vs Individual interest

Source: www.caritas.org.au
URBAN OPEN SPACES AND CHALLENGES OF CONSERVATION
Open spaces occupies important position in city development and planning. This is reflected in a variety of studies available on
how much of it is needed (quantitative) as well as for instance how people use it (qualitative) (Maruani 2011). Schmidt (2008)
argues that open space has been utilized by local planning practice for numerous and sometimes contradictory reasons that have
reflected the shifting concerns of the planning profession since the nineteenth century. According to Schmidt, open spaces have
been utilized by planners initially reflecting a health and sanitation concern through provision of parks. Later, the focus shifted to
exclusionary ends through suburban zoning as suburban areas grew at the expense of cities. Much recently, the focus has been on
protecting ecological functions and guide urban development. The work of Noor Amila and Alias (2011) in Kuala Lumpur
demonstrated the difficult challenge of conservation in the midst of a demand for highest and best use of land through urban
redevelopment. Also, the 33 open space development vs. conservation court cases studied by Maruani (2011) showed that 50%
of the ruling accepted development oriented planning decisions against conservation oriented decisions. This is another
indication of how challenging conservation of open spaces can be in an era of intense demand for urban land, and that as much as
it is a design issue it is equally one that somehow need to be enforced.
Figure 2. Urban open space and local planning: a shift in focus – Schmidt (2008)
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SOKOTO METROPOLIS: PHYSICAL AND SOCIO-CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS
Sokoto state is one of the seven states that make up the north-west geo-political zone of Nigeria. As presently constituted, the
state was a core part of the Sokoto Empire (with current Sokoto town being the capital) which existed prior to the 19th century as
a continually expanding territory of the Fulani/Muslim scholars led by the Shehu Usmanu bin Fodiyo. At Independence, present
sokoto state became part of then Sokoto province and later in 1969 North-western State. In 1976, Sokoto State was created
comprising of present Sokoto state as well as Kebbi and Zamfara states (the two later carved out as separate states in 1991 and
1996 respectively). Earlier in 1976, the Niger province (present Niger state) was carved out from the then North-western state.
The socio economic and political position of Sokoto state in the wider regional context include being the hub of the caliphate that
radiates through north and central Nigeria, and the position and role that Sokoto town has played for most of history as a capital
city.
Figure 3 Location of Sokoto state in Nigeria

Source: www.icc.wix.com
Sokoto town was originally the headquarters of the defunct Sokoto Caliphate founded in 1804. One Hundred years later, it
became the headquarters of the Sokoto province which was then more or less a conglomeration of so many state-like cities.
Sokoto is not left out from the political development that the country witnessed under the colonial and self-rule. This has given
Sokoto a political as well as economic relevance in the wider region. Sokoto town has severally served as the headquarters of the
north western states from 1967 to 1976 and later became the capital of Sokoto state until today.
Sokoto city is situated at the north western part of the confluence of Sokoto and Rima rivers between latitude 13° 3′ 49′′N and
longitude 5° 14′ 89′′E, and at an average elevation of 272m above sea level. Administratively this area falls within the political
jurisdiction of six local government areas namely: Sokoto north, Sokoto south, Bodinga, Dange-Shuni, Kware and Wamakko.
The innermost part of this zone lies on the area rising from east to west along the city centre and stretching from Kofar Rini,
Galadanchi, and Gidadawa on the east to the fringes of Sabon Birni area to the west. The two ancient mosques (Shehu and
Bello), the sultan palace and courts are all located in the inner city.
Sokoto is in the dry Sahel savannah vegetation pierced by loam to sandy terrain, dispersed shrubs and isolated hills. The rainy
period is usually from June to September or sometimes October. The average annual rainfall is 550 mm with peak in the month
of August (SRRBDA, 2007). The highest temperatures of 45 to 47°C during the hot season are experienced in the months of
March and April. The prevalence of the tropical continental air mass (North east trade winds) is experienced between the months
of November and February which brings about cold, dry, windy and dusty conditions in the city.
The rapid expansion of the city has resulted in rapid absorption of several peripheral settlements around the growing city, such as
Mabera, Runjin Sambo, Guiwa, Gidan Igwai and recently several more others such as Dambuwa and Bado villages. Sokoto town
witnessed rapid spatial expansion from 1,155 hectares in 1973 to more than 18, 825 hectares by 2005. Most of this expansion
occurred in the south and south western parts of the city. The spatial development of the city is historically reflected in the
following four clusters: the old/traditional city (Birni); the colonial planned areas – Bath road, Ali Akilu, the GRA, Diplomat
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etc.; the Post-colonial (fairly planned) areas – Runjin Sambo, Sama road, Gwiwa Lowcost, etc; and the engulfed peripheral areas
(usually unplanned) – such as Mabera Jelani, Gidan Bahuri, Dambuwa and Badon-ukku-ukku.
People and culture
According to 2006 census, Sokoto metropolis is estimated to have a population of 427,760 people. Local inhabitants comprises
mostly of Hausa/Fulani and other groups such as Gobirawa, Zabarmawa, Kabawa, Adarawa, Arawa, Nupes, Yorubas, Ibos and
other migrants. The predominant language is Hausa. Occupation of city dwellers includes trading, commerce, domestication of
animals with a reasonable proportion of the population working in private and public sectors. Population of farmers is on a
decline (Bello, 2006). Majority of the city’s population are muslims. It is therefore not uncommon to observe several mosques
located around the entire city.
Figure 4. The Sultan's palace and a major road in the city

Common local entertainment sports (although not very active nowadays) include dambe, Kokawa and sharo. The nearby
Argungu town is also famous in the annual fishing festival on the Rima River which passes through Sokoto metropolis. Because
of the semi-arid nature of the city, a number of dry climate animals can be raised. Camels are still a common mode of transport
particularly at the time of crops harvests.
Urban Design characteristics
A common feature of cities in northern Nigeria is a defensive wall and a number of city gates denoting entry points from other
neignbouring areas. In sokoto, the wall is presently non-existent. However, almost all the known gates have been preserved at
their original locations which show a good indication of how rapid the city sprawls: the old city centre surrounded by the gates
only represents a small proportion of the city at present.

Figure 5 Kofar Aliyu Jedo: one of the (rebuilt) city gates

The predominant architecture in the city is currently a mixture of modern buildings in a traditional context, reflecting the
prevailing physical and economic conditions of the residents. Privacy in housing is important to the city dwellers. As such
therefore, even the modern or semi-modern houses reflect the traditional concept of privacy.
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Figure 6 An example of the traditional architecture and a grain storage silos

Figure 7 A view of part of the city's centre

Tradition as a potential
Many cities world over have recognised the potential of preserving their historic traditions. This not only provides such cities
with economic opportunities to be visited by tourists, but also created an interest for digging and therefore preserving their
histories. Examples of such cities include Timbuktu (in Mali), Roma (in Rome) and Melaka (in Malaysia). Sokoto is also one of
such cities as it is still an attraction city to several visitors from within and outside Nigeria particularly to the famous Hubbare of
Shehu Usmanu bin Fodio. The political history of the city as the centre of the then caliphate also attracted the attention of a
number of historical writers (example, Jean Boyd).

Figure 8 The Sokoto caliphate (1820 AD) Jean Boyd (1995)
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CHALLENGES OF CITY PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT IN A TRADITIONAL SOCIETY
While urban planning is concerned with the systematic (future oriented) arrangement of physical development to achieve
efficiency, aesthetics and convenience, urban management ensures the realization and sustainability of the planning efforts.
Issues of governance have inherently been controversial particularly when frictions become apparent with prevailing local
traditions. A good example is the conflict between science and early Christian monarchs in Europe (Healey 1992) and that of
monarchically initiated public projects with the need to involve the ‘public’ in deciding on public investments. In this section, we
will be examining the encroachment of road right of way in Sokoto metropolis through mosques’ construction from 2011 to
2015. This phenomenon is linked with urban governance in the sense that even if urban planning officials decided to intervene
(probably via development control) in restoring the lost right of ways, the likelihood is high that resistance will follow which is
linked or deliberately attached to tradition. Also, the fact that substantial proportion of open space is in the process being lost to
urban development, denotes some support to the urban land use that contributes 50% of global greenhouse emissions (UN
Habitat, 2011). Figure 9 below shows location of the seven sites that have been selected to exemplify the phenomenon. It should
be noted also that the most recent planning attempt for the city of Sokoto has been the master plan review of 1991 which is over
25 years old today. That was actually done at the time together with land use plans for the local government headquarters. This is
suggestive of marginal institutional commitment to planning itself which is also an impediment to city management. Plans are
usually the legal bases for monitoring urban development, the absence of which makes urban management really difficult.
Figure 9 Location of the selected sites in the urban fabric (C1 - C7)
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Although a restricted usage is allowed on right of ways to persons with occupancy permits, in Nigeria, permanent or semipermanent structures are not allowed (NURPL2, 1992). However, it is indeed common to see a number of mosques constructed
either attached to (mostly low density) residential buildings or just hanging within a right of way.

Figure 10 Encroachment at a low density residential area (Sama road) and Sultan Abubakar road

Why the connection between this phenomenon and low density residential areas become an issue is that low density residential
units are mostly occupied by the influential elites – often within the decision making circle. Of recent, serious environmental
problems particularly those associated with storm water drainage are experienced in a number of planned neighbourhoods. They
occur even where drainage is provided but filled up with sand because of poor maintenance. In a number of such cases, adjoining
properties have since encroached on the existing drainage line. Table 1 below summarizes the description of encroachment at the
different locations.
Table 1 Right of way encroachment at the different locations
Location
Eastern by pass
(C1)
Sultan Abubakar
Rd (C2)
Sama Road (C3)
Kaduna Road
(C4)
Dallatu Road
(C5)
Sakaba Road
(C6)
Mai kahon karo
(C7)

2011 ROW
width (m)
42

Carriage way
(m)
6

Median
kerb (m)
-

Encroachment
(m) 2011-2015

Existing
ROW(m) 2015

38.8

12

0.5

15.6

23.2

22
66

7
12

2

0
0

22
66

11.5

5

-

0

11.5

25

6

-

7

18

25

6

-

0

25

It can be seen from the table that 15.6 meters of the road right of way has been encroached between 2011 and 2015 along the
Sultan Abubakar road (C2), while 7 meters are taken during the same period at Sakaba road (C6). At the rest of the studied
locations, no further encroachments were observed over those of the earlier study. This does not however guarantee the
sustainability of the trend as areas like Kaduna road (C4) still have a remarkable open space that can provide a silent prey for
aggressive urban developments. Further along Sultan Abubakar road for example, much of the right of way along the fence of
Nagarta College has already been allocated for construction of shops. Some of these shops are at present lying on the main water
supply lines.
OPEN SPACE LOSS TO URBAN DEVELOPMENT: REVISITING THE TEMPORAL ANALOGY OF SELECTED
CASES
In this section we examine temporally, some temporary as well as permanent constructions that followed mosques’
encroachment of road right of way using time series Google images. This is shown in figures 11 – 16 below. As highlighted
earlier, 15.6m of road right of way space is lost to urban development at the point of encroachment along the Sultan Abubakar
road. A new commercial development can be noticed at the left side of the right of way as a spill-over effect of the earlier
encroachment. Even though at Kaduna, Sama, and Dallatu roads (C4, C2 and C5), the right of way width is maintained between
2011 and 2015, new temporary development springing at Sakaba road (C6) lead to a further reduction of 7m between 2011 and
2015.

2

Nigerian Urban and Regional Planning Law (Decree no 88 of 1992)
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Case 1: Sultan Abubakar road

By 2011, it can be seen that the road right of way at the point of present APC (All Progressive Congress) political party office
along Sultan Abubakar road was 38.8m even though the Abubakar as-siddiq mosque was there (M). By 2015 when a temporary
commercial structure comes up at the left side of the right of way, the road right of way shrank to 23.2m.

Case 2: Sakaba road
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In this second location, 25 meters of road right of way in 2011 becomes 18 meters in 2015 at the point where the mosque is
constructed (M). One common feature of these constructions is that they are usually carried out outside property boundaries. A
commensurate 9 meter loss is therefore envisaged along Sakaba road if other property occupants decided to align with the
mosque’s encroachment. In 2015, one can notice new developments springing up in front of the opposite property. That explains
the 7 meter reduction and suggests higher likelihood that more open space will be lost as adjoining properties align with the
encroachment.
Case 3: Sama road
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At the third selected location (Sama road), the 22 meter ROW in 2011 has been maintained at the point of a mosque constructed
beyond property boundary of a house in a low medium-low density residential area. The adjoining properties earlier encroached
outwards where new developments are coming up. The figure below shows a comparison of right of way spaces at points of
encroachment in 2011 and 2015 at the three locations discussed above.
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Fig. 17 Right of way width at points of encroachment: Sultan Abubakar, Sakaba and Sama roads in 2011 and 2015
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PLANNING AND URBAN MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS
Taking only the three cases above, we can see that the right of way width has been reduced from 56.9m in 2005 to 23.2m at the
point of encroachment along Sultan Abubakar road. Although the right of way width at point of encroachment along Sama road
has been maintained at 22m from 2011 to 2015, comparing the 2015 observations with those of 2005 will yield a reduction of
15m. At Sakaba road, 36m has been reduced to 18m between 2005 and 2015. Encroachment by the structures usually provides a
pretext for extension of adjacent uses towards the metal portion of the roads. A good example of this is the sultan Abubakar road
case, where a political party office was extended to reconcile with the encroachment by an existing mosque. Existing distances of
structures to the roads’ metal portion means that should a motorist lost control, in certain instances less than one meter of space
is available for possible manoeuvre.
Another implication is that since the encroached right of ways are meant for future expansions of utility lines and/or their
maintenance, expansion or maintenance becomes very hard to carry out when the need arises. In the same vein, people do
demand compensation on encroached land when the need arises for road expansion for example. This becomes more problematic
in instances where transfer of occupancy right occurs. This phenomenon manifested during the 2010 Sultan Abubakar road
rehabilitation. The response from the policy makers to please the citizens in paying compensation on encroached lands had
serious negative effects on the state governments’ reserve, particularly now that the entire country suffers revenue decline.
Fig. 18 Abubakar Siddiq mosque along Sultan Abubakar road
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CONCLUSION
In conclusion therefore, although the phenomenon of ROW encroachment through mosques’ construction is a reflection of weak
planning and development control institutions, its relationship with prevailing traditions makes it more complex than simply a
governance issue. The implications of right of way encroachments have spill-over effects as noted at the Sultan Abubakar road
(selected case 1) and Sakaba road (selected case 2). Also, the controversial position of such encroachments provide a pretext for
extension of adjacent properties. The implications are usually costly, as drainage lines are often taken over where poor
maintenance made them to be invisible (usually covered with sand). With rapid urbanization and changes in the rainfall and runoff patterns, the need for restoration of such drainages is becoming evident. However, it is quite difficult to achieve that when
several properties have already encroached beyond the drainage lines. Kauran-Namoda road, one of the access roads that radiate
from Sultan Abubakar road is a good example in this regard. Similarly, as noted in the previous section, expansion of roads
usually become associated with unnecessary cost of compensation when right of ways are encroached. Again, the Sultan
Abubakar road expansion project of 2010 was a good example of this. The increasing complexity of urban areas created a need
to involve people in planning and urban management decisions. This is increasingly being recognized by local authorities
globally. Therefore, outreach programmes on public enlightenment should also focus on highlighting the resultant effects of
hiding behind traditions as well as the need for open spaces particularly in the context of urban road right of ways.
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