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Nearly all houses in the low-cost area are accessible thanks to the 
grid layout of roads. This is a great opportunity for residents to 
operate a business from one of the rooms facing the street or from 
an extension in front of the house, since many residents have to walk 
these roads on a daily basis and are thus very likely to access their 
services and goods in one of the stores alongside the road. Paved 
roads have even more potential than unpaved roads as they are 
better accessible to cars and possible customers. A common trend 
these days is constructing multi-storey buildings along roads in 
which the ground floor and possibly also the first floor are reserved 
for commercial units to rent out. This is however only an option 
for more prosperous individuals who have enough initial capital to 
finance the construction. Usually these residents keep one or more 
commercial units for their own business as well. 

In areas with a dense fabric such as section E and Amui Djor, ASHMA 
started demarcating some roads to make the area more accessible. 
This implies that residents sometimes lose a few meters of their plot 
or in the worst case lose parts of their houses. They are usually not 
compensated for the loss as most of them are occupying the land 
without a license or they have built structures on it that are not 
according to TDC or ASHMA’s regulations. Most affected residents 
are not very upset about the loss since they consider these actions 
necessary for improving the environment. Besides, they can benefit 
from the acquired location on the road. The value of their properties 
has increased, in a way that they now have more chances to exploit 
their property and start a shop or other business from their houses. 
However, the opposite is also true. Some residents lose more than 
just one room. When they are operating a business from their house 
that is situated on a large part of the planned road, they lose several 
rooms but also their probably only source of income. 

Accessibility 
Two-storey building in construction. The ground floor is reserved for 

commercial units.

300m100 300m100

The front of the house has commercial units on both ground- and first floor. 
The back is reserved for the owners’ residence.

Residents selling liquor from a room facing the street. They also offer a 
storage room to rent.

commercial storey building 
(only commercial units)
residential storey building 
(mostly with commercial units)
storey building in construction
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Restricted by type of accommodation

The Amui Djor Housing Project limits the possibility of having a 
home-based enterprise since residents only have one unit and small 
kitchen. Extending the unit incrementally to meet residents’ changing 
requirements is simply not possible in this storey building. Allocating 
an extra room for a business is therefore out of the question. The 
type of enterprise residents can engage in are restricted to those 
requiring not much space. Some women are preparing food in 
their kitchen to sell in on the streets. Others are working as street 
vendors, selling goods such as cooking utensils at crowded public 
spaces. Since they need space for their goods, they often store 
them in hallways, blocking escape routes. Some rent a space on a 
plot nearby to operate a chop bar or offer personal services such as 
sewing, hairdressing and tailoring. 

As member of the GHAFUP, residents have to pay the Urban Poor 
Fund 2 GHC per month. They can also decide to pay a larger amount 
than the required sum in order to have some savings. The federation 
uses these savings to offer other members a business loan. This way, 
residents (and also federation members not living in the building) 
are supported in starting a business. 

There is also the possibility to rent one of the commercial units at 
the ground floor of the building. They are however rather  expensive 
for residents and not suitable for every enterprise. 

A resident is having a chop bar in one of the commercial units downstairs. 
In addition, she rents a space outside the building to prepare the food since 
the unit is only used as the place to ‘chop’ the prepared dishes. Cooking this 
traditional Ghanaian food requires a lot of big cooking pots and she also has 
an oven. Since her room is not big enough for all these items, she uses the 
kitchen as storage space for her cooking utensils and the oven is placed in the 
courtyard. She would rather not have it standing there because she cannot 
keep an eye on it. Everyone can just enter the building and maybe damage 
or steal her oven.
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MOBILITY	 6
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(RURAL-URBAN) MIGRATION

Tema Co-Operative Housing Society

Map of Ghana, showing the origins (hometown of 
the family, not place of birth) of our interviewees 
per region. The size of the diagrams represents the 
number of interviewees. The colour represents the 
current residential location:

Ashaiman

Tema New Town

NORTHERN REGION

UPPER WEST REGION

UPPER EAST REGION

VOLTA 
REGION

EASTERN REGION

ASHANTI REGION

WESTERN REGION

BRONG-AHAFO REGION

CENTRAL 
REGION

GREATER ACCRA REGION
(excluding Tema natives)

GREATER ACCRA REGION
(Tema natives only and as such 
non-migrants)

The issue of migration in the Tema-Ashaiman area and especially 
the rural-urban component has been well-studied in literature as 
it is perceived to be one of the major contributors to the housing 
problems in the area. As most studies attest, Ashaiman’s origin as 
a squatter settlement is attributed mainly to in-migration flows. 
Although such studies exist, they tend to focus on the quantitative 
aspects rather than on more qualitative ones. Owusu (1991) for 
example completed a quantitative study on rural-urban migration 
in Tema and Ashaiman, where data analysis provides more 
understanding of the topic. It is therefore important to provide more 
qualitative insight into how migration influences daily life in the 
studied areas, to highlight some phenomena linked to this migration 
and to try and understand how the built and social space in Tema-
Ashaiman are influenced by (rural-urban) migration and migrants’ 
origin.

Old Tema was predominantly occupied by the indigenous Ga. 
However, when the plans of the government to construct the 
Tema harbour and the Akosombo dam were made public in 
1952, population increased in a very short time in the village. The 
indigenous Ga from Tema who migrated to other parts of Ghana 
returned and even complete ‘strangers’ migrated to the village in the 
hope that they would be given government-built houses in the New 
Town or that they could work on the construction of the harbour and 
Tema Township. 

Unfortunately for them, they were not assigned rooms in the newly 
built Tema New Town as they had no claims or rights to the land. 
Accommodation in Tema’s ‘communities’ was off limits for anyone 
from a low-income situation as job-seeking migrants typically are. Old 
Tema and later Tema New Town was the only place where affordable 
accommodation could be found as the Ga were an inclusive 
people and opened up to migrants from other areas. Providing 
rental accommodation for these migrants became also a money-
making process for some of the Ga to meet the harder economic 
situation since the resettlement. This led to an overpopulation of 
the government-built compound houses as kitchens and porches 
were converted into sleeping rooms and poor tenants compressed 
themselves with as many as possible in one room, in an attempt to 
reduce the rent per head.1

Others went to Ashaiman spontaneously or to areas the government 
appointed to them to construct their own temporal structures. This 
area corresponds to what is currently a sector of Ashaiman located 
to the east of the main road and south of Moneombaanyi, including 
Section E. Some companies of the Tema industrial area, such as Valco, 
constructed some houses or flats for its workers. As such, Ashaiman 
is characterised by a sort of segregation where migrants are living 
in so-called Zongo communities, separated from the indigenous 
Ga who were mostly residing in Moneombaanyi. According to the 
elders of the Ashaiman Divisional Council, 42 different ethnic tribes 
are living here together in Ashaiman, who communicate mostly 
in English and Twi, not in Ga.2 Tema New Town on the contrary is 
marked by a higher integration of ‘strangers’ as they did not build 
their own structures because there was no land available for them 
to build on. All the lands belong to the stool and to the Ga families 
who generally mention they will not tolerate squatters on their 
land, although in practice this is not always the case. Rather, the 
most common practice has been and still is to rent out rooms to 
‘strangers’ who have by now mixed with the original Ga community.

1937 1948 1952 1956 1959

1000
1953

4000

6000

10.000

Population of Old Tema, based on statistics in the study of Oko Adjetey.3 
Between 1952 and 1959, increase in population of indigenous people was 
only found to be 30% of the total increase.
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REASONS FOR MIGRATING TO TEMA/ASHAIMAN

“I was born in 1957 in Ada and moved to Ashaiman in 2000 to 
work for the Ghana National Fire Service. I came here with my 

household to live in the house of my cousin John.” (Adams Narh, 
E/284)

“I was born in 1978 in Tema. My parents both moved from the Western Region 
to Tema in the 1970s separately. My father is born in Takoradi and my mother is 
from a small village. They both came here to work in the Tema harbour and met 

each other here.” (Nobel Kwao Morgan, COOP25)

“I moved with my household from the Eastern Region to Ashaiman in 1965 
because there was no work in my hometown. I learned here how to cook 

and became a cook. I came to Ashaiman because I had a friend who did 
the same and I followed his example.“ (Francis Dibeme,  C/268A)

“I was born in 1953 in the Volta Region. I moved to Tema New Town in 1983 to work 
as an engineer on a fishing boat. I rented a room with my wife and children in 

compound 10B.” (Richard Korsi Dotse, 17B)

WORK IN TEMA HARBOUR

TO LEARN A JOB, PRIOR CONTACTS

FORMAL EMPLOYMENT, PRIOR CONTACTS

WORK IN TEMA HARBOUR

Ashaiman began to grown extensively due to the settlement of 
workers and as such, the initial main reason for migrating to Tema 
and Ashaiman was for work opportunities in the construction of the 
harbour and Tema Township, and later employment in the harbour 
and the industry of Tema. Either they moved because of a new job 
or they moved in the hope of finding a new job. As such, migrants’ 
motives were purely economic, especially in the beginning. Owusu 
(1991) found that 87% of the migrant respondents migrated for job-
related reasons, compared to 7% who migrated to accompany family 
and another 7% came for better education.4  The government and 
TDC did make some plans or layouts for the area but because the 
growth was extremely rapid and because the settlement was anyway 
seen as a temporary one, TDC was not able to enforce the layout 
and looked the other way, as they were focusing on the prestigious 
project of Tema Township. As such, an informal settlement began to 
grow and prosper and soon became well-known as an ideal location 
for job-seekers. Among its main assets were the proximity to Tema 
and employment opportunities, the facility and convenience with 
which one could build his or her own structure, and the lack of 
enforcement of planning regulations which allowed perspectives to 
the ‘temporal’ status of newcomers. These characteristics attracted 
many other migrants who came to settle in Ashaiman. Owusu (1991) 
found that 32% of the migrants in Ashaiman first moved to Tema 
Township before moving to Ashaiman, predominantly because they 
had relatives and friends there, compared to 68% who moved to 
Ashaiman directly.5 Also in Tema Township, TDC had problems with 
following the explosive growth, leading to a serious housing deficit. 
This mostly affected the lower income groups, who saw Ashaiman 
as an alternative for the high costs of building, renting and living in 
Tema Township.  
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“My mother continuously moved around for trading. When she became older, she realised 
she needed to stop travelling in the near future and settle somewhere permanently. 
She chose to build a house in Ashaiman in 1965 because she can do her business here 

without moving a lot since Ashaiman is a busy commercial area. In her hometown Ada, 
that would not be possible. I moved with my mother to this house ten years later, in 1975.”               

(John Teye Aborchie, E/284)

“My parents were one of the first to come to Ashaiman. They 
already moved from Ada in 1932 to work here. My father was 

a farmer and my mother a trader. They received this parcel 
of land from the chief. In that time, only some farmers were 
here. Their first house was a mud house. I was born here 
in 1974 and have always lived here in my parents’ house.”    

(Emmanuel Agyemang, E/320) 

“My hometown is in the Volta Region but my parents were born in Tema. We were first 
living in Tema but I moved with my parents to a rented room in a compound in Ashaiman 

because Tema was too expensive. When my father saved enough money, he bought 
this land and built this house.“ (Gertrude Adjeley Wemegah,  C/126B)

“I moved with my mother from Ada to Ashaiman in 1958 when my father 
died. My mother had a brother here and we came to live with him because it 
is not that far from Ada and my mother could start selling clothes here on the 

streets, she was the first to do so in Ashaiman as there was no market yet.“ 
(Bertha Quarcoo,  C/333A)

INFORMAL 
EMPLOYMENT

INFORMAL EMPLOYMENT,
PRIOR CONTACTS

FARMING AND TRADING

TEMA TOO EXPENSIVE

As Ashaiman gradually increased in size and capacity, it offered a 
highly potential market with its own facilities. Many migrated to 
Ashaiman not only for the formal working opportunities in Tema 
anymore but because of the possibility to be engaged in the informal 
businesses and petty trading in Ashaiman itself. It became known 
as a place of hope and opportunity, despite the hard conditions 
in reality. As a TMA architect stated: ‘people come to Ashaiman 
because they think there is work and it is a better place, but it is 
not’.6 As such, more and more migrants avoided Tema Township and 
moved to Ashaiman directly, reinforced by the presence of relatives 
and friends in the settlement. Even the informal businesses in Tema 
New Town attracted many migrants, especially those related to the 
fishing sector, including drying, smoking and selling of the daily 
catches. Initially, the formal work opportunities in Tema mainly 
attracted young males, but the informal business and Ashaiman as a 
market centre attracted many females as well. One remark that has 
to be made is that not all ‘strangers’ or residents of Ashaiman from 
other ethnic groups migrated to Ashaiman since the construction of 
the harbour. A few of them were there before, mainly as farmers 
and traders.7

 
Migration to Ashaiman, from rural areas but also from Tema 
Township, was fuelled further by the  Structural Adjustment 
Programme in 1982. People migrated from the rural areas in search 
for jobs, especially to be engaged in the private informal activities 
and for better education as the economic reforms did not favour 
education in rural areas.8 One of the main reasons for people 
migrating from Tema Township to Ashaiman became the high rent 
levels when as a result of the Structural Adjustment Programme 
the housing market was so liberalised that the rent control system 
previously enforced was no longer applied.9
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TIES WITH THE HOMETOWN AND ETHNIC IDENTITY Mary moved to 
Ashaiman to work 
(smoking fish). She 
went living in a house  
with her uncle.    

1968, low-cost area 1988 low-cost area

Her mother, who is 
still living in Ningo 
with her father, built 
the present house 
for her.

Of her three children, one passed 
away, one is living here and one 
went to Ningo, where also family 
meetings happen. Mary has no 
plans of moving but if she has to 
move, she will definitely go back 
to Ningo.

??, Ningo, Greater Accra Region

Isaac moved to Tema 
New Town to work as an 
electrician at the State 
Fishing Corporation. He rents 
a room in an extension of a 
compound.

In 1985 he started constructing 
his own compound house in his 
hometown in the Central Region. 
Construction was finished in 
2000. He will move there in two 
years.

2015?, Central Region1974, Tema New Town

Mary Soyo Addo, C/118C
°1950, Ningo, Greater Accra Region

Mary Amoah, 18E
°1959, Swedru, Central Region

Mary moved to 
Community 1 in 
Tema to live with her 
husband after they 
married in Swedru 
when she was 13 
years old.

1972, Tema C1 2002, Tema New Town ??, Central Region

Mercy moved to 
Tema to work as 
a telephonist in 
a factory and her 
husband joined her. 
She rented a room in 
a compound.  

1963, Tema C1

She joined the 
Tema Co-Operative 
Housing Society in 
1972 and moved one 
year later.

She likes living here but when her 
children say ‘you are too old, you 
should go to your hometown’, she 
will do so. Then she will give the 
house here to her children.

??, Eastern Region
Mercy Asiedu, COOP26
°1945, Eastern Region

Isaac Gurah, 14C
°1947, Central Region

She moved with 
her children to the 
present compound 
after she left her 
husband. 

Mary is happy to live here 
among the other tenants, 
they have close relations with 
each other ‘because they are 
all Fanti’. But if she has the 
opportunity, she will move 
back to Swedru and construct 
her own compound, as “the 
Fanti people still exercise the 
extended family system”.

‘A significant feature of urbanisation in Africa is the strong urban-
rural ties which still exist, and which keep many people in motion 
between urban and rural bases’.10 Most of the migrants were seen as 
temporary settlers, they were expected to come and work here, and 
move back to their hometowns afterwards. Many people are not in 
Ashaiman because they like it according to the Ashaiman Divisional 
Council: 

 “They just came to find work, earn some money, send some 
money home and after this go back to their hometown. That 
is why they did not want to invest in proper structures and a 
neat environment. But they got stuck to this place.”11 

	
While living in Tema and Ashaiman, ties with the hometown are 
not lost. Contact with the family at home is still strong. When asked 
where the main family house is, the answer is almost always ‘in my 
hometown’, and it is there were big family events such as births, 
funerals and weddings are happening. Many migrants therefore 
travel often back to the hometown for such family events and 
festivals. We can also see this in Tema New Town where in some 
family compounds rooms are left empty for family members who 
are living somewhere else but return occasionally for such events. 

Most of them got settled here permanently as more of their family 
members came as well, their friends are here, they formed households 

here, their children are going to school in Ashaiman and their wives 
are making money by petty trading on the streets. Although many 
migrants state they will go back to their hometown one day, they 
do not do so in most cases. The intentions of going back to their 
hometown diminished and natural population increase became 
one of the most important contributors of the growth of Ashaiman 
besides the in-migration. Ashaiman became the hometown of whole 
generations of migrants. Out of our 44 interviewed ‘strangers’ in 
Tema and Ashaiman, 68% migrated themselves compared to 32% 
who were born here after their parents migrated.  According to the 
2010 census data from the Ghana Statistical Service, 89% of the 
residents of Ashaiman were not born in Ashaiman compared to 80% 
in Tema New Town, which are surprisingly high figures and indicate 
the contribution of migration to the population in these areas.12

As mentioned earlier, even if the migrants settled permanently 
in the city, the idea to go back to the hometown in the future is 
still there, limiting their willing to invest in proper housing. Strong 
connections exist with the hometown, working in both directions. 
Migrants working in the city often send remittances home but in the 
other direction, those migrants use their hometown and relations 
with family there as a backup plan, for when things in Ashaiman or 
Tema do not work out very well or when they get evicted. These 
networks are functioning as an economic and social safety net, with 
constantly shifting economic opportunities.13 

1973, TCHS
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A lot of migrants did not adapt very much to the Ga context and 
tradition but kept their own ethnic identity and as such remain 
strangers to the city. They are proud of their origins and tribe and the 
reciprocities of kinship are very present in the settlements as they 
use it to improve their situations and to pool resources together. 
Ethnic background is in that regard found to be a major factor 
concerning the choice of residence and crucial is that most of the 
people migrating to Ashaiman stated that they came here because 
of prior contacts in Ashaiman, mostly family members but also 
other acquaintances, where they initially moved in with. Migrants 
of the same ethnic origins often group together in communities, 
not necessarily spatially connected to a specific place although it 
occurs when they are living together in the same area or in ‘uni-
ethnic’ compounds. These ethnic communities are mostly led by 
local leaders and take their disputes to them instead of the native 
authorities. According to such a local Fanti chief, there is a monthly 
meeting of all the chiefs. He himself often goes back to his hometown 
in the Central Region when they need him there or for festivities.14 
The Ga traditional leaders, the Tema Traditional Council and the 
Ashaiman Divisional Council use these local chiefs to communicate 
with all the ‘strangers’ from the different tribes. As the elders of the 
Divisional Council stated:

It is a bit unclear what exactly the opinion is of the Ga on the 
presence of all these ‘strangers’. Mostly when asked or in public, 
they respond that they do not have any problems with them 
because ‘we are all Ghanaians’ and they are proud on the image 
of the Ga and Ghanaians in general as hospitable and peaceful 
people. Peil (1974) in her study on migrants in Ghana also found that 
‘Ghanaians are remarkably tolerant and they have the ability to live 
peacefully in a heterogeneous environment’.16 But on the sly and 
on more inquiry, a lot of them express a certain aversion to them, 
as they are sometimes perceived as ill-mannered and not feeling 
responsible for improving the environment. Also in literature, it is 
believed that the commitment of such migrants to the urban area 
becomes ‘more tenuous, connections between social and physical 
space become disjoined, and frameworks for identity formation 
and networks are spread across regions and nations, rather than 
being rooted in specific locations’.17 In Ashaiman specifically, Peil 
found that ‘the large number of migrants was sometimes felt to 
be a political hindrance to the town and there was the tendency to 
give the ‘strangers’ credit or blame for the conditions which were, at 
most, loosely related to their presence’.18

Palace of the local Ningo chief in Ashaiman.

“The Ga have the central power. When ‘strangers’ come to 
live here, they usually do not know the rules here. The stool 
will point out responsible people, the chiefs of their tribes, 
who should educate them to fit in and make sure they obey 
the rules.”15 

Office of the Ashaiman Divisional Council and the Ashaiman chief.
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SPATIAL MOBILITY IN THE TEMA AREA
Traffic congestion and traders on the Fishing Harbour 

Road connecting Tema New Town with Tema Township .

Spatial mobility is an important aspect of urban life as a lot of city 
residents are continuously ‘on the move’. This practice also offers a 
substantial critique to the planning ideas promoted by Doxiadis in 
Tema. These were not only based on functional segregation between 
residential, industrial and commercial programmes, but also on the 
separation between pedestrian and vehicular flows. Initially Tema 
New Town was intended by late colonial planners as a settlement 
independent of Tema Township in order for it to maintain the 
‘traditional’ lifestyles of the Ga. However, as Oko Adjetey already 
pointed out in 1964: 

“The close proximity of New Town to the Township 
promotes easy communication between the two 
communities. The occupants of New Town in particular take 
the opportunity to make frequent visits to the Township 
for shopping, entertainment, and other necessaries which 
are unobtainable in the village. Considering the number 
of such people together with those who go to work in the 

township, it is estimated that about 2.500 people from New 
Town visit the Township daily. [...] These daily movements 
bring the New Town residents in contact with a highly 
urbanised and modernised society, bringing them to the 
awareness that not only is he being considered as a lower 
class citizen, but also he is gradually losing his identity as an 
indigenous citizen of Tema.”19

In the early years of Tema, roads and infrastructures were very 
advanced compared to other areas of Ghana and its region. 
However, nowadays, moving around in the Tema area is cumbersome 
and traffic congestion is not only a daily but almost a permanent 
hindrance to movement. Congestion and mobility offer however 
large opportunities to the many informal traders who rely on street 
spaces and sidewalks to sell their goods. Main roads became huge 
linear markets, the Accra-Tema motorway became a sort of mini 
mobile market with focal points at the tollgates and even the railways 
are used as a shortcut for pedestrians on the move.

One of the main roads in Ashaiman, which turned into a huge linear market.
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In the first place,  internal spatial mobility was crucial for Tema 
Township since the area was divided into different zones: a 
harbour and an industrial area centred around different residential 
communities. Tema is marked by intensive commuting between the 
residential areas and the productive ones (harbour and industry). 
Additionally, in spite of the fact that each community was planned as 
a self-supporting entity, mobility also occurs between the different 
communities in order to access services such as hospitals, schools 
and markets, not to mention churches. According to Frank Tacki of 
the private planning practice ‘the Consortium’, congestion in Tema 
Township has been enhanced by the various activities that have been 
focused in Community 1 during the years. Initially, every community 
was meant to be self-supporting with its own centre. However, 
Community 1 spontaneously became the commercial centre for 
whole Tema and the big traffic junction where everyone has to pass. 
According to him, a priority should be the removal of those functions 
out of Community 1 that do not belong there.20

All approaching roads and connections to and from Tema are 
congested and traffic bottlenecks are numerous. Connections with 
other cities, towns and regions are merely concentrated north of 
the communities, centred around the 19 kilometre long ACCRA-
TEMA MOTORWAY, which is an important connection as Tema was 
originally conceived as a twin city of Accra.21 The Tema harbour was 
supposed to become a supplier of Accra and to relieve the Sekondi-
Takoradi harbour of such burden. The current dependence on Accra 
is quite high as not only cargo transportations use the motorway but 
a lot of residents of Tema work in Accra as well (and vice versa) and 
commute to work daily. Travelling to Accra can be done in two ways. 
Either you take the motorway or you take the ROAD ALONG THE 
BEACH, passing some smaller towns.  Ideally it takes one about half 
an hour but travelling times up to four hours are not exceptional. 
Concerning our studied areas, travelling from Ashaiman and Tema 
New Town to Tema Township and vice versa is can be called a 
problem too. Both are connected to Tema Township with practically 
one single road and finding any trotros or taxis during rush hours can 
be a problem. 

Officially, TMA is working on a possible solution regarding the FISHING 
HARBOUR ROAD connecting New Town with the communities. 
Broadening this road with only one lane in each direction is not 
possible since it is bounded by industry and the harbour. But there 
is an unofficial, ALTERNATIVE ROUTE in the north through the 
industrial area that is used a lot during rush hours to avoid the Fishing 
Harbour Road. The only option TMA has is to construct a proper road 
there but the land is private property of VALCO (Volta Aluminium 
Company). Negotiations with VALCO have not been successful up to 
now.22 As such, concerning Tema New Town, improvements in this 
regard are not to be expected in the very near future. TDC engaged 
The Consortium in Accra to make a study on the redevelopment of 
New Town but according to Frank Tackie of The Consortium, money 
is going to be a big problem and extra funds from organisations such 
as The World Bank will be needed. Learning from the success of 
similar World Bank funded projects such as in Takoradi and Accra, 
the intervention of The Consortium will focus on upgrading the 
infrastructure in the knowledge and hope that other improvements 
and investments in housing and other areas will follow, initiated by 
the residents themselves.23 

In Ashaiman, the same strategy is adopted by ASHMA as providing 
roads is officially one of the key strategies stated in their Medium 
Term Development Plan for the period 2010-2013. The plan states 
that the poor road network is a major concern, causing many 
traffic congestions, fire hazards and leading to a poor built-up 
environment.24 However, they seem not to be able to accomplish 
their own goals. The recent riots in June 2013 where the insurgents 
urged the officials to construct the promised roads is evidence of 
their failure, as ONE OF THE TWO MAIN ASHAIMAN ROADS was 
still not paved. Many road constructions and demarcations have 
been done already though, and these actions can rely on a very 
broad public support, even if the demolition of private structures is 
involved. We interviewed five cases where part of the land was lost 
and structures were demolished for such demarcations. Only one of 
the respondents stated to be unhappy with this while the other four 
supported these actions.25
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MOVE OR IMPROVE
MODELS AND THEORIES TO DESCRIBE HOUSING CHOICES

Besides spatial mobility which has less to do with housing, and 
migration, which is an act of mobility on a scale that exceeds the 
city or the Tema Metropolis, households and individuals can also be 
residentially mobile within the Tema area. Residential mobility within 
the city is not only operating on a different scale, it is a completely 
different process, fuelled by other inputs and resulting in distinctive 
socio-spatial contexts. Residential mobility is more than literally 
households moving from one place to another as not all households 
or individuals wish to move to improve their conditions and housing 
situation to a new level that befits their new socio-economic status. 
It is a frequently-used strategy by urban dwellers as in Accra it was 
found that 67% of all sampled dwellers moved at least once within 
Accra within the last ten years.26 According to information from 
the Ghana Statistical Service, this number is 58% in Ashaiman and 
54% in Tema New Town.27 Out of all our interviewees, 30% moved 
at least once in the past ten years, resettlements and migration 
excluded. Many studies have been completed and theories have 
been advanced regarding the issue of residential mobility and the 
choice of households to move or improve (Bertrand, Schandorf & 
Yankson, 2012; Bahr, 1990; Klaufus, 2012; Seek, 1983; Sinai, 2001; 
Turner, 1968). 

 “The individual household can be considered to be under 
the influence of two sets of forces. One is internal, in that 
it is generated by the household itself and defined in terms 
of its own needs, changes, characteristics and expectations 
at every stage of the household cycle. The other is external 
and defined by the characteristics and environment of 
the locale. These two sets interact in creating ‘place 
utility’, which essentially measures an individual’s level of 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with a given location.”28 

These two sets of forces, internal family changes and external socio-
economic and environmental conditions,  are changing continuously, 
leading to altering levels of (dis)satisfaction. A higher level of 
dissatisfaction produces stress on the urban family, which has the 
choice at each level to do something about it and to adjust their 
housing situation to these new internal and/or external conditions. 
When the dissatisfaction has reached a certain threshold, action is 
taken. The household or individual has the choice between moving 
out to another room, house and/or area or stay in the current room 
or house and improve existing conditions.

The decision to move or improve is also influenced by locality. 
‘Some areas or housing projects imply residential mobility, other 
promote changes to current structures.’29 For example the Tema 
Co-Operative Housing Society, although not envisioned as such, is 
allowing for improvements. It is flexible and able to adapt to family 
changes whereas the Amui Djor Housing project for example is not. 
Also the low-cost area in Ashaiman is limiting improvements and 
encouraging moving out more compared to section E as plot sizes 
are fixed and bounded by roads and gutters, the maximum built-up 
space is regulated (in theory) and houses are more easily bought and 
sold in that area.

Before going into detail into how moving and improving are 
happening nowadays in the Tema area, with a focus on New Town 
and Ashaiman, two other issues will be discussed to frame residential 
movements in their context. It makes therefore sense to examine 
what mobility meant in Old Tema and then to understand what the 
making of Tema Township has implied vis-à-vis residential mobility.

Even within the low-cost area in Ashaiman, different 
localities are leading to different consequences on the 

mobility of residents.  Where streets are not paved and 
no gutters are bounding the streets, dwellers have less 

limitations on improving their dwellings.
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(IM)MOBILITY IN OLD TEMA

Old Tema was characterised by immobility rather than mobility in 
various ways. According to Oko Adjetey (1964) it was a fairly self-
sufficient village and transport facilities were poor, the contact with 
surrounding villages and foreigners was practically nil. As such, 
contact between the residents and the outside world was very 
limited and ‘it was not surprising therefore, that the autochthonous 
people of Old Tema were very strongly attached to their customs 
and traditions’.30 

Residential movements were quasi limited to movements within the 
village, and even that was very limited as the traditional practice of 
dividing compounds into male or female houses was still very strong, 
although some mixed compound could be found due to foreign, 
western influences. With this system, everyone stays in the house 
of the mother’s family, except the boys who move to the father’s 
compound at the age of 13. So even marriage did not cause any 
movements. 

However, Field (1940) described the inhabitants of Old Tema as 
quite mobile as ‘the habit of leaving town prevails’. Men leave the 
village to work somewhere else, also abroad, and even the women 
sometimes go off for a few years of trading. They come back in most 
cases though and these foreign contacts mostly have not diminished 
their devotions to the their village and its traditions. Such people are 

perceived as wiser and more respected for having travelled. Others 
who want to build their own house or want to live together with 
their wife moved out as ‘strangers’ to other towns once they saved 
enough money.31

The residents of Old Tema were with respect to their livelihoods 
very dependent on their location near the sea, as it was a fishing 
village, and in between the two lagoons of Chemu and Sakumono, 
as residents used them for the extraction of salt. This dependence 
however also meant that when the fishing season was down, they 
mutated into farmers and often relocated themselves to Ashaiman, 
even if for short periods of time (i.e. for sowing and harvesting). 
But it was not only for their livelihoods that they were anchored 
to their space as the lagoons were not only protecting the people 
geographically and strategically from their enemies, but also 
spiritually, as they embodied the most important divinities for the Ga 
people of Tema. This more transcendental aspect is very important, 
which also became significantly apparent during the resettlement 
process, which was delayed for seven years as the people of Old 
Tema were very reluctant to move as it was a taboo to move out of 
the protection of the lagoons. Also the various other gods were often 
buried in the ground and transferring them, along with the transfer 
of all buried ancestors, to the new town was seen as impossible.

The  situation of Old Tema between the Sakumono and Chemu 
lagoons and in between the two neighbouring villages of Nungua 

and Kpone. (Amarteifio, Butcher & Whitman, 1966, p.56)
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CONCEPT OF TEMA TOWNSHIP AND POLICIES REGARDING RESIDENTIAL MOBILITY

Official government policies focus on residential mobility and 
neglect the option of improving just as previous planners such as 
Doxiadis have done when designing Tema Township. ‘Immobility is 
seen as an impediment to efficient distribution of housing packages 
to households of differing housing requirements; but the possibility 
of housing adjustments through making improvements to the 
household’s existing house is often ignored’.32 However, Doxiadis 
his position is not so clear-cut in this regard since he did imagine 
low-cost housing units to be extended. Tema was seen by Fry, Drew, 
Alcock and Clerk, as well as by Doxiadis as consisting of different 
communities with a mix of different house types to cater for all 
socio-economic groups. House types ranged from single rooms and 
flats to multiple bedroom houses.  It was meant for people to live in 
Tema Township in a house that suited their socio-economic status 
and household composition, as long as they were employed there. 
When this was no longer the case, residents were expected to move 
back to their native villages at retirement or move to another house 
type if the current one did no longer met their needs (or matched 
their status).33 In any case, houses were designed for the nuclear 
family or household and not for the extended family. 

Government policies concerning real estate, renting, building 
regulations and the processing of land still focus on these aspects, 
counting on residential mobility instead on the option to improve 
and transform and promoting the notion of the single household 
instead of multi-habitation. Official policies and a lot of professionals 
expect all urban Ghanaians to be(come) modern and exchange 
their indigenous values, social fabrics and cultural shades for a 
more urban way of living, influenced by foreign, Western cultures. 
‘Villas and apartment blocks represent modernity and the spread of 
western ideas and a more separated lifestyle.’34 Oko Adjetey foresees 
this change, although it will be a slow and gradual one. ‘Residences 
are reflecting people’s vocation. But vocations and livelihoods are 
changing and so will residences.’35 Also Frank Tackie states that 
people can and will change. ‘There is a whole influence of foreign 
people and there are a lot of Ghanaians living abroad. People here 
are influenced by cosmopolitan Accra and foreign cultures they see 
on television and begin to affect their thinking. They begin to accept 
it as a way of live. For those people, the immediate demand is to live 

in apartments. But these modern house types are not for everybody, 
some people do not want to live in flats.’36

Other studies around the Tema communities and our analysis of 
the Tema Co-Operative Housing Society in Community 8 show this 
is not what occurred in practice. Houses are transformed, even into 
compound houses as they become inhabited by multiple households 
or extended family. Also TMA and TDC acknowledge this so-called 
failure, as they see it that way. A town planning officer at TMA 
confirmed that the model is that individuals and households move 
from one house to the other during their life cycle. When you finish 
school, you should start working, leave your parents and move into 
a flat or one bedroom unit. When you marry and have children, you 
should move to another house with more bedrooms and so on. 
There should be ‘a continuous act of moving’.37 But he stated that a 
major reason for the failure of this idea in practice is the enormous 
housing deficit Tema is dealing with and the failure of TDC to provide 
for enough houses for all income groups. Residents willing to move 
have no place to move to and as such stay in the family house and 
transform it to meet their needs, especially the indigenous people 
from Tema. Another TMA official stated that TDC was supposed 
to overlook these issues but that merely because of constantly 
changing governments and policies they were not able to. In TDC its 
point of view, the TDC architecture director also described the initial 
concept of the communities and how this idea got lost:

“The idea was that if your economic status changes and 
the house is not conform your financial status, you have 
to move out to another house that fits your needs. But 
the political and economic circumstances have not been 
like that. Somebody lives in a small house, his economic 
circumstances change and then he wants to change the 
house to match his new economic status by building 
extensions. TDC did not like it but this kind of change, 
growth has been so rapid that TDC was not able to get 
control over what was happening in reality.”38

Areal image of Tema Community 1, showing the 
different house typologies.

(Amarteifio, Butcher & Whitman, 1966, p.25)
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RESIDENTIAL MOBILITY: MOVE

The decision of households or individuals to move to another room, 
house or area within the Tema District is influenced mostly by 
complete other factors compared to the decision to migrate from 
rural areas to the District. In the case of migration, our fieldwork 
and literature highlighted the importance of economic factors, 
job opportunities and the presence of relatives. But if we look at 
residential mobility, we can see that choices do not focus on job-
related movements, nor on the presence of relatives. This may 
be because the ones moving within the Tema District are already 
living in the area and hence have firsthand knowledge about it 
instead of relying purely on information gathered from relatives far 
away. Instead, some other important sets of factors come to the 
foreground.

Firstly, moving just to improve housing conditions and to climb up 
the social ladder appears to be the most predominant reason. It 
includes the most frequent reason of ‘to go and live on my own’, but 
also because dwellers have the finances to do so and to move into 
bigger/better accommodation. 

Secondly, not all movements depend on one’s own volition and are 
based upon one’s decision, especially since we are dealing with a 
context marked by resettlements. Not only are people forced to 
move by authorities, but also landlords, employers and family 
members contribute to evict people from their residences.
 
Thirdly, events such as marriage, divorce, death and other family 
related events as well as family quarrels trigger residential 
movements. In Accra, it is found to be one of the major reasons for 
people moving into core indigenous areas as 32% moved to join their 
spouses and 11% moved as a result of separation, divorce or death 
of their spouses.39 

In the fourth place, moving into a cooperative society such as the 
Amui Djor Housing Project and the Tema Co-Operative Housing 
Society appeared to constitute a big part of the motivations to move 
but that might be because a lot of interviews were done in that 
regard which result in biased results. As such this movement will not 
be further discussed here.

Lastly, but seemingly less important, there are the movements to 
another area to change environment. Movements between different 
residential areas are called inter-residential movements. This is also 
crucial although our results show otherwise. Also in this case, biased 
results can be the cause since movements out of our case study 
areas were not noted, only movements into and within the areas.

In the following sections, the focus will be on three of these sets 
of factors. Firstly, the forced movements by the authorities will be 
discussed, the other forced movements will come back in the other 
sections. Secondly, inter-residential movements will be examined, 
i.e. movements between different areas, where those areas here 
are defined as Ashaiman, Tema Township, Tema New Town and 
Manhean/Bankuman. Lastly, there is the issue of intra-residential 
movements, i.e. movements within a residential area, where the 
focus will be on the improving of housing conditions and moving up 
the social ladder. As mentioned moving into a cooperative society 
will be left out, as well as the family related events as they do not 
need a separate section but they will inevitably become apparent 
when discussing the other movements. 

18%“to be on my own”

finances allow for improvement

previous accommodation too small

resettlement

eviction by landlords

other involuntary movements

move into house built by parents

change of area because of costs

change of area: nearness to friends or work

move into cooperative (ADHP + TCHS)

because of work(space)

marriage/divorce/death of partner/...

family quarrels

other

10%

8%

10%

4%

7%

4%

4%

2%

11%

4%

11%

2%

3%

36% improving housing conditions 
and climbing up the social ladder

13% family related movements

21% forced movements

6% movements to change area

Reasons for moving in all our noted residential movements:
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Houses partially demolished by TDC for 
the demarcation of a road in section E

Forced movements: resettlements and evictions 
by the authorities

Out of all our interviewees, 6% never moved voluntarily in their 
entire life but only moved within our studied area because of 
resettlement(s) and that number is brought to 19% if we look at the 
indigenous Ga only. Of all our noted residential movements, 10% 
was because of resettlements, not only the resettlement from Old 
Tema but also the one from Awudung to Manhean, from Amui Djor 
to Adjei Kojo and some road demarcations forced residents to move. 
But in the latter case, most house owners are not evicted as the 
authorities try to demarcate the roads in such ways that only parts 
of buildings are demolished. This approach is highly appreciated by 
the residents as it allows them to stay and maintain their foothold 
in ‘their area’. However, in a lot of cases, tenants are then the dupe 
since the decrease in rooms is often followed by evicting tenants. 

We see that those people are not always happy to be relocated, 
sometimes because they are not properly compensated according 
to them but more importantly because it is ‘their area’ to which they 
feel attachment for and that has ‘gradually moulded their habits’.40 
The resettlement from Old Tema to Tema New Town went all but 
smoothly because the inhabitants were not willing to move, not only 
because of financial or practical reasons. However the locality of 

their livelihoods were very important, but also because of their more 
transcendent attachment to their place in between the protecting 
lagoons and all traditional aspects of their way of living.

Today, these indigenous factors are less crucial but that does not 
mean that resettlements happen without flaws. If the authorities do 
not immediately demolish the houses in cleared areas and use the 
area for its intended purpose, a lot of evicted residents keep living 
there or return, knowing though that they can be evicted again 
anytime. This is the case in Awudung and Amui Djor. Sometimes 
the property is used to rent out to tenants but in many other cases, 
owners themselves keep living there, although the conditions may 
be rather bad.  The problem arising here is that if the area actually 
needs to be cleared, the houses are still occupied, as well as the 
new areas where they have been resettled too. In this case, a lot of 
people are going to be put on the streets, which in the end will be 
tenants.

Eviction of the poorest out of areas due to gentrifying processes 
seems to be absent in our case study areas. However such processes 
might be there in the market area of section E in Ashaiman since it is 
developing rapidly with multi-storey commercial buildings replacing 
all wooden residential compounds, a transition that is stimulated by 
the local authorities.
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Inter-residential movements: moving out to 
another residential area

Moving to another area, not to change housing characteristics or 
because of events such as marriage in the first place but just for the 
change of environment is also crucial as Benneh et al. (1990) found 
inter-residential mobility the most significant mobility process within 
Greater Accra. In this case, improving is not a viable alternative for 
moving. The existence of areas with their own unique characteristics 
triggers residential mobility. In most cases, one is not moving to a 
new area to be closer to work, relatives or friends but they do so 
to move from one socio-economic class or zone to another. These 
movements are happening in both directions although the outward 
movement from the inner city to outer zones or periphery is most 
prominent.41 Some are moving from a higher class to a lower class, 
such as the big amount of Tema residents who moved to Ashaiman 
because they could not afford living in the Township anymore.

Others move up from Tema New Town or Ashaiman to Tema or 
to other newly developing residential areas in the periphery such 
as Communities 22 near Ashaiman, Community 25 or the various 
neighbourhoods, some of them being gated-communities, between 
Tema and Accra. The latter movement is only for the few ‘lucky ones’ 
who are able to do so, but it is very present though in the aspirations 
and motivations of many individuals who are dreaming of one day 
moving to such neighbourhoods. But moving to a better area does 
not necessarily imply moving to such high class neighbourhoods. 
Bankuman and Manhean are very attractive areas for Tema New 
Town residents to move to as the infrastructures such as water 
provision are readily available and of a better quality. The area 
generally is less congested and people want to move there just ‘to 
have a peace of mind’. 

Residential mobility contributes to a sort of spontaneous segregation 
in zones based on (perceived) income, which in turn triggers more 
residential mobility between these areas. Tema was designed as 
having a mix of higher income and lower income target groups but 
due to the housing deficit and the following high land values and 

rents, houses intended for low-income households ended up in the 
hands of the middle-class. Many lower income households therefore 
moved to Ashaiman, especially after the Structural Adjustment 
Programme. This resulted in a shift from Tema as a mixed city to 
a perception of the communities as a higher and middle class 
area where the remaining low income households experienced a 
feeling of being out of place. This caused them to move to other 
areas as Ashaiman as well, reinforcing the process even more 
until the (partially) perceived idea of Tema being no place for the 
lower income groups turned into reality. Ashaiman became the 
place where informal businesses were the standard, it became a 
characteristic of the area, just as the loose building regulations and 
low rents. Such characteristics gave those lower-income people 
opportunities to cope with city life and ‘to adapt to the dictates of 
the urban economy.’42 Concerning Tema New Town, it was never 
designed and intended to become the lower-income settlement 
as it is today. Oko Adjetey pointed to the matter of spontaneously 
emerging socio-economic issues already in 1964:

“The residents of New Town come into contact with 
people who have a higher standard of living. In addition 
to this contact is the experience of better facilities such 
as exist in the township, which naturally open their eyes 
to something worth desiring now. Thus it has become the 
tendency for the young men of New Town to rent rooms in 
the communities of the township when they can afford it, 
so that they can enjoy such facilities like houses which have 
their own bathrooms, flush lavatory and electricity as well 
as night life and other amenities which are non-existent 
in New Town. On the other hand the sole attraction of the 
village is rent per room which is much lower there than in 
the township. Consequently it is only the poorest tenants 
who come to live in the village. It is indisputable that such 
a circumstance in which the well-to-do vacate the village to 
be replaced by very poor tenants may ultimately result in 
New Town degenerating into an environment too far below 
the standard of its neighbouring communities which form 
the Tema township.”42

People waiting for an inter-city bus. Some of them are 
moving residence and take along with them as much as 

possible of their belongings.  © John Firestone
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Attempts to counter this phenomenon such as the Tema Co-
Operative Housing Society were not without flaws. The process 
was complicated and the distance between intentions and reality 
was considerably broad. While it was the intention for the Society 
to house low-income workers and give them a place of residence 
in the Township, as long as they remained low-income workers, the 
current residents are not to be categorised as such. Even the current 
president of the Society questions if the purpose of the project, 
which he links to the ideas of Kwame Nkrumah regarding Tema as a 
whole, got lost.44 Some were not able to stay there as the costs that 
living in the formal city bring along such as electricity and water bills 
made living here too expensive for them. Others outgrew their low-
income status but did not move out and improved their dwellings 
instead. This resulted in the evolution from the Society as a low-
income area to a middle-class area.

This issue brings us to the Amui Djor Housing Project were measures 
are taken and have to be taken maybe even more as to counter 
this change of socio-economic target groups. According to Ohene 
Sarfoh, arrangements and contracts have to be made to prevent 
gentrification from happening. The poor get a unit and may want 
to sell it to more rich people and start living somewhere else in the 
slum again because of financial reasons or because they might feel 
that they do not belong there. The ten year locking system, where 
beneficiaries have to pay off part of the building costs for ten years 
before the unit becomes their property, helps and is needed but 
according to Ohene Sarfoh, ‘people’s lives are not static’ and there 
has to be the option for them to move out if the unit in the project 
does not meet their needs anymore. But then, the federation should 
have the right to decide who is going to be the new beneficiary, who 
should be the poorest tenant of all members.45 This is not the case 
in practice. During the period of our fieldwork, two members were 
each occupying two single units and four members moved out and 
were subletting their units, mostly because they found their units 
to be too small. The latter is not allowed but the Ghana Federation 
of the Urban Poor is not doing anything about this at the moment 
as their president stated ‘they cannot put those tenants on the 
streets’.46  A final remark can be made, based upon the statement of 
Frank Tackie that moving poor ‘slum dwellers’ out of their slums into 
slum upgrading projects such as the Amui Djor Housing Project will 
not turn out to work very well:

“If you take a lion from the jungle, it is still a lion. They 
should look more at the socio-economic conditions and 
work on that. Otherwise you will put them into this better 
environment but nothing will change. It is the human 
content, not the shell. It is the people who live in it that 
make the slum, it is not the built environment. Moving them 
to a better place will not make any difference.”47

Literature (Benneh et at., 1990; Bertrand, Schandorf & Yankson, 
2012) found that inter-residential mobility is more significant than 
intra-residential mobility, supported by statistics of the Ghana 
Statistical Service which show that a lot of residents have a rather 
short stay in their area of residence. Our fieldwork material exposed 
that inter-residential mobility is however not very present. Only 18% 
of our noted residential movements concerned moving from one 
area to other areas, of which half is caused by resettlements and 
not out of free will. Only 6% of the movements were done because 
of the change of area itself. As a consequence, area characteristics 
or moving for the proximity to work or to relatives and friends are 
remarkably absent in the list of reasons why residents moved. A 
significant exception is represented by the frequently-occurring 
movement from Tema Township to Ashaiman because of the 
difference in housing costs.  A possible explanation for this bias may 
be a different definition of what exactly a single residential area is.  We 
defined Tema New Town, Manhean, Tema Township and Ashaiman 
as different, but a smaller division will lead to complete different 
results. Furthermore it may be assumed that the indigenous Ga 
are more inclined to stay within the social areas in which they were 
raised.48 However, a lot of our interviewees, 53%,  stated that they 
would like to move out if they were able to. Out of them, 30% was 
actually in the process of moving as they acquired land in another 
area and in some cases started building. The assumption that the 
indigenous Ga are more inclined to stay does not hold as in New 
Town, 70% of the respondents expressed their aspirations of moving 
out, compared to only 30% in Ashaiman.

13%less than 1 year

1 - 4 years

5 - 9 years

10 -19 years

more than 20 years

26%

19%

23%

19%

Duration in area of residence in Ashaiman:
(based on census data from the Ghana Statistical Service, 2010)

13%less than 1 year

1 - 4 years

5 - 9 years

10 -19 years

more than 20 years

24%

17%

21%

25%

Duration in area of residence in Tema New Town:
(based on census data from the Ghana Statistical Service, 2010)

A house in the Tema Co-Operative 
Housing Society, which is not to be 

called a low-income workers house.
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Dede was born in Old Tema and was only one year old during the 
resettlement. The main compound here is owned by her mother. 
When she started to get more and more children, her unit in the 
compound became to crowded and she started building her own 
single storey extension in 1988 as for her to have more private space. 
Five years later, when the population was increasing, the second 
storey was built. A lot of space of the ground floor is used for home-
based enterprises. Dede herself makes fritters and calls herself a 
‘provision trader’. Other business in the house are operated by other 
family members.

Currently, Dede is living here with her husband, some of her children 
and grandchildren and some other relatives as well. Her husband 
and her male grandchildren are sleeping at the upper floor. The 
house has a bathhouse but no piped water connection. One of her 
sons connected the main compound to the main water pipe and 
constructed showers next to the compound ten years ago.

Dede and her husband bought land in Kubaku near Ashaiman 
in 2003 because this place became to crowded as well and she 
prefers a place where she can live together with all these children 
and grandchildren. They started building in 2008 but they ran out 
of money to finish it. She prefers that area because she wants the 
children to grow up in a decent environment. “They need some place 
to develop.” 

Ashety Dede Apoe Ibrahim
Ga
Owner

56

  ?

122 6,1
 m²/

house 20F

1

°1957, Old Tema ??, Kubaku (Ashaiman)1959, Tema New Town 1988, Tema New Town
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         20                                  100m

      | current main compound

1988 | extension

1993 | second storey
100 300 m

2005 | extensions

The living room/work space of Dede in the centre of the ground floor.

The bedroom/hall on the second floor.
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Dede’s family

tenants

1 living room/work space where Dede prepares 
her fritters
2 kitchen/storage space
3 commercial space (video library)
4 kiosk
5 bathhouse

block walls

wooden or metal walls

gutter

sand/unpaved

neighbouring buildings

Dede                1                           3m

1

5

2

3

3

4

GROUND FLOOR FIRST FLOOR
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59%compound --> compound

compound --> detached self-contained house

compound -->  own extension

compound --> flat (incl. ADHP)

compound --> self-contained extension

compound --> kiosk/shack

compound --> detached structures

detached structures --> compound

flat (incl. ADHP) --> compound

kiosk/shack --> flat (incl. ADHP)

kiosk/shack --> own extension

15%

7%

4%

3%

3%

3%

3%

1%

1%

1%

13%tenant --> tenant

tenant --> family

tenant --> owner

family --> family

family --> tenant

family --> owner

owner --> owner

owner --> tenant

owner --> family

1%

27%

14%

13%

20%

5%

5%

2%

Points of departure and destinations of all our noted 
residential movements in terms of tenure status:

Points of departure and destinations of all our noted residential movements in terms 
of house type (red are movements with the compound as point of departure):

Intra-residential movements: movements within a 
residential area

As discussed earlier, intra-residential movements take place for a 
wide range of reasons. Interviewee responses however expose that 
the predominant reason for moving within a residential area is ‘to 
go and live on his/her own’ when finances allow for it or to move 
out to bigger and/or better accommodation, more than movements 
related to marriage and other family events.  If we look at the type 
of houses in our noted residential movements we see that, in 94% 
of our cases, the compound house is the type of house where one 
leaves from and it is also again the destination to move to for 63% 
of the cases, followed by (self-contained) extensions and single-
family dwellings. Typically if one moves to another house just for 
characteristics of the house itself, it is mostly because of number and 
size of rooms, sanitary facilities, tenure status or the fact that it is a 
co-habitated or single-family house. Family dynamics and growing 
households are important inputs in that regard. But what appears to 
be more crucial is tenure status of urban residents and households, 
which is in that regard one of the important variables that affect 
residential mobility, especially when focusing on intra-residential 
mobility, because separating from your parents and housing 
characteristics are strongly linked to that. Living in the family house 
is often perceived as being dependent on your family, while living in 
your own rented unit or even better, your own extension or house, 
is the ideal in many cases. As such, intra-residential movements will 
be analysed by categorising them into movements out and in of the 
three types of houses according to tenure status: living in a family 
house, being a tenant or (partially) owning a house.

Also kiosks and shacks that are essentially 
work spaces  are often used for sleeping.
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Moving out of the family or parental house ‘to go and live on 
your own’ on the grounds of marriage, employment, education or 
proximity to work is one of the most frequent patterns of moving as 
it constituted 47% of our noted movements. ‘As people’s economic 
and social status rises, they leave the parental home.’49 Some 
households take a modern stance and prefer the nuclear household 
consisting of two generations whereby the children will have to move 
out when they are old enough, especially when they marry and start 
their own family. The age of moving out may vary but in the end, 
moving out of your parents house is the ideal in a growing number of 
cases. However, staying with the extended family is still very present 
and in ‘more modern’ house types where living together with a big 
family is not possible, some, especially the oldest generation, see it 
as a disadvantage.

Not only is moving out of the family house happening in these 
more ‘modern’ households but also in the compounds where most 
extended families still live together. Furthermore, it is not only 
limited to the youth who wishes to separate from their parents. 
Out of all of our noted movements out of the family house, 45% 
were family members who left the parental home while 55% were 
not moving out of their parental house. Also older, more prosperous 
family members are more inclined to move out if they are able to. 
Some do so because they feel they have to leave the compound 
house because the multi-habitation in the family house does not fit 
their socio-economic status and to own their house and/or live a 
more individual and ‘modern’ life. Others do so because of privacy 
issues, family disputes or ‘to have a peace of mind’. But often they 
do so because of the burden of taking care of the other residents in 
the compound, although they will not often admit this openly. ‘The 
load is getting too much for many family members, who want to run 
away from their responsibilities’.50  

The vacancies that opened up in the family house when children and 
family members move out are mostly filled in by persons who do 
not immediately belong to the family or household. Even in some 
more modern type of dwellings such as the multi-storey houses it 
appeared that children who moved out are replaced by tenants. 

But the fact that 47% of our noted movements are movements out 
of the family house does not mean per se that people living rent-free 
in their family houses are very mobile because there are simply a lot 
of residents living rent-free in family or compound houses, hence 
this large number. In fact, those people can also be seen as quite 
immobile as they, in our fieldwork material, were found to have 
a mean length of stay of 23 years and also Bertrand, Schandorf & 
Yankson (2012) found that they are the most immobile in indigenous 
core areas.51 As such, the family house is also something that is 
limiting residential mobility, especially in the traditional Ga context 
of Tema New Town where the extended family system is still strong 
and the family house is linked to family owned land. The chief of 
Tema attributed the congestion of Tema New Town to that fact as 
‘it is like every indigenous town where everyone wants to build and 
stay next to his family’.52 A lot of people prefer to stay in or next to 
the family house, just to stay close to the family or because it is free 
to stay in the family house or cheaper and easier to build your own 
extension on the family land. In some, although little, cases moving 
out of the family house is not possible or allowed because of Ga 
traditions. Those who have certain functions are tied to their family 
house, such as the Wuulomo men who are the traditional leaders of 
the town,  the Asafoatse men who are the ‘warriors’ and guardians 
of the chief and the caretakers of the shrines.

31%family

tenant

owner

28%

Destinations in our noted movements out of the parents’ or family house:

41%

_moving out of the parents’ or family house

“The chief should have new land further away, so that he can spread the 
people who come to ask him for land. Tema New Town is congested. It is 

not good that mother, husband, children and grandchildren are all living 
under the same roof.“ (Dora Dede Akpo,  B14)

“I have only one daughter who is still living here. The other children started their own 
family somewhere else. I would prefer them staying here but there is no space for them and 

their own households. The remaining daughter also wants to move out but she stays here 
because she does not want to leave me alone in the house.“ (Hannah Asabotey, COOP20)

Augustina moved together with her 
mother out of the compound where 
her father was renting a room. They 
moved into her mother’s family 
house where her mother built her 
own extension.

1994, Tema New Town

Moved out of the family house to a rented 
room because there was not enough space for 
her children and “when you grow up, you need 
to separate from your parents”. However, she 
preferred to construct her own extension next 
to the compound instead of renting but there 
was no land available to do so.

2008, Tema New Town
Augustina Nanawa Appiah, 58F
°1980, Tema New Town

Mercy migrated to 
Ashaiman with her husband 
because of her job as a 
nurse. They rented a room 
in a compound.

1981, low-cost area

They built their own second storey house for their 
nuclear household. In 2009 Mercy decided to rent out 
the ground floor because many of her children are 
at boarding school. If they want to return after their 
studies, the tenants will have to leave.

1994, low-cost area
Mercy Okoh, D/22A
°1957, Eastern Region

“Now I am living here with my wife and children who are 
still in school.  When they are grown up, I want them to 

leave the house.“ (Sawey Isaac Namor, COOP72)

Emmanuel grew up in his father’s family compound in Ablewonkor 
and stayed there with his own household. When he wanted to 
construct his own house and move out of the family house at the age 
of 43, he came to Ashamang to build on the land next to his mother’s 
family compound because there was no land available in Ablewonkor.

2010, Tema New Town
Emmanuel Adjierteh Annang, 47D
°1967, Tema New Town
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Samuel was born in 1963 in the Amuitse We family and raised in his 
parents’ family house in Ablewonkor. But when his family appointed 
him as the Asafoatse of the Amuitse We clan, he was forced to move 
to the main family house in Awudung, 4C, where he currently is still 
living. Every Ga family in Tema New Town has an Asafoatse, who is 
traditionally a sort of warrior of the chief but nowadays more like 
someone who assists the chief by attending meetings and settling 
disputes. Samuel is not the family head but he is the house head 
of 4C because the head of Amuitse We, Joseph Ashitey Larteh or 
‘Gallas’, is living in his self-contained house in Bankuman.

Samuel is working at a factory in the Tema industrial area and 
currently occupies a single room that he built within the enclosure of 
the compound in 1992. He is still living in that room with his wife and 
children. The house has no pipe born water and has two bathhouses 
in front of the compound. They buy water at a neighbouring tap.  
The family is currently constructing a memorial hall in front of the 
house and is planning to cover the courtyard like Obuor We did with 
its main compound.

Following the example of other prosperous Amuitse We family 
members such as ‘Gallas’ and Nii Shipi, the chief’s counsellor and 
head of the Asafoatse men, he is constructing his own self-contained 
house in Bankuman. Structural works are completed and he is 
planning to move after Christmas 2013. His wife and children will 
move there but he himself has to stay officially in the main family 
compound because he is the Asafoatse. He will eat and spend his 
free time in Bankuman and come back to the compound to sleep as 
long as he is the Asafoatse. “I am committed to this task, I swore an 
oath. If you break your oath, you will die.”  

The land of his new house belongs to his wife’s family, also of 
Amuitse We. Samuel likes Bankuman. It is still developing but there 
are schools and soon there will be flushing public toilets and a new 
market. Some of his seven kids, the oldest ones, will have to stay 
in the family compound as well, because the house in Bankuman 
eventually will be for him and his wife only. When the kids are old 
enough, he will share other of his properties with them, which are 
currently rented out. 

Samuel Ashitey Asafoatse Oduntu II
Ga
Owner

50
02 35

 m²/new house in Bankuman
(current house 4C)

1

°1963, Tema New Town 2014?, Bankuman1992, Tema New Town
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2013 | house under construction

         500m           1500m

Situation of Bankuman.

Samuel’s wife

block walls

sand/unpaved

neighbouring buildings

Samuel                1                           3m
grass

1 entrance/corridor/kitchen
2 hall
3 bedroom
4 shower
5 toilet
6 chicken coop (not Samuel’s)

1

2

3

4 5

6
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33%

Destinations in our noted movements out of rental accommodation:

66%

Tenants tend to be in general more mobile than house owners and 
family members, which is confirmed by our fieldwork where a mean 
length of stay of tenants was found to be ten years, in Ashaiman 
even six years, and moving out of rental accommodation had a 
share of 40% of all our noted residential movements. Although, a 
mean stay of ten years is short compared to those of owners and 
family members, it is not that short. Literature also confirms ‘that 
even tenants are not fly-by-night occupants as most have well over 
a decade in residence’.53 Moving from one rental unit to another is 
done quite easily compared to acquiring land or a house. In many 
cases quarrels with landlords and eviction by them is also increasing 
the movements of tenants. 

Before the economic reforms in the 1980s, rent levels were 
not a major determinant in the choice of residential areas or 
accommodation. This however changed after the relaxation of rent 
control measures, leading to costly rental units which were generally 
short in supply as well. According to Bertrand, Schandorf & Yankson 
(2012), most landlords also charged rental advances of between one 
and three years, which makes it difficult for tenants to move a lot 
between rental accommodation and moving before that period ends 

is seen as a waste of money. Furthermore, tenants asserted that once 
the period for advance payment was approaching, landlords tried as 
much as possible to pick a fight or quarrel with tenants to make it 
impossible for them to continue to stay in their house and as such 
it was given to another tenant with a new rent advance payment. 
Otherwise, tenants often used long and continuous occupation 
of the same rental accommodation as a strategy to avoid paying 
advance rentals elsewhere. 54 

Officially, according to the Rent Act of 1963, landlords cannot charge 
rent advancements of more than six months but in reality this is not 
the case. This rule is ignored, as well as the conditions for eviction. 
The Ministry charged with the administration of the rental sector is 
overwhelmed with cases of disputes between landlords and tenants 
and is not able to deal with them.55 Tenants who are evicted by their 
landlords often have no other choice than (temporarily) moving back 
into a family house or, when they do not have any relatives in the city 
with whom they can share accommodation, sleep in their wooden 
structures at work, at lorry stations, markets or in kiosks.56 It is also 
crucial to consider that many tenants move to build or buy their own 
house to be independent when finances allow for it.

_moving out of rental accommodation
Kodji moved to Ashaiman 
with all her children after 
her divorce. She rented 
a room in a wooden 
compound and found 
work in a drinking bar.

2001, section E

Kodji moved to 
Amui Djor to 
another rented 
room near her 
workplace.

2002, Amui Djor
Kodji Ernestina, ADHP4
°1957, Krobo-Odumasi (Eastern Region) 2004, Amui Djor

After arguments with her 
landlord, she moved out to 
sleep in her drinking bar, 
which she took over from 
her previous employer.

2010, ADHP

Kodji moved in the Amui 
Djor Housing Project in 

a self-contained, two-
bedroom unit. 

“I am paying 20GHC per month for my single room here in the compound.. The price depends on 
the size of the room and your relation with the landlord. In the past, the landlord could trow 

you out any moment but now it is more democratic. If a tenant is not paying, the landlord  has 
to go to the rent control court. Tenants in this house have to pay two years in advance. If you 
leave earlier, the landlord will not pay you back.“ (Alfred Dowah Anun, 36C)

“We used to have tenants in the house but last year we asked them to move out 
because the children are growing up and need their own room. We are also 

constructing a storey building on the land where there used to be stalls which 
were rented out. There were no problems with that. The tenants paid everything 

like they should and we informed them three months in advance for them to have 
time to find a new place to stay.” (Bertha Quarcoo,  C/333A)

Aku moved with her 
children to Ashaiman to 
do business. She stayed 
with her brother and 
started selling drinks.

1983, section E

When she 
was able to 
and found a 
suitable place, 
she moved to a 
rented room.

1988, Amui Djor
Aku Zonu, J/141
°1943, Achiave (Volta Region) 1996, Amui Djor

Bought a piece of land when 
she saved enough money 
and built her own wooden 
house. 

Aku is a member of GHAFUP but she is not eager to move in the 
next ADHP phase because the current units are too small and she 
cannot afford a bigger unit. She is waiting for the 50x50 feet plots 

to be allocated by the authorities and upgrade her house. 

?



203202

20%family

tenant

owner

40%

Destinations in our noted movements out of owned accommodation

40%

_moving out of owned room(s) or own house

Mohamed moved with 
his father to Tema 
because of his father’s 
work for the Ghana 
Cocoa Marketing Board. 
They lived with his uncle.

1978, Tema C2

He came with his 
father to Amui 
Djor because 
there he was able 
to buy land and 
build cheaply.

1982, Amui Djor
Mohamed Awan, J/228
°1975, Accra (Greater Accra Region) 1984, Adjei Kojo

When his father died, he 
became the owner. In 
1984, he was forced to 
move following TDC’s order 
for the construction of the 
pipeline and was given land 
at Adjei Kojo.

Mohamed moved back to his house in Amui Djor because 
only one room and a shop were affected by the pipeline 
construction. Currently, there are other family members 

living in the house at Adjei Kojo.

1989, Amui Djor  ??, Amui Djor
Mohamed is waiting for the 50x50 
feet plots to be allocated. He has 
the ambition to construct his own 
self-contained house here. But 
he is aware that he possibly has 
to leave this plot because he has 
been resettled to Adjei Kojo.

Sawey moved with 
his wife to the Segeco 
flats because his 
company posted his 
department in Tema.

1978, Tema C4

Moved out of the flats because he really likes pets and having pets 
was not allowed in the flats. He moved into a rented two-room unit, 
which he bought after a few years. Sawey joined the TCHS in 1976 
and started the construction of his own self-contained house in 1993 
after he was allocated a plot and foundations. But he rented out that 
house and kept living in Community 9 because he had a chicken farm 
over there, which was not possible in the TCHS.

1974, Tema C9
Sawey Isaac Namor, COOP72
°1948, Krobo (Eastern Region)

When he found land somewhere else for his chicken 
farm, he moved with his household into his house in 
the TCHS. He kept his house in Community 9 where 

currently his daughter is living in.

2002, TCHS

Property owners in Ghana tend to be stable and are very settled in 
the city, with a mean length of stay of 25 years57, a position that is 
confirmed by our fieldwork material as owners were found to have 
mean lengths of stay of exactly 25 years as well and only 13% of 
all movements were undertaken by owners. In some cases though, 
owners have to leave their house and move back into a family house 
or rental accommodation because they are forced to do so. Financial 
problems is almost never the issue in this case but mobility occurs 
mostly because of evictions by authorities or because of divorce. 
In the case of moving out by free will, it is almost always to move 
into another area or into better accommodation, often leaving the 
owned room(s) in the family house, or moving into a self-contained 
house. 

An interesting phenomenon is that when a house owner moves out 
to another place voluntarily, he or she in many cases does not sell 
the property. In 60% of our cases the mover did keep his previous 
property, compared to 40% where it was impossible to keep the 
property because they were forced to move out. No case was found 
where the mover was able to keep the previous property but chose 

to not do so. The house has a sort of symbolic value and it is seen as 
‘a home forever’. For many generations to follow, the parental home 
is destined to become the place in which they too, will live and raise 
their families.58 As such, these properties are mostly passed on to 
the children or rented out. Especially when it concerns compound 
housing, the part he or she inherited is not sold or given to other 
family members, not to mention selling it to complete strangers. 
Instead it is passed on to the children, allocated to family members 
who are given the privilege to stay there or in many cases rented out 
to tenants. In many houses they are struggling with this as most of 
those room owners would rather rent it to some tenant because they 
do not get any money when your descendants or family is staying in 
your room, which may lead to some family disputes.59 Buying and 
selling of houses is not very common and a real estate market is not 
present in Ghana as it is in other contexts, with the exception of 
upper class residential areas. This is not really preventing mobility 
but it is slowing it down since those owners who are building or 
buying a house somewhere else need ‘other capital than that which 
would be available if they could liquidate the equity in their original 
house’.60
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The family house is the least frequent destination of residential 
movements, with a share of only 17% of our noted residential 
movements, as it may be perceived as a socio-economic downward 
movement. It can be seen as a sort of backup plan for when things 
do not work out very well and residents are forced to move out. 
Some make use of their flexibility of location as they move from one 
family house to another voluntarily because of marriage or as they 
improve their opportunities by using their family networks and their 
‘right’ to move in with relatives in their family house. Regardless of 
their residential location, they are still regarded as members of their 
families.

84%family

tenant

owner

1%

Departure point in our noted movements with the family house as destination:

15%

_moving into a family house 

42%family

tenant

owner

42%

Departure point in our noted movements with rental accommodation as destination:

16%

_moving into rental accommodation

Moving into rental accommodation is the second most occurring 
destination with a share of 32% of our noted residential movements. 
Mostly it is done either coming from another rental unit, to improve 
conditions or because of bad relations with the previous landlord, 
or when moving out of the family house to live independently and 
away from the paretns or the family more generally. Again, marriage, 
divorce and other of such events are common motivations as well. 
Here as well, rental advances charged by landlords is an impediment 
for a lot of individuals to move into new rental accommodation.

‘JT’ was living with his parents in his father’s family 
house in Ashaiman. When his parents divorced, he 
moved with his mother and siblings to the current 
house of his uncle, who is living in Accra himself. They 
are living here rent-free because they are family and 
act as the caretakers of the house. JT his uncle in 
Accra is planning however to move back into his family 
house soon, which led to the eviction of some tenants.

2006, low-cost area

JT likes living here because he has been 
here his entire life and his friends and 
family are here. But he would like to 
move to his own self-contained house 
if the future, definitely if he marries he 
said.

             ??
John Teye , C/545
°1989, Ashaiman

Naa was born in the 28B 
family house but after a 
lot of family quarrels, she 
moved out to sleep in 
the kiosk she was renting 
for her fashion business.

2008, Tema New Town

The landlord of her kiosk asked her to leave because he wants 
to build on the land. Therefore, Naa was forced to move back 
into the family house. However, to live separately from them 
because of all the disputes, she is constructing a two-storey 
house on the land attached to the compound together with 
her sister. They are already living there since 2011 although it 
is not completely finished yet.

2011, Tema New Town
Yokabel Naa Pinto, 28B ext.
°1972, Tema New Town

Richard migrated to Tema New Town 
to work as an engineer on a fishing 
boat. He was living with his wife and 
children in their own extension of a 
compound.

1983, Tema New Town

After he divorced, Richard moved into this rented 
room in compound 17B to live separately from his 
wife. The environment and conditions here are 
very bad because of the sea erosion. He considered 
moving to another rental unit but he does not have 
to pay much for this room, that is why he is staying 
here.

2001, Tema New Town
Richard Korsi Dotse, 17B
°1953, (Volta Region)

“Recently, a storm destructed the roof of one of the rooms in the 
compound. The room was rented to a mother with two children, 

who moved in temporarily with family somewhere else. The 
landlord promised to fix the roof.“ (Isaac Gurah, 14C)
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39%family

tenant

owner

51%

Departure point in our noted movements with owned accommodation as destination:

10%

The most frequent destination of our noted residential movements 
is the complete or partially owned house with a share of 51%. This 
can be explained by the aspirations of people to secure their future, 
as well as the future of their descendants, and the fact that owning 
is perceived as the ideal situation. ‘There are the existing cultural 
expectations of people to build or own a house in the Ghanaian 
context. In Ghana, one’s social status is still measured by owning a 
home.’61 Having your own house is also favoured seen the possibility 
to use the house for income generation such as home-based 
enterprises or renting out rooms to tenants. This was enhanced 
even more by the affordable and easily available building plots in 
Ashaiman as becoming an owner was found to be a major reason for 
moving into such new migrant settlements.62

Our fieldwork material shows that the mean age of becoming an 
owner is 37, excluded becoming owner of rooms in the compound 
upon inheritance. The mean age of becoming an owner of a self-
contained house or extension is 41. Being an owner is a very broad 

concept as it can mean owning a single room in a compound house 
(which one mostly becomes without moving) and thus being one 
of the owners in a multi-owned house, owning an extension to a 
compound (detached or not) or a house on own land as well. There 
is the ambition of almost every urban resident to move into his or 
her own self-contained house. Many are succeeding in doing so, in 
some cases in combination with the movement to newly developed 
residential areas. This is also a process the government is promoting 
as they focus on the single household, self-contained villa type of 
dwellings.

Becoming an owner is not easy if it is not upon inheritance or by 
building on family lands surrounding the family compound. Available 
land and housing deficits, the process of acquiring land, building 
regulations, the costs and difficulties that go along with it and the lack 
of information constrain the mobility of those with the aspiration of 
becoming owner.63 Nonetheless, migrants are also becoming owners 
as they grow older, settle in the city and save enough money.

_becoming an owner
Nii Agbaafoi Atse was born during the resettlement and grew up in 
51B, the main Aboitse We compound. He built his own storey building 
next to the main compound because of his function as traditional 
healer, he needs his own office and quiet sleeping space. “Every 
brother should have his own place, his own private house.”

1983, Tema New Town
Nii Agbaafoi Atse I, 51B ext.
°1959, Tema New Town

Sicilia was living with her mother in 
the Volta Region until her mother 
died. She was brought to the 
compound house of her aunt in 
Ashaiman.

1937, section E 1973, section E
Sicilia Vovor, E/355
°1923, (Volta Region)

Sicilia constructed her own extension 
in front of the compound when she 
took over the business of her aunt 
making and selling of porridge. She 
needed space of her own for the 
cooking.

Ante migrated to 
Ashaiman and rented 
a room in a compound 
house in Lebanon.

1993, Ashaiman

She married in 1998 and 
moved in with her husband, 
who built this multi-storey 
house in 1996. After he 
died, she became the sole 
owner of the house.

1998, low-cost area
Ante Bee, D/17
°1958, New Ningo (Greater Accra Region)              ??, Accra

Ante does not like the 
area where she is living. 
If she is able to, she will 
move to a residential 
area in Accra, “because 
it is decent.”

Francis migrated with his household 
to Ashaiman in search of a job. He 
rented a room in a compound near 
the market.

       1965, section E

After he was fired and had no steady 
income anymore, he bought this house. 
He used the money he saved so that he 
did not have to pay rent anymore.

   1990, low-cost area
Francis Larbi Dibeme, C/268A
°1942, (Eastern Region)

Abel migrated with his parents. They 
rented a room in a compound near 
family and friends who were already 
living there.

       1963, section E

His father acquired a big plot from TDC 
and started building multiple houses. Abel 
moves in one of the new houses while his 
father stays in section E. After the death of 
his father, Abel inherits all the properties.

   1969, low-cost area
Abel Osah, C/328A
°1951, Ada (Greater Accra Region)
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_the profile of ‘the mover’

When all information is gathered, we can try to find a pattern in it. 
First of all, a typical profile of ‘the mover’ cannot really be derived. 
Evidence from scholarship and from our own fieldwork presents 
ambiguous findings. According to recent studies, young people are 
the most mobile, people AGEd between 20 and 24 were found to 
be most mobile in Ashaiman.64 The urban youth is expected to be 
more modern and also more mobile. They prefer to move out of 
their parents’ house and become fully-fledged urban dwellers and 
move wherever their studies, work or partner brings them. Some 
have no fixed residential space as they are continuously on the 
move. However, in our cases, the median age of a mover was found 
to be 37. It are therefore not only young adults who move to live on 
their own, but also older residents become mobile to pursue after 
ownership.

GENDER is another variable. According to information about 
Ashaiman and New Town from the Ghana Statistical Service, 
women are slightly more mobile than men, but the difference is 
insignificant.65 Our fieldwork materials shows that in 55% of the 
movements, movers were female (or cases where the household 
moved because of a reason attributed to the woman), compared to 
45% male movers.

MARITAL STATUS is also perceived by scholars to be crucial. 
Singles are labelled as the most mobile ones as they are younger 
members without family and less attachment who therefore find 
it relatively easy to move.66 Furthermore, having children is seen 
as an impediment to moving as the logistics of moving a larger 
household are complex.67 However, again, our fieldwork material 
contradicts this as 33% moved alone compared to 62% who moved 
with partner and/or children. But attention has to be paid to the fact 
that we looked at whom one moved with and not to marital status 
as it is possible to move alone although being married and/or having 
children.

As already discussed, TENURE STATUS has a significant impact 
on the mobility rate. Tenants, in general, are more mobile than 
residents living rent-free in their family house and especially more 
than owners. However, they are not extremely mobile and in some 
specific contexts not the most mobile ones.

Lastly, AREA OF RESIDENCE AND ORIGINS are also important. 
According to Bertrand, Schandorf & Yankson (2012), the indigenous 
Ga in their core areas, who are the custodians of the land and 
practising their relatively stable extended family system, are 
engaged in limited mobility.68 Also, Sinai (2001) found in Kumasi 
that migrants were more mobile as they are ‘less emotionally and 
socially integrated in their neighbourhood’.69 In many cases migrants 
also move in at first with relatives or friends with the intention to 
move out when for example they find a job, start their own family 
or find suitable accommodation. This is confirmed by Bertrand, 
Schandorf & Yankson (2012) who found that in new migrant areas 
such as Ashaiman, residents living in family houses were found 
to be the most mobile group, even more than tenants, whereas 
most indigenous Ga, with their system of inheritance and rent-free 
accommodation, prefer to remain in the extended family residence.70  
Our fieldwork material shows that the mean residential stay in Tema 
New Town as indigenous Ga settlement is 24 years compared to 17 
years in the migrant settlements of Ashaiman. Bertrand, Schandorf 
& Yankson (2012) found the latter to be 10 years. Furthermore, out 
of our interviewed indigenous Ga from Tema, 32% never moved in 
their entire life (resettlement included), compared to 19% of the 
migrants (the migration itself excluded). Attention has to be paid 
to the fact that we only interviewed people in our study areas and 
as such, those who moved out of these areas are therefore not 
included in the results.

Deriving patterns 

Alfred migrated 
together with his 
parents to Tema New 
Town because of their 
work. They resided 
in a compound of his 
father’s family.

1972, Tema New Town

He moved out of the 
family house to the 
current rented room to 
be and work on his own. 
He came here together 
with his senior brother.  
His wife is living close to 
Accra for her job.

1987, Tema New Town
Alfred Sowah Anun, 36C
°1953, Teshie (Greater Accra Region) 2017?, Pantan (Accra)

Alfred bought land 
in Pantan and will 
construct his own 
self-contained house 
for his household. He 
is planning to move 
within four years.

Bernice moved out of her 
mother’s room into the 
current rented room with 
her husband when they 
married.

2010, low-cost area

She and her husband started building 
their own self-contained house in 
Zenu. She chose to move out of this 
area to live separated from her family. 
“I want a change of environment.”

Bernice Ohenewah, C/378C
°1987, Ashaiman ??, Zenu (Ashaiman)

Abdu migrated to 
Ashaiman to work 
for the Ghana Textile 
Company in Tema. 
He moved in with 
his brothers who 
migrated before.

1978, section E

Moved from 
his brothers 
their house to 
a rented room 
in a compound 
nearby.

1980, section E
Abdu Rachid Odonkor, E/238A
°1948, Ningo (Greater Accra Region) 1986, section E

Abdu built his own house 
after he worked for a while 
and saved enough money. 
He is not planning to move 
but to convert his house 
into a second storey house 
if he is able to.

_the typical (desired) housing trajectory

Whereas a profile of ‘the mover’ is hardly determined, a typical 
course is not. Most people follow the same common path, passing 
the same stages. The starting point is the family house or parental 
home. Then, at a certain age or for example when starting to work or 
when starting a family, one moves out of the parental home. In a lot 
of cases this will be to rental accommodation. Then some optional 
stages can occur when one moves from smaller units or single 
rooms to bigger units or a chamber and hall configuration. When 
the financial situation allows for it and enough money is saved, one 
constructs or buys his or her own house. In many cases the cycle 
ends here as from now on they are house owners and improving 
becomes a viable strategy for adjusting housing conditions, as well 
as becoming a landlord themselves by renting out rooms to tenants. 

Many dream of moving on to the self-contained house or villa in 
the new residential areas but only few actually arrive at that ‘ideal’ 
stage. The latter one is not the final one as there is also such thing as 
the old days, where some prefer to move back to the family houses, 
occupying a small room or going back to their hometown.  Of course, 
not every individual passes all of these stages, some of them skip 
some stages, some may have to take a step back and the majority 
does not get to the ideal stage of the self-contained house at all. 
The ambitions are weakened by financial constraints and insufficient 
housing supply. There are also those who were born in the family 
house and became owner of some rooms or the whole compound 
by inheritance and as such move from one tenure status to another 
without physically moving from one house to another.
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Nobel his parents moved separately from the Western Region to 
Tema in the early 1970s to work in the Tema harbour. When he 
was born in Tema, he lived in his mother’s family compound in 
Community 2. He moved out of the family house to live on his own 
in 1994 and rented a room in Community 4. In 1998, he came to the 
current rental unit in Community 8 to be closer to his friends and his 
work opportunities as a dj. Nobel is well-educated and is actually 
an electrical engineer but he has not found any suitable job in that 
regard.

The landlord, Rosemary, is a member of the TCHS since 1973 and 
was allocated this house in 1982. She immediately started extending 
the MC2 house type in 1983 by putting up an extra room on the 
provided foundation and enclosing the courtyard with a wall. Already 
in 1984, Rosemary moved out of the house to another house she 
owns because there is more comfort. She rented this house to four 
tenants. Later, after a warning from the TCHS board that it is not 
allowed to sublet an entire house, she officially passed on the rights 
and title of the house to her son Felix, who came to live in the house 
himself. The rooms were reorganised in 2010 and two out of the 
four tenants had to leave. Felix now has his own self-contained part 
in the house with a kitchen, living room, two bedrooms and two 
bathrooms, although he is living here alone. All the louvres were 
replaced by modern glazing as well. These upgrades led to increased 

rents but Nobel thinks it is worth the extra cost and he likes the fact 
that there is only one tenant left to share things with. Nobel has to 
share the original bathroom and kitchen with the other tenant. The 
rent varies as Nobel pays 80 GHC a month compared to 120 GHC for 
the other tenant because he has a bigger room. Nobel arranged for 
his own electricity meter since there were some quarrels because 
Nobel has air-conditioning, as well as his own mini-kitchen with 
refrigerator and microwave. “Now with my own meter, I am free 
and have a peace of mind.” But there are good relationships, also 
with Felix and Rosemary. There is a rotating system for cleaning and 
maintenance and everyone pays his share of the bills. Since last year, 
the landlord hired a caretaker.

The construction on the roof “is just a rooftop that will be covered, 
to get some fresh air, a breeze. When TDC saw the construction, they 
thought it was going to be a second storey, that is why they painted 
the ‘stop work, produce permit’ text on the house. But my landlord 
knows that second storey buildings are not allowed here.”

Recently, Nobel bought some land in Afienya because “here in Tema 
you cannot buy any land anymore.” The type of house will depend 
on his financial situation but he prefers a self-contained house. 
Currently he is single but the house should be big enough to house a 
wife and children in the future. 

Nobel Morgan
Mzema 
Tenant

35

  ?

21 43
 m²/

house COOP25

3

°1978, Tema C2 ??, Afienya1994, Tema C4 1998, TCHS
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         20                                  100m

1982 | original house

1983| extension + wall

2010| extensions + rooftop

Plan of the proposed extensions Rosemary submitted in 1983 for 
approval to the TCHS board. 

Circulation space in the centre of the house.

Nobel his room.
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Rosemary

Rosemary’s children

1 kitchen
2 hall
3 bedroom
4 foundations for an extra bedroom

block walls

gutter

sand/unpaved

neighbouring buildings

               1                           3m

ORIGINAL HOUSE IN 1982                   CURRENT SITUATION

Felix

tenant

1 kitchen of tenants
2 other tenant’s room
3 sanitary space for tenants
4 bed for the maid
5 bedroom Nobel
6 bedroom Felix

block walls

gutter

sand/unpaved

neighbouring buildings

Nobel                1                           3m

43

2

1
1

2

3

4

5

6
7

8

910

11

7 Felix’s hall
8 bathroom Felix
9 Felix’s kitchen
10 extra bedroom of Felix
11 extra bathroom of Felix
12 interior circulation

12
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IMPROVING AS A WORTHY ALTERNATIVE TO MOVING

Moving is not the only option urban dwellers have to improve their 
housing situation, livelihoods and living conditions in general. Most 
of them have the choice between moving or improving. However, 
some do not have that option or are very restricted when they do. 
Tenants are especially characterised by such a limited ability to 
improve and hence adjust by moving, although it is possible in many 
cases to improve but ‘they will not be able to derive a worthwhile 
return on their investment, nor are they entitled to any increase 
in the value of the dwelling.’71 In many cases, tenants are allowed 
to make improvements and arrangements will be made with the 
landlord. For example a term can be agreed on in which the tenant 
has the right to stay there at a reduced rent level and after which 
the improvements become property of the landlord. It is logical that 
complete or partial house owners therefore have more possibilities 
in adjusting their housing conditions since there are some housing 
problems which cannot be solved by moving or not all urban 
residents are able to move, because of financial or other reasons. 
Improving, just as moving, has many facets. 

A resident cementing the space in 
front of his house in Bankuman.
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Extending the compound house to accommodate 
more family members

As the custodians of the land, the Ga people are engaged in limited 
mobility and are most likely to extend their family houses. Because 
of their principle of inheritance and rent-free accommodation, they 
prefer to remain in the extended family residence. Some grown-up 
children, even when they got a job and got married, still remain in 
the family house. Therefore, as the family grows, the house needs 
to be extended. If one can obtain a piece of land next to the family 
house, he is able to build cheaply and gains access to whatever 
services there may already be and consolidates his link with the 
larger family.72 Nonetheless, it is not only the Ga who extend their 
houses, as this practice is common to other indigenous groups in 
Ghana as well.

Improving facilities

Improving the house is not only making it bigger to accommodate 
more people or to increase the number of rooms per resident as 
also the infrastructure and the (shared) facilities can be improved. 
Bad sanitary facilities or a shortage thereof is one of the main 
causes of housing dissatisfaction. Most of the houses have an 
electricity connection, although often with less electricity meters 
than households who are sharing the costs. Upgrading can thus also 
mean installing more meters up to one for each household. Another 

upgrade is investing in a piped water connection. Not all houses 
have the possibility to be connected, simply because the absence 
of a main water line in the surroundings or because the pressure is 
not high enough for its purpose. Many also chose not to connect to 
the main water pipes and many of those who did later disconnected 
again as water bills can mount up to a huge amount and water is 
mostly easily purchased at a neighbouring house that does have a 
connection. Along with the water connection goes the polytanks as 
water is not always flowing and storage tanks are necessary if one 
wants to have access to water continuously. Water infrastructure is 
considered to be good in Tema Township, quite good in the low-cost 
area of Ashaiman and less good in section E, Amui Djor and Tema 
New Town. Manhean and other such areas to the east of New Town 
have better infrastructure, which is a force of attraction for New 
Town residents. Bathhouses are also an issue, not the quality in the 
first place since it is just a small cabin, but rather in number as one 
bathhouse for many dwellers leads to long queues and frustrations 
during peak hours. Those houses with a water connection also 
have the option of replacing them by showers. By selling water 
and offering showers to neighbouring residents at a small charge, 
the investment can be recovered and becomes income-generating. 
Lastly, toilets are also something that many houses do not have and 
investing in one is also a major improvement, mainly flushing ones. 
However, the sharing of toilets is an issue since in most cases, toilets 
are unlike most showers private investments and only to be used by 
its owner instead of the whole compound. 

A house in the low-cost area where the 
owner invested in a piped water connection, 

a water storage tank and showers.
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Replacing temporal and/or deteriorating building 
materials

Besides investing in these facilities, many house owners, especially in 
Ashaiman, are upgrading their houses by replacing inferior building 
materials. Typically, wooden houses are replaced by block houses 
as many squatters are obtaining legal land titles to ensure their 
place of residence in the future. These activities are transforming 
the temporary nature of Ashaiman into a permanent settlement. In 
many cases, tenants have to move out during the renovation. Most 
of them are allowed to come back afterwards but confronted with 
higher rent levels though, which are used by the landlord to recover 
his investments.

Home-based enterprises

Houses are not only improved to accommodate more family 
members or increase their comfort but also to generate income. Not 
all extensions are built for family members but in a large amount 
to rent out to tenants or to use it for businesses. Those business 
spaces and home-based enterprises are crucial in all our areas 
as discussed in the chapter regarding value. House owners are 
using rooms in the house as their workspace or the space in front 
of their house as workspace, open-air shop-window or to place 
kiosks. Owners also rent out space, rooms or land in front of the 
house to others for them to use it as commercial space. Especially 
houses located next to (main) roads are exploiting their possibilities 
for income generation to a maximum. In Ashaiman, many owners 
located at such valuable plots next to main roads use it to invest in 
proper commercial spaces to rent out, which are often multi-storey 
buildings. These transformations often affect tenants as new rental 
units are constructed or rental units are converted into commercial 
spaces. 

These plywood constructions are mostly rooms for tenants 
which will be replaced with storey buildings in the near future. 
The tenants will have to move out temporarily but can return if 

they want after the conversion. “They will have to pay more rent 
because the houses will improve.” (Daniel Abo Mensah, 51B)
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Symbolic improvements and social mobility

One can also improve his or her house not for practical reasons 
or necessities but to express a certain socio-economic status or 
‘modernity’ of one’s lifestyle. In Accra, a number of middle-class 
households explained that they would prefer to renovate their 
residence for a face-lift befitting that of a high-class area to reflect 
their socio-economic status.73 In such cases, but also in the case of 
low-income households trying to move into the middle-class, the 
house can display a certain image to the outside world leading to 
a certain perception, which might not correspond the actual status 
of its owners and as such be used ‘to counter the stigma of poverty 
by hiding it’.74 In the latter case, when an extremely effort is made 
to display a higher status than the real one and ‘false values’ are 
created, the house can become more oppressive environment, even 
though it displays a high standard to the outside world as more 
money is spent on that than they actually can afford.75

There are some crucial elements regarding moving up the social 
ladder by improving the house. One element is house ownership as 
only owners are really capable of changing the house and the move 
to self-financed houses ‘provides residents with more self-esteem 
and hope for a better future’.76 Most house owners regard their 
house as an investment and a possession expressing their wealth. It 
is thanks to ownership that dwellers are more able to take control of 
their own social mobility.

Secondly the mobilisation of capital and the resources to finance 
this upward movement are also vital. These resources often take 
the form of remittances that relatives abroad send home since 
between 10 and 20% of all Ghanaian citizens are living abroad77 

and the liberalisation of the financial sector as part of the Structural 
Adjustment Programme facilitated foreign currency transactions.78 
The chief of Tema also stated ‘residents of Tema New Town are 
travelling abroad and send money home, which is used to build nice 
houses’.79 The impact of the remittances is not to be underestimated 
as they are typically invested in housing, land, education and’ status-
oriented consumption goods’80,  giving many lower-income families 
the opportunity of moving into the middle-class. Investing such 
capital and remittances in houses can also be seen as measurements 
against inflation since in our context, there are ‘few alternatives for 
yield-bearing monetary investments’.81

Thirdly, there is ‘the worldwide circulation of cultural products, 
knowledge and ideas, used by individuals to negotiate their identities 
and lifestyles’82 and which are incorporated into the new spaces that 
they produce.83 It means that there is a notion, commonly shared 
by residents in the same area but also global, of what exactly is 
seen as ‘better’ or ‘modern’ or ‘of a high status’ and how a house 
should look like. This translates into ornamental elements, often of 
foreign origin, such as elements of the villa architecture,  aesthetics 
of columns, vegetation and flowers, driveways with cars and specific 
building materials such as the use of glazing instead of louvers. 
Pellow (2003) also showed with her work on transnational houses 
in Accra that ‘each of these houses is making a fashion statement 
and proclaiming the owner’.84 Not only these more foreign elements 
are important, also the simple act of painting the house and placing 
the family name, symbols and slogan onto the house are symbolic 
improvements to represent identities and family importance. Lastly, 
interiors, especially of living rooms or halls, are often decorated with 
pictures and other attributes to display family importance, relations 
and relatives abroad.
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PREFERENCE TO IMPROVE

A lot of residents prefer improving to moving. It is something that 
is typical of Ghanaian housing practices but also other practicalities 
are making the inertia against moving strong. Transformations allow 
residents stability of residence in one place despite the housing 
stresses which would otherwise cause them to move.85 The main 
impediment to moving is found by Seek (1983) to be ‘its high 
financial and psychological costs’ and the lack of affordable housing 
options. Furthermore, many residents are reluctant to leave familiar 
and convenient surroundings which they have grown accustomed 
and become attached to, as well as their current accommodation 
itself. Many have put in a lot of work into the house and would feel 
a sense of loss if they were to move out. 86 Other reasons expressed 
by scholars for why individuals or households prefer to improve 
instead of moving are having many children and their education.87 
Furthermore, the use of housing for income generation as businesses 
are often location specific and clients may not follow it to its new 
location.88 

However, improving is not always an option. When (family) lands 
are finished and the family is still growing, moving out becomes 
necessary. Some prefer to live all together with the extended family 

or multiple generations but that is not always possible. Another 
frequent reason for moving against one’s will is for the sake of their 
children’s future. ‘The reasons for owning and building houses 
in Ghana are not dominated by leaving the home community but 
by the wish to provide future security, probably most for the next 
generation.’89 Due to the system of inheritance, family houses 
are overcrowded, divided into many different co-owners and 
households. The question that many household heads are struggling 
with is ‘if I own one room in the compound and have many children, 
how are they going to benefit from that?’. They feel the strong urge 
to build a house somewhere else that is completely theirs and which 
they can pass on to their children as to secure their future. In some 
cases, the household moves as one entity but in other cases, parents 
stay in the compound, because they enjoy living in the family 
house, keep improving the compound and use the new house as an 
investment. They build it slowly and when finished, rent it out or 
leave it empty until the children are old enough to move in there. 
This has consequences for some young adults who cannot chose 
their place of abode freely, as their parents built a house for them, 
although there is still the option of renting out that property to go 
and live somewhere else.

Ben moved to his own self-contained storey house because there was 
not enough space in the family compound. He built next to the family 
compound because he likes to stay here in Tema New Town close to 
his family. “I belong to this place and I will stay here.” He also cannot 
move because his business repairing refrigerators is here.

2005, Tema New Town
Ben Annang Kojo, 52C ext.
°1978, Tema New Town

Adams migrated to 
Ashaiman to work for the 
Ghana National Fire Service. 
He came to live here in the 
compound of his cousin.

2000, section E
He is building his own self-contained house at a new site in 
Ashaiman. Actually he does not want to live there because he 
enjoys living in the compound house. But he is doing it because 
the compound is not his property and he is now old enough to be 
on his own. “I need to be house head of my own house so that my 
children will benefit from it later. I cannot improve and extend the 
rooms here because it will never be my property.” 

   ??, Ashaiman
Adams Narh , E/284
°1957, Ada (Greater Accra Region)

“We do not have the means to move somewhere 
else since my work is here [drying and smoking 

of fish]. So we have to maintain the house.“ 
(Victoria Eklu,  17F)

“I do not want to leave Tema New Town because it is 
the place where I grew up. It is my hometown where 
my family is and you cannot abandon your family. You 

cannot run away. You have to cope with the situation.” 
(Emmanuel Adjierteh Annang, 47D ext.)

“I will never leave Tema, it is the gateway to Ghana. I 
am 100% from Tema. My grandmother is from Tema, my 

mother is from Tema...“ (Nii Agbaafoi Atse I, 51B ext.)

Daniel moved from 
his room in the 
main Aboitse We 
compound to an 
extension onto the 
compound.

1994, Tema New Town
Daniel and the other family members of Aboitse We keep improving the 
family house. “We make extensions and improvements when there is the 
chance.” They are planning to extend the compound with two extra storeys. 
But Daniel himself is also going to construct his own self-contained house on 
a plot he bought in Bankuman because the current house is a family house 
where his children will not benefit from. As long as Daniel is the house head 
and the caretaker of the shrine, he himself will stay in the compound.

   ??, Bankuman
Daniel Abo Mensah , 51B
°1961, Tema New Town
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Paulina, whose livelihood is based on selling bread, was born in 
Ashaiman. Her father came from Dodowa and her mother from 
Ada, both located in the Greater Accra Region. This house was built 
some 60 years ago by Paulina’s mother, but she never lived here 
herself since the house was an investment for Paulina and the other 
children to benefit from later. The house was completely rented to 
tenants. As a kid, Paulina lived in the family compound of her mother 
in Ashaiman. Later she got married and moved to the family house 
of her husband in the low-cost area. When he died in 1996, she came 
living here in the house that her mother built because she had to 
start paying rent in her husband’s family house. The house is shared 
among Paulina and her siblings, who are renting their rooms to 
tenants, which is why Paulina is the house head. She does not refer 
to the house as a family house anymore since her mother died. “The 
family house is in Ada.”

Sanitation in the house and the environment is a bit of a problem. 
There is no piped water, public toilets are in bad conditions and there 
are no gutters, except from one that was constructed four years ago 
by someone who built showers. Paulina and other neighbours are 
using that gutter too but no one feels responsible for cleaning it. “If 
the other ones are not cleaning it, why should I clean them?” But 
she likes this place: “I cannot complain about the neighbourhood 
because I do not pay any rent.”

The house was completely built out of wood and metal sheets, 
including the two bathhouses that have been replaced by block 
ones. They also started renovating the compound by replacing all 
the wood and metal sheets by sandcrete blocks.  Every brother or 
sister contributes. Only one unit has been done already seven years 
ago and some buildings blocks for the next part are piled up in the 
courtyard. Paulina wants to do the renovation in small parts so no 
one has to move out for it. There is space for extensions where 
the gym used to be, however there are no plans for building any 
extensions yet.

Paulina bought herself a piece of land in Katamanso, according to 
her ‘a well-planned and developing area’. She wants to start building 
her own house next year to take care of her children’s future since 
her husband died. This compound also belongs to her siblings, that 
is why she wants a place for her children. When the house is finished 
and the children are old enough to live on their own, she will send 
them to that house but Paulina herself will stay in this compound. 
In that regard, she is exactly doing the same thing her mother did.

Paulina Nartey
Ga-Dangbe
Co-owner 			 

48

  ?

house E/221

°1965, section E ??, Katamanso?, low-cost area 1996, section E

576 2,8
 m²/

4
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         20                                  100m

2013 | current situation

300m100

        1                           5m
Paulina

Paulina’s family

tenants

1 used to be an open-air gym
2 fish smoking ovens
3 sandcrete building blocks
4 drying of groundnuts 

hall

1

2

3

4

3

block walls

wooden or metal walls

gutter

sand/unpaved

neighbouring buildings

1953 | original house
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COMBINATION OF MOVING AND IMPROVING: UPWARDLY MOBILE FAMILY MEMBERS

As already mentioned before, more prosperous and well-educated 
family members find it more difficult to explain his/her continued 
residence in the family compound house, enforced by the incidence 
of family nuclearisation. Such residents are often inclined to move 
out, preferably in their own self-financed house and renting out 
their (inherited) rooms in the compound. Outside the family house 
he or she is also free from the burden of supporting relatives and 
financing the maintenance of the house as they are relatively well-
off and as such expected to support the family and its house.90  

Although their unwillingness to stay in the family house and their 
perception of the extended family as being ‘parasitic’91 leads 
to weakened extended kinship ties and the ‘erosion of lineage 
solidarity’, it does not always imply they want to move far away 
from them and have nothing to do with them anymore. Instead they 
adjust their situation by making improvements in combination with 
moving out but staying near the family house. They do so by cutting 
out some commons with the compound, either by constructing self-
contained units, carved out of the compound or detached from the 
compound, or by building multi-storey houses. Bertrand, Schandorf 
& Yankson (2012) found that about 30% of their sample households 
in low-class residential areas had completed extensions to transform 
their portion of the compound house to some form of self-contained 
apartment.92

Situation of extensions built by 
upwardly mobile family members in 
relation to their family compounds.

SELF-CONTAINED UNIT YET 

TO BE CONSTRUCTED
C/545 47D ext.

51B ext. 52C ext.

B14

D12



233232

Eric was born in Tema New Town. His parents lived in Old Tema and 
were brought to Awudung in 1959. Then, again in 1969, they were 
resettled by the government from their house 17A in Awudung to 
this house in Manhean. After the death of his grandmother, the 
previous house head, the house B5 was divided together with 17A 
among the children. His uncle Samuel is the house head of 17A and 
his uncle Abraham Jordan of this house.

Eric prefers Manhean to Awudung since the environment is very bad 
over there. “People still enjoy living there but as for me, safety comes 
first. People should move out there. It is better to use the space for 
fish drying and smoking only.” According to him, Manhean is far 
better. “Water is always flowing, electricity is always working. That 
is why I am building in Manhean again.”

A lot of rooms and extensions in the house are rented out, as well 
as in 17A. Tenants can build their own extensions with their own 
money. In that case, there will be an agreement such as reduced rent 
and a guarantee of the right to stay there for five years, after which 
the extension becomes property of the landlord.

In 1996, Eric constructed his own self-contained extension to the 
compound. It has a kitchen, a shower and a toilet. The family in 

the compound house cannot use his shower and toilet but they 
can fetch water. He wanted to live more on his own since “people 
in the compound always beg for money and food. Here in my own 
house not. My children do not go and ask for money or food in the 
compound.”

Eric now started building a new house in Manhean because although 
he is living in his own detached extension, he does not like living next 
to the family house. They always come to him for money, fetching 
water or to solve all family quarrels. In theory Eric is not the head of 
the house but he is well respected because he is prosperous, well-
educated and has been an assembly member of TMA in the past. “It 
is a problem and that is why I want to build my own, walled house 
with a doorbell.”

According to him, the new house will be rather small and is no storey 
building because there is no money for it and he only has three 
children and the oldest is already 18. “They will move out soon and 
then it will be just me and my wife living here.” He has a lot of rooms 
in the compound which are currently rented out which he can give 
to his children to benefit from, as well as the extension where he is 
currently living in. However, when looking at the architectural plans, 
the new house is fairly large.

Eric Kotey Neequaye
Ga
Owner 			

51
house B5

°1962, Awudung ??, Manhean1969, Manhean 1996, Manhean

7831 5,1
 m²/

4
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         20                                  100m

1969 | original house

1996| extensions 

2011| extensions

100 300 m

      1                     5m

Eric’s family

tenants

1 shop (selling of fruit)
2 septic tank for Eric’s toilet
3 commercial bathhouses of Eric’s aunt
4 gutter manholes
5 former room of Eric’s grandmother, now used 	
   by his aunt of the next room until tenants are                             	
   found  

block walls

wooden or metal walls

gutter

sand/unpaved

neighbouring buildings

Eric

hall
hall

hall

hall

hall

hall

hall

Eric his extension (see next page)

21

3

4

5
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Eric’s self-contained extension.

The kitchen. The female bedroom.

               1                           3m

Eric’s household

5 shower
6 female bedroom
7 hall
8 male bedroom
9 bathroom with shower and toilet  

block walls

compound B5

Eric

1

2

3

5

6

7

8

9

1 small courtyard with polytank and water tap
2 kitchen
3 storage space with freezer
4 open-air corridor

4
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“Although multihabitation was the predominant mode 
of providing affordable urban low income housing, the 
changing socioeconomic conditions in urban centres was 
gradually impacting on multihabitation. The process of 
urbanisation and industrialisation occurring in the world 
including Ghana is weakening traditional family patterns 
that provide social support for the poor. [...] Detached 
and semi-detached bungalows were increasing because 
people living in such facilities were bestowed the highest 
status in society. Compounds were viewed as old fashioned 
and traditional by the younger generation and housing 
preferences and tastes have changed in Accra due to 
changing cultural attitudes.”1

Throughout intensive fieldwork, literature reviews and the 
compilation of this thesis, the complexities of Ghanaian dwelling 
cultures have become increasingly clear. During this endeavour we 
came to the understanding that such cultures are dynamic and highly 
based on indigenous practices and lifestyles. House transformations 
and individual interventions are therefore not to be forced into 
a framework of normative rules and policies based on how the 
ideal city should look like. Planning is linked to norms but most 
contributions to the city are however very spontaneous and ad hoc.  
City residents often have no chance to develop a long-term view but 
are compelled to make use of what is available at the moment.

In an ever-changing dialogue (or lack thereof) with the spontaneously 
growing city, state-led strategies for the urban poor of Greater Accra 
have responded with varying degrees of receptivity to indigenous 
dwelling cultures, influenced by general paradigmatic shifts occurring 
globally. Investigating these government policies and projects and 
what happened within and outside these formal strategies has 
been central to this work. How projects have been appreciated and 
appropriated by users as well as how those who fell outside these 
state-led systems carved out a place for their own alternative places 
of residence have been key inquiries. Indeed, it is often these very 
appropriations and expedient interventions that are considered as 
the constituents of today’s urban ‘slums’.  

Urban  Ghana, and particularly Greater Accra, appears to be marked 
by contradictory - if not bipolar - processes of development. On the 
one hand local dwelling practices and indigenous lifestyles continue 
to be  centred on the compound house, albeit with some variations. 
On the other hand ideas of modern and cosmopolitan urban life have 
gained prominence for a rising number of Accra’s urban population. 
There is a growing mismatch between these two ‘poles’; between 
formal policies, state-led and market driven developments and the 
reality the urban poor is currently confronted with.

The ‘formal’ pole is not only epitomised by the brutal resettlements 
linked to the modernist planning of Tema Township, but it is still 
present nowadays by means of official normative policies. Besides 
state-driven planning, the villa typology and suburban residential 
areas built by real estate developers have picked up considerable 
ground, of which the gated community is the most extreme example 
of. Unfortunately, sprawling ‘privatised’ spaces appear to have all 
the wind in their sails. These new middle- and high-class residential 
areas were not addressed by neither the fieldwork or by the thesis 
but as the most prominent form of urban development in Greater 
Accra, they form the backdrop to our inquiry. 

Firstly, the government is playing a key role maintaining the mismatch 
that has consolidated between global models, housing choices and 
aspirations, and indigenous dwelling cultures. Although authorities 
‘are supposedly committed to the provision of low-income housing, 
they erroneously do so through promoting single-family housing, 
which is not effective.’2 Even institutes such as the Home Finance 
Company (HFC), instituted especially to serve the low-income group, 
has so many conditions attached to loans that only the salaried elite 
can qualify.3 This position is reflected by public housing programmes 
and by building regulations that do not favour multi-habitation as 
occurs in compound houses, in addition to limiting plots to single-
household occupation and excluding most economic enterprises.4 
It is difficult to build a ‘traditional’ compound house and still keep 
with the building and planning regulations.5 The government seeks 
to provide Ghanaians with comfortable housing that is less crowded 
and of a better quality than many existing compound houses, but 
fails to cater for those in need. Since villas for the nuclear family 
represent modernity and a Western lifestyle but are largely alien to 
a substantial amount of urban residents, it also fails to recognise the 
ways in which dwelling cultures transform dynamically over time. 

The Ghanaian government acknowledges its hostile attitude towards 
the needs of the poor in its Growth and Poverty Reduction Strategy 
(2005)6 and they recently stated to ‘place renewed attention on 
tackling the housing deficit, with an emphasis on private sector 
investment in lower-cost residential properties and better urban 
planning, following recommendations of the United Nations.’7 
In spite of this apparent opening, this is not what is happening in 
practice. Exemplarily, the government recently launched projects for 

the construction of the two new cities of ‘Appolonia’ (Tema) and ‘King 
City’ (Sekondi-Takoradi), in collaboration with the local chiefs and the 
private sector. During his speech about these new developments, the 
president of Ghana John Mahama described the cities as an answer 
to ‘poorly planned settlements surrounding Ghanaian cities, with 
patchy infrastructure and services and often low-standard housing’.8 
One cannot avoid asking: is building new cities ‘to do it all over again 
but better’ the most responsible way forward? Since the focus is 
once again away from the reality of ‘slums’, the majority of urban 
populations in settlements such as Ashaiman will find themselves 
further disadvantaged and marginalised.

Secondly, the major ‘formal’ providers of housing, namely the real 
estate developers and institutions such as the Ghana Real Estate 
Developers Association (GREDA), tend to ignore the needs of mixed 
development, both in terms of socio-economic target groups as well 
as in terms of mixed-use. Rather than a resource, multi-habitation is 
viewed as unmarketable, impractical and less attractive.9

Lastly and also crucially, the presence of these new developments is 
not only to be registered with regard to middle-class and returnee 
aspirations; it is also largely cherished in our case study areas by 
a large part of the inhabitants. Our fieldwork findings illustrate 
clearly most respondents would prefer to move out of their current 
places of abode to their own self-contained house. In some cases 
they explicitly referred to new and ‘ideal’ residential areas with 
villas.  These were aspired to because they were seen as highly 
serviced locations, inhabited by ‘decent people’ and where one 
could find ‘peace of mind’. Some residents would like to run away 
from the uncontrollable and the congestion to safe and peaceful 
environments. In such new residential communities, however, 
housing becomes a highly marketable product compared to Tema 
New Town and Ashaiman. Another set of questions is then worth 
asking: should practitioners with knowledge ‘give in’ and provide 
the majority with the developments most residents appear to be 
aspiring towards? Or should interventions persevere in providing 
an alternative model, based on the careful documentation of actual 
lived-in architecture? How seriously should such aspirations be taken, 
knowing the harmful effects of low-density, energy-consuming and 
‘unmixed’ neighbourhoods?

‘THE IDEAL URBAN FUTURE’: TOWARDS MODERN LIFESTYLES AND SWEEPING GLOBAL MODELS
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Lastly, state-led and market-driven approaches to urban development 
count on high residential mobility and envisage residents’ 
‘continuous act of moving’ instead of considering self-construction 
and incremental building. By contrast with these abstract projections, 
residents from the case study areas often expressed a rather strong 
inertia against moving. This was particularly true when considering 
inter-residential mobility, reinforced by the lack of affordable 
housing options and/or their place attachment and strong social ties. 
Nevertheless, residents in our case study areas appeared to be quite 
mobile as they took full advantage of the opportunities fostered 
by compound culture. Changing tenure status appeared to be one 
of the most important inputs for moving and could only be hosted 
by a type open to hosting mixtures as the compound house is. If a 
resident can only be a full tenant or an owner as in the case of formal 
housing, there are not many options to shuttle between. In such a 
context, moving from one situation to another is a big and difficult 
step to take. Fieldwork findings also showed that moving physically 
is not the only strategy adopted by the urban poor; rather social 
mobility can also be attained by improving one’s home. This is well 
illustrated by Tipple (2000) in his discussion of ‘transformers’. The 
latter, improving their conditions by ameliorating their homes, bring 
along a general uplift of the neighbourhood as well. Such overall 
improvement does not only occur symbolically and aesthetically, 
but also functionally, as investments in piped-water connections, 
polytanks and showers show well. Transformations allow residents 
stability of residence in one particular place, protecting them from 
the stress of continuous move and attendant breakdown of social 
relationships made in the area.12 This might also explain why findings 
show a rather low inter-residential movement compared to an intra-

residential one. The dream to live independently is often tailored to 
the compound itself, with improving as a key action to attain better 
conditions and move towards the much-aspired self-contained 
housing units.

The thickness of cultural values, indigenous lifestyles and dwelling 
practices that make the urban fabric a rich and multi-layered entity 
cannot be forced into static and market-oriented categorisations of 
the built environment. However, within the present development 
regime, as long as housing remains a generally non-marketed 
good, provision of credit for house building and improvement will 
remain inaccessible for the majority. A mismatch with state-led and 
market-driven urban transformations will persist. Compound houses 
and related typologies contribute to urban dwellers’ well-being 
and resilience by hosting a wide array of different values, tenancy 
statuses and mobility options compared to formal housing. The 
latter is far more narrow-minded as values are derived from non-
Ghanaian contexts and tends to focus on displaying status and on 
monetary value, though excluding income-generating opportunities. 
Additionally, tenure is more fixed and moving is preferred to 
improving. Mobility is viewed in the light of a process where 
households adjust their consumption upward by moving and vacated 
houses are filtered downwards to lower-income households. 

The place where design and planning professionals would ideally 
have to place themselves is likely to be at some critical distance from 
the models facilitated by the government and promoted by real 
estate developers, despite the fact that they embody the dream of 
many residents. It should, on the other hand, be strongly based on 
the urban poor’s everyday reality, understanding their efforts to cope 
with hardships and understanding how their houses are transformed 
to cater for daily needs, well away from aspirations and dreams they 
cannot access. Fieldwork findings also unveiled that dwellers have 
awareness of the distance between their everyday needs and their 
dreams. Meanwhile they perform all kinds of actions to reshape 
their dwelling spaces and urban lives in a context where pro-poor 
public policies are basically absent.

When considering tenure, it becomes evident how difficult it is for 
the urban poor to access their ‘ideal’ home. Indeed, low access 
and low exposure to these opportunities may be what makes them 
‘poor’ in the first place rather than low and insecure income.10 
Official housing policies are too narrow when confronted with the 
wide range of possibilities offered by residents’ current residences 
in Tema New Town, Ashaiman and even in the TCHS. Focusing on 
land tenure emphasises how hard it is to obtain land, especially 
when it involves co-ownership and when plots for single household 
dwellings are as large as a full compound house. At the scale of the 
house itself, variety of tenure types and statuses can be identified. 
The compound house and its variations provide accommodation for 
an array of residents, from well-off owners to poor tenants, with a 
wide range of intermediate possibilities, resulting in a socially mixed 
but coherent entity. This layered condition is crucial since the clearly 

defined tenancies and target groups referred to in official policy and 
real estate marketing are unsuitable for the large amount of socially 
and spatially mobile urban dwellers.

Regardless of the ‘dream’ residents might have, many are contentedly 
residing in their compound houses and the several variations of it 
discovered in the case study areas. The compound house has its 
limitations but also its values. Evidently, its low cost and affordability 
is one of its main virtues. Its capacity to be transformed over 
time, to be constructed incrementally or ‘small small’, to integrate 
businesses and rental units to provide for livelihoods, to integrate 
different types of tenure and host social relations and related 
security systems are crucial to be able to cope with the harshness 
of city life.  These features are not alone in constituting the value of 
compound culture, since symbolic value of a ‘traditional’ dwelling 
is not be underestimated. Self-contained modern villas in new 
residential areas may display a certain level of achievement and a 
high socio-economic status, but fieldwork findings illustrate how 
aesthetic improvements and symbolic values are part and parcel 
of expressing wealth, modernity and an attachment to a particular 
cultural identity.

“Like all built forms, the house has embedded cultural 
values, which are expressed through social relationships. 
Those values include cosmopolitanism and expectations of 
modernity and through the dynamic interplay of forms of 
identification, they can result in new local forms and split 
households.”11

URBAN LIFE IN REALITY: THE ‘IDEAL MODERN FUTURE’ ITS COUNTERWORKS
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The abovementioned polarities are made evident by investigating 
housing typologies themselves. However, documentation of 
residential typologies does not only unfold the contrasts between 
the ‘traditional’ compound house and the self-contained villa, but 
also the dialectical relationship between them, which dwellers may 
enact to integrate advantages of each type. Many residents express 
their dissatisfaction with the traditional compound and dream 
of their own villa. However, most of them are not able to achieve 
this and are well aware of this limitation. Furthermore, not all of 
those who are able to construct or buy such a villa do so. Instead, 
as fieldwork made clear, new typologies emerge as residents take 
actions to deal with the problems inherent to traditional compound 
housing as to attain a more modern, comfortable and individual 
lifestyle. These intermediate typologies or ‘hybrids’ tend to combine 
the merits of the compound house with the ideals and values 
expressed by members of a changing society.

“What finally decides the form of a dwelling, and moulds 
the spaces and their relationships, is the vision that people 
have of the ideal life...This vision, rooted in culture, finds an 
expression in world view and then lifestyle, which are direct 
generators of the patterned activities people attempt to 
accommodate in the construction of built forms.”13

Many residents are self-constructing these hybrid artefacts. Some 
transformations still approximate the final outcome with the 
compound while other are more inclined towards the self-contained 
villa. Typical ingredients taken from compound culture are: multi-
habitation, self-construction, incremental building, shared use of 
spaces and facilities, courtyards and verandas, linkages of single units 
through outdoor rather than indoor circulation space, mixed tenancy 
and mixed use and home-based businesses. Elements from the villa 
are individual and separate units for each nuclear household, modern 

kitchens, bathrooms with shower and/or toilet, separate bedrooms 
for the parents and children, private outdoor spaces and internal 
circulation space. This results in a plethora of elements with which 
one can compose a hybrid home. Generally speaking, the ‘commons’ 
present in the compound house are losing their presence. Typologies 
range from simple extensions to the compound, (detached) chamber 
and hall configurations, self-contained extensions to multi-storey 
houses and self-contained houses at the other end of the compound 
house. All houses changed and/or built ex-novo showcase some 
qualities of the compound house, such as its low cost and the 
sharing of some essential facilities and spaces. Lastly, but no less 
importantly, mutual help, social networks and the sharing of human 
assets are all but absent in the hybridisation process. Sharing exists, 
though it is modulated through the presence of spatial components 
that keep it from causing quarrels and frustrations. Crucial in this 
regard is also the fact that they are often privately owned and as 
such secure the owner’s future and that of the next generation while 
communicating their success. Though many of these hybrid homes 
have rooms hosting nuclear households, they still accommodate 
different types of tenancies and include extended family members.

“The new designs shape the spatial ordering of everyday life 
and are part of the re-creation of social space in a changing 
economic and moral landscape.”14

Dwellers are not alone in their construction of hybrid typologies and 
revisiting of the indigenous compound typology. Housing projects 
and planning policies more receptive to user-based changes have 
also made their stance. As the cases of the TCHS and ADHP illustrate, 
architects, authorities and/or other organisations have been in 
developing housing units more adherent to realities on the ground. 
They both refer to some of the compound house’s virtues. 

FABRICATING HYBRID HOMES: NEITHER COMPOUND NOR VILLA BUT SOMETHING IN BETWEEN

TCHS houses are partially self-build, planned as incremental units 
that include courtyards, external circulation space, but also have 
modern amenities such as individual toilets and kitchens and 
are focused on the nuclear household. Though the third phase of 
the project is somewhat contradicting previous efforts, it cannot 
be denied that the intervention’s initial gist was one of openness 
towards self-build, progressive development and shared space.

The ADHP may seem largely different since it involves multi-storey 
‘flats’. Compound culture as embodied in key components is scaled 
up to the level of a collective housing typology with more than 
one floor. The courtyard - in its full potential as an urban figure - in 
addition to bedroom and hall configurations, phased improvements 
and shared facilities are all to be found. However, not all have found 
their place as they normally have in the context of the compound 
house.

It is certain that by now a shift from the indigenous compound 
typology towards a modern villa-type is on-going. It is also vital for 
the survival of the compound culture in itself. More importantly, it 
is a vital artefact, which allows urban residents to adapt to, cope 
with and reinterpret changing socio-economic environments and 
lifestyles. While it is difficult to define an  ideal hybrid in this context 
there however should be a worthy alternative to the ‘old-fashioned’ 
compound as well as to the ubiquitous single-family villas featured 
in contemporary suburban sprawl. Urban dwellers cannot be placed 
in the same box and a wide range of hybrid homes should - and 
does - exist. Many of them are custom-made and well adapted to 
every dweller and to his or her actual aspired position somewhere 
between the extremes of the indigenous compound and the villa.
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extension of a room with an entrance 
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attached extension of a compound detached extension of a compound

compound with single owner, nuclear 
family of three generations and tenants

compound for nuclear family only 
(three generations)

self-contained compound for nuclear family, 
units for tenants are placed outside 

self-contained unit carved out of the compound, 
still using its spaces and relations with the family

self-contained unit carved out of the compound, 
with very limited interaction between them
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single ADHP unit with own kitchen and 
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two-bedroom self-contained ADHP unit
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“If user initiated transformations can be officially recognised 
as upgrading activities rather than as ‘building slums’, 
positive policies could follow and the process could be more 
efficient for all concerned”15

Kumasi’s streets are lined with multi-storey compounds, though 
even they have not escaped the stigmatisation that is directed at 
Greater Accra’s high-density indigenous sectors. Not incidentally, the 
same stigmatisation that is haunting compound houses and other 
typologies in general is also haunting whole urban areas as the case 
studies are often categorised as informal settlements - or even ‘slums’ 
- and labelled as areas in need of revision and redevelopment. But 
does this self-made city need to be revised and if so, to what extent? 
Following which standards and notion of the ideal city? May it be 
that it is not the built environment in itself that needs to be revised 
but the perception of it from a ‘formal’ standpoint? May the parts of 
the city requiring amendment not only be those without sanitation 
but also those lacking urban intensity? The image needs to be (re-)
adjusted as Tema New Town as well as Ashaiman are indeed lively, 
buzzing and tightly-knit communities with thriving economies.16

Such stigmatisation and the future challenges of compound house 
development - and of the case study areas more generally - cannot 
be viewed independently from one another. Fabricating hybrid 
homes is crucial but housing typologies cannot be seen as a stand-
alone expression as they are connected and intertwined with the 
urban fabric and constitute the image of the city as a whole. New 
houses, and buildings in general should be envisaged and created as 
organic parts of the city, organising and shaping it in accordance with 
existing built and lived spaces. Designing and facilitating the design 
of ideal hybrid homes does not automatically lead to improved 
urban conditions, and neither can these be realised without a 

supportive framework at a bigger scale. Typological revisions and 
(re-) using features of the compound house and ‘repetitive elements 
of a still existing urban fabric can be of a great value as it elevates 
them to more than just historic remnants of a previous era’.17 There 
is a need to constitute typologies related to the composition of a 
vibrant urban fabric. The resulting framework needs to be affordable 
and sustainable (environmentally, economically and socially) as 
well as supported by community residents themselves. It should 
be a model the urban dwellers believe in and to which they are 
able to contribute by improving their own conditions and those of 
the entire neighbourhood. Indeed, individual actions by residents 
which frequently take the form of hybrid homes are more than 
just dwellings, as they also interact with the urban environment. 
Mixed-use development appears to take place naturally as a result 
of individual actions over time, where residential uses and income-
generating activities supplement each other. The resulting artefacts 
are functionally hybrid (or are de-functionalised tout court) in 
the sense that they offer various amenities to their surroundings. 
Consequently, it remains crucial to allow residents to generate 
income-generating activities where they reside, especially in the 
context of a largely self-employed population. Fieldwork findings 
made this requirement apparent, as the ADHP case well illustrates. 
Although commercial spaces are included in the project, they are 
generally out of reach for most residents, who have limited means. 
Though some residents have been able to rent such units, others 
are struggling with this issue, with the exception of one inhabitant 
who was allowed to maintain the kiosk he already had before. When 
designing the project, the option to raise columns in the courtyard 
for residents whose vocations required larger domestic spaces 
was considered for them to appropriate. However, this option was 
omitted in the final design.18

STEPS AHEAD FOR A FULLY-FLEDGED CITY COMPOUND

In spite of this absence, Amui Djor is an elucidative example of a 
project that does not limit itself to housing provision with little 
concern of the wider settings residences are erected. As discussed 
earlier, the ideal hybrid typology is more than just a housing project 
but positively influences its neighbourhood. The ADHP tends to 
improve the whole Amui Djor area, not only symbolically as a 
pioneer of improvement and investment but also by providing its 
surroundings with public toilets, showers and commercial spaces. 
This raises a number of questions on how to devise frameworks 
which guides user-based infill and contemporaneously structures 
shared spaces and provides basic services. In talking about Kinshasa, 
Filip De Boeck emphasised the need to “lead the city forward through 
slow incremental transformation rather than through the sweeping 
gestures of radical change [...] which would be a total denial of the 
urban reality as lived by most today.”19

In this respect, the future of Tema and Ashaiman may be bright. 
The areas are not (yet) threatened by prestigious city renewals 
and related evictions, with some worrying exceptions.20 For the 
time being, slow transformation is what characterises them. Local 
authorities’ main focus is on the upgrading of infrastructure and 
of public facilities to allow for other improvements and integrate 
urban dynamics in these state-led developments, allowing for a 
continuously transforming space. ASHMA for example, is slowly 
improving the settlement by securing land and processing individual 
land titles, encouraging residents to improve their houses and 
by providing infrastructure and facilities, making development 
programmes and supporting the Amui Djor Housing Project. Besides 
that, there is the willingness of Ashaiman’s residents to be the main 
actors of their own socio-economic improvement.
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The question of providing a framework for development while 
recognising urban dwellers’ powerful city-making practices and 
hybrid home development is even more crucial when considered 
in the light of infrastructure and open space provision. The public 
domain, infrastructure and facilities such as schools and hospitals 
remain largely unimproved by the ad hoc character of dweller 
transformations. By focusing on these, any action by authorities in 
this regard would be an important complement to improvements 
made by residents.21 Roads, drains, access to water and public toilets 
would be important ingredients constituting a basic framework for 
government to provide structure to settlements, leaving the infill in 
the hands of residents themselves. Ideally then, future actions by 
authorities would focus on developing a framework that can shape 
and guide user-based systems of transformation and self-building, 
striking a balance between state-led and user-based expressions, 
allowing these processes to work together as to produce housing 
and urban economies. This framework would not be limited to 
policies but involves physical structures as a dynamic and flexible 
armature connecting individual actions. This becomes a crucial 
point vis-à-vis decisions on where the threshold between shared 
space and private space lies, and to what extent what are commonly 
described as ‘encroachments’ will be tolerated. While paternalistic 
authorities value open space for public use, local norms tend to 
favour maximising private and covered space, occupied by these 
hybrid typologies.22 Compound houses and the new generation of 
hybrid homes are not just private spaces, but have urban qualities 
to them that intensify and layer the use of space by mixing functions 
and de-functionalising spaces.

“The real city, true urbanity [compared to the modernist 
and planned ‘ideal city’] is not about the public space 
but about the private space, about the multiplication 
and accommodation of private things. What remains as 
public, what is respected as such, is necessary for private 
development such as access to private property. Residents 
want a dense city with mixed functions, not shared 
spaces.”23

Although housing in the case study areas does not typically conform 
to plot boundaries demarcated but blurs its edges in its points of 
contact with the city, residents are increasingly aware they cannot 
build anything anywhere. Public space that is really needed is mostly 
preserved. Evidence from the TCHS and the low-cost area have 
demonstrated that marking a threshold materially can be a powerful 
tool to avoid that open space appropriation compromises its shared 
nature. Where building regulations only exist on paper, as in the case 
of a line on the layout where plots end, they are hardly respected. 
When they are also translated into physical forms, as in the case 
of paved streets and gutters, residents tend to avoid encroaching 
upon them. Considering the power of a built border or threshold 
would favour authorities that are on the other hand viewed as the 
perpetuators of an inflexible, normative and unrealistic approach 
to urban change.  Indeed, while ASHMA seems to have opened 
up to a more inclusive transformation, the same cannot be said of 
authorities in Tema, which also suffer from a problematic overlap 
of roles. The ongoing clash between TMA and TDC is hampering 
positive change and needs to be urgently addressed. Besides unclear 
and conflicting competences, the uncompleted privatisation of TDC, 
initiated some years ago, has added more fuel to the fire.24 Frank 
Tackie has sensibly argued against the privatisation of TDC since 
the main focus of authorities’ work should be on improving existing 
residential areas instead of creating new middle-class estates in the 
suburbs: 

“TDC should first clean up the mess that they created, 
especially since the establishment of TMA. The decline of 
Tema has been steadily following systematic failure on a 
crescendo. TDC was a novelty in the old days, but is has 
been a failure. But they have more professionals and the 
capacity than TMA to reverse the decay. They are the only 
ones who can correct their failure. TDC wants new land 
outside the Acquisition Area because the land is exhausted. 
But they do not need new land! They need urban renewal, 
new thinking within the boundaries instead of expanding.”25

TDC appointed the Consortium, a private planning firm, for revising 
Tema New Town and to propose a redevelopment strategy that 
tends to be in line with our previous recommendations. Frank Tackie, 
CEO of the Consortium, acknowledges the need for transformation 
but in the first place of the human beings who are living there 
and their socio-economic circumstances instead of their houses.26 
Demolishing complete areas will not do any good in this regard. 
Rather, the main gist should be on public infrastructure upgrading. 
This should encourage residents to change their environment, who 
are in any case increasingly aware of the issues at stake and whose 
mindset is changing.  Urban dwellers increasingly believe the areas 
can be improved. In Amui Djor for example, community involvement 
is very strong. The fact that the layout for the area was developed 
dialectically between landlords, TDC and ASHMA, is a big step forward 
in participatory planning. Nonetheless, though the ingredients are 
all there, the ASHMA and the traditional authorities have been 
delaying the layout’s implementation for about 20 years. Roads that 
have been demarcated have not been paved and are inadequately 
equipped with gutters and public sanitation facilities. The Amui 
Djor experience is also a warning call vis-à-vis the limitations of self-
provision. Indeed, leaving housing provision to residents themselves 
can upgrade the environment and thus ensure the middle-class a 
place in the settlement, but it can also evict the poorest of the poor 
out of the area. Since they are not landlords most will not be able 
to pay for increased rents following improvement. Furthermore, the 
community facilities TDC included in the layout would definitely not 
have been realised by Amui Djor landlords if development had been 
up to them only.

The presence of the Amui Djor Housing Project is therefore 
desirable. It is a hybrid home itself, which aptly revisits some of the 
compound houses main features with the challenge of catering to a 
collective scale. Many authors have indeed stressed the importance 
of vernacular elements of Ghanaian housing. This does not mean 
that design professionals have to desperately cling to the compound 
house and reinforce the extended family system. To acknowledge 

and understand its elements and learn from its virtues and vices 
is however crucial, within the ambition to keep touch with local 
dwelling cultures without losing a sense of future aspirations. The 
foremost architectural element of the compound is its courtyard. It 
not only is a shared outdoor space where a variety of activities occur, 
but also is the key component of outdoor circulation, providing 
access to single units. It leads to increased ventilation, high flexibility 
of room use and the possibility to end up with distinct separate 
units. Although still very present, the main courtyard has lost its 
prominence in many hybrid homes, often replaced by a plethora of 
private outdoor spaces such as balconies, verandas or roof terraces. 
Currently, hybrid typologies tend to create inward-looking houses 
and wall their outdoor spaces if enough private land is available. 
Otherwise, residents use public space in front of the house as such 
and try to privatise it as much as possible to make it usable for 
household functions such as cooking, washing, relaxing and drying 
of clothes. 

Such outdoor spaces also become crucial when densification 
processes are underway, since the ADHP is a vertical structure. 
The inner core is a valuable element of the urban fabric as well 
as a traditional urban figure. However, the courtyard in the ADHP 
is not a vibrant social space characterised by variable uses.  This 
may be because of the distance between it and residents’ actual 
living units, in addition to the presence of public sanitary facilities 
that leads to ‘strangers’ coming into the courtyard. In a compound 
house, all rooms are directly adjacent to the courtyard and although 
many compounds have shops and other businesses attracting non-
residents, these activities tend to be oriented outwards as to maintain 
the courtyard’s intermediate condition. A revision of the ADHP could 
bear this in mind, since in the new housing residents retreat to their 
units (alone or with guests) instead of using the courtyard for social 
interaction. Some residents expressed their disappointment with 
the absence of social interaction as occurs instead in the compound 
house. Although every unit has its own modern kitchen and the 
courtyard was planned for traditional cooking such as the pounding
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of fufu, these spaces are not used as such. Instead, residents use 
the open air corridors in front of their units as what would be their 
porch in the compound. It is in these spaces that they socialise 
and cook with gas cylinders or charcoal. These spaces would need 
a complement, in the form of private outdoor spaces. An option 
for future design might be to include bigger corridors or balconies 
where people can socialise, cook, wash and dry clothes, store things 
and deal with refuse.

Moreover, In spite of the facilities it holds in the courtyard, the ADHP 
raises question about the project’s value for its immediate urban 
environment. For the moment, the exterior space surrounding it is 
far from being qualified. In light of the future phases of the ADHP’s 
development, the inclusion and protection of open, collective 
areas is to be considered. This is not to be understood as a plea for 
realising an unsustainable stretch of landscaped green, but rather 
as a lively space for social and commercial exchange, a playground 
for children to play and a place where residents can run their small 
informal businesses. Qualifying the building’s surroundings would 
allow valuable interactions to be created and would help shape a 
sense of place. These reflections are all the more preoccupied with 
the fact that TAMSUF has acknowledged that including commercial 
elements such as public toilets and showers to raise funds will not be 
possible in the second phase of the project because they are already 
present in the first building realised. Indeed, extra finances will not 
come from commercial spaces and public sanitary facilities but from 
selling 60% of the units of the four-storey residential building to a 
low-income group of salaried workers. The other 40% of the units 
will be smaller, but bigger than the current ones, and are reserved 
for the target community group at highly subsidised prices. The fact 
that the second phase will have different, varied and bigger housing 

units is a positive improvement in the light of enhancing social mixity. 
Nonetheless, taken together, the lack of a proper interface between 
built and unbuilt, and the absence of shared facilities is likely to 
weaken the catalysing energy the ADHP buildings can potentially 
generate. A more extreme take on this front would be to recognize 
the catalytic power of a multi-storey and multi-functional compound 
building such as the one built in Amui Djor, and reinterpret it as 
key to a larger urban development strategy. Seen its potential, why 
not spread such projects over a larger area? Currently, the project 
already attracts members of the Ghana Federation of The Urban 
Poor out of more distant areas. Why not give them shelter in their 
own areas? Why concentrate all efforts on one single place? 

Besides these interrogations, the ADHP leads the way in taking stock 
of compound culture.27 Indeed, a main feature of this type is its ability 
to be transformed and built ‘small small’. The incremental building 
aspect is present in the ADHP but only in terms of interior finishing. 
Although necessary for reducing building costs, it is something that is 
criticised by the residents. Units are very small, of comparable size to 
the single rooms or chamber and hall configurations in ‘traditional’ 
compounds but there is no possibility of enlarging them. Expansion 
of units in a multi-story type poses many questions, not least the 
need for a higher technical input and dependence on professionals 
by dwellers, which is not what the design team intended to promote.  
Furthermore, the project was about providing the barest minimum, 
based on the idea that the more well-off can move into self-build 
houses and gradually improve within the precinct. The design team 
is well aware of the needs of residents to adjust housing to changing 
conditions which is why it has proposed larger units and more 
variation in the next phase. Occupants are expected to progress 
based on increased savings/earnings.28

The indigenous compound house has a very difficult tenure situation 
with co-ownership often leading to many maintenance problems, 
quarrels and frustrations. By contrast, as the ADHP underlines, 
the ideal hybrid home of the future is not commonly owned, but 
features clear ownership. This does not however mean that nuclear 
households are to be promoted. Housing is instead expected to host 
variable occupation options and would offer accommodation to 
a variety of residents, from the more well-off owner to extended 
family and tenants. Though the ADHP offers a mix of single bedroom 
units and bigger self-contained units, it does not promote variety in 
tenure arrangements since residents will all be owners in ten-years 
time. While one may acknowledge the benefits of having a ten-
year locking system to keep the target group as residents in their 
units, people’s lives are not static. Ten years can be a long time for 
dynamic households, and a unit may quickly become unsuitable to 
their socio-economic and demographic changes. Residents should at 
least be able to adapt their housing situation easily, especially since 
there is no possibility for extending the units.  Residents should 
then have at least the option to move between different units or 
to move out easily and return the unit back to the Federation who 
can then allocate it to another member. Again in this regard, the 
current existence of two different housing units is commendable 
since it encourages variation, a condition expected to improve with 
the realisation of the second building, featuring a wider range of 
socio-economic profiles. This variation is all the more crucial since 
several of Amui Djor’s inhabitants, especially among the landlords, 
expressed a negative attitude towards the project. They perceive 
living there as an embarrassment and failure in life. In the words of 
another inhabitant, son of one of the beneficiaries: “it is good for 
the real poor and the homeless people, but not for us”. In this vein, 
it might be a very good idea for TAMSUF to sell some of the units in 

the next phase to low-income salaried workers, who are of a higher 
socio-economic class than the initial target group. The co-habitation 
of different socio-economic groups may reduce stigmatisation as 
the project will not be devoted only to housing the poorest and 
‘homeless’.

As the Amui Djor case illustrates, a single ideal model housing 
typology within a normatively planned city is not what would 
suit Ghana’s urban context best. A supportive framework for 
urban development, allowing the existence of a variety of hybrid 
homes, would be considerably more fitting. A focus on providing 
infrastructure, facilities and individual plot allocation for individual 
construction would allow authorities to be significantly more 
effective in their planning. As fieldwork has shown, not all residents 
lack assets and the large majority is able to construct its own house. 
Ideally, building regulations could allow for all kinds of hybrid house 
typologies to exist, ranging from the compound house to multi-
storey and mixed-use buildings. Following suit, an ideal home 
would include multi-habitation and any variation of extended family 
systems. These conditions are crucial. While not everyone wants to 
live in a compound, the majority of respondents could not afford 
their dream villa either. Many residents stating to be happily living 
in their compound house do feel the urge to move to their own 
house because it is what society expects them to do. Indeed, several 
households who can afford a dwelling unit in affordable housing 
projects such as the ADHP, would not want to live in such small units 
anyhow. Rather, they would prefer a larger house that can be self-
build, transformed over time and has space to accommodate many 
family members.29
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“In the past, despite the long-term view which gives town 
and regional planning its character, physical planning has 
tended to be quite short sighted. [...] The end product 
has been assumed to be that which features on the plan 
in hand unless dwellings were specifically designed to be 
extended.”30

Housing design and urban planning in Greater Accra have gone a 
long way. They have moved from the forced resettlements of the 
1950s to an attempt at participatory planning and housing the 
urban poor in the 2000s, with all the intermediate steps embodied 
by cooperative housing and sites and services. While more recent 
efforts are far from being enough, and have points that can be 
greatly improved, they also make clear the possibility of ‘revisiting 
community’ while providing for the urban poor. Our conclusions 
are well aligned with the Ghana Housing Profile published by UN-
Habitat. The text recommends authorities to reduce their focus on 
the provision of completed units that the majority of the poor cannot 
afford. Rather, they are invited to deploy resources in strategic areas 
and house types such as the compound house.31 According to Tipple 
(2000), the key concept of the Global Strategy for Shelter advanced 
by the United Nations in 2000 is that of governments stepping 
back from housing production and measures to control the price of 

outputs and, instead, working to enable the current and potential 
suppliers of housing to do what they do best. If encouraging the 
construction of compound houses and hybrid homes was included 
in the government’s enabling strategies, together with measures to 
reduce the costs of undertaking housing adjustments, Ghana’s urban 
poor could fulfil their ambitions to own houses.32 Governments 
should involve all actors available in the production of housing 
and move decision-making down to the lowest appropriate level, 
encouraging individuals and communities to play a proactive role 
in identifying local needs and formulating new policies, plans and 
projects. Focusing on and facilitating the improvement of existing 
urban environments, give residents an alternative to the normative 
policies that promote residential mobility and which harm those 
who do not want to or are not able to move. Furthermore, keeping 
in mind the housing deficit that still exists in Ghana, the many house 
builders who are transforming the built environment are providers 
of housing as well. Though their daily changes, they contribute to the 
reduction of urban sprawl and to urban intensification. The related 
increases in density generate a more intensive use of existing built-
up areas and current services and infrastructures.33 Ideally, these 
efforts enable housing and building to transform as a dynamic and 
living organism, just as urban life does.
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