
Where eight share one room 
How do migrants from the countryside to the city cope 
with the problem of homelessness? The writer cites the 
case of two slum-dwellers in the Ghanaian city of Kumasi 

IJ or Ghana, the International 
Year of Shelter for the Home
less falls at a time when the 

number of homeless urban dwellers 
seems to have increased to an un
precedented level. In Kumasi, the 
country's second largest city, for 
example, the existing stock of 
rooms in 1980 was estimated at 
about 220,700 but-with an aver
age of three persons living in each 
room-it was estimated that as 
many as 20,000 additional rooms 
were needed. The situation has 
worsened since then. This shortfall 
compared to the need and demand 
is frightening, and as a result most 
migrants have adopted many in
novative responses to cope with the 
situation. The stories of two resi
dents of Kumasi demonstrate how 
some migrants manage to cope with 
their homelessness. 

Adongo was born in Zuarungu in 
the Upper East Region of Ghana. 
Fifteen years after his birth his 
father died and he was left in the 
care of his uncle. He reared his 
uncle's animals and worked on his 
farms in return for his daily bread. 
As he grew up he wanted to regain 
his independence and went to live 
in Kumasi some 18 years ago. He 
had hoped to get a job and earn 
enough money to buy cows for his 
marriage rites and accumulate some 
capital for a comfortable future. 
Adongo first settled with another 
uncle, who occupied a single room 
with his wife and five children in 
the suburb of Bomso. He had to 
content himself with a sleeping-mat 
on the floor, and this was how he 
lived for five years while doing odd 
jobs to make ends meet. His income 
was minimal and unreliable, as it 
depended on the availability of 
jobs, and he did not earn enough to 
rent a room. 

20 

by Kwasi Adarkwa 

When he got married, his wife 
came to join him in his uncle's room 
in Bomso, although there were al
ready eight people sharing it. Luck
ily for him, he found a semi-perma
nent job with the Bible College as a 
watchman. But he still earned only 
2,000 cedis, and landlords at the 
time demanded an advance pay
ment of between 10,000 and 
15,000 cedis. He put much faith in 
the weekly lottery, but the more he 
staked the more he lost, and any 
winnings were only just enough to 
cover his past debts. 

He became more and more frus
trated, and lost all hope of ever 
raising the deposit; finally, he 
moved into a wooden structure 
near the Bible College which had 
originally been built for storing ce-

For Adongo, this hut for storing cement 
has been "home " for the past ten 
years. 
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ment. Adongo has now been living 
in this wooden structure for the past 
ten years. He has three children and 
his wife is unemployed, so he is the 
sole breadwinner of the family . 
There are no toilet facilities and no 
electricity in the structure; he uses 
the toilets and baths at the nearby 
preparatory school. Since he has 
not yet achieved the ambition for 
which he left Zuarungu, he does not 
intend to go home in the near 
future. Since the structure he lives 
in is temporary he does not plan to 
make any improvements to it. 

The vast majority of migrants like 
Adongo have similar stories to tell. 
They usually have no skills to en
able them to easily find employ
ment in the cities. Even when they 
do have a job, they are poorly paid; 
the high rents oblige them to find 
adequate and satisfactory accom
modation, and so they tend to cre
ate spontaneous settlements out
side of the existing institutional 
framework. 
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A new migrant normally joins 
some close relatives who have al
ready settled in the city, and gets 
acquainted with city life as he 
roams round in search of a job. 
Close relatives continue to move in 
and share the accommodation-usu
ally a small room. As the room gets 
more and more crowded, family life 
disintegrates and privacy is lost. As 
many as seven or eight persons may 
share a single room ; the only top 
limit is the amount of available 
sleeping space. As new migrants 
arrive, earlier ones find substitute 
rooms, usually make-shift struc
tures built on unoccupied land from 
cardboard, packing cases and scrap 
metal. 

Ayambilla tells his story of home
lessness. " I have been living in 
Bantama in a structure made of 
cardboard and wood with my wife 
and five children. My income is 
only 5,000 cedis. Meanwhile to get 
a room to hire I need between 
20,000 to 30,000 initial deposit 
which is well beyond my means. A 
year ago I was approached by a 
local gin retailer who wanted some
one to watch over her gin store at 
night. In order to supplement my 
income I opted to sleep in this kiosk 
at night while my family live in the 
other dwelling." 

Since he put up his structure 
without authority, he has been con
stantly harassed by building inspec
tors of the Kumasi City Council 
who have threatened to demolish it. 
He doesn't know how long he can 
continue to occupy this land. 

When last year Ayambilla won 
the weekly lottery worth about 
120,000 cedis, he decided to put up 
a simple dwelling to live in but this 
has not been easy either. He was 
told that the land was not for 
sale-but it could be released to him 
upon the payment of "drinks 
money" for a period of 50 years ! 

After paying one fee for tempor
ary occupation of the land and 
another for help in obtaining regis
tration and a building permit, he 
realised that he could not even 
afford to start his house. So he is 
still living in the kiosk until he can 
raise enough money again. 

Complex planning and building 
regulations hinder people from 
starting their own homes. So the 
migrant simply builds for his own 
convenience, and does not go be
yond the minimum required to 
keep shelter over his family's head. 
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A migrant community in West Africa. 
Housing built by migrants seldom goes 
beyond the minimum required to keep 
shelter over the family's head. 
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Moonlight, when it comes, provides 
the only means of illumination, and 
a candle is seldom lit as he comes 
home tired and sleepy and only 
crawls onto the bamboo or straw 
mat which forms his bed. 

Yet migrants such as Adongo and 
Ayambilla are the envy of other 
less fortunate ones, many of whom 
have no permanent sleeping places 
but wander from place to place. 
Others sleep in kiosks, lorry parks, 
disused lorries and uncompleted or 
abandoned buildings. 

Migrants who work around the 
clock lose touch with their families. 
There is very little family guidance 
for their children and many of them 
become delinquents-a further con
sequence of homelessness. Since 
the migrants ' dwellings lack basic 
necessities like water, electricity, 
and toilet facilities, they may punc
ture pipelines to get water for 
domestic use and defaecate into 
nearby streams, rubbish dumps and 
gutters. The result is a steady in
crease in cases of such communi
cable diseases as cholera, gastro
enteritis and other water-related 
diseases among the migrants-the 
very people who have least access 
to primary health care. 

The implications for national 
planning in many developing coun-

tries are obvious. More and more 
resources continue to go into cura
tive mesures of disease control, to 
the neglect of productive activities 
and other social services for the 
migrants. The increasing gap be
tween housing needs and housing 
supply is aggravated, to a large 
extent, by factors such as the high 
cost of land and building materials, 
and rigid building and planning 
regulations. Even where govern
ments have attempted to solve the 
housing problem by setting up 
housing institutions or production 
units, their functions are not always 
well-coordinated and such insti
tutions are not always responsive 
to the needs of low-income city
dwellers. 

In Ghana alone, it is estimated 
that an average of 1,000 to 1,200 
houses must be constructed each 
year for the next 20 years if current 
housing needs are to be met. This is 
a huge task that can only be carried 
out by both private and public col
laboration. The present focus of the 
International Year of Shelter for the 
Homeless is to draw the attention of 
all governments to the housing 
needs of their people. Solving the 
housing problem must start with the 
homeless. Governments and con
cerned institutions have to take the 
first step by relaxing over-rigid 
building and planning regulations 
so as to cater for their needs. Only 
then might we begin to see a down
turn in the steadily rising total 
of city-dwellers without adequate 
roofs over their heads. • 
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