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A study on socio-spatial structure and community management system in Abese indigenous quarter,
La, Accra, Ghana - Rethinking urban informality and informal settlement improvement
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Urban informal settlements represent a salient feature in the socio-spatial organization of cities and major
towns in Ghana. In the Greater Accra Metropolitan Area (GAMA), about 60 percent of the population resides in
informal settlements, which constitutes about 15.7 percent of the built-up area. Concentrated poverty, overcrowding
and the gradual deterioration in socio-cultural identities have become an everyday phenomenon, especially in
indigenous areas. To contribute to sustainable local improvement of informal areas, this study sought to understand
the indigenous community management system by analyzing existing social structure, maintenance of common
facilities and human behavior in Abese indigenous quarter in La municipality of Greater Accra. Generally, this was
aimed at identifying and retaining positive elements while improving deplorable conditions. This dissertation,
therefore, has been organized into seven chapters and elaborated below.

In chapter 1, the proliferation of informal settlements in Ghana is defined in terms of unprecedented
urbanization (51 percent), the legacy of British colonial planning, and weak local planning capacity in the face of
rapid urban population growth (4.2 percent). Additionally, previous studies concerning the topic of urban informal
settlements are also discussed vertically from global to Africa and the Ghanaian context.

In chapter 2, a theoretical and conceptual framework for the study is developed. Specifically, the concept of
urban informality, the phenomenon of urban informal settlements, and the theory of self-organization are reviewed to
provide a theoretical basis for the research. Moreover, this chapter also historically reviews the different approaches
to informal settlement improvement since the 1950s.

In chapter 3, the methodological procedure for undertaking this research is discussed. These include literature
review, reconnaissance survey, measurement of open spaces, and observation of human behavior in informal open
spaces. In addition to this, 60 field interviews were conducted with residents, community leaders, and clan heads
concerning community social system, clan houses, open spaces, and maintenance of common facilities.

In chapter 4, the dissertation provides a historical overview of urban development in Ghana. It entails the
evolution and development of towns in the timeline of the pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial era. This chapter
also explains the international and national policies, urban development programs and their effects on current urban
form and informal practices in major cities such as Accra.

In chapter 5, the community social structure and management system is analyzed. Here, residents in each of the
15 clan houses meet once a week to deliberate on issues around community improvement, social support, and
residents’ behavior. Although low-income earners (average US$19 monthly), residents’ collaboration has mobilized 64
percent of funds for improvements in housing conditions with modern building materials, underpinned by the clan
system.

In chapter 6, the analyses focus on the spatial structure and dynamics of human behavior in informal open
spaces. The analyses revealed a ‘tributary’ and interconnected spatial network of I, L, and U-shaped open spaces with
different levels of openness and usage. The analysis also indicated that location, local infrastructure, microclimate,
and local knowledge influenced human behavior in informal open spaces.

In chapter 7, policy implications and recommendations are presented. The dissertation suggests preserving
existing community social system, introducing urban green infrastructure, supporting the use of local building
materials to improve housing conditions, and land adjustment. The integration of indigenous community
management practices into municipal planning and design policy is also recommended. For future research, the
mechanism for adapting a ‘machizukuri’-based self-management model for informal settlement improvement in Accra

could be explored.
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