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Abstract 

 

Globally urbanization is growing rapidly and this change has attained it tipping point in 2007. 

Nigeria is one of the countries identified to have rapid urbanization growth and its built 

environment is also changing. Yet the role of the architect in ensuring the sustainability of the 

built environment is not certain. The study reviews urbanization, the built environment, 

sustainability and the global concerns for every urban development to be sustainable. 

Although, urbanization has multifaceted challenging demands, in Nigeria like other 

developing economies, the rapid growth and the reciprocal developmental demands seem 

overwhelming. These demands include; the provision of adequate housing, infrastructures, 

utilities and other services. While these demands depict despair and hopelessness, on the 

other hand, it is an opportunity for creative responses that ensure sustainable urban built 

environment. These challenges therefore, present the sustainable urban paradox for the 

architect. Theoretical findings, suggest that the practices of professionals within the built 

environment and especially the design creativity of the architect must respond sustainable, in 

order to ensure a sustainable urban built environment for the present and the future 

generations.  In conclusion, this study has ascertained the important role of the architect 

towards ensuring a sustainable built environment for Nigeria. Secondly, it has disseminated 

knowledge on the processes leading to interventions by the architect. Thirdly, the study also 

recommends the need for collaborative interventions amongst design professionals, with 

other allied built environment professions and policy makers, in order to ensure 

implementation of sustainable practices within the Nigerian urban built environment. 
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1. Introduction  

Urbanization has been happening globally since the 1800s (Doytsher et al., 2010; Muggah, 

2012) and is not likely to stop, resulting into an increasing urban population as shown in 

Figure 1. Globally, the rural urban shift also changed the urban population from 13% in the 

1900s to about 50% by 2010 and the tipping point was reached in 2007 (International 

Federation of Surveyors (FIG) 2010). It has also been argued that by 2050 this global 

urbanization shift will increase to 72% (Akunnaya and Adedapo, 2014). Furthermore, rapid 

urbanization is taking place in many urban centers of the world (Macionis and Parrillo, 2010). 

Developing countries and Africa is said to be experiencing the highest urbanization growth 

rate of 3% (Mosha, 2013), while Nigeria is one of the countries identified to be experiencing 

the highest rate of rapid urbanization (Atere and Akinwale 2006). In Nigeria, the predominant 

problem associated with its rapid urbanization is the shortage of housing (Ogu and 

Ogbuozobe, 2011; Allu, 2014), this underpins the study‟s rationale to uncover the needed 

sustainable reciprocal interventions for the housing and other infrastructural shortages.  

 

 

 

Figure 1: The urban and rural population of the world.  

Source: International Federation of Surveyors, FIG (2010 p. 15) 

 

Urbanization is noted to be dynamic and even within the same country and has also been 

observed to have an uneven pattern. This is particularly so around the built environment of 

the core city of many urban centers (United Nations Population Fund 2007; Macionis and 

Parrillo, 2010). In general, urbanization has its positive attributes and it has also posed some 

challenges. 

There are two attributes to the urbanization paradox. Firstly, the positive attributes of 

urbanization includes; economic diversification and social improvements, however the 

developmental processes leading to these positive attributes are its challenges (Shen et al., 

2015; Ameen et al., 2015). Secondly, the environmental challenges of urbanization include; 

environmental waste, pollution, overcrowding and the excessive use of natural resource 
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(Surenran and Sekar, 2010; Shen et al., 2015; Ameen et al., 2015) particularly by the 

activities in the built environment sector.  

Generally, these two main attributes observed in relation to environmental challenges at any 

local level; the challenges seem to be one of despair and hopelessness and on the other hand 

an opportunity for creative responses that would ensure a sustainable future at any local level 

(Mamo, 2007; Mosha 2013). Hence, this study presents some of the urbanization paradoxes 

relating to the built environment and its sustainability. The study focuses on how the architect 

can overturn the challenges into creative opportunities through the architectural interventions 

that would reposition architectural practices within the urban built environment sustainably. 

However, an earlier inductive study suggested that the application of sustainable architectural 

options and strategies are uncommon in developing countries (Allu and Ekele, 2015), this 

mainly due to limited knowledge on the connections between design practices and 

sustainability of the urban built environment by some architects. This study bridges the gap in 

knowledge and advances some recommendations. 

2. Literature Review 

The review section of this study‟s theoretical discuss is divided into three sub-sections in 

order to highlights the relationship between the keywords. These sections are presented as 

follows: urbanization and the built environment, the Nigerian Built environment and 

sustainability and Sustainability and urbanization. These are further discussed in section three 

and thereafter, the conclusion is drawn and some recommendations are suggested. 

2.1 Urbanization and the built environment 

The built environment constitutes all buildings, man-made environments including blue and 

green spaces where human activities take place (Scotland‟s Climate Change Adaptation 

Framework; 2011; Allu, 2015). While urbanization is a developmental process in which an 

increasing proportion of a population move from rural areas to live in cities and around the 

cities‟ suburbs (Bansal et al., 2015). Rapid urbanization is always synonymous with 

population growth and also with an increased demand on urban infrastructures (Akunnaya 

and Adedapo, 2014; Cartalis et al., 2016). Consequently, these have led to ever increasing 

activities in the construction industry of many developing economies like Nigeria (Arif et al., 

2009; Mua‟azu, 2011). Furthermore, the environmental sustainability is noted to be largely 

dependent on the activities of the built environment sector (Allu, 2014; 2015). By implication 

this means that, when the activities in the built environment are practiced sustainably, then 

the products of these activities would be sustainable.  

Other studies have also suggested that, the built environment sector is very important to any 

policy formulation and evaluation that are connected to strategies aimed at promoting 

environmental sustainability in any urban setting (Brandon and Lombardi, 2005; Alkadiri et 

al., 2012; Allu, 2014). This is because the sector‟s activities have direct impact on the future 

of the urban built environment. 

 

Achieving sustainable urban development requires sector based initiatives. In this regard, the 

UN-Habitat (2016) carried out some studies in over 70 urban projects, across different 

countries in order to identify best practices for any sustainable urban development. Their 
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findings suggest that all sustainable practices are better strategized through sector based 

identified initiatives. The built environment sector has also been identified as the sector with 

the most potential and capacity to promote environmental sustainability globally (Alkadiri et 

al., 2012; Allu, 2014). Due to this important role of the built environment sector, best 

practices within the sector are encouraged and rewarded in developed countries (Brandon and 

Lombardi, 2005; UN-Habitat, 2016).  

Similarly another study carried out by Shen et al. (2013) opined that, best practices in the 

urban built environment are only successful, when all developments are guided by 

sustainable actions and strategies. The same study by Shen et al. (2013) further suggested that 

in order to ensure sustainable practices within urban built environment or in responding to the 

infrastructural demand on our urban centers, three baselines must be established. These three 

baselines are as follows: 

i. Establishing the existing practices,  

ii. The categories of practices and 

iii. The achieved outcome of best practices within the sector.  

In a recent study conducted by Tan et al. (2017), their findings revealed and further validate 

the early study of Shen et al. (2013), on the need for these baselines. Tan‟s study also 

established existing practices within the urban built environment and also categorized these 

practices into 25 activities, as shown in Table 1. Architecture and urban design tops the list 

as the most important category, because it has the most potential to promote best practices 

and hence, the most capable to drive the sustainable global agenda. The Nigerian architects 

therefore, need to ensure that, their practices are sustainable in order to minimise the urban 

sustainability paradoxes.  

Table1 Categories of sustainable urbanization best practices in order of ranking 

s/n Categories of sustainable urbanization best practices 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

Architecture and urban design 

Children and Youth 

Civic engagement and cultural vitality 

Climate change 

Economic development 

Environmental management 

Gender equality and social inclusion 

Housing 

Poverty reduction 

Production and consumption patterns 

Social services 

Urban and regional planning 

Urban governance 

 Land use management 

 Technical and inter-municipal cooperation 

 Community reconstruction 



International Journal of Contemporary Applied Sciences                         Vol. 4, No. 5, May 2017    

(ISSN: 2308-1365)                                                                                                 www.ijcas.net 

 

 

98 
 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

 Communication and transportation 

 Energy efficiency and renewable energy 

 Education 

 Wastewater treatment 

 Water supply 

 Solid waste management 

 Flood risk management 

 Forest restoration 

 Public health 

Source: Tan et al. (2017) without coding tags 

Also Roetzel et al. (2017) in their recent study on the sustainability of the urban build 

environment, the researchers concluded that “The limitations of previous approaches to 

sustainability, particularly with respect to the built environment, are that they fail to take a 

holistic view of the architectural design”(p. 225). Their conclusion further points to the 

architectural profession as key, and an important factor for achieving urban environmental 

sustainability. 

Consequently, in order to achieve any sustainable best practices, the peculiarities of a locality 

or country should also be given some contextual considerations (Allu, 2014). This reasoning 

supports the premise and underpins the contextual choice for this study‟s context.  

2.2 The Nigerian Built environment and sustainability 

Environmental challenges for sustainability, particularly within the built environment are 

global and Nigeria is not an exception. Solutions seeking research are continually being 

carried out globally and the main strategy lies with sustainable strategies, actions, 

implementations, policies and environmental laws (Kilbert, 2016; Allu, 2016). Environmental 

Laws in Nigeria, proceeds the post independent era and the laws were mostly provided to 

protect the environment. However, reflecting on the globally acclaimed definition of 

environmental law by UNEP (2012, p.3), there are lapses with definition which states that 

“Environmental law is essential for the protection of natural resources and ecosystems and 

reflects our best hope for the future.” This definition seemly suggests, that the built 

environment was either not taken into consideration or is simply inferred to in the definition. 

This seeming omission may have contributed to the noticeable non sustainable practices 

amongst the built environment practitioners. Perhaps that explains why Larenwaju (2012) 

describes the Nigerian urban built environment as fast deteriorating. More so, that the 

principles of the environmental law formulated to guide the activities of the environment 

have not clearly pointed out the salient role of practices within the built environment.  

 

Ogbonna and Allu (2010) in their study also observed that, the Nigerian environment is 

largely defined by the activities of the built environment sector.  Other later similar studies 

have also acknowledged that the construction industry in Nigeria continuous to be active 

(Mua‟zu, 2011; Allu, 2014). These opinions on Nigeria by implication means that the 

professions within the built environment are busy and especially for the architect who is 

largely the initiator of processes leading to any development in the Nigerian built 

environment sector. Again, the urban built environment in Nigeria is far from being 

sustainable. Yet, whilst acknowledging earlier research carried out on the sustainability of the 
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build environment, a recent research conducted by Roetzel et al. (2017 p. 225) notes that 

“The limitations of previous approaches to sustainability, particularly with respect to the 

built environment, are that they fail to take a holistic view of the architectural design.” 

Roetzel et al. (2017) statement has therefore; put more emphasis on the role of the architect to 

be very important for achieving urban sustainability. 

 

2.3 Sustainability and urbanization 

A sustainable urban environment is the product of sustainable interventions. On the other 

hand, the impacts of urbanization pose a great challenge for the urban environment. This inter 

link has been acknowledged by Cartalis et al. (2016) thus, “Urbanisation... and 

environmental impacts is one of the key drivers of change that challenges the sustainability 

and resilience of urban environments globally” (Cartalis et al., 2016, p.1). Therefore, the 

intervention for the urban paradox can only be addressed through integrated sustainable 

interventions. Other related studies have also support the interrelationship between 

sustainability and urbanization. In their study, Alan (2009) and Roetzel et al. (2017)  

concluded that, in order to achieve a balanced urban complex, sustainable knowledge is 

required and the capacity to apply such knowledge to buildings and other urban 

infrastructures holistically and the application of such knowledge remains uncertain in the 

developing many countries (Emuzie, 2013).  

 

The summation from the aforementioned studies is that it is not enough to have the 

knowledge but it also necessary to have the capacity and ability to apply such knowledge. 

Additionally, every aspect of providing sustainable urban environment is geared towards 

equity so that every generation would have an equal allocation to environmental resources 

(Zia, 2013). As such, every facet of these complex and multifaceted urbanization challenges 

must be responded to sustainably. Hence, it is clear that the path for achieving sustainable 

urban development has to be through sustainable best practices by professionals within the 

built environment sector and particularly for the architectural practice. A recent study by 

Cheshmehzangi and Deng (2016) on how to optimize the complexities of urbanizations, 

summed up their argument and added that, the architect need to collaborate with other built 

environment professionals, in order to promote the architect‟s responsive design creativity 

holistically and its effective implementation to the demands of the urbanization.  

 

 

3. Discussions 

 

3.1 Linking urbanization, sustainability, built environment and the architect’s role 

 

In this study, the argument and position of other researchers have been present to highlight 

the inter-links between urbanization, sustainability and the built environment.  The theoretical 

discourse in the earlier sections also gave highlights on the challenges of urbanization in 

general and to the architect. Another twist to the urbanization paradox has been deduced to 

how to promote sustainability in the urban built environment.  

 

Three steps were recognised on how to identify activities that would enhance the processes 

leading to engaging best practices within the built environment sector. In furtherance to this, 

the study has also uncovered the categorisation of developmental activities within the built 
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environment and Architecture and urban design was categorised as having the most 

potential to reposition the architectural practices sustainably in order ensure the sustainability 

of the built environment.  

Furthermore, deducing from the preceded paragraphs, particularly from the findings of Tan et 

al. (2017), notes that the architect has an important role to play in ensuring the sustainability. 

This is an indication that the onus of achieving sustainable urbanization is on the architect, 

through integrating sustainable options in order to reposition the professional practices to 

respond to the urbanization challenges. By implication the onus of ensuring the sustainability 

of the Nigerian urban built environment is with the Nigerian architect.  

The processes of actualizing sustainable best practices by the architect also been structured. 

Firstly, the architect needs to be knowledgeable about the principles of global sustainable 

agenda. Secondly, the architect is required to have the operational capacity to apply 

sustainable interventions with the acquired knowledge and thirdly, the architect is expected 

identify best practices within the profession in order to determine what specific holistic 

sustainable practices are sustainable and peculiar to the Nigerian urban built environment.  

 

Additionally, the statement from Allen (2009) from earlier discussions, also points to the 

importance of the capacity for interventions. In order words, the architect requires the 

capacity to intervene or respond to the sustainable urban paradox posed by the urbanization 

inter-links. A holistic understanding of the complexity is required before an intervention, not 

just by the architect but by all stakeholders within and outside the built environment.  

 

Furthermore, Cheshmehzangi and Deng (2016) in their study on „optimizing the complex 

urban‟, also noted and concluded that, collaborative strategies promotes the creative design 

solutions and implementation. Thus, the Nigerian architect needs to take up this challenge 

and lead the other built environment professionals in the quest to create holistic design 

initiatives that would advance urban sustainability. Thus, joining and contributing to the 

global concern for achieving sustainable urbanization. 

 

Summarily, the role of the architect is significant to achieving sustainable urbanization. For 

the purpose of this study, the role of the architect is examined not just because it is the focus 

of this study but also to bring to bear the expectations of the architect as the lead and to 

reposition architectural to align with the global concern for sustainability. Since, the main 

concerns for sustainability in the urban built environment are for buildings and the urban 

infrastructures to be developed sustainably, it is therefore, necessary for the architect to be 

aware that any unstable design consideration would be damaging to the urban environment.  

 

3.2 Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

This study carried out a review on urbanization, the built environment and sustainability. 

Their interconnectivity, were also established and the theoretical discourse has also suggested 

that a sector based sustainable interventions are effective and would also help to identify best 

practices within the sector. Thus, the product of collaborative intervention would promote the 

sustainability of the Nigerian urban built environment amidst the urbanization complexities.  

The study has also established that in order to address the complexity of the inter-links 

created by urbanization, the role of the architect and invariably urban design is significant to 



International Journal of Contemporary Applied Sciences                         Vol. 4, No. 5, May 2017    

(ISSN: 2308-1365)                                                                                                 www.ijcas.net 

 

 

101 
 

achieving sustainable urbanization. Given this premise, the architect is also required to 

collaborate with other allied professionals within the built environment and other 

stakeholders in order to have holistically derived urban design interventions.  

Recommendations are suggested as follows: 

1. That the architect, through The Nigerian Institute of Architects (NIA) and the 

Architects Registration Council of Nigeria (ARCON) be reposition to ensure 

sustainable architectural practices through, education, retraining and sensitizing 

members towards sustainable practices. 

2. Sector based initiatives and research are recommended in order to achieve 

sustainability in the Nigerian urban built environment.  

3. Collaborations amongst the built environment professions, other relevant 

professionals and policy makers are necessary in order to ensure implementation of 

sustainable practices within the urban built environment. 

4. National best practices interventions are necessary in order to understand the Nigerian 

contextual peculiarities to the urbanization complexities.  

5. Identified products of sustainable architectural practices need to be showcased as case 

studies by researchers and rewarded by the professional institutes and government. 

6. Future research using inductive approaches are encouraged to ascertain knowledge 

and the capacity of architects to apply sustainable interventions. 
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