
Its nickname is the “Venice of Africa” but, other
than its maze of narrow waterways where
wooden boats glide, Makoko offers little similar-

ity with the fabled canal city of Europe. Makoko, to
be blunt, is an environmental eyesore. It is a vast
slum of wooden shacks built on stilts in the brackish,
blackish, thickly-polluted lagoon in the heart of
Lagos, Africa’s biggest megapolis. The sprawling
community began in the 19th century as a fishing vil-
lage for immigrants, who settled on the water’s edge.

As more arrived and land became rare, people
started to move out onto the water. Over time,
Makoko became a floating realm of perhaps a quar-
ter of a million people, although the real number is
anyone’s guess. Here, a famously vibrant city has
taken root, defying the lack of sanitation, the com-
pacted rubbish and the reeking, greasy water, where
impromptu churches and clinics have also found a
home. Today, though, Makoko and other lagoon
shantytowns face a threat: urban regeneration in a
city of some 20 million people that is starved of land.

In 2016, the governor of the state of Lagos, Akin-
wunmi Ambode, vowed to evacuate all waterfront

shantytowns-a population totaling about 300,000,
according to the Nigerian Slum/Informal Settlement
Association. A few months later, 30,000 people lost
their homes when one of the slums, Otodo Gbame, a
poor fishing community close to the upmarket south-
eastern district of Lekki, was razed. Over three days,
the district was set alight then bulldozed, reducing
tens of thousands of homes to piles of smoldering
wood and corrugated iron.  At least three people died
when armed police moved in with bulldozers, setting
fire to the area and chasing some residents into the
nearby lagoon, locals said. On Tuesday, about a hun-
dred gathered to mark their eviction. Former resi-
dents say they have yet to receive the relief or
resettlement that the authorities promised. Mostly
from the ethnic Egun tribe, they trace their roots to
Benin but say they have been living in Lagos for over
a century.  But like the vast majority of the city’s poor,
they do not have title deeds to prove it.  “My father
used to be a fisherman, I used to be a fisherman, but
they destroyed my boat,” said Isaac Azin, aged 36. “I
live in Oreta now (another community), but people
they don’t want us there. They have their own issues.” 

‘Don’t want the poor’ 
In the shoreline neighborhood of Ebute Metta,

local people are incensed by what happened on De-
cember 28 last year. Informal sawmills were de-
stroyed, they say, by police and so-called “area
boys”-gangs of toughs paid to clear out the area.
“Mr James,” a man in his fifties laments the loss of
his fine workshop and the generator that he used to
provide power for it. “The big men, they don’t want
poor people to exist in Nigeria”, he said. In commu-
nities who live around the lagoon, life is hard.  People
tease out a living from fishing, from working on the
shipments of wood floated downriver and from
dredging-using buckets to haul sand from the sea
bed off the Lagos coast, which is then sold to the
construction industry. — AFP
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Evictees of Otodo Gbame, a Lagos shanty town, and members of other communities hold banners
on a flotilla of boats in protest against their forced eviction. — AFP photos

New Hampshire’s most iconic attraction had been decimated
by forest fires and logging when President Woodrow Wil-
son established it as a national forest a century ago. Now,

the White Mountain National Forest stretches over 800,000 acres
in the northern part of the state and part of Maine. The forest is
home to several ski lodges, campgrounds and has over 1,200 miles
of non-motorized hiking trails. It attracts millions of visitors each
year and has become part of the state’s economic engine, con-
tributing to the nearly $9 billion outdoor recreation industry that
supports almost 80,000 jobs. Beyond that, it is a source of pride
among New Englanders.

“There’s a reason why it’s called ‘the people’s forest’, it belongs
to us all,” said Cynthia Robinson, director of the Museum of the
White Mountains at Plymouth State University. The US Forest
Service is kicking off the centennial celebration with an exhibition
Wednesday that illustrates the forest’s history through art, artifacts
and interactive experiences. Visitors will be immersed in sound
bites from different parts of the forest - bird calls, babbling brooks,
leaf-crunching - and will also be able to comment on what they en-
vision the next 100 years to be for the federally protected land. The
exhibit will run through mid-September.

A timeline of the 100 years runs along the walls of the two-floor
exhibit, marking important events in the forest’s history, like in 1959
when the Kancamagus Highway was completed and designated as
a national scenic byway. It also tracks the amount of acreage pur-
chased by the federal government through the years. “I hope peo-

ple who come to the exhibit learn things about the forest they had
no idea existed,” Robinson said. “The goal is to get people excited
enough to participate and show good stewardship.”

Good stewardship was mostly a dream more than 100 years ago
in the forest. Mostly in private hands, 10 percent of the region had
burned in a series of forest fires, according to forester David Gov-
atski. Hillsides were denuded by logging and streams and creeks
had become polluted. It was those dirty waterways that prompted
the Weeks Act of 1911, which led to the creation of national forests

in the eastern US. “Looking at the history of it, it’s an incredible
conservation success story,” said Evan Burks, public affairs officer
for the White Mountain National Forest.

Wildlife and fisheries
“We have this diverse forested landscape that provides clean

water and unsurpassed recreation activities, and it’s become this
symbol for not just New Hampshire, but all of New England.” When
the forest service took charge of preservation efforts in the early
20th century, its original intent was to regrow those forests and re-
store polluted streams. Govatski, a retired US Forest Service
worker, said much has been done to return the forest to its natural
state - though it remains a work in progress. “It took a long time to
get to where the forest is now, but restoring wildlife and fisheries
is still a continued effort to this day,” Govatski said. “My impression
is that they want to take a look back and reflect on its successes,
but also look forward on how we’re going to preserve these re-
sources for future generations.”

The forest service hopes the events planned this summer, includ-
ing field trips and lectures, renew the call to action from over a cen-
tury ago that set the environmental legislation in motion. The forest
service seeks to inspire younger generations to volunteer to help
maintain the land. “This has been a huge history lesson on a place
that I spent a lot of time in growing up,” said 19-year-old Liam
Colby, a junior at Plymouth State and the museum’s receptionist. “It
makes me want to be part of something bigger than myself.”— AP

In this file photo leaves begin to change color along the Presidential
Range in the White Mountain National Forest, visible from Hart’s Lo-
cation, NH. — AP

In Lagos, the ‘Venice of 
Africa’ fights for survival

A second-hand clothes salesman waves from his
boat in Makoko waterfront community in Lagos.

People navigate
the waterways
of Makoko 
waterfront 
community 
in Lagos.


