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CONSERVATION AND ADAPTIVE RE-USE OF
COMPAGNIE FRANCAISE D’AFRIQUE OCCIDENTALE (CFAO) BUILDING,
THE GAMBIA

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

State Party: The Gambia
Name and Position of Person Reporting: Baba Ceesay, Director of Cultural Heritage
Beneficiary Institution: National Centre for Arts and Culture
Amount Granted by the African World Heritage Fund: US $ 30,000
State Party contribution in to the Project: US$ 5,500
Date of Report: December, 2010

INTRODUCTION
The project has its genesis in the aftermath of the heavy rains and windstorms of 2008 which
led to widespread devastation on many fragile historic structures in The Gambia, especially
those located close to the mouth or banks of the River Gambia. The heritage structures most
affected included James and Related Sites, a World Heritage serial inscription of 2003, of which
the CFAO Building is a part. The location of the CFAO Building on the Albreda waterfront made
it particularly vulnerable to increased tidal erosion and wave action. The deterioration of the
building which set in after its abandonment in the 1960s and the loss of its roof in the 1990s
was considerably hastened. Exposed to the elements, and seaside buttresses considerably
weakened, only 30% of the fabric of this important structure was left when emergency
assistance came from the Prince Claus Fund Cultural Emergency Response Programme in
December 2008.The works executed from the Prince Claus grant mainly focused on
strengthening the structure and its foundations, and providing a sea defence to minimise the to
prevent the tides lapping on the building. It was partly to continue the work started with the
Prince Claus grant that an application for supplementary funding was made with the African
World Heritage Fund. The works covered by the African World Heritage Fund (AWHF) grant
approved in May 2010 were:





Completion of wall works, including plastering of wall surfaces
Carpentry works: Manufacture and fitting of windows, doors, wooden floor, and stairs
Roofing works: Construction of roof structure and placement of roofing sheets
Internal fixtures and fittings

Page

2

The report that follows is in fulfillment of the grant agreement with the AWHF which requires a
narrative and financial report with supporting documents upon completion of the project.

1. State of building before AWHF grant
The photograph below illustrates the state of the building at the point in time when a grant
application was submitted with the AWHF.

State of the CFAO Building in July 2009

The photograph illustrates that wall works on the ground floor had been completed. Remaining
to be done were:
 Insertion of timber floor
 Wall works on the top floor
 Manufacture and fitting of doors and windows
 Construction of roof structure and placement of roofing sheets
 Interior partitions
 Surfacing of sea defence platform.

2. Works Executed

Work resumed soon after the receipt of 70% of the grant sum; beginning with the procurement
of building materials. A considerable amount of time was taken to source the large volume of
timber required for the floor, doors and windows and roof structure because of restrictions
imposed by the Forestry Department on the felling of trees.
The works executed were those outlined in the previous section of this report:
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Floor
The construction/insertion of the floor separating the ground floor from the upper floor was
preceded by the removal of the concrete floor and metal beams which were a later

modification to the building that was not in keeping with the original structure. The choice of
material, timber, was also informed by its lighter weight which reduces the load on the
building.

Top right shows concrete floor and protruding
metal trusses that had to be removed.

Timber beams holding the timber floor

The open floor after removal of the concrete
slab with the heavy metal beams still visible.

Newly constructed timber staircase provides access to top floor

Construction of the staircase and timber floor allowed
work to continue on the top floor
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Wall works on the top floor
The construction of a timber staircase and the insertion of the timber floor was a prerequisite
for accessing and continuing work on the top floor. At this stage tie-rods had to be reintroduced into the building. Tie rods were used in the original structure to minimise the effects
of expansion on the building. One deteriorated and dysfunctional tie rod was repaired and
refitted, whilst a new one had to be manufactured for one side of the building where the
original had been totally lost.

The broken and dysfunctional building tie rod

New tie rod introduced in one part of the building

Repaired tie rod running through the building.

Tie rod in place on the building exterior

Following the construction of the staircase and the insertion of the timber floor, work started
on the top floor. Work on the walls of the top floor utilised both boulders and fired bricks, with
lime and cement mortar. The work was again executed by a team of masons with assistants and
labourers, all of whom had gathered considerable experience in previous work programmes.
Roof
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The construction of the roof structure and the placement of roofing sheets was executed by a
specialist carpenter and his team of assistants. This was the only task which required the
recruitment of workers from outside the locality because of the lack of the requisite technical
skills in the area. The task again required a contractual agreement and took a considerable
amount of time mainly because of the variety of timber types required, some of which were not
available locally and had to be sourced and transported from the urban area. The choice of
roofing sheets was Decra, which has the appearance of roof tiles and comprise a core of
galvanised steel with a multi-layered protective coating and granular finish. Decra is very
lightweight and weather resistant and is recommended for use in humid and salt laden
environments. When properly installed with suitable cladding and its specially manufactured
nails, it is known to withstand very high velocity winds. These are all factors that needed to be
taken into account in the restoration of the CFAO Building because of its geographical location.
The durability of the completed roof is guaranteed for 50 years.

The carpenters working on the roof structure

The roof structure almost completed

Roof Interior

Roof interior

Roof exterior

Roof exterior
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View of the completed roof

Manufacture and fitting of doors and windows
The manufacture of the doors and windows again needed a contractual arrangement with a
local carpenter and a local blacksmith. More than 5 months was used in this task because of the
slowness of execution, mainly by hand. In all, 24 windows and 9 doors had to be manufactured;
together with 122 hinges, 138 bolt locks, staples and 5 sets of burglar bars.

Detail of the doors downstairs
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A view of some doors and windows

The CFAO Building without doors and windows

Detail of a door with hand-made
hinges made by local blacksmith visible

Burglar bars on some ventilation openings to enhance security

The CFAO Building with doors and windows in place

Interior partitions, fixtures and fittings
As indicated in the project proposal, the restored building was to be adapted to provide guest
accommodation facilities upstairs and a restaurant and art gallery downstairs. The upstairs
rooms partitions were made out of plywood, whilst downstairs, a provision was made for two
counters, one to serve as reception/bar, and the other to provide a kitchenette compartment.
The counters were made out of cement blocks, reinforced concrete and tiles. The following
photographs illustrate these interventions.

Plywood partitions separate the 4 rooms
Upstairs

Counter in warehouse section to demarcate kitchen space for
restaurant

Plywood ceiling for upstairs rooms

The second counter which serves as reception and bar

3. Conclusion/Results
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On the whole the project objectives have been fully achieved. It will be recalled that the project
was conceived against the backdrop of the devastation caused by the heavy rains and storms of
the 2008 rainy season which inter-alia led to extensive damage on the CFAO Building. The
objective of the project was to take conservation and restoration measures that will put the
building to continuous use and maintenance. According to the grant agreement, the following
works were to be implemented, and have now been achieved:





Reinforcing foundations and existing walls and floors;
Rebuilding the collapsed walls and buttresses (including reconstruction of arches)
New roofing, new timber floor, and new doors and windows
Internal fixtures and fittings

As evidenced in the photographs contained in this report, the conservation and adaptive re-use
of CFAO Building is now fully completed with facilities that will enable the building to be put to
use for the benefit of the community. In addition to the toilet and bath facility on the top floor,
a new external visitor convenience has also been constructed to serve the restaurant and
gallery.

New external toilet and bath facility nearing completion
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The project has received considerable commendation from the communities of Juffureh and
Albreda, with remarks like “this is the only substantive work that the NCAC has ever done in the
community”(The Alkali/village head of Juffureh speaking at one of the gatherings of tourism
stakeholders. In addition to addressing the frequently lamented problem of lack of visitor
accommodation in the area, the building has contributed immensely to improving the
landscape of the village and will certainly provide a focal point and convenience facility for
visitors to the area. The strategic location of the building, with James Island clearly visible from
the building during clear weather, also adds value to visits and the pleasure of anybody
occupying its premium accommodation facility.

As regards the original plan to run the facility with the community, it has been advised by our
parent ministry that it is best to rent out the property to entrepreneurs versed in the hospitality
industry who will be better equipped to run a restaurant and guest house business, whilst the
NCAC takes responsibility for the maintenance of the structure. In this way members of the
community will still benefit directly through the employment opportunities that go with
running the facility.
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Consequently advertisements have been placed on the main Gambian daily, the ‘Observer’
(copy attached) inviting bids for the rent or lease of the building. Several bids have been
received at the NCAC and the most advantageous will be selected and a contract effected to
start in the beginning of the new year, 2011.
In conclusion the National Centre for Arts and Culture of The Gambia would like to take this
opportunity to thank the AWHF for its generosity which facilitated this unprecedented
intervention in safeguarding and revalorising the heritage of the Gambia and the world at large.
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We commend the AWHF for the noble intentions of its establishment and assure you of our
support in all national and international fora of relevance. We will also endeavour to publicise
the intervention at every appropriate opportunity.

