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Abstract: The pace of urbanization is increasing rapidly around the world, reaching a critical point in 2007. Nigeria is one of the 

nations recognized for its swift urban growth, which is significantly altering its built environment. However, the role of architects 

in promoting the sustainability of this built environment remains unclear. This study examines urbanization, the built environment, 

sustainability, and the global emphasis on ensuring every urban development is sustainable. Despite the complex and challenging 

demands of urbanization, Nigeria, like many other developing countries, faces overwhelming developmental pressures. These 

pressure seen compass the need for sufficient housing, infrastructure, utilities, and various services. While these challenges may 

evoke feelings of despair and hopelessness, they also present opportunities for  innovative solutions that support a sustainable urban 

built environment. Consequently, these issues illustrate the sustainable urban paradox faced by architects. The cortical insights 

suggest that the work of professionals in the built environment, particularly that of architects, must adopt sustainable practices to 
secure a viable urban built environment for current and future generations. In summary, this study has confirmed the architect's 

crucial role in fostering a sustainable built environment in Nigeria. Additionally, it has provided insights into the processes that 

lead to architectural interventions. Lastly, the study highlights the importance of collaborative efforts among design professionals, 

allied built environment sectors, and policy makers to facilitate the implementation of sustainable practices within Nigeria's urban 

built environment. 
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I. Introduction 

Urbanization has been a global phenomenon since the 1800s (Doytsheretal., 2010;Muggah, 2012) and shows no signs of slowing 

down, leading to a growing urban population as illustrated in Figure1. The shift from rural to urban living world wide has 

transformed the urban demographic from 13% in the 1900s to approximately 50% by 2010, with the pivotal moment occurring in 

2007 (International Federation of Surveyors (FIG)2010). It has also been  predicted that by 2050, this global trend of urbanization 

will rise to 72% (Akunnaya and Adedapo, 2014). Additionally, many urban centers around the globe are experiencing rapid urban 

growth (Macionis and Parrillo, 2010). Developing nations, particularly in Africa, are reportedly facing the highest rates of 

urbanization growth at 3% (Mosha,2013), with Nigeria highlighted as a country facing significant rapid urbanization (Atere and 

Akinwale, 2006). In Nigeria, the principal challenge associated with this swift urbanization is the lack of adequate housing (Ogu 
and Ogbuozobe, 2011; Allu, 2014), which forms the basis forth is study aimed at identifying necessary sustainable interventions 

for addressing housing and other infrastructural deficits. 

Urbanization is recognized as a dynamic process that exhibits uneven patterns, even within a single country. This is especially true 

in the areas surrounding the main urban environment of many cities (United Nations Population Fund 2007; Macionis and Parrillo, 

2010). Generally, urbanization brings both benefits and challenges. There are two aspects to the urbanization paradox. First, the 

positive aspects of urbanization encompass economic  diversification and social enhancements, but the developmental processes 

that contribute to these benefits also bring challenges (Shenetal.,2015; Ameenetal.,2015). Second, the environmental issues 

connected to urbanization consist  of waste generation, pollution, overcrowding, and the over exploitation of natural resources 

Typically, two primary characteristics are noted concerning local environmental challenges: one reflects a sense of despair and 

hopelessness, while the other presents a chance for innovative responses that could foster a sustainable future at the local level 

(Mamo,2007; Mosha2013). Consequently, this research highlights various paradoxes of urbanization in relation to the built 
environment and its sustainability. The focus of this study is on how architects can transform challenges into Creative opportunities 

through architectural interventions that would sustainably redefine architectural practices within the urban built environment. 

Nevertheless, a prior inductive study indicated that the implementation of sustainable architectural options and strategies is rare in  

developing countries (Allu and Ekele, 2015), primarily due to  limited awareness among some architects regarding the relationship 

between design practices and the sustainability of the urban built environment. This study aims to fill the knowledge gap and puts 

forth several recommendations. 

II. Literaturereview 

The theoretical discussion in this study is organized into three subsections to emphasize the connections among the keywords. 

These subsections include: urbanization and the built environment, the built environment in Nigeria and sustainability, and the link 

between sustainability and urbanization. Further elaboration on these topics can be found in section three, followed by the 

conclusion and some suggested recommendations. 
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Urbanization and the Built Environment 

The built environment encompasses all structures and created spaces, including natural and artificial green areas, where human 

activities occur (Scotland’s Climate Change Adaptation Framework, 2011; Allu, 2015). 

Urbanization refers to a developmental trend where an increasing share of the population transitions from rural regions to cities and 

their outskirts (Bansal et al., 2015). Rapid urbanization is commonly associated with population expansion, which in turn amplifies 

the demand for urban infrastructure (Akunnaya & Adedapo, 2014; Cartalis et al., 2016). 

This situation has resulted in a significant surge in construction activities within many developing nations, including Nigeria (Arif 

et al., 2009; Mua’azu, 2011). Moreover, the sustainability of the environment is heavily influenced by the practices within the built 

environment sector (Allu, 2014; 2015). 

This implies that if the operations within the built environment are conducted sustainably, the results of these operations would also 
be sustainable. Additional research has indicated that the built environment sector plays a crucial role in shaping any policies aimed 

at fostering environmental sustainability within urban areas (Brandon & Lombardi, 2005; Alkadiri et al., 2012; Allu, 2014). 

This significance arises from the direct consequences that the sector's activities have on the future of urban infrastructure. To attain 

sustainable urban development, initiatives must be sector-based. In this context, UN-Habitat (2016) conducted studies on over 70 

urban projects across various countries to identify effective practices for sustainable urban development. Their research indicates 

that all sustainable practices are more effectively organized through sector-specific initiatives. 

The built environment sector has been recognized as having the greatest potential and ability to advance environmental 

sustainability on a global scale (Alkadiri et al., 2012; Allu, 2014). Given the crucial role played by the built environment sector, 

best practices in this area are promoted and incentivized in developed nations (Brandon & Lombardi, 2005; UN-Habitat, 2016). 

A related study by Shen et al. (2013) asserted that best practices in the urban built environment are only effective when all 

developments are directed by sustainable actions and strategies. Their research also proposed three foundational elements necessary 

to guarantee sustainability in the urban built environment and to address infrastructural demands in urban centers: 

1. Recognizing the current practices 

2. Classifying the types of practices 

3. Evaluating the outcomes of best practices within the sector 

A more recent study by Tan et al. (2017) confirmed and further supported the earlier findings of Shen et al. (2013). Tan’s research 

also identified existing practices within the urban built environment and categorized these practices into 25 activities. Architecture 

and urban design were identified as the leading category because they possess the highest potential to foster best practices and drive 

the sustainable global agenda. 

Consequently, it is essential for Nigerian architects to ensure that their practices are sustainable in order to reduce urban 

sustainability paradoxes. 

The Built Environment and Sustainability 

Nigeria faces significant environmental challenges, which are not unique to the country but are a global concern. Ongoing research 
efforts worldwide aim to find solutions, with a key focus on sustainable practices, actions, policies, and environmental legislation 

(Kilbert, 2016; Allu, 2016). 

Environmental laws in Nigeria were developed following the post-independence period, primarily to safeguard the environment. 

However, when examining the universally recognized definition of environmental law provided by UNEP (2012, p.3), shortcomings 

appear. UNEP states: 

“Environmental law is essential for the protection of natural resources and ecosystems and reflects our best hope for the future.” 

This definition seems to imply that the built environment is either overlooked or only indirectly referenced. This perceived exclusion 

may have led to the unsustainable practices observed among professionals in the built environment. 

This might explain Larenwaju’s (2012) assertion that the urban built environment in Nigeria is rapidly deteriorating. Furthermore, 

the principles of environmental law established to guide environmental activities have not explicitly highlighted the crucial role of 

practices within the built environment. 

Ogbonna and Allu (2010) also noted that the Nigerian landscape is significantly influenced by the actions of the built environment 
sector. Subsequent studies have recognized that the construction industry in Nigeria remains highly active (Mua’zu, 2011; Allu, 

2014). 

These perspectives imply that professionals in the built environment—particularly architects, who predominantly initiate 

development processes in Nigeria’s built environment sector—are engaged. Nevertheless, the urban built environment in Nigeria 

is far from achieving sustainability. 
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Sustainability and Urbanization 

A sustainable urban setting results from effective sustainable practices. Conversely, the effects of urbanization present significant 

challenges to the urban environment. 

This connection has been recognized by Cartalis et al. (2016), who stated: 

“Urbanisation and environmental impacts is one of the key drivers of change that challenges the sustainability and resilience of 

urban environments globally.” 

Thus, addressing the urban paradox requires integrated sustainable solutions. 

Other research has also underscored the relationship between sustainability and urbanization. Alan (2009) and Roetzel et al. (2017) 

determined that achieving a balanced urban complex necessitates both sustainable knowledge and the capability to apply that 

knowledge to buildings and urban infrastructures comprehensively. 

However, the practical application of such knowledge remains uncertain in many developing nations (Emuzie, 2013). The 

conclusion drawn from these studies is that possessing knowledge is insufficient—it is also vital to have the capacity and skill to 

implement that knowledge effectively. 

Moreover, all efforts aimed at creating a sustainable urban environment focus on equity, ensuring that each generation has an equal 

share of environmental resources (Zia, 2013). 

Consequently, every dimension of addressing the challenges associated with urbanization must be approached sustainably. 

Achieving sustainable urban development must involve implementing best practices by professionals in the built environment sector, 

particularly in architectural practice. 

Cheshmehzangi and Deng (2016), in their research on optimizing the complexities of urbanization, emphasized the need for 

architects to work alongside other professionals in the built environment. This collaboration would enhance the holistic and effective 

application of the architect’s responsive design creativity to meet the demands posed by urbanization. 

III. Discussions 

Exploring the connections between urbanization, sustainability, the built environment, and the role of architects 

This research presents arguments from multiple scholars to emphasize the connections between urbanization, sustainability, and 

the built environment. The theoretical discussions highlighted both general challenges associated with urbanization and those faced 

specifically by architects. 

An additional perspective on the urbanization paradox focuses on promoting sustainability in urban built environments. Three steps 

were identified to recognize activities that can enhance the processes leading to best practices in the built environment sector. 

The study further revealed that architecture and urban design have the greatest potential to transform architectural practices 

sustainably, ensuring the sustainability of the built environment. 

Based on findings from Tan et al. (2017), architects play a crucial role in fostering sustainability. This suggests that the responsibility 

for achieving sustainable urbanization lies with architects, who must integrate sustainable options into their professional practices 

to address urbanization challenges. 

To implement sustainable best practices, architects must: 

1. Be well-versed in the principles of the global sustainable agenda. 

2. Possess the capacity to implement sustainable interventions based on this knowledge. 

3. Identify best practices within their profession to determine which holistic sustainable practices are relevant to Nigeria’s 

urban built environment. 

Cheshmehzangi and Deng (2016) further concluded that collaborative strategies foster creative design solutions and their 

implementation. Thus, Nigerian architects must embrace this challenge and lead other professionals to develop holistic design 

initiatives that advance urban sustainability. 

IV. Conclusion and Recommendations 

This research reviewed urbanization, the built environment, and sustainability. It identified their connections and highlighted that 

sector-specific sustainable initiatives are effective for promoting best practices. 

The study concluded that to tackle urbanization complexities, the role of architects and urban design is crucial in realizing 

sustainable urbanization. Nigerian architects, in collaboration with other professionals and stakeholders, must create holistic urban 

design solutions. 
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V. Recommendations 

1. The Nigerian Institute of Architects (NIA) and the Architects Registration Council of Nigeria (ARCON) should restructure 

architectural practice to promote sustainability through education, retraining, and awareness. 

2. Pursue sector-focused initiatives and research to achieve sustainability in Nigeria’s urban built environment. 

3. Encourage collaboration among professions, experts, and policymakers to ensure effective implementation of sustainable 

practices. 

4. Implement national best-practice interventions tailored to Nigeria’s urbanization challenges. 

5. Document successful examples of sustainable practices as case studies to guide future projects. 

6. Conduct future research using inductive methods to evaluate architects’ knowledge and ability to implement sustainability 

strategies. 
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