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Abstract 

 

Gentrification, a concept that was originally associated with the socio-

demographic dynamics of major cities has evolved to assume different forms 

in different geographies. This study presents an example of state-led, new-

build gentrification in the highly urbanized and congested inner city of Lagos, 

Nigeria. A multi-storey government sponsored residential building project 

currently under construction in Lagos Island is used as a case study to 

examine the characteristics, challenges and opportunities of new-build 

gentrification in the Lagos inner city. The data for this study were collected 

from interviews, observation of the study area as well as from documentary 

evidence from the government agency in charge of the project. It was found 

that the effect of displacement of the original inhabitants of the area was 

handled in a way that was adjudged satisfactory by them. It was also found 

that state-led gentrification in the study area was driven by the need to 

regenerate and reinvigorate the inner city. The implications of gentrification 

for effective land-use within the inner city as well as for densification are 

highlighted. 
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Introduction 
Urbanisation and the challenges associated with it are potent issues in the 

development of cities around the world. This is especially true in developing countries 

where the rate of urbanization is increasing at a faster rate than in developed 

countries. Such challenges include poor infrastructure and services, emergence of 

slums, increasing incidence of informal settlements and general environmental 

degradation. Several attempts at urban development management in developing 

countries such as Nigeria have been made with only limited success (Agbaje, 2013; 

Ejumudo, 2013). 

The city, like an organism has a life cycle and as such can experience growth as well 

as decline or decay. Hence, the city is an integrated fabric which is not only a physical 

resource but also encompasses social, economic and cultural capital (Hassler, 

Algreen-Ussing & Kohler, 2004). The decline of cities and urban areas affects both 

the physical and non-physical aspects of the city. Physical decline in the form of 

degradation, blight and urban decay require some kind of intervention to revitalize the 

city. The main response to environmental challenge associated with urbanization is 

through positive public intervention and policy. Such responses can take the form of 

urban renaissance, urban renewal and urban regeneration of which gentrification has 

been identified as an integral part. 

In Lagos, Nigeria, the challenges of urbanisation have elicited various responses 

especially on the part of government and her agencies. The idea of urban renewal as 

applied to Lagos has gone through some kind of metamorphosis in terms of policy 

formulation and implementation. Urban renewal in Lagos, Nigeria had tended to 

focus on the city or part thereof not as an integrated urban fabric and resource but 

more as a physical entity. Hence the history of urban renewal in Lagos is replete with 

instances of demolition and clearance of slums as well as the attendant social and 

economic displacement of the inhabitants of the affected areas (Jimoh, Omole & 

Omosulu, 2013; Yusuff, 2013).The Lagos inner city which comprises Lagos Island is 

particularly important in this respect. Lagos Island is the cradle of Lagos megacity 

and is home to the original settlers in the city. It is also the core of the megacity’s 

central business district alongside adjoining Ikoyi and Victoria Island. The 

combination of CBD and inner city settlement has made Lagos Island the densest 

neighbourhood in Lagos megacity with respect to physical development which 

presents a good case for urban renewal. 

However, there appears to be a change of strategy from social exclusion to an 

inclusive urban regeneration programme in Lagos. According to Abosede (2006), the 

focus of the urban regeneration programme of the Lagos administrative authorities 

with respect to the inner city of Lagos Island is three-pronged namely: revitalization 

of the Lagos Island central business district; development of the marina city and 

upgrading the derelict residential areas. Given the pressure on land and commercial 

property space to meet up with the high level of business activities in the study area, 

private sector led gentrification has been going on in the area for quite a long time, a 

period that has been described as the “developers era”. This period which was 

characterized by weak urban governance structures also witnessed substandard 

constructions that were aimed at quick profit at the expense of safety. It was therefore 
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not surprising that this period there were unethical practices in construction projects 

which ultimately led to high rate of building collapse in the area. 

Hence an aspect of government intervention in the upgrading of the derelict 

residential areas of Lagos Island is the subject matter of this paper. Specifically, the 

paper will examine the ongoing housing project in Lagos Island with a view to 

identifying the processes and challenges of the intervention. Also to be examined are 

the unique features of this type of intervention and what makes it different from the 

market-driven interventions by private investors. The paper seeks to provide answers 

to the following questions: what characteristics of the intervention qualify it as 

gentrification; is the intervention driven by urban renewal or urban regeneration; how 

has this intervention planned to mitigate the effects on the immediate and surrounding 

environment; to what extent is the process subjected to participation by the 

stakeholders. 

 

 

Literature Review 
Gentrification has come a long way since the term was first coined by sociologist 

Ruth Glass in reference to the socio-demographic changes in residential 

neighbourhoods in London where working class low income dwellers were being 

replaced by middle income earners. In this typical example of classic gentrification, 

high income earners buy individual residential units from low income working class 

owner-occupiers or from landlords with small property holdings within the older parts 

of the city, usually the inner city. Over time, the process of gentrification transforms 

both the physical character of the neighbourhood as well as the socio-economic and 

demographic characteristics. Hence, gentrification connotes transformation of the 

rundown, inner city, low-income, neighbourhoods into wealthy areas, usually 

associated with population change and improvements to the built environment 

(Criekingen & Decroly, 2003). However, even in some low income neighbourhoods 

that have experienced the kind of change associated with gentrification, displacement 

do not always take place, suggesting contextual uniqueness even of classic 

gentrification (Ellen & O’Regan, 2010; Malouas, 2011). 

Gentrification has been largely successful in improving the quality of the physical 

environment as well as in increasing the prospect of more tax revenue to government 

with the increased income of the new dwellers. However, gentrification creates other 

problems such as loss of social diversity within the neighbourhood, loss of affordable 

housing for low-income earners and the inevitable commercialization of housing not 

only in the gentrified areas but even in adjoining neighbourhoods (Granger, 2010). As 

an inner-city process, gentrification is likely to affect the cultural attributes of the 

older neighbourhoods (Bicki & Ozgokceler, 2012). Similarly, Sheppard (2012), 

adopting an economic approach posited that the real problem of gentrification lies not 

in the displacement of individual households but in the social cost of gentrification to 

the communities and neighbourhoods. 

The character of gentrification has changed from its classic phase in at least three 

dimensions: global coverage and the attendant diversity; extension from residential to 

commercial buildings as well as expansion in the actors from individual households to 
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corporate real estate players and even government (Lim, Kim, Potter & Bae, 2013). 

The involvement of government and key corporate players is particularly important as 

it helped to make gentrification a tool in global urban competitiveness (Guzey, 2006). 

Arising from the expanded scope of gentrification, there are clear strands of the 

gentrification process in several cities of the world. The notion of new-build 

gentrification as well as wasteland and brown-fields redevelopment has come to be 

accepted as true manifestations of gentrification. New-build gentrification often 

involves brown-field and wastelands redevelopment which may not involve direct 

spatial displacement as in classic gentrification (Davidson & Lees, 2005; Baing, 

2011). However, as found by Davidson & Lees (2010), even though new-build 

gentrification may not lead to direct spatial displacement, it can lead to indirect 

displacement in the form of social and political alienation of the poorer members of 

the community as their input may no longer matter in the community. In general, 

according to Davidson & Lees (2005), four characteristics define gentrification: (i) 

reinvestment of capital, (ii) social upgrade, (iii) landscape change, and (iv) direct or 

indirect displacement. 

Theoretically, there are three schools of thought with respect to the causal factors of 

gentrification namely: demand-side explanation or consumption-side theory; supply-

side explanation or production-side theory and economic globalization. Demand side 

explanation as enunciated by Ley (1994) focus on preferences, motives and socio-

cultural factors that make high income earners to seek inner city, centrally located 

housing. A contemporary explanation of such preference may be the desire for 

sustainability especially with respect to urban transportation. Supply side explanations 

have come to be synonymous with the gap theory of which the rent gap theory as 

enunciated by Smith (1987) is a prominent example. Rent gap is the difference 

between the current rental value of a property and its potential rental value. The desire 

to key into the potential advantage inherent in the rent gap stimulates the movement 

of capital into the inner city. Similarly, with economic globalization, the city has 

become a field where social, cultural and economic factors are played out, which has 

created inherent inequalities in urban areas and provided a basis for gentrification 

(Sassen, 2005). The centrality of the modern global city makes it rather inevitable that 

government and corporate organizations would be the key players. The capital-driven 

gentrification that results may lead to commodification of housing (Davidson, 2007). 

Also central to the concept of gentrification are the twin notions of social mobility and 

spatial capital. Social mobility is the ability of individuals and groups to move up or 

down the social hierarchy due to changes in such variables as income, education and 

social network (Rerat & Lees, 2011).The concept of spatial capital is also closely 

linked with the idea of social mobility. According to Centner (2008), spatial capital is 

a symbolic form of capital and it is an exclusionary tool which derives its potency 

from other forms of capital and is deployed by privileged city actors to appropriate 

material space. An aspect of gentrification that is of particular import to developing 

societies such as Nigeria is the issues of physical displacement as well as social and 

economic alienation from the city. Undue reliance on capital-induced gentrification 

may lead to over commercialization of housing both in the central cities and the 

suburbs, factors that are already manifesting in the Lagos mega city. The above 
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suggests that gentrification whether as a process of urban renewal, urban regeneration 

or a capitalist tool of cultural production is very important and worth studying in 

contexts other than had been reported in literature. While gentrification holds a lot of 

prospects for urban regeneration especially in rundown urban neighbourhoods, it 

should not be hijacked by the privileged class who with their vast resources can make 

the urban areas especially of developing countries exclusive places for cultural 

production and class differentiation (Niriella, 2012). Capital-led gentrification has the 

potential of eroding cultural diversity especially in inner city areas (Walters & 

Mccrea, 2014). 

In Nigeria, gentrification literature is few and far between. However, there are 

research works that point to the existence of gentrification in Lagos, Nigeria as 

indicated in two separate studies focusing on Oniru Estate in Victoria Island, Lagos 

(Nwanna, 2012, 2015; Jiboye, 2012).It has been observed that gentrification in the 

study area is part of government infrastructural development and has benefits as well 

as hardships (Nwanna, 2015). In the core areas and along major road corridors, the 

demand for commercial accommodation outpaces the demand for residential 

buildings. The incidence of building conversion and change of use from residential to 

commercial use is very common (Adebayo, 2009; Ogungbemi, 2012).Lagos Island 

presents a good case for the study of gentrification. It is the centre of the city and the 

commercial nexus of the bustling city. In terms of physical density, it is the densest 

area in Lagos megacity. Commercial gentrification is the predominant type of 

gentrification in Lagos Island because of the pressure for commercial spaces. As a 

result, emphasis on undue commercialization had meant that investors would want to 

recover their investments as soon as possible, which led to comprise in the 

procurement process and ultimately building collapse. The incidence of building 

collapse in Lagos has been high and rather concentrated in Lagos Island (Iyagba, 

2005; Agwu, 2013). As a result, the government developed a regeneration plan for the 

area of which the state-led gentrification is an aspect (Ayinde, 2013). 

 

 

Research Methods 
This is an exploratory study on gentrification in the study area. As a result, the 

qualitative research approach was adopted for the study. Primary data were obtained 

through the interview process by using interview guides. Fifteen property owners, ten 

property developers as well as ten tenants were interviewed with a view to identifying 

the characteristics of the property market dynamics that point to gentrification in the 

study area. Ten of the property owners developed their properties by making use of 

the services of property developers while five developed their properties without 

using developers. The interview sought to know the nature of the contractual 

relationship between property owners and developers as well as the willingness of 

owners to go into such relationships. Two members of staff of the Lagos State Urban 

Renewal Board, a government department under the Ministry of Physical Planning 

charged with responsibility for urban renewal and regeneration were also interviewed. 

In addition participant observation of the study area was also used in collecting data 

regarding ongoing construction projects that suggest substantial modification of the 
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urban morphology. Secondary data were obtained from existing literature especially 

government publications while content analysis was used to analyse the data. 

 

 

Findings and Discussions 
The major findings of this exploratory study are discussed under the following 

headings: evidence of gentrification in Lagos inner city; market-led gentrification and 

state-led gentrification. 

 
Evidence of Gentrification in Lagos Inner City 

Prior to the oil-induced economic boom in Nigeria in the early 1970s, the Lagos inner 

city could be categorized as having three distinct areas namely: the corporate central 

business district represented by inner Marina, Broad Street and Race Course axis, the 

commercial areas represented by Nnamdi Azikiwe Street, Idumota and other similar 

major roads as well as the predominantly residential areas of Isale Ekowhere the 

original Yoruba settlers lived. The centre of this residential area is the IgaIdungara, 

the palace of the traditional ruler of Lagos usually referred to as the Oba. Even though 

the market is a prominent part of the centre of traditional Yoruba towns, the 

commerce induced transformation of Isale Eko within the urbanization context of 

Lagos has been phenomenal. According to the business tenants interviewed, there are 

eleven recognized markets in the area which include: Idumota, Balogun, Oluwole, 

Jankara, Apongbon, Mandilas, Idumagbo, Sangrouse, Dosunmu, Ebute-Ero and Oke-

Arin. With increased oil revenue which translated to improved lifestyle, the Lagos 

markets became havens for all manner of imported and locally manufactured goods. 

The influx of goods and customers put a lot of pressure on existing facilities. 

Incidentally, isaleeko also became a haven for social miscreants and criminals as poor 

locals with little or no education and skill resorted to extorting money from the 

business tenants in the area. Hence, with poverty of the original settlers existing 

alongside prosperity of the business tenants within the core inner city, ghettoization 

became common in the area. 

The earlier residential areas were subsequently transformed into a sprawling 

commercial area with commercial land-use increasingly displacing residential land-

use. In an interview of property owners and property developers within the study area, 

the preference for commercial property development at the expense of residential 

property development was expressed because commercial properties are more in 

demand than residential properties and attract higher rental income. Similarly, 

commercial tenants within the study area confirmed their preference for commercial 

property development in order to meet the ever expanding demand. As a result, 

observation in the study area revealed widespread conversion of residential buildings 

to commercial buildings. Even with the relocation of parts of Idumota and Balogun 

markets to the Trade Fair Complex and the electronics market to Alaba all in the Ojo 

area of Lagos, the continued increase in demand of commercial spaces has not abated. 

Evidence of gentrification in the form of physical transformation of the buildings in 

the hitherto residential areas of the inner city is clearly discernible. In addition the 

volume of capital investment in property development in the area suggest exogenous 
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source for the capital. There has also been physical displacement of both land owners 

and tenants. However, while displacement of land owners has been largely voluntary, 

displacement of tenants has been induced by inability to afford the higher rental 

values. The above phenomena are in consonance with the characteristics of 

gentrification. 

 
Market-led Gentrification 

According to interview respondents, the predisposing factors to market-led 

intervention in the property development dynamics of the study area include: the short 

supply of commercial properties in the face of increasing demand; the financial 

incapacity of land owners to respond adequately to the high demand as well as the 

profit motive of investors who are desirous of utilising the opportunity created by the 

rent gap. The above factors are in agreement with the causative factors of 

gentrification. The key players include individual households and corporate players 

responding to identified opportunity for profitable investment. 

In a typical example of market-led gentrification prevalent in the study area, a 

property owner enters into an agreement in the form of a power of attorney with a 

property developer to redevelop the existing property which is the subject matter of 

the agreement and manage same for a period of time usually twenty to twenty five 

years after which the property reverts to the property owner. This arrangement is 

similar to a build-operate-transfer (BOT) mechanism. In order to prevent the property 

owner from total loss of income and accommodation during the period of the 

management contract, a part of redeveloped property is usually reserved for the 

property owner. From field observation, the redeveloped property is usually not less 

than four floors. According to property developers interviewed, four floors is the 

preferred typology as it maximises use of land while avoiding the use of elevators. If 

the redeveloped building is of four floors, the developer takes the ground floor and 

two other floors while the property owner is allocated one floor. The property owner 

can either occupy the floor so allocated or let same or part thereof out for rent. In the 

event of letting out the whole floor, the property owner opts to relocate to a cheaper 

residence outside the inner city usually in the suburbs. This strategy is adopted by 

elderly property owners who desire to live in less noisy areas as prevalent in the 

suburbs. 

The property developers interviewed rely largely on personal investment funds and to 

an extent bank loans to finance the redevelopment projects. The high interest rates 

charged by the banks as well as the short term nature of the loans puts a lot of 

pressure on the developers in terms of duration of the construction work as well as 

loan repayment. A very important source of fund for the redevelopment is the advance 

rent paid by prospective tenants of the property under construction. Sometimes the 

prime spaces of the property are fully paid for long before the completion of the 

construction and this exerts an added pressure on the developer to deliver the project 

as quickly as possible. 

An obvious implication of the excessive profit motive of the property developers is 

the compromise in the strength and durability of the buildings so produced. The 

quality assurance methods are almost non-existent given the weak urban governance 
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structure prevalent in the area. Most major construction activities in the area take 

place at night or on Sundays because of the busy nature of the area during the 

weekdays and on Saturdays. Incidentally, development control officers do not work 

during this period. As a result, the safety of a number of buildings in the area is in 

doubt and actual collapse of buildings is very common in the area (Iyagba, 2005; 

Agwu, 2013). There is also the depletion of good residential buildings in the study 

area resulting in loss of urban diversity through voluntary and involuntary 

displacement. Importantly there is poor adherence to development control guidelines 

which has led to severe congestion in the area. Arising from the foregoing, the 

involvement of the state either directly or indirectly in the form of policy or 

monitoring becomes very important. 

 
State-led Gentrification 

State intervention in Lagos inner city has been in the sphere of policy. According to a 

senior town planning officer in the Ministry of Physical Planning and Urban 

Development, the policy of mixed use development adopted for the study area is an 

attempt to accommodate the rising commercial needs of the area without jeopardizing 

the residential needs. Realising that the inner city with its redevelopment challenges 

needs special attention, the state established the Lagos State Urban Renewal Agency 

(LASURA) as a one of the three specialized agencies under the Lagos State Ministry 

of Physical Planning and Urban Development (MPP&UD). One of the urban 

regeneration programmes of LASURA is to upgrade the central business district of 

Lagos inner city as a sustainable city. The second phase comprises the upgrading of 

the residential areas of which the Isale Gangan redevelopment is the first of its kind. 

The site for the exclusively residential development is a 2500m
2
 land originally 

owned by fifteen families. The site is defined by Binuyo, Princess and Isale Agbede 

Streets in Isale Eko. The relatively small land holdings of each family would not 

permit the development of reasonably sized apartments that would conform to 

planning regulations. The government encouraged the small land owners to merge 

their small units into one big land that can facilitate meaningful development. 

According to the general manager of LASURA the agency directly supervising the 

project, the construction phase will last for twenty four months. The families that 

were originally domiciled in the area were resettled properly for the entire period of 

the construction by allocating to them existing three bedroom flats in government 

housing estates. However, according to the general manager of LASURA, the families 

with large size opted to collect two years rent from government in order to secure 

accommodation of their choice. 

The redevelopment is a residential building on eleven floors with car parks on the 

ground and first floors. There are fifty four flats which average at six flats for each of 

the remaining nine floors. Each of the nine floors has four two bedroom flats and two 

three bedroom flats making a total of thirty six two bedroom flats and eighteen three 

bedroom flats. The project is being executed by a developer/contractor appointed by 

the state government. On completion of the construction work, each of the 

temporarily displaced original occupants will be allocated a flat each which can either 

be occupied or let out. Also worthy of note is the fact that tenants in the affected 
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properties were assisted financially in securing alternative accommodation before the 

affected buildings were demolished. In order to keep the property in a continuous 

good condition, facility managers would be in charge of post construction activities 

with the residents making joint financial contributions to routine maintenance of the 

property. 

Essentially, the above example of state-led gentrification is an improvement of the 

market-led gentrification that has been prevalent in the area for a long time. While the 

market-led gentrification tended to favour development of spaces for commercial 

activities, the state-led example is focusing on residential accommodation. The 

market-led intervention flouted town planning regulations and encouraged the over-

congestion in the area. Similarly, the market-led intervention was characterized by use 

of unqualified developers who are driven by purely profit motives and who do not 

have access to adequate finance that would ensure safe buildings. As a result, several 

buildings collapsed in the area during and immediately after construction. According 

to the general manager of LASURA, the main purpose of government direct 

involvement in this example of new-build gentrification is to prevent building 

collapse by presenting the property owners with a more viable alternative to market-

led gentrification. 

From the foregoing, inner city gentrification in Lagos inner city as described above is 

typically new-build. The key players remain the property owners, the developers and 

the government. The issue of displacement is important as involuntary displacement 

associated with gentrification appears to affect only the tenants in the gentrified areas 

who are unable to meet the increased rental obligations. In the examples of new-build 

gentrification presented above, whether market-led or state-led, the original property 

owners are not totally displaced. In fact they suffer only temporary displacement 

during the reconstruction phase and return to their property afterwards. If they so wish 

they can let out the property and use the rent to secure accommodation elsewhere; 

hence displacement is voluntary. According to an administrator of a property that has 

just reverted to the original owner who is now deceased after the expiration of the 

developer-managed period, the property is up for sale so that the proceeds would be 

shared by the descendants of the owner as their inheritance. Hence in addition to 

improving the overall environmental quality of the gentrified areas, the socio-

economic status of the residents is also enhanced. This is in agreement with the 

expectation of the initiators of the state-led intervention which is to improve 

aesthetics, environmental quality and socio economic status of residents of the area 

(Ayinde, 2013). 

 

 

Implications 
The inner city gentrification scenario presented above has implications for urban land-

use planning, cultural/urban diversity, housing affordability, densification and urban 

infrastructure. Urban land-use policies for gentrification prone inner city areas should 

accommodate all relevant urban activities such as business, residential and recreation. 

In order to maintain a vibrant and balanced inner city, urban policy should designate 

some areas as exclusively residential given the disadvantaged position of residential 
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accommodation in the face of rampaging commercial gentrification. Similarly, the 

inner city also possesses certain culturally unique features which should be protected 

from total obliteration through extensive redevelopment. While gentrification should 

encourage middle class influx into the inner city, the policy of improving the 

conditions of the poor inner city dwellers should be pursued simultaneously. 

Inevitably, new-build gentrification targeting middle class housing will lead to 

increase in population density which has obvious effects on the existing levels of 

social and physical infrastructure. The above implications can be addressed through 

effective and responsive urban policies. 

 

 

Conclusion 
The paper examined gentrification as an urban redevelopment and regeneration 

phenomenon with particular reference to Lagos inner city, Nigeria. The key actors in 

the gentrification process include individual households, the informal and organized 

private sectors as well as government. The role of government is not only limited to 

policy formulation but extended to direct involvement in new-build gentrification. 

Hence, both market-led and state-led interventions are prevalent and in both cases 

displacement affects tenants more than the property owners. In fact the original 

property owners suffer only voluntary displacement and have been shown to largely 

retain their spatial capital within the study area. The study found that gentrification 

has ultimately enhanced the economic standing of the original property owners as 

they retained some form of ownership of the redeveloped property or part there-of. 

Even with outright sale of their properties, they receive high amounts of money that 

enable them settle in other parts of the city that suit their range of activities. However, 

the ongoing gentrification in the study area has wider implications for the social and 

physical environment which requires adequate and responsive government policy. 
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