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Abstract
Achieving the accommodation of all land needs, complementarity and functionality are amongst
the main objectives of land use planning. Thus, urban space which serves no particular purpose

in the system is akin to a weak link in a chain and does not promote effective management.
Following reports about the deterioration of Benin City’s most prominent urban feature, the
Benin Moat system, this paper sets out to ascertain whether the structure performs a presentday role in the modern urban environment as it did in ancient times for ancient society. This is
important because a lack of function suggests a disadvantageous waste of space which could
challenge effective urban management. The approach involved inspections of the Moat system
and enquiries which were made from the urban management authorities and the National
Commission for Museums and monuments. The findings indicate that the Moat is not part of a
modern urban design or adapted for modern urban use; it is not assigned any urban
function(s), it is non-functional; neglected; negatively used; and tending towards becoming an
urban blight. It is a stand-alone feature which does not complement the other urban land uses.
Evaluations reveal that by design, function and impact, the Moat conforms to the urban void
concept. The conclusion, therefore, is that the Benin Moat system is an urban void, not
functional urban space.
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INTRODUCTION
Urban planning is a tool is a tool of urban management. Where planning is effective, urban land
allocation patterns are guided by the important objectives of meeting all land needs, and
achieving complementarity and functionality. As human habitats, cities must provide space for
living, working and recreation. Thus, space is typically allocated amongst six land uses:
residential, commercial and industrial land use; land for institutional and public buildings;
transportation land use and open space and recreational land use. These designated spaces are
assigned functions in the system, but not all are developed with structures. For instance, open
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space and recreational land use which are grouped as green infrastructure and provide vital
ecosystem services. Constituting this group are street trees, urban forests, amenity land, open
fields of varying sizes, parks and other green spaces. Their environmental function requires that
they remain in a natural, green and undeveloped state as a counterpoise to the grey condition of
developed urban space. They serve to complement other urban land uses which generate carbon
through anthropogenic activities. In pursuing the objective of achieving the best possible
environment, planning usually effects changes in the established pattern of land use. Achieving
this objective requires adequacy in allocation, and the complementarity and functionality of
land use. It is not the practice to allow non-functional stand-alone spaces which do not connect
with other land uses.
The aim of the study is to ascertain the present-day role, if any, of the ancient Benin Moat
fortification system in a modernising and urbanising space: whether it performs functions which
make it an integral part of the urban system; or performs none, which may then suggest that it
possesses the features of an urban void, that is, left-over space, negative space or by-passed
space as may occur in some urban areas. A categorisation of the Moat as an urban void has
certain implications. First, it would mean that it is urban-located space which is inconsequential
because it is practically not a part of the urban environment. Furthermore, it would mean that
land management in Benin City excludes a sizeable and highly visible portion of its land space.
Again, it would suggest that a comprehensive management of urban land space in Benin City
is presently unachievable and would be only if there is a change in the status of the Moat from
negative space to positive space.
This study is important for three reasons. First, it is important to find out whether or not the
Benin Moat system is useful to the modern urban environment as it was in ancient times to
ancient society. It would amount to a disadvantage and a waste of space if it is not serving any
purpose. Second, it necessary to know whether or not the Moat complements, or can be made
to complement, the other land uses in the urban system in accordance with the principle of
urban land use complementarity. Third, the Moat is a national monument and physical heritage
which should not be allowed either to fall into neglect or remain in neglect. This is important
in view of recent reports that it is in abandonment and now used as a refuse dump.
The approach involved an inspection of the Moat system. Additionally, enquiries were made
from the urban planning authority, the Edo State Ministry of Physical Planning and Urban
Development. Enquiries were also made of the National Commission for Museum and
Monuments, the federal agency in charge of management of the Moat. Other data was sourced
from published literature, the archives and the media.
The findings indicate that the Moat is not part of a modern urban design or adapted for modern
urban use; it is not assigned any urban function(s).Therefore, it is non-functional; neglected;
negatively used; and tending towards becoming an urban blight. It is not an integral part of the
urban system, but rather a stand-alone feature which does not complement the other urban land
uses.
Evaluations of the Moat by using the factors of design, function and impact reveal that its
features generally conform to the urban void concept. The conclusion, therefore, is that the
Benin Moat system is not functional urban space, but an urban void.
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Following this introduction, the paper introduces and examines the concepts of functional urban
spaces and urban voids which are then compared and contrasted for clarity. This is followed by
the presentation of a background on the Benin Moat system. Thereafter, the methodology is
explained and the results presented. This is followed by the discussion which answers the
research question and presents suggestions as to how the Moat can be made to function as part
of a modernising city.
Scope of The Study
The Benin Moat system is a noted landmark of the city. The sizeable space which it occupies
and its spread across various sections of the cityscape suggests that it is a feature whose urban
presence may either serve to deface the environment or contribute to its betterment. Two
inferences can be made from recent reports which claim that the Moat is in a poor and
abandoned condition. The first is that the urban environment is probably being defaced. Second,
the Moat is probably not a functional space. This paper seeks to ascertain the present role of the
Moat in the urban system. The study will establish and compare the present condition of the
Moat with published assessments, review management policy and legislation; and ascertain
about official plans for its management.
Research Question
Given a background which suggests disuse, misuse and a lack of functionality, the study is
guided by the following research question: Is the Benin City Moat system a functional urban
space or an urban void?
To answer the question, the study will:(i) Identify the features of urban voids and functional
urban spaces; (ii) Establish the present situation and status of the Benin Moat system; and (iii)
Determine whether the present situation and status of the Benin Moat system better reflects a
functional urban space or is suggestive of an urban void.

FUNCTIONAL URBAN SPACES AND URBAN VOIDS
Since this evaluation is about the functionality of urban space and the urban void concept, it is
apposite at this stage to define and clarify these terms as used in the study.
The Concept of Urban Voids
In the view of Mowla and Ashrafuzzaman (2014) urban voids are “undesirable urban areas
that are in need of redesign, anti-space, making no positive contribution to the surroundings or
users… are generally created below flyovers and bridges where there are no specific uses
attached”. Similar views are expressed by Lee et al (2015) and Harish Kumar (2019).To the
former urban voids are: “spaces that are useless, underused, abandoned, or in-between spaces
among public and private realms” whilst the latter describes them as “dead, underused, unused
space in the city”.
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Urban voids exist not only when a city is growing and undergoing expansion and renewal, but
also, where it is shrinking. Whatever the circumstances, appropriate intervention has the
potential of changing the scenario. This can be achieved by creatively changing form and fabric
to produce a liveable environment to replace the void.
According to Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (2015),
“urban voids are all areas in a city whose functions and designs have not been decided
upon conclusively. These may be reserve areas, fallow land, distant spaces, vacant
spaces, polluted or unused properties. All these areas do not fulfil any function in the
urban system”.
Urban voids are important to city managers as between Germany and Korea, there is a project
to seek out in the cities of Karlsruhe and Seoul functionless areas with a view to developing
strategies for using them in a new way and integrating them into the urban structure (Karlsruhe
Institute of Technology, 2015).This concept of urban voids tallies with the aim of urban
planning to cultivate, on a continuing basis, a comprehensive use of land which would offer to
residents the best possible spaces for living, working and recreation. Considering that most
cities did not have the advantage of being planned from scratch, urban voids would tend to
develop if some areas are left undeveloped or poorly developed. This creates a situation in
which land becomes prone to being converted to uses which do not support the urban plan and
the development of a sustainable urban environment. Voids would tend to arise if there are
deficits in urban management as a result of the authorities failing to take actions in response to
changes produced in the urban environment by anthropogenic influences.
According to Bhaskaran (2018) rapid urbanisation, by leading to uneven development in
different parts of a city, creates “bypassed spaces”. This also puts pressure on land resources
through enabling illegal occupation of urban land. For instance, Lagos in the 1980s and 1990s
was an environment which harboured many urban voids in the form of spaces under its bridges
and flyovers. These spaces were generally occupied by mechanics, shanties and junkyards
whilst others were left unused and undesignated for any purpose after the construction of the
bridges and flyovers in the 1970s. Since nature abhors a vacuum, urbanisation in the 1970s and
the accommodation crisis it produced led to the conversion of these spaces to squatter areas. In
the early years of the 21st century, the implementation of the Lagos master plan has seen such
spaces being integrated with urban management by their conversion to recreational purposes
such as gardens, neighbourhood parks and basketball courts. This accords with the view that
urban voids can be “transformed into positive urban spaces” (Bhaskaran, ibid).
Functionality of Urban Spaces
The allocation of urban space is guided by the desire to accommodate all land needs.
Complementarity is an important consideration and this must exist between the various land
uses. For instance, residential provision helps to determine the level of provision for
recreational space. Open space standards would be based upon population size, concentration
and distances from areas of residence and work. Similarly, institutional uses such as hospitals
and schools must take residential provision into account. Likewise, the network of roads
provided must take into account the location of other land uses in order to provide easy
accessibility. Thus, functionality is central to urban design, development and management.
Urban spaces function better if they complement each other. This is because they constitute a
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system. It is perhaps for this reason that Urbanoikos (2016) describes cities as “ecosystems of
people, nature and infrastructure”
In order to ensure functionality, urban planning provides for the separation of incompatible land
uses (particularly residential and industrial); (noise-producing and non-noise producing
activities); the proximity of compatible uses (residential and neighbourhood recreational areas).
Complementarity and functionality also require the provision of amenity land and fields to
function as receptacles for storm water and flood management. Urban forests and large parks
are introduced to perform eco-system services. Where any of these necessary urban spaces is
either not available or otherwise non-functional, sustainable urban land management would be
unachievable. The physical environmental consequences would include air pollution, flooding
and erosion, and windstorm damage, whilst non-environmental consequences would come as
health challenges from lack of recreational space and air pollution amongst others.
In order to achieve a positive complementarity amongst the various land uses, it is necessary
that all land in an urban area should be assigned an identifiable function amongst the many
which are required in the modern urban environment. All land should be part of the urban plan,
whether currently in use or scheduled for future use. This should discourage the creation of
voids through people settling illegally on unused land. However, monitoring is essential. A
situation in which there is no urban plan and land space which lies within a city is negligently
allowed to become a refuse dump, it cannot be said that a proper and specific purpose exists.
Neither can that space be described as functional in urban management. Thus, for urban space
to be functional in urban management, it has to be designated for a recognised urban purpose,
be part of the urban plan, and monitored, maintained and managed in accordance with the
objectives of policy.
Having individually considered these two concepts, Table 1 displays and compares their
associated characteristics.

Table 1: Characteristics of Functional Urban Spaces and Urban Voids
Functional Urban Space
Urban Void
It is a part of the modern urban Not always a part of the urban design
Basis
design
Has an assigned urban function
Has no assigned urban function
Performs an urban function
Does not necessarily perform an urban
Function
function
Receives official & regular attention It is neglected /occasionally remembered
space
It is positively used
It is negatively used
Impact
Enhances the urban environment
Tends to produce urban blight

The table demonstrates that the urban void typically represents the opposite of the functional
urban space. This fact underscores the need to avoid the creation or sustenance of urban voids.
To appreciate the differences better, there are classifications as to basis, function (or nona fes-coou publication
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function) and impact. Both have different bases, differ as to function and impact. Perhaps the
most notable issue is that functional space is a positive use of land whilst urban voids constitute
a negative use (or misuse) of land.
The Benin City Moat System
One of the defining features of Benin City is the Benin Earthworks or the Benin Moat system.
Its origins are in the ancient Benin Empire, which at its zenith extended as far west as present
day Benin Republic, as far north as Ile-Ife, and as far east as the western shores of the River
Niger. The Benin moat surrounded the seat of the old Benin Empire now, now known as Benin
City, in the Edo sub-national unit of Nigeria. The Moats, also known locally as iya, consist of
a “15 kilometre long massive city rampart up to 20 metres deep and a vast network of smaller
rural earthworks extending for c. 16,000 km and covering some 6,500km2”( Darling and
Agbontaen-Eghafona,2012). It is adjudged to be longer than the famed Great Wall of China.
According to Ofunim (2018), the structural form consisted of ditches and dykes whilst the walls
constituted a combination of ramparts and moats. The system was built over six hundred years
ago. It was designed for a defensive purpose which, as historical records reveal, was very well
served. Evidence of this is easily found in the fact of its survival in a pristine condition for
millennia before the fall of the kingdom in 1897 to invading British adventurers.
The Moat long ago achieved world fame following independent assessments of its features,
novelty, the sheer volume of work and time involved in its construction and the technical
challenges which it must have presented to its builders. Its significance is two-fold. First, it is
assessed to be the largest earthworks in the world (Guinness Book of Records, 1974).Second,
it is considered a great achievement because it was built in an era which predated modern earthmoving tools. The Benin Moat system which is cited in the Federal Government of Nigeria
Gazette of 1976 represents a major part of the historical evolution of the Bini Kingdom, one of
the finest examples of African civilisation. According to Etemiku (2015),
“The Benin Moats are facing extinction. That fact itself is obvious…illegal buildings
and roads are being constructed right through the moats. Over a 30-year period, the
massive clay dunes are being illegally excavated and have become a massive refuse
dump”.
This is also the finding of Ebegbulem (2011) from interviews and investigation. Over the years,
the Edo state government has expressed its concerns about the unapproved physical
developments in, on or near the Moat system. Enforcement actions have been taken from time
to time, the most recent having taken place in 2019. But effective and lasting steps are needed
to forestall future encroachments.
The Moat system consisted of two sections: the inner and outer. This study considers the inner
section which lies within the central city precincts. In Figure 1 the inner Moat system is shown
coloured in green whilst major roads are shown in red. The Moat’s spread across the central
areas of the city confirms that it is a prominent feature. The prominence of this section of the
system is also reflected by its length of 36.63 kilometres spread across the urban space. This
also suggests that the way in which this urban feature is managed can either mar or enhance the
environment in which it is located. Similarly, this centrality suggests a need for its integration
with the urban management system.
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Figure 1: Map of the Benin Moat System
Source: Fieldwork, 2020

APPROACH
Primary and secondary methods are used in this study. Field work involved inspection of the
Moat system in order to ascertain its condition and function. Additionally, official enquiries
were made at two levels: first, at the Edo State Ministry of Physical Planning and Urban
Development; and second, at the National Commission of Museums and Monuments who
manage the Benin City National Museum and national monuments in the area. These two bodies
are involved with management of the Moat. The common objective was to ascertain the
management arrangements and challenges. However, the main issue in the study is to ascertain
the Moat’s functions and role in urban management. Specific questions were asked as to issues
which have a bearing on the investigation. These questions, and the responses received, are
displayed in Tables 2 and 3.
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RESULTS
Inspection Report
In its original form, the Moat consisted of excavated space of 20 metre depth and 15 metre
width, with the removed earth piled high like walls along its edges. These features are still
discernible from the present state of the moat. However, there have been changes. First, the
structure is no longer as deep as it was due to waste dumping. Second, its high embankments
of piled-up earth have been drastically reduced in many places by deliberate removal for use
elsewhere. Third, encroachment has meant that the Moat in such areas is not accessible because
it is either blocked out by being at the rear of compounds or sandwiched between streets. This
fact creates not only an accessibility problem, but also, makes its despoliation easier. Thus, the
Moat essentially is an inaccessible, backyard feature in densely populated areas. It is also in
such areas its misuse as a refuse dump is most visible.
Since the floor and sides of the Moat are made of earth, they are necessarily covered by
secondary vegetation consisting of grass, shrubs and trees. The walls are still visible, but not as
sharply defined as they once were due to the impact of weathering by the elements.

S/N
1

2
3
4
5

6

Table 2: Views of Edo State’s Urban Development Ministry on the Moat
Issue
Response
Who is responsible for overseeing The Federal government, through its agency,
the Moat system?
The National Council for Museums and
Monuments, but this has not been pronounced or
visible
Is there any Edo State budget for None
maintaining the Moat system?
What urban functions are
None, except as a receptacle for major flood in
performed by the moat system?
some areas of the city
Have recent demolitions restored They have restored it to a large extent
the moat system?
Measures to prevent future
This will be done by constant monitoring to
breaches?
uphold the provisions of the Edo State Urban
Development & Physical Planning Regulations
Law of 2014 which covers areas around the
Moat.
Challenges of the Moat’s
These consist of its illegal use as a dump site
presence in a modernising city
and a hideout for criminals.
Source: Fieldwork, 2020

a fes-coou publication

 ISSN 2714-4461

28

http://ajer.coou.edu.ng/index.php/journal

coou African Journal of Environmental Research
Vol 3, No. 1, 2021. pp 21-39

Table 3: NCMM’s Views on the Benin Moat
Issue
Response
Is the NCMM responsible for
Yes, by virtue of Decree 77 of 1979 and the
the Moat’s maintenance?
Antiquities Law of 1961
Is there an annual maintenance
Government makes a provision for maintenance of
budget?
monuments nationwide, but this is inadequate.
Is there a maintenance gang?
Yes, this is handled by the Heritage Department of the
Benin City National Museum
How often is the Moat
Periodically. The Museum staff make periodic
inspected?
inspections and undertake enlightenment of
stakeholders and the public
Is the Moat in a satisfactory
No. There have been serious encroachments, but some
condition of preservation?
sections are in tact.
What is the NCMM doing about Enlightenment campaigns by mass media, lectures,
encroachments upon the Moat?
seminars
What are the challenges of
Encroachment by private developers as well as
managing the Moat?
government bodies; refuse dumping, excavations, and
erection of unapproved structures
Is it possible to restore the Moat Some parts are still unspoiled and can be restored.
fully?
Others cannot.
Source: Fieldwork 2020
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Figure 2: Sections of the Moat (2020)
Source: Fieldwork, 2020
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DISCUSSION
Findings
The findings are as follows.
(i)
The Moat is in a highly neglected state.
(ii)
The Moat is not designated for any modern urban purpose, neither is it part of the urban
plan nor is it connected with the other land uses in the city. It has no urban land
management functions.
(iii)
There is no evidence of an effective policy for its maintenance, management and
monitoring. The responses of the NCMM and the Edo State Urban Development agency
do not suggest that this situation is likely to change in the foreseeable future.
In the following sub-sections, the discussion considers these findings by first answering the
research question as to whether the Moat currently possesses the qualities of a functional urban
space or better reflects characteristics of an urban void. This is followed by addressing other
issues which arise from the findings.
Is the Benin Moat an Urban Void?
To answer this question, there has to be a comparison of the characteristics of the Moat with
the those of urban voids in order to establish the extent of conformance or otherwise. The
characteristics of the Moat are assembled from field observation and the enquiries made of
officials. Table 4 displays the evaluation of the Moat using the standard measures of urban
voids as earlier indicated in Table 1.
Table 4: Evaluation of the Moat Using the Urban Void Concept
S/N
Issue
Assessment Evaluation Finding
Standard
1
Is it part of a modern urban design?
No
No
2
Is it assigned any modern urban function?
No
No
3
Does it perform any modern urban function
No
No
Yes
4
Is it in a neglected state?
Yes
Yes
5
Is it negatively used?
Yes
Yes
6
Is its condition suggestive of urban blight?
Yes
Yes
Source: Fieldwork, 2020
Using all the six characteristics of an urban void, the Moat is evaluated by using an assessment
standard which requires a “yes” or “no” answer to six questions. The assessment standard, as
shown in column 3, are the responses which, if produced by the evaluation, would signify that
the Moat possesses the characteristics of an urban void. The Moat’s evaluation shown in
Column 4 conforms entirely to the assessment standard. This suggests that the Moat has all the
features of an urban void. Accordingly, a verdict of “yes” is given in the last column.
The findings indicate that the moat is not part of a modern urban design or adapted for modern
urban use; it is not assigned any function; it is non-functional; neglected; negatively used; and
tending towards becoming an urban blight. It is not an integral part of the urban system, but
rather a stand-alone feature. It is unconnected with other land uses except, perhaps for points at
a fes-coou publication
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which roads have been built over it. This suggests that the Moat’s importance is only of an
historical nature whose value necessarily declines as its physical condition also declines.
In accordance with Bhaskaran’s (2018) definition, the Moat can be seen as a leftover space
which has been, and still is, susceptible to appropriation “overtly or covertly” in view of the
misuse to which it is being subjected. In the introduction section, it was mentioned that some
urban land space is deliberately left undeveloped, and therefore, deemed to be undevelopable
as a matter of policy for the purpose of the performance of an environmental function or
functions. This concept is not seen to apply to the Moat. Its designation as a national monument
cannot be interpreted, by any means, as an urban function. Even if a contrary argument were to
be put up, the status of being a national monument does not preclude its being overseen by the
urban planning authority. The planning authority’s recent demolitions of unapproved physical
development around parts of the moat proves that it has jurisdiction, but has not proactively
demonstrated this in its approach to urban management. This situation is attributable to deficits
in urban management. Prolonged neglect has tended to reduce the moat’s visibility, suggesting
that there is no advantage to its urban presence. Therefore, it is difficult to recognise it as an
urban phenomenon. A forgotten presence is suggested by its overgrown state which reduces its
visibility and accessibility. With no effort made for recognition, preservation and use, the moat
comes across as wasted or surplus urban; a void in the urban topography. The urban void
concept applies here because it is urban land space which is not in use; performs no function in
the urban system and apparently is officially regarded as incapable of delivering any value.

Figure 3: Satellite Image of the Moat (2020)
Source: Google (2020)
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Who is Responsible for Protecting and Managing the Benin Moat?
In 1961, when the Federal Government of Nigeria declared the Benin Walls and Moat as a
National monument, it undertook a duty to protect the moat. That duty was expressed and
implied in a law (Decree No. 77) which prescribed certain sanctions. According to Etemiku
(2015) “As a matter of
fact, that decree stipulated that any person found encroaching or building a house or any
structure less than 50ft to the crest of the walls or 100ft to the moats committed an offence and
is liable for prosecution and imprisonment”. Figure 3 is a 2020 image of a section of the Moat.
In the picture, the Moat runs from the left foreground towards the upper right side and it is
outlined by the undergrowth of vegetation with which it is covered. The image clearly shows
that the Moat is tightly surrounded by development which apparently do not observe the legal
setback of 100 feet. Most of these developments are separated from the Moat by only a few
feet. The facts of encroachment and physical deterioration furnish proof that the government
has not effectively upheld the law and discharged its assumed responsibility.
As a national monument, the Federal Government agency, the National Commission for
Museums and Monuments (NCMM) had the responsibility for management. In truth, the urban
location of the Moat suggests that the urban management authority (Edo State), should share
the responsibility with the conservation body (NCMM). This is because the monument, as
physical urban space, is subject to urban management laws. It would seem that there was, and
there still is, an undefined arrangement for managing the monument. Its decline since 1961
shows that NCMM has been ineffective in protecting the monument. Darling and AgbontaenEghafona(2012) concur in stating that “Despite being legally empowered by Decree 77 and
Act 404, the NCMM rarely used its power to protect the cultural and customary landscapes of
” the Benin Moat. The authors, however, proffer what seem to be extenuating circumstances on
the part of the NCMM. These were the loss of the opportunity to have the earthworks nominated
as a World Heritage Site due to political manouevering within Nigeria, which led to the
selection of another site; the NCMM’s inability to control powerful local political interests
involved in encroachment upon the moat; and internal contradictions within the NCMM itself.
But what level of effectiveness can the NCMM ever attain without a maintenance budget for
the Moat and the power of sanction upon defaulters? Perhaps the subsisting legislation needs
a review either by giving the NCMM the power of sanction or proposing a dual Edo State NCMM management arrangement for the Moat.
It would appear that responsibility for the present situation lies mainly with the government of
Edo state and its predecessors, the Mid-West Region and Bendel State, which had supervisory
powers over the urban environment. Even with the passing of Edo State’s 2014 law regulating
development around the moat, breaches continued unchallenged until the knee-jerk, reactive
2019 demolitions. An insight of negligence on the part of the state government is given by
Darling and Agbontaen-Eghafona (2012) as follows:
“In the 50 years subsequent to the gazetting of the Iya as a National Monument, houses,
churches, banks and other structures encroached onto the Iya banks; and increasing
quantities of rubbish were deposited in the Iya ditch. An early 1970s State Government
drainage project routed its effluent along the easternmost section of the Iya,
a fes-coou publication
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inadvertently creating a spectacular 60m deep canyon destroying that section of the
City Iya“ .
Obviously, there has been an absence of synergy and a unity of purpose between the federal
agency and the state government, which could have set up a joint monitoring body. This would
have given a focus and a better chance of giving results than the current arrangement which
allows each party to act independently of each other over an issue which is common to both of
them. Thus, both the NCMM and Edo State have been remiss by neglecting the Moat over the
years and allowing sand miners to remove its high walls; illegal builders to sand fill and build
on some sections; and householders to dispose of refuse in many sections.
It is difficult to deny that the abandoned and deteriorated status of the Benin moat system is an
index on the Nigerian system which has unfortunately proven, again and again, an inability to
preserve historic landmarks. Examples of these failures abound. For instance, the Lagos
National Arts Theatre and the Lagos National Stadium, both facilities of historical significance,
have for decades now been in a state of decay. It is unfortunate that the system operates to take
away responsibility from constituted authority, but fails to discharge the responsibility assumed.
The Moat system was built by an effective and authoritative monarchical system which for
centuries ensured its preservation and functionality. Decline came only with the removal of
responsibility for what is clearly a cultural and customary landscape, from the Bini traditional
authorities, and its transfer to the colonial and successor Nigerian authorities who were
unconnected with it. The Nigerian state which declared the Moat system a national monument
in 1961 was so obviously unprepared, and woefully failed, to discharge its assumed
responsibility. The state government in itself had over the years been either lukewarm or
indifferent to the many breaches of the established laws. What has been observed instead are
intermittent announcements about stopping encroachments. Usually, after such interventions,
the encroachments continue because there is not in place an effective monitoring system and a
plan for making the Moat useful beyond its historical value.
The authorities responsible for urban planning in Benin City should have seen the need to
incorporate the monument into the urban management plan. The federal government may be
distant, but the city’s urban authorities are not and ought to know what is best for the
management of their environment. This is in line with urban planning policy as enunciated in
the 1992 Urban and Regional Planning Act which gives the federal government responsibility
for planning at the national level whilst the state and local governments are responsible at state
and local levels. All the encroachments were done either with the knowledge, connivance or
condonation of the state/city authorities. The failure to enforce these laws, particularly on setbacks, is a failure of development control by the urban authorities. It can reasonably be
conjectured that the Moat would have been in a better, if not pristine, condition if the colonial
and succeeding authorities had left its control to the Bini traditional authorities who have
proven over decades to possess the capacity to preserve both their tangible and intangible
heritage. The NCMM claims that it undertakes periodic inspections of the Moat and that it has
a maintenance gang. However, the present condition of the Moat tends to belie those claims
The failure to undertake regular inspections, assessments and protective actions suggests that
there has really been nobody or agency in charge of the Moat for years and it is doubtful if
there really is any truly in charge now.
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History, Heritage, Culture and the Moat
The historical importance of the Moat is not in any doubt, neither is its status as cultural
evidence of one of Africa’s most successful ancient kingdoms and civilisations. However, this
importance has not been reflected on the part of the public, a section of which has been so
undiscerning as to convert it to a refuse dump and use its environs for unapproved
developments. Also, officials at the Federal and State levels have not demonstrated the Moat’s
importance by proper management and monitoring. The greater blame goes to officials who
have been clearly remiss in discharging their responsibilities. Ultimate responsibility however
lies with the government which apparently took on an obligation which it has been unable to
discharge. This tendency for official neglect extends to other heritage sites such as public
cemeteries, which are always poorly managed. For instance, Elusoji (2015) observes that:
“Public cemeteries in Lagos are in a decrepit state that makes it impossible for the dead to rest
in peace. Perhaps the state of public cemeteries in Lagos is a clear indication that Nigerians
have no value for history; no regard for culture; no knowledge of the importance of
preservation, and no respect for the souls of the departed”. Similarly, the findings of Onwuanyi
et al (2017) on the state of the three public cemeteries in Benin City is that they are neglected,
almost always overgrown and poorly managed. The challenge of preservation which exists in
regard to physical cultural heritage extends to the preservation of public infrastructure, a
challenge which Igbuzor (2015); Onwuanyi (2016); and Onwuanyi & Oyetunji (2019) ascribe
to public sector incapacity.
Nigeria has shown a tendency to appreciate heritage more from the intangible rather than the
tangible sense. This is why, for instance, the Federal Government could contemplate the sale
of the National Arts Theatre in 2014 (its first and only national cultural centre which has the
added significance of being the venue of the Second World Black and African Festival of Arts
and Culture). This may help to explain why the Moat was allowed to fall into neglect.
Assigning Urban Functions to the Benin Moat
Why is it important to assign a function or functions to the Benin Moat? The three simple
answers are as follows. First, nature abhors a vacuum. The official failure to assign a function
has inevitably led local residents to choose the function of a refuse dump. Second, there ought
to be a purpose for every urban land space. The Earthworks were originally built for a purpose
and they occupy a sizeable physical space in the modern city. Darling and Agbontaen-Eghafona
(2012) suggest that the Moat may have become devalued in local perceptions having been
rendered redundant as a defensive feature by not protecting the city from the British rockets in
1897.They further argue that the “lack of function, indeed the absence of memory about their
previous functions, now meant the iya often became regarded as more of a nuisance than as a
cultural asset” and this led to their misuse as a receptacle for waste. Third, the Moat needs to
be assigned a function because it has none. Where urban space has no function, it amounts to
lost space and it is the view and recommendation of Sameeh et al (2019) that lost urban space
be reused by changing its status as “wasted space” or “unrecognised areas of land” through
redesign to realise their value which is “derived from their potential for revitalising and
connecting their surrounding urban context”. The Moat has the potential for conversion to
positive space which will be useful to the urban system whilst retaining its status as an historical
feature of the city. Potential uses for the Moat are examined in the remaining parts of this
section.
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Flooding and Erosion Management
In recent years the city has been experiencing increasingly more severe incidents of flooding,
erosion and windstorm damage. According to Iyalomhe and Cirella (2018), flooding and
erosion have become more devastating and economically destructive in recent years. No doubt,
the dearth of greening such as street trees which is a noted urban shortcoming, is contributory
to the situation.
However, the Moat has the potential to contribute to redressing the situation considering that in
ancient times it served as a default drainage system. However, in those times, the agrarian nature
of Bini society, the of use constructional systems which involved natural materials (basically
clay and thatch roofs) and the presence of natural vegetation, protected the environment. This
contrasts entirely with the modern scenario where construction is done in a style and with
materials which are less environmentally friendly. For instance, compounds are often paved
with mass concrete or interlocking concrete stones which do not permit rain infiltration and,
coupled with the use of impermeable roofing materials, the force of rainfall is concentrated
whilst the absence of roof gutters in many cases means that rain water runs off into streets,
causing erosion and flooding if gutters do not exist to channel water to a safe collection point.
Additionally, the city has an elevation of only 86 metres above sea level and its topography is
characterised by flat, table land of which about 80% is prone to flooding (Cirella et al, 2019).
Despite these challenges, the Moat can probably be adapted as a receptacle for storm water
drainage. Despite the official position that the structure currently serves as a receptacle for
major flood in parts of the city, this arose only by default. The authorities may want to consider
incorporating sections of the Moat into a drainage masterplan for the city. This would ensure
that overflows of storm water are redirected and flood risks mitigated.
The Moat as Green Space and Shelter Belt
Benin City has a serious dearth of green space and street trees. Although the moat features trees
and other vegetation, this is not the outcome of design, but rather of wild growth. Given the
legal setback of 100 feet, policy can aim for the recovery of the moat’s sidings and the planting
of a grove of hardwood trees on both sides. This would not only serve to prevent further and
future encroachment, but also, serve as an urban forest, shelter belt and a response to city’s
evident greening deficiency whilst improving urban resilience and sustainability.
The Moat as a Tourist Site
The tourist potentials of Benin City have been much vaunted by the Edo state government. In
all of this, the Moat has not received any serious attention, else it would not be in its present
neglected condition. The official assumption is that tourists would be interested in coming to
see the Moat. However, the rarely considered questions are how access and visibility can be
achieved to ensure a worthwhile viewing. The bare truth is that the Moat, as it stands, has little
or no tourism value as the pictures in Fig 2 suggest. It is impossible to undertake a
comprehensive tour around it due to encroachments, refuse dumping and the absence of
setbacks. It is only areas where there are no encroachments that can be easily viewed, but steps
have to be taken to protect them. A substantial, if not comprehensive, reclamation from refuse
dumping and unapproved development will aid the re-establishment of setbacks as prescribed
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by law, making it accessible to tourists. Yes, this is not impossible as a task, but the great
number of demolitions and displacement which would be necessary suggests that the political
will may be lacking. An additional reason to suspect a lack of political will is that the threat of
reclamation has been resonating for many years, in recent times as far back as 2011, but the
structure still remains in a despoiled state. If the authorities wish to promote the Moat as a
tourist site, it is important that they be guided by the aphorism that “nature abhors a vacuum”.
In this regard, they must see the nexus between the waste disposal and sanitation challenge of
the city and the present state of the Moat. This suggests that a pre-condition to the Moat’s
preservation is an effective waste management policy which must necessarily involve citizen
education and compliance. They need to realise also the connection between a poorly manned,
underfunded and ineffective urban management department and the Moat’s condition. Also
necessary would be civic education to create citizen awareness of the economic, social and
cultural importance of the monument so that they may “buy in” to policies designed for its
preservation. A properly preserved Moat requires also an effective flood management policy
because its use as flood pondage is functionally and aesthetically uncomplementary to the needs
of tourism.
Can the Moat Be Restored?
Even though inspections confirm the observations of Etemiku (2015) and Ebegbulem (2011)
that the Moat has been greatly despoiled over the years, the feasibility of a comprehensive
restoration needs to be addressed. It is the view of Darling and Agbontaen-Eghafona (2012)
that “It is only with the re-discovery of purpose and function that perceptions will lead to
conservation of the Benin earthworks”. Is this still possible in any meaningful way, it may be
asked? That hoped-for rediscovery has not taken place in nearly a decade since it was expressed.
Over that period, further deterioration has occurred. Short of using modern excavation
equipment, the height of the walls can never be recovered, except perhaps by new excavation.
If this were able to be achieved, there would be also the problem of encroachments which exist
directly on the moat as well as its setback. The claim of the Edo State Ministry of Physical
Planning and Urban Development that the moat has been substantially restored merely indicates
that it can never be fully restored. Indeed, there are very visible sections where the moat has
been flagrantly breached by in-filling and commercial development, yet such buildings are
allowed to remain and the owners unsanctioned. This does not sit well with claims of substantial
restoration. A complete or substantial restoration of the moat would be a herculean task, not
because it is an impossibility, but because the political will would be lacking in a milieu
characterised by a great predilection for compromise. The NCMM realistically acknowledges
that a full restoration would not be feasible. Further grounds for doubt come in the shape of the
absence of empowerment for the planning function in Benin City, a situation which is common
to urban jurisdictions in Nigeria.
In the circumstances, the evident reality is that the Benin Moat, in its original form, is now
permanently lost. What may now be achievable is a commemoration by attempting a restoration
of sections which are currently free of encroachment and thereafter making the best of the
situation by exploring the possibilities suggested. Time is of the essence in stopping further
encroachment as the city urbanises apace.
PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
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Urban voids (or non-functional and neglected spaces) do not aid the proper supervision of urban
environments and that is one reason why the moat is increasingly becoming a repository for
refuse. Thus, if the Moat remains in its abandoned, non-functional condition, Benin City will
continue to face the challenge of sustainable environmental management. Integrating the moat
will present new choices as well as offer new meaning. According to Bhaskaran (2018),
“identification and utilisation of such by-passed urban spaces can lead to improved quality of
life and hence a more sustainable urban fabric”.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION
This study aimed at ascertaining whether or not the Benin Moat system, a prominent urban
feature covering an area of 6,500 m2 with an original length 16,000km2, functions as useful
urban space or has the status of an urban void. This aim was pursued by undertaking an
inspection of sections of the moat, making enquiries from the State urban physical planning and
urban development authority. This was followed by an evaluations of the Moat using the urban
void concept. The comparative assessment as to origin, function and impact reveals that the
Moat conforms to the urban void concept. The conclusion, therefore, is that the Benin Moat is
an urban void, not functional urban space.
The findings are that the Moat is not part of a modern urban design or adapted to modern urban
use; it is not assigned any urban function(s), it is non-functional; neglected; negatively used;
and tending towards becoming an urban blight. It is not an integral part of the urban system,
but rather a stand-alone feature which does not complement the other urban land uses. The
meaning of the finding is that urban land space management in Benin City effectively excludes
a prominent feature of the city which should be an integral part of the environment with
assigned functions. Thus, urban land management is not being comprehensively pursued. There
is no nexus between the city and the Moat, save perhaps in the negative sense of its use as a
refuse dump.
The study recommends the integration of the Moat into the urban system by its being reclaimed,
where possible, protected and made functionally relevant, whilst yet preserving its historical
importance. However, this would be possible if only there can be a clear, determined and
sustained break from the inconsistencies and failures of the past.
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