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Creative problem-solving gives 
           rwandan women a new voCation 
and a Center for Community life.

A  Healing        PlAce
bruce engel, sharon 
davis design, New 

york, New york, Usa



Sherman, Women for Women’s executive director of 
global programming. “The WOC is an extension of 
the country’s commitment to help women become 
leaders for social and economic change.”

But managing the US$1.2 million project in a 
remote, rural area brings not only cultural impli-
cations, but also a steep learning curve regarding 
construction, cost and availability of materials, gov-
ernmental regulations, and the local marketplace. 

design by Committee
Women for Women International partnered with 
New York, New York, USA-based architecture firm 
Sharon Davis Design on the WOC’s design. The ini-
tial plans were ambitious: The one-hectare (2.5-acre) 
campus needed to be sustainable as well as safe, com-

fortable and private for the women. It had to include 
classrooms, workshops, a marketplace, a demonstra-
tion farm, food storage, administrative buildings and 
staff lodging. 

 “At the outset of the project, we traveled around 
Kayonza, talked to local staff and sent question-
naires to find out what local women wanted and 
needed from the center,” says Bruce Engel, an 
architect with Sharon Davis Design and the WOC’s 
project manager. 

The team situated buildings in clusters in accor-
dance with local tradition and designed roofs for 
maximum sun shading, and water collection and 
filtration. The buildings themselves were designed 
to foster intimacy, allowing 20 women at a time to 
occupy these spaces.

The classrooms and workshops had to be ver-
satile, given the economic and social nature of the 
programs the WOC will offer.

“Women for Women has a 12-month training 
program,” Mr. Engel says. “For the first part of the 
year, it helps women with issues like post-traumatic 
stress disorder, literacy and family education. In the 
second part of the year, it provides vocational skills 
training, such as working with textiles.” 

The classrooms where sensitive issues will be dis-
cussed don’t include any windows to give the women 
a sense of security, while the vocational training areas 
feature more open-air space and a community feel. 
Lastly, the team used circular structures, a nod to the 
Rwandan culture of teaching in the round to avoid 
any feeling of hierarchy.

material mayHem
The brickmaking program was a creative solution 
to a serious problem: the poor quality of bricks 
typically made in earthquake-prone Rwanda. The 
local method, known as “slop-molding,” uses wet 
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clay to form bricks that often deform under their 
own weight. Instead, the project team elected to 
teach local women how to make higher-quality 
bricks. 

After researching numerous brickmaking tech-
niques used throughout Africa and the rest of the 
world, Mr. Engel and his team chose a sand-molding 
technique that produces dense, stable, uniform bricks. 
They then hired brickmakers to help them train about 
200 local women, from which 30 were selected for 
the project.

It turned out to be an ideal solution: The women 
learned a new, economically valuable skill, and the 

Project timeline
August 2008: Land titles and land lease contract processed 

January 2009: project manager engaged  

July 2009: environmental impact assessment completed and 
approval obtained from rwanda environmental Management 
authority 

August 2009: agricultural demonstration farm secured 

November 2009: architectural designs procured in accordance 
with rwandan construction standards 

January 2011: Local Woc coordinator engaged 

June 2011: Local construction company hired 

July 2011: resources for construction secured

August 2011: project construction officially launched 

March 2013: targeted completion date
“women are at tHe forefront of tHe Culture sHift  

           Happening in rwanda, and an integral part of tHe  

Country’s efforts to rebuild and prosper.”
      —Karen sherman, Women for Women, Washington, d.c., Usa
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It’s a way to help build a much-needed community 
center—and give themselves a chance at a brighter 
future. 

While the bricks are an essential component to 
building the new structure, 30 women, chosen for 
their exceptional brickmaking skills, are at the heart 
of the project to build the Women’s Opportunity 
Center (WOC) in the town of Kayonza in eastern 
Rwanda. The WOC, spearheaded by Women for 
Women International, a Washington, D.C., USA-
based not-for-profit, will provide economic and 
social education for the town’s women, many of 
whom are survivors of the country’s 1994 genocide.

“Women are at the forefront of the culture shift 
happening in Rwanda, and an integral part of the 
country’s efforts to rebuild and prosper,” says Karen 

for a group of women in 
         rwanda, briCkmaking is more 
tHan just an industrial skill. 



teaming up
Once the design was finalized, they had to mitigate the 
risk of choosing a potentially untrustworthy local con-
tractor. Mr. Engel put together his project team using 
references from locals and architects. That personal 
networking helped him spot red flags.

“I learned from the locals that the first contractor 
I found had been blacklisted and had several quality 
issues with past jobs,” Mr. Engel says. 

He also faced an initial communications barrier 
with the nearly 100-person team, which spoke many 
different languages. Most of the workers speak Kinyar-
wandan, but he estimates 10 percent to 20 percent of 
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PlAy by the rules  
Dealing with third-party quantity surveyors in Rwanda proved to be an unex-
pected challenge for the Women’s Opportunity Center (WOC) team. These 
surveyors review all drawings, decide the quantity of materials needed, and 
itemize and price every piece of material. Without the resulting bill of quanti-
ties, local contractors won’t or don’t know how to bid on projects.

On the WOC project, every time unit prices for steel, brick or stone 
changed, the team had to go back through the surveyors. “We were con-
stantly redesigning the plans, so the quantities were constantly changing,” 
Mr. Engel says. 

Eventually, the project team began tracking all of the items themselves to 
keep a closer eye on the budget and know exactly how much materials cost. 
Then they submitted to the quantity surveyors the exact drawings and an 
itemized list of materials, which also helped address the language barrier that 
existed because everything was clearly outlined.

Compounding the troubles, local contractors were accustomed to billing 
and getting paid upon the completion of items. But rising materials prices left 
contractors short of the cash they needed to buy more supplies to continue 
their work. 

“They wanted to do things the way they always do. This is what they are 
used to,” Mr. Engel says. “To resolve this, we talked them into billing us based 
on the percentage of materials needed on site to keep the project moving 
forward.”

sand-molding technique introduced to the region a 
new and better way of making bricks.

At their peak, the women brickmakers produced 
approximately 20,000 bricks a week, Mr. Engel says.

Solving other material problems was a bit trick-
ier. The project team allotted US$750,000 of the 
initial US$1 million for construction costs, but over 
the several months it took for the Rwandan govern-
ment to approve Women for Women’s tax exemp-
tion, the price of steel rose steadily. 

“One big challenge was learning how much 
things cost in Rwanda,” Mr. Engel says. “It didn’t 
take long for us to figure out that labor was cheap 
but materials were expensive.” 

In the end, Mr. Engel went to the original donor 
who agreed to increase the overall budget to US$1.2 
million, with a construction budget of US$840,000, 
so the team could commence work. To make 
ends meet, the team instigated several cost-cutting 
moves, including using mortared stone instead of 
concrete, cutting four classrooms from the design 
and reducing the tonnage of steel. 

the workers speak Swahili, including the head steel worker, the contractor’s project 
manager and some of the owners of the construction company. 

To manage, Mr. Engel implemented a chain-style communications strategy. “The 
local project manager, because he is Kenyan, speaks English to me and the foreman, 
and the foreman speaks Kinyarwandan to the workers on the site,” says Mr. Engel.

That communications chain continues all the way up to the sponsor. Mr. Engel 
sends weekly pictures and brief progress notes via email to his colleagues and the 
project donor in Washington, along with a more detailed report each month. 

This communications process, not to mention all processes, are paying off. As of 
May, the project was about halfway complete. Groundwork, foundations and fittings 
are finished, and walls were going up. When the center opens on 8 March 2013—
International Women’s Day—the women of Kayonza take another step toward put-
ting the horrors of their country’s past behind them.  pm

at tHeir peaK, 
tHe WoMeN 
bricKMaKers 
prodUced 
approxiMateLy 
20,000 briCks 
a week.


