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The kingdom of Lesotho is considered a
lower middle-income country, with more
than half the population living below the
poverty line. As a result, the country, like
most of its neighbours in sub-Saharan
Africa, is facing a big social problem: lack
of affordable housing. Some 70 per cent of
the working population earn less than
€60 month and are in dire need of accom-
modation that can withstand the cold
winters, hot summers and strong winds
in Lesotho.

To tackle this, a project entitled Rise in
the City is in progress. The brains and en-
ergy behind it is Maltese philanthropist
and entrepreneur Daniela Gusman. The
project takes the form of an international
architecture competition for students and
recent graduates from anywhere in the
world to design affordable and sustain-
able housing solutions for Africa’s grow-
ing population.

Gusman first travelled to Lesotho in
2009 to volunteer for three months with
an NGO called Kick4Life, which uses foot-
ball as a tool for social change among
youth. Three months became three years
as she was offered to take on the country
director’s position and was able to help

convert the charity into a social enterprise
bringing her two worlds together: busi-
ness and philanthropy. 

Knowing the country well, she chose
Lesotho to pilot her first programme last
year with rise, a social enterprise she co-
founded with Oliver Needs from Bond
Events, a company that puts together
meeting forums between architecture
firms and suppliers.

“Lesotho seemed like the obvious
choice. It’s a country with great potential
but with many challenges. It’s a small
enough country with less than two million
people, the size of Belgium, making it
ideal to launch a new concept of combin-
ing entrepreneurship with architecture
and construction to see if we can try to
help solve two of the toughest problems
facing most African countries: lack of em-
ployment opportunities for the youth as
well as the need for infrastructure devel-

opment,” explained Gusman. The first
Rise in the City project took the form of an
art competition and exhibition, which saw
74 pieces of art from 11 countries auc-
tioned to benefit a group of children in

Lesotho. The art pieces were inspired by
different areas of Manhattan, and fused
with an element of Lesotho. The project

Rise for the city
A unique international architecture competition is being organised to
help solve one of the biggest problems in Southern Africa today: lack
of affordable housing. Veronica Stivala speaks to philanthropist and
entrepreneur Daniela Gusman about her project in Lesotho.

Pedro Clarke, Daniela Gusman and Luca Astorri.

“It’s a country with
great potential but
with many challenges”
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As one of the oldest-
standing houses in
Malta, Palazzo Falson
Historic House Mu-
seum in Mdina, was
lived in uninterrupt-
edly for centuries
until 1962. Captain
Olof Frederick Gollcher,
the last resident of Palazzo
Falson, had chosen to make
this medieval palazzo his
dream house and adorn it with
his extensive collection of art
and artefacts, which included
paintings, rare books, ship mod-
els, Oriental rugs, furniture, an-
tique silver, jewellery, watches,
snuff boxes, fans and pipes, to
mention but a few. 

The varied collections of fine
and decorative arts reveal the ex-
tent of Gollcher’s interests and
his passion for objets d’art. 

Thankfully, he was also a phi-
lanthropist and generously en-
sured that, after his death, his
magnificent house with all its
contents could be enjoyed by the
public to generate more interest
in our heritage. 

Now, every year, thousands of
visitors are welcomed to this gem
in the heart of the old capital. And
most of them are left pleasantly
surprised by the unique architec-
tural features of the building, the
tastefully decorated rooms, and
the treasures that can be found

within each one. Each object has
its own story to tell and so I
caught up with Caroline Tonna,
the curator of Palazzo Falson, to
pick just five objects that would
tickle my, and your, curiosity.

In the kitchen: 
Il-baqra

Gollcher recreated the kitchen
and refectory in the style appro-
priate for a medieval home,
blending dark and sturdy furni-
ture with a large fireplace deco-
rated with colourful maiolica
tiles and a large collection of cop-
per pots and pans. 

Gollcher was known to affec-
tionately referred to the kitchen
as his ‘trattoria’. 

In the room – on top of one
of the 17th century half-cabi-
nets known in Malta as ‘tas-
sagristija’ (sacristy furniture) –

are four differently-sized
earthenware containers for
cooking traditional Maltese
rabbit stew. Interestingly,
these are known as ‘il-baqra’

(the cow), because they stand
on four squat legs and have a
head-shaped protrusion on one
side. These also have a glazed
interior and could be placed in
the oven. 

In the dining room:
silver nef 

This silver nef (an archaic
French word for ship) is no ordi-
nary silver ship model. Indeed, it
is an outstanding ceremonial sil-
ver object that would have only
been found in the homes of the
upper echelons of society. As a
concept, the silver nef finds its
origins in the Middle Ages in
France, but continued to be pro-
duced well into the 16th and 17th
centuries and reproduced in the
19th century. 

Used during formal dinners, it
would be placed at the head of
the table to denote the most im-
portant guest. Later, when
wheels were added, the silver nef
could contain salt, spices, cutlery

and napkins, wh   
be easily passed d   
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was an immense success and
the money went towards the
construction costs of an or-
phanage in Lesotho. 

To learn of the feat of put-
ting together this first project
gives one a pretty good insight
into Gusman’s relentless en-
ergy and drive: they had to get
all 74 art pieces to New York a
day or two before the exhibi-
tion, then they had less than
eight hours to put up the in-
stallation and to top it all, Gus-
man had never done anything
of the sort in her life before.
The list goes on, seeing as
most people have not heard of
Lesotho so it was a tall order
to attract enough artists, de-
signers and architecture com-
panies from around the world. 

Now, Gusman is taking her
project to the next level for
2019 and is seeking architec-
ture firms and sponsors to try
to help find a housing solution
– without having to leave their
desks – for Lesotho. 

“Lesotho, like the rest of
Africa is facing a huge chal-
lenge of urbanisation which
according to the National
Housing Policy is soon to
reach 34 per cent and will be
at 60 per cent by 2050. People
are moving out of their rural
communities to live in the
cities for economic prosper-
ity. However, there is a huge
lack of housing and people
can’t afford to build a house
for themselves,” she said.

Essentially the project
works like this: Maseru,
Lesotho’s capital, is split into
100 virtual blocks. Each block
serves to match a student, who
will be designing, with an ar-
chitecture firm, who will 

mentor the student, and spon-
sors, who will sponsor the block.

The project is divided into
three phases: for the first
phase, 100 students and re-
cent architecture graduates
from 39 different countries
from as far as Myanmar, de-
sign an affordable, residential
house for low income families
in Maseru; in Phase Two, 100
leading architecture and de-
sign firms take up virtual res-
idence of one of the blocks for
free. During this phase they
mentor and review the stu-
dent’s preliminary design. Fi-
nally, 100 companies choose a
Maseru block to sponsor and
get to enjoy the experience
with the resident architecture
firm in their block.

The full proceeds go directly
towards the project – a design
and build training programme
for Lesotho unemployed
youth who are constructing a
residential centre and entre-
preneurship hub for vulnera-
ble adolescents.  If enough
additional funding is raised
from the competition, the pro-
totype will be built so people
in Lesotho can see the design,
get inspired and adapt to build
houses that are equally as sus-
tainable and made from lo-
cally sourced materials.

Apart from trying to solve a
social problem, Rise in the
City is also an annual
fundraiser. All of the funds
raised go towards Rise in the
City programme on site, a live,
design and build and entre-
preneurship programme
whereby recent graduates
from the built environment
learn how to design, project
manage, negotiate, build rela-
tionships, and pick up all the
technical skills needed to con-
struct a community project. 

Architecture companies from Malta are invited to get involved
as mentors (deadline is October 31), and other companies are
invited to sponsor the competition for €1,000 per block (dead-
line is December 15), or anyone can make a donation. For more
information contact daniela@riseint.org. You can also visit
www.riseinthecity.org.

Lesotho's capital, Maseru.

Solving a
social problem
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

Gone are the days when reducing
your waste, minimising your carbon
footprint and caring for the environ-
ment meant you needed to buy a
farm and live off your land. 

Modern life is equipping us with so
many solutions for an environmen-
tally conscious world. Whether
you’re looking to buy your own home
and want to start out right, living in
your own space but feel it’s time for
some improvements or begging your
parents to change the way they value
nature, these simple house solutions
will give your home the green stamp
of approval. 

If you can stand 
the heat…

The kitchen is where most stories
start: the good, the bad and the
wasteful. Take a look inside your
fridge – there are probably so many

open items which in the next couple
of days will find their way into the
bin. Reduce. That’s the first R you’ll
need to consider for this article. Keep
your shopping list small and opt for
quality not quantity.

Going organic is no longer a daunt-
ing task in Malta, with a number of
local and imported goods available at
affordable prices. If you can’t buy or-
ganic, choose local, seeing as the
goods haven’t travelled to get to our
tables, their implication on the envi-
ronment is far less stressful. 

Organic is not the only choice for
those looking to drastically improve
their home’s eco status. Try out a
vegan, vegetarian or pescatarian diet.
Consult your doctor or nutritionist
before you take the plunge. 

Clean sweep

After every meal comes the splendid
task of washing up. Washing and de-

greasing liquids are usually full o
chemicals that end up in our wate
table. Opt for plant-based product
that are sometimes purchased in
plant packaging. They work just a
well and cost the same price as top
cleaning products. 

Washing floor and laundry doesn’
require harsh chemicals either  
Try reusable laundry pellets that suc
cessfully clean some 300 load  
of laundry with one simple pur
chased product. 

These laundry eggs will reduce th
plastic consumption in your hom
and are usable for a longer period –
lessening your trips to the detergen
store while decreasing your monthly
cost. This is the reuse point you’l
need to keep in mind. 

It’s good for you

It’s a tale, long and old that soap bar
are full of nasty germs that defeat th

     
     

    
       
      

      
      

       
      

      
      
  

   
     

      
   

      
  

   
         

     
      

       
     

     
       
      

     
       

      
        

     
      

    
  

Join the green team
Finding the best ways to make your house eco-friendly is
fun and exciting, Kristina Cassar Dowling says.

A room in an  
We take the functions of designated spaces in our houses        
actually has its own history. Palazzo Falson curator Caroli     
household objects which became art. 

Il-Baqra, 
from the Palazzo 
Falson Folklore Collection
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In the
piano nobile
landing: 17th
century coffer 

One of the more curious items
in the Palazzo Falson collection
is the Maltese ‘senduq’ (or cof-
fer) found in the landing. It was
introduced in Malta as early as
the Arab period but, besides
being one of the earliest pieces
of furniture in the home, it was
also one commonly found in
most homes. It was mainly
used for storage, and anything
from linen to jewellery and sil-
ver flatware, would be kept in
it. It was also used for sitting or
sleeping on, which is why the
lids of antique coffers are some-
times warped. Needless to say,
all these uses made it a neces-
sity for many. 

There is another similar cof-
fer in the landing – which is not
of Maltese-origin – and is made
of chestnut wood with 
figurative decorative elements
such as the cherub’s head and
carvings of windmills and trees. 

All these elements 
were typically used in the 
Sicilian region in the 
17th century.

The coffer was usually
placed in halls or corridors, al-
though it was originally associ-
ated with the bedroom. It
formed part of a girl’s dowry.
In fact, coffers would also have
a drawer inside for storing
valuables such as jewellery and
money, which might have been
part of that dowry. 
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MALTESE ARCHITECTURE
1900–1970

Progress and Innovations

The twentieth century’s architectural output was often
a varied and eclectic one. The same may be said about
Maltese architecture of that period, about which not a
lot has been written so far. This book records in
considerable detail the creative flair of a period
running to almost 70 years leading up to
Independence in 1964, and the immediate thereafter,
throughout which architects, both Maltese and foreign,
experimented successfully both with the aesthetics and
with the novel construction methods which created the
modern built environment in Malta. 
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purpose of washing entirely – result-
ing in some strange bacterium de-
stroying your immune system. False.
All bacteria found on bars of soap are
not harmful to humans and this bac-
teria only results when your soap sits
in a pool of mucky water. 

Buy a bar of soap and a hanging
soap pouch that not only keeps the
nasties away but also helps to stretch
out your soap, extending use in 
the process. 

Your toothbrush need changing?
Go for bamboo – they’re compostable
and recyclable. Try out an aloe vera
and charcoal toothpaste without
added chlorides – good for you and
our planet. 

Now that you’re living
We all like to live a little. Whether it’s a
sneaky bar of chocolate a luxury
scented candle, a bottle of fabulous wine
or a designer perfume – we like our
treats. Just keep your conscience clean
when you’re spoiling yourself. Just be-
cause you want to live it up doesn’t
mean your choices can’t be cruelty free.

There are so many luxury alternatives
out there – there’s absolutely no need to
deprive yourself from the goodies in life.
Taking to our last and newly added R. Re-
fuse. Refuse big corporate name, prod-
ucts that are tested on animals and
unethical clothing, plastics and unneces-
sary privileges. 

   
         

      

The kitchen is where most
stories start: the good,

the bad and the wasteful.

    object 
          for granted, but each room in the home

        ine Tonna tells Iggy Fenech about
     

In the bedroom: 
prie-dieu
Another remarkable item, the

prie-dieu (French for ‘pray to
God’) was often placed besides

the bed, beneath a religious
picture and was used to
pray on. A prie-dieu is

known in English as a kneeler
or prayer desk, and is a piece of
furniture that saw its beginnings
in the Middle Ages. It was origi-
nally used during religious serv-
ices and eventually found its way
in domestic homes. At Palazzo Fal-
son, there is one in the bedroom
and another in the chapel. 

The prie-dieu also has drawers
where prayer books could be kept
and a storage space for a cushion to
use when kneeling on it. 

17th century 
European fan

Silver nef

A 17th century coffer
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I have to admit: until a few years ago I
didn’t really think about my rubbish. If
I didn’t want something, it got chucked
away – I never really stopped to think
where ‘away’ actually was. 

It was only recently – in our era of in-
creased knowledge about anything and
everything – that I started to question
where my waste went. Of course I knew
about Magħtab and other landfills. But
surely there was a plan for my rubbish.
Surely it wasn’t just going to pile up…
and up and up? 

But yes it was. With Eurostat figures
showing that just 6.7 per cent of the local
population choosing to recycle and all of
our waste being collected almost every
day for free (this is quite a luxury com-
pared to some other countries), it
seemed that most of us didn’t give a sec-
ond thought to where our waste ended
up as long as it was safely beyond our
doorstep – and that bothered me. Espe-
cially when I realised that food waste is
taking up a substantial amount waste
within out black bags – food waste that
could actually be put to good use. 

Thankfully, that happed to be around
the same time as I met Kinga Mi-
lankovics, whose passion for permacul-
ture and compositing had me in-
stantly inspired. 

“It’s great that you’re starting to think
about your waste,” she assured me.
“That’s the first step in taking control of
it. By compositing your food waste, you
will reduce your output while naturally
creating wonderful soil to help your
plants grow. It’s win-win.”

So, with that Milankovics helped me to
set up a worm compost system in my
garden – using little more than a large
plastic box with holes drilled into it, and
a few red wiggler worms – the very best
worms for composting. That said, you
don’t actually need worms to compost
but they are a bonus and they make the
system move faster. In fact, with my
worms on full tilt, I find they devour all
my kitchen waste within a week. And
they look pretty thrilled about it. 

“The worms are happy to devour all
sorts of kitchen waste,” Milankovics told
me. “Vegetable scraps, fruit, most gen-
eral food waste, even tissues and en-

velopes. They will get through it all –
leaving anything they don’t particularly
like, and which you can then just fish out
of the soil.”

Fast-forward a few months and I am
now well into my composting journey.
The truth? I love it. I find it so conven-
ient – and the fact I barely put any black-
bag rubbish out anymore has simply
added to my elation. 

Composting is very satisfying in a cir-
cle-of-life kind of way. There’s something
rather pleasing about challenging the
system and, instead, making something
new – soil – from something discarded.
Plus my plants seem pretty pleased too.
And the even better news? You don’t
need much room either – apartment bal-
conies are fine for composting, and

worm systems of this kind can thrive in
even the smallest of spaces (and no, they
don’t smell at all). 

So, if you’re curious about composting
and eager to give it a try, read on, to dis-
cover my top tips for kicking food waste
to the curb.

Composting tips 
Don’t over think it. I can’t believe the
amount of time I spent wondering
whether composting would be compli-
cated, or dirty, or smelly. It isn’t any of
those things. It’s just an easy way to 
reduce your waste output and create
new soil. 

Break up the journey. Even though
my compost bin isn’t exactly miles away,

I make things easier by having a small
composting bin on my kitchen counter.
With a built in carbon filter odours are
neutralised, and it means I don’t have to
schlep outside every five minutes. 

Paper can be composted. I didn’t
know this to begin with but it can be –
which is especially useful for things like
dirty napkins (avoid ones with lots of
dyes and patterns – the worms aren’t
fans), newspapers and envelopes. They
disappear into the soil just like every-
thing else.

There’s lots you can compost. The list
goes on and on, but here are the basics:
fruit peels and cores, vegetable scraps,
teabags and coffee grounds, garden
waste, hair and lint, and broken-down
egg shells. 

Let’s get composting
Having reduced her black-bag waste from one bag every three days to one every
10 days, Jo Caruana is a composting convert. 

By composting your food waste, you will reduce your output while naturally creating wonderful soil to help your plants grow.
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