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This will be an essential step in the research part of 
this project; the trip has been planned for the end of 
December. Before the trip, researching literature of other 
informal communities that exist in cities such as Rio de 
Janeiro, Nairobi, Mumbai, Istanbul, and even distressed 
cities in the United States such as Gary, Indiana; will 
bring a better understanding of this way of living, as 
well as hopefully uncover what a simple architectural 
gesture can do to benefit the people living in the 
barrios. Another useful resource will be communicating 
with a group of architects who are currently working in 
the barrios near Caracas aided by a government grant 
requested by the people this barrio. The result of the 
research should be an architectural intervention which 
will seek to improve the living conditions of the people 
from the barrios.  

Abstract:

Living in poverty and not being able to have 
conventional access to electricity, water, basic 
needs, leads people to resort to extreme methods 
of survival, which mostly means “pirating” these 
services in most cases. This is the story of many 
people in the world, who moved to the city with 
hopes of finding a better life and ended up being 
rejected by the formal economy of the city. For many, 
including those with architecture or construction 
knowledge, the barrios of Caracas may seem 
an eye sore or simply just illegal land invasion. 
However focusing on the details of each house 
and the way its inhabitants solved many problems, 
these mountains of houses, one on top of the other 
become an ingenious struggle of survival: people 
using whatever they can find to have a shelter and 
a place to call home. Is it possible 
to improve the living conditions 
of the barrio occupants through 
an architectural gesture that is 
beneficial for them? The only way 
to effectively respond to this and 
other questions is to participate 
in immersion and visit the barrios. 



Literature Review:

 It is a well- known fact that cities around the world 
are currently dealing with poverty. Some cities are 
overcrowded with squatter communities that invade 
land illegally and take services in order to survive the 
expensive demands of living in a metropolis. This is the 
case in the capital of Venezuela, Caracas, a city that 
has been divided for decades between social classes 
who coexist in the same physical space but have 
completely different cultures and ways of living. After 
the “oil boom” in the 1950s people moved from the rural 
areas of Venezuela to Caracas with the hopes of living 
a better life. However they learned the hard way that in 
order to survive in the city a lot of income is needed, 
so they resorted to the only solution they had, invading 
land. They thought these houses would be temporary 
and that one day they would be able to inhabit the legal 
city, but in time those dreams became impossible and 
the slums became their permanent residence. 

 The slums are not new to the world, they have 
been present as early as in ancient Rome, and even 
since then, they have lacked approval from society. 
Nowadays they are still seen as a problem. Outsiders 
see the squatter communities as a sign of violence, 
drug, ugly urban fabric, and so on. People neglect 
the fact that the slum occupants know the real value 
of material things. For example, their homes are self-
built and this fact makes them not take their shelter 
for granted. Robert Newirth’s recounting of his travels 
through four squatter cities Rio de Janeiro, Nairobi, 
Mumbai and Istanbul, brings a new definition of illegal 
settlements.  Each city has its own history and each 
squatter has different construction techniques and 
amenities. Out of the four, Rio de Janeiro seems to 
have the most developed squatters (Favelas). Most of L
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their homes have water and electricity (illegal taken) 
and some of the “legal” businesses have stores 
within the favelas. Istanbul also has been able to 
develop well, especially due to the law that allows 
for construction to happen overnight to be legal, or 
not turned down. They build their homes in story 
buildings with retail in the bottom floors. Both of 
these communities seem to be accepted by the 
legal city, but of course no one from the legal world 
would ever enter the illegal boundaries. Nairobi 
has the settlements with the least “technological” 
advances, their homes are mud huts with only one 
opening, a door, and most of their inhabitants are 
educated people who just simply cannot afford to 
live legally. Mumbai’s settlements have a similar 
story to Nairobi, but their homes are built with 
concrete. All four settlements are different, but they 
all have in common the fact that the people who 
live there consider them home, they show pride in 
their community and really get involved with those 
who live around them. Who is to say that this way 
of living is wrong? What can we learn from them 
and apply to our living conditions and what can 
they take from us?

 The capital of Venezuela is a city of six million 
inhabitants of which 55% live in the slums, or as they 
are colloquially called, barrios (Brillembourg, Feireiss, & 
Klumpner, 2005). Life in the barrios is difficult for many 
reasons, violence is always present, and the majority 
of the crimes are in some way or another related to 
drugs. People who live in degrading conditions tend to 
be more vulnerable towards drugs and find them as the 
only soothing source to “cure” their problems, which 
in result turns into violence to get such drugs. This is 
a problem that many barrio occupants deal with, and 
even get involved with early on in life. Caracas has been 
ranked the 6th most dangerous city in the world, most of 
the crimes happening either in the barrios or instigated 
by people from the barrios (Nataly, 2011). According to 
the Venezuelan Newspaper, El Universal, in a weekend 
33 corpses where received in one of the city’s morgue 
of which 24 were bullet wounded (Miranda, 2011), 
note that this was only the data collected at one of the 
morgues of Caracas, not the total amount of deaths 
in a weekend. These numbers are considered normal 
to a regular barrio resident. They not only worry about 
having enough money to feed their families, they worry 
about being able to live another day. These is just one 
of the emotional difficulties of living in a barrio, the 
physical aspect is also tough. 

Evolution of the Barrios in Caracas L
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 Caracas is a valley, where flat land is a public 
space. The middle and upper class also inhabit the 
hills, but not the steeper ones. The barrios, where 
lower class lives, occupy every single area humanly 
possible. They have to find a way to provide basic 
needs to their homes, such as water and electricity. 
Water is sometimes provided by the city in a by-weekly 
basis, but it is not guaranteed. Electricity, in the other 
hand, is illegally taken by the barrio occupants who 
know how to connect to an electricity pole and take the 
energy to their homes. Most of the houses are built by 
construction workers who live in the barrios and build 
for the formal city, therefore they have construction 
knowledge. Whatever the barrio occupants need, they 
find a way to make it happen. It is remarkable to learn 
how humans react to extreme living conditions and 
how they solve daily problems with a simple solution. 

  However there is more than one downside to 
living in these conditions The majority of children in the 
barrios get involved with drugs and violence because 
of the deficiency in each of the public school systems. 
In Caracas there is a small percentage of children 
actually attending schools. According to an article 
from the newspaper El Universal, the president of the 
foundation Arturo Uslar Pietri, Antonio Ecarri, assured 
that the number of students registered for high school 
level in public schools in Caracas was reduced by 40% 
and these are the most dangerous age groups to get 
involved with delinquent bands. According to Ecarri 
there needs to be 13,000 new schools in Venezuela 
because 4 million children are not registered in the 
school system (Rosa, 2011). 

 The parents of these children are either working 
long hours to try to get by every week, or maybe 
even involved in some sort of illegal activity. Their 
parents probably not encouraged by their parents to 
attend school, who can motivate the children today 
to be educated when no one motivated them?



Another reason why the people from the barrios 
have struggled to move up the social ladder could 
be the distress that exists between the legal and 
illegal citizens. . In Caracas, the middle and upper 
classes have been able to have good relationships 
with lower class citizens; they are after all the 
maid, nanny, gardener, school custodian, security 
guard of daily life, etc. However since Hugo Chavez 
became president, the two social classes have not 
been able to coexist. The reason why Chavez has 
been so popular and able to win all the elections is 
because he has geared his campaigns towards the 
poorest people of the country, promising changes 
and encouraging them to believe in the power that 
they truly have. These are all good, positive things 
that he has done. But the result of his influence has 
not only bettered the life of the poorest citizens by 
using oil money and allowing Cuban immigrants to 
give medical treatment in the barrios,  but it has 
also created a great distress between the citizens 
of Caracas; between people who have money and 
those who do not. Chavez has gone to the extent 
of publicly insulting the middle and upper class and 
has encouraged lower class citizens to invade any 
secondary housing that the middle and upper class 
may own, even though they worked hard to be able 
to afford them. The distrust that may have existed 
before was probably small, has now become the 
biggest fear of the middle class Venezuelans, who 
still employ people from the barrios to work at their 
house or business, to take care of their children. 
They now have to be very careful as to what they 
say or do, because believing in a different political 
party is now dangerous.
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 Encouraging people to invade houses has not 
been the best approach the President has taken. In 
his efforts to engage the lower class with his political 
party, he has created many of what he calls “missions” 
to help different aspects of life in the barrios. For 
example, one offers medical help, others education, 
others housing. One of his newest projects is called 
“Misión Vivienda” (Housing Mission); its goal is to build 
the amount of housing necessary for the entire poor 
population of the nation in a span of 7 years, at a rate of 
300,000 houses per year (Universal, 2011). According 
to another article from El Universal, the director of 
data-analysis Luis Vicente León expressed that 55.3% 
of the Venezuelan population do not believe that the 
government has been efficient in providing a solution 
to the housing problem, and only 37.9% believe it 
has (León L. V., Afirman que Misión Vivienda centra 
estrategia política oficial, 2011). He also believes that 
the results of the Misión Vivienda are not going to be 
favorable because “there is a lot of money but there is 
also a lot of hostility” (León L. V., Afirman que Misión 
Vivienda centra estrategia política oficial, 2011). In order 
for Misión Vivienda to be successful, the government 
must take into consideration the maintenance of all 
2,100,000 housing units to be built, as well as assure 
safety for all their residents. These housing projects 
have to go beyond just the construction of fancy new 
houses, and it seems doubtful that the government 
has thought that through. This is not the first time the 
Venezuelan government has attempted to provide 
housing for the poor.
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 In the 1950s, the slums started to become visible 
in the hills of the city, and the dictator Pérez Jiménez 
concluded that the best way to eradicate the problem 
was to build public housing for the barrio occupants. 
The result was a series of towers located in what is 
now called 23 de Enero. However, the project’s turnout 
was not as expected.The barrio was named after the 
event that took place in January 23 1958. That day the 
dictatorship ended and 4,000 of the 9,000 units of the 
housing project were invaded. Now the complexes are 
surrounded by squatters, and 23 de Enero is known as 
the number one barrio to be avoided by anyone who 
doesn’t belong there.   

The reasonable conclusion from all these public 
housing projects should be that if the government 
plans to provide lower-class citizens with housing, 
a plan that ensures the maintenance of the housing 
units and provides safety to the users is of most 
importance.

 The Venezuelan government has not been 
the only agent trying to better life in the barrios. 
It is encouraging to know that people all over the 
world have taken interest in helping these squatter 
communities. Alfredo Brillembourg a Venezuelan 
architect started a beautiful movement to raise 
attention towards the barrios and offer help. 
He is the founder of Urban Think Tank, what he 
and his colleague Hubert Krumpner define as a 
research center that aims to develop innovative 
interdisciplinary solutions. Their projects have 
always involved the community as an essential 
element.



 Project Proposal: 

 The final project proposal will be a result of previous 
research in school and a visit to Caracas-Venezuela in 
December and January. Therefore the project has yet 
to be defined. However there have been a few floating 
ideas which could help form a design project. 
 Learning about Fourth World Theory as an elective 
class at Ball State University has encouraged more 
rigorous examination of the meaning of poverty. At first 
the relationship between Fourth World and this thesis 
was not obvious. However after being introduced to 
documentaries such as Ghetto life 101 and The Pruitt-
Igoe Myth the connection between Fourth World and 
so-called Third World conditions became increasingly 
apparent. All these cities varying degrees of poverty and 
circumstances, but they all have common elements 
as well. For example, they all have kids being brought 
into the world in miserable conditions, these conditions 
being, poverty, violence, poor family structures, and 
poor education systems. The narrators of Ghetto life 
101 were also kids, two 13 year old boys who were 
forced to mature quickly due to the events they had to 
face living in the ghettoes of Chicago. One of the events 
that accelerated their maturation was the murder of a 
5 year old boy who was thrown out of a fourteenth floor 
window by two 10 year old boys. Nevertheless, both 
LeAlan and Lloyd, were never involved with drugs or 
violence during their childhood. Learning about their 
story served as a clear reminder of just how important 
the first years of life are. Therefore, the research for this 
project may be geared toward children. They are the 
ones that have the choice to be violent or not, to do 
drugs or study, to be happy or angry.  

The intention is not to change the life of the people 
from the barrios radically, for example by taking 
them out of the barrios; it is rather to improve 
their living conditions by creating positive energy 
in their environment. It may be determined that 
a playground is not necessarily the best catalyst 
for this positive energy. The kids from the barrios 
need something that will keep them occupied and 
away from drugs and violence. In order to arise to 
an architectural solution that would best benefit the 
children from the barrios, it is imperative to engage 
in discourse with them during the visit to Caracas. 

 Designing for the barrios does not necessarily 
mean building and designing like the people from 
the barrio do. A better outcome may appear if 
their building techniques are used in combination 
with building technologies applied in the legal city. 
Talking to a construction worker who has built in 
both the city and in the barrio would help to get 
a clear understanding of the two construction 
techniques. P
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Rio de Janeiro - Brazil Nairobi - Kenya Mumbai - India Istanbul - Turkey

Methodologies:  

“While we may suspect the existence of other worlds 
within our own local environment, we have only hints 
that there are people around us who are entirely 
different from ourselves. The paradox is that although 
we know they are there, we have been taught that they 
do not exist. The only ones who do exist are those who 
trade with labor force of the ‘Other’”
 
  – Alejandra Padrón Informal City: Caracas Case

 This project consists of sociological research 
combined with participant observation which will 
help form a basis for architectural exploration. The 
research is sociological since it is based on people 
who experience poverty conditions in Caracas and 
all over the world. In order to understand poverty and 
why people live this way it is imperative to understand 
it in a global scope. Part of the research involves an 
examination of documents such as Shadow Cities by 
Robert Newirth, who traveled to the slums in Rio de 
Janeiro, Mumbai, Nairobi and Istanbul. Through his 
experience the relationship between slums all over the 
world becomes eminent, these are people who cannot 
afford to live any other way and figure out with inventive 
solutions how to live. They find ways for the government 
to either approve their squatters or legalize them, but 
most importantly, they figure out a way to build a shelter 

and provide the minimum amount of services that 
creates a place they feel comfortable to call home.

 In order to get a better understanding of 
poverty, the scope of research must be broadened 
and take into account people living in poverty 
in the midst of opulence in so-called First World 
countries. This part of the research is done in an 
elective class at Ball State University, Foruth World 
Theory. Through a series of documentaries such 
as Ghetto Life 101, The Pruitt-Igoe Myth, Sidewalk, 
the film The Quiet One in combination with the 
books When Work Disapperas and There Goes 
the Neighborhood by William Julius Wilson, the 
meaning of poverty and what it really means to 
live in these conditions finally started to become 
clear. The patterns are repeated all over the globe. 
People who struggle to get decent jobs, who have 
weak family structures, who are surrounded by 
violence. This way of living cannot be understood 
simply by reading and watching videos about it. 
The sociological research serves as a base before 
practicing participant observation in the barrios of 
Caracas.
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The participant observation section of the research will 
take place in Caracas, in December and January of 
2011. Growing up in Caracas as a middle-class girl, I 
was taught never to go to the barrios, and never even 
thought about visiting those places. Since I am not a 
part of the daily life of any barrio in Caracas, it is crucial 
to go with someone that has been involved with the 
barrios. My father’s friend, Roberto Smith has worked 
in the barrios of La Guayra, a small city in the State 
Vargas North-East of Caracas, about thirty minutes 
away by car, where the International Airport is located. 
A new organization called “Fundación La Guayra 
Ciudad Histórica” (Fundation La Guayra Historic City) 
is currently working in the Historic Center of La Guayra. 
Roberto Smith is part of this organization. The goal of 
Fundación La Guayra is to revitalize the historic center of 
La Guayra with a series of commercial projects. Besides 
this organization, Roberto Smith has collaborated with 
the barrios many times, since he has attempted to 
become the governor of the state Vargas twice. His 
wife Marina Pocaterra and he will be taking me to the 
barrios. Once there, the plan is to interview the people 
in a way that they feel comfortable talking to me. We 
will probably start by introducing me as an architecture 
student; I will explain the intentions of the project and 
during a casual conversation ask them questions such 
as the following:

-Does your barrio have a neighbors association? What 
do they do?
-How have you acquired the construction materials and 
services for your home?
-Would you rather live somewhere else?
-Do you feel safe living in the barrio?
-What would you want to see in your barrio?
-What are the benefits of living in a barrio?

 If the conversation allows and they feel 
comfortable talking to me I would inquire about 
more personal matters:
-How much money do you ear approximately? And 
what can you buy monthly with that?

 The conversation to be had will depend on the 
person being interviewed and their perception of me 
rather than my preconceptions of them. Going with 
someone who already knows them will be beneficial 
since they will know I can be trusted, however they 
have the last word and will chose what to tell me. 
My job will be to be as trustworthy as possible. 
To accomplish this it might be helpful to let them 
know that I find their way of living and construction 
techniques fascinating, that they are considered 
to be very sustainable, and that I understand the 
convenience of living in a barrio versus living in the 
formal city. 

 The project may evolve into an intervention 
for the kids growing up in these conditions. Another 
part of the research will involve talking to them as 
well. The process will be the same, I will have a 
friendly conversation with the children and ask them 
questions such as the following:

-Do you go to school? What grade are you in?
-Do you have friends in your neighborhood? Where 
do you play with them?
-What do you do for fun?
-What do you want to do when you grow up?
-If you could add anything to your neighborhood, 
what would it be?

M
e

th
o

d
o

lo
g

ie
s

12



Talking to the children might be very eye-opening and 
emotional. I’m hoping that this will become the pivotal 
part of the research when the project will unveil itself and 
the children can help me understand exactly what they 
need in architecture terms. This is why it is important to 
know their daily life and their hopes and dreams. 
Thirdly I would like to talk to a person who has construction 
knowledge, possibly a construction worker who works 
in the formal city and is responsible for a percentage 
of the construction in the barrio. This interview doesn’t 
have to feel as informal as the last two; it could be more 
professional and technical. The questions that could be 
asked for this part of the research include:
-What is the biggest difference between building in 
the formal city versus the barrios? Which one do you 
prefer? 
-What is the biggest obstacle of building in the barrios? 
-Where do you obtain building materials for the barrios? 
-Have you installed services to some of the houses? 
How did you do it?
-What are some of the tools you most commonly use? 
The result of this interview should be a clear understanding 
of the construction scheme that the people in the barrio 
use to create their intricate communities. 
 In order to properly illustrate everything that is to 
be learned during the visit to the barrio the information 
must be well documented. The interviews will not 
be recorded with the purpose of causing the least 
disturbance to the barrio inhabitants as possible. 
Knowing that they are being recorded might make them 
feel uncomfortable. As I leave the barrios I will write 
down as much as possible about my conversations with 
whoever I meet. Another critical part of the research is 
my experience of the barrio. This will be recorded with a 
combination of photographs and maybe sketches and 
diagrams that will be taken and done during the visit. 
 

Lastly while in Caracas it is important to meet 
with professionals who have already worked in the 
barrios and can share their knowledge and point 
of view. Since Urban Think Tank’s initiative was an 
inspiration for this thesis, a meeting with someone 
from that office will be very beneficial in terms of 
learning from their experience, whatever obstacles 
they may have had, and understanding their 
approach towards these types of interventions. 
That meeting has yet to be confirmed but I have 
been in contact with Marielly Casanova, the 
assistant of Alfredo Brillembourg founder of Urban 
Think Tank, who has helped me to schedule such 
appointments. Another person who would be useful 
to talk to would be Ruben Contreras, an architect 
and friend of Roberto Smith who is currently working 
in the Historic Center of La Guayra. 
The combination of previous sociological research, 
visiting the barrios of Caracas and talking to 
professionals who have been involved with these 
projects will give way for the design project to 
present itself. Avoiding any of the two parts of the 
research would make the project weak. 
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Site Concept: 

 The site for the project has yet to be established. However depending on the direction the design 
project is geared towards, there might be some physical constraints that will help to select the best 
place to intervene. If the design project calls for a large area, due to the intricacy and density of the 
barrios, this particular project would not be able to fit within the community itself, the solution would 
be to find a site as close as possible to its users. In the other hand, if the project becomes a series 
of small architectural interventions then those could be located within the barrio. At this point in the 
research is not possible to choose a site since the project itself is unknown as well. 
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Urban Think Tank, Caracas- Venezuela 

 Urban Think Tank is an independent design 
practice and research center that was founded in 1993 
by Alfredo Brillembourg who was joined by Hubert 
Klumpner in 1998. Together their goal has been to 
understand the way of living in the barrios of Caracas 
and create innovative and practical design solutions 
with the help of professionals from other disciplines. 
Hubert and Brillembourg have gone above and beyond 
in their research to comprehend the people that they 
want to help and their way of living. Some of their 
methods even involved sitting at a table in the skirts 
the barrio Petare offering architecture ideas to the 
barrio occupants. However the most successful part of 
their research was to invite researchers from different 
nationalities, backgrounds, and professions to do their 
own research in Caracas. It is because of that interesting 
combination of professions and backgrounds and ways 
of thinking that Urban Think Tank has been able to come 
up with many different solutions to some of the multiple 
problems that are faced in the barrios of Caracas. 

 The research was a 10-year effort that involved also 
a series of forums, discussions and outreach between 
the Urban Think Tank and other important entities such 
as the Universidad Central de Venezuela, Harvard GSD, 
community groups from the barrios, and the Caracas 
city Government. During these conferences the goal 
was to get a better understanding of what the role of the 
architect should be in this situation. The result was put 
into a book called Informal City: Caracas Case, which 
is among other things, a compilation of the research 
done by professionals from 19 countries (Austria, 

Brazil, Canada, Chile, Colombia, France, Germany, 
Israel, Italy, Japan, Korea, Mexico, The Netherlands, 
Slovenia, Spain, Ukraine, The United Kingdom, the 
United States, and Venezuela). The following is a 
summary of all the research done by this group of 
intellectuals. 
 Sabine Bitter and Helmut Weber from Austria 
were intrigued in the way some of the barrios of 
Venezuela were formed and organized. They 
investigated in greater detail the barrios La Vega 
and 23 de Enero. La Vega is a barrio located in the 
outer edge of Caracas where a lot of newcomers 
first settle in the city by performing the so-called 
“invasions”; which involves cutting into the hillside 
until it is leveled and buildable, and creates a 
house with found materials, usually without official 
access to services like water or electricity, this type 
of housing is locally known as rancho. Although the 
construction of these houses is a simple process, 
the complicated part is being able to stay there by 
either avoiding government evictions or removal or 
simply by surviving an aggressive rainfall.

16



C
a

se
 S

tu
d

ie
s

The barrio studied was 23 de Enero, which actually has 
a very interesting history of how it came to be. In the 
1950s the barrios started to become more and more 
visible in the city, therefore the dictator Perez Jimenez 
had up to 33,462 housing units built to eradicate the 
barrios from the city. 9,000 of these apartments were 
located in what is now called 23 de Enero, which 
consisted of a series of towers very aesthetically similar 
to Le Corbusier’s Unite d’Habitation, because at this 
time Caracas was transforming from a Colonial city into 
a more modern one. However in 1958 the city rebelled 
against Perez Jimenez and 44% of the units in 23 de 
Enero were taken by the poor and rural immigrants. To 
this day there are still people who originally invaded the 
housing project in 1958 and who have never paid rent. 
Not only did this barrio have an interesting beginning, 
now the towers sit among a sea of ranchos and each 
individual apartment has been individualized by each 
of their occupants, creating a very unusual vision.

17
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 Shushei Endo and Keisuke Fukuma from Japan 
investigated something they named “Phenomenon 
Mapping”. According to them “Caracas has many 
political, economical and security problems, but 
at the same time it is full of energetic, complex and 
creative dynamism thanks to various forms of informal 
behavior” (pg. 139 Caracas Case). Endo and Fukuma 
were mystified by the ingenuity of the barrio occupants 
to solve daily problems. Their investigation is a series of 
diagrams that explain these phenomena. 

Curtain Wall - a recently developed rancho utilized pink fabric to 
solve the ventilation issue. 

Wire Tree - Typical Electrical Installation.

Gap Shop - Residual space is claimed for informal 
commercial purposes. 

Flying Market - A basket is used as an “elevator” as a 
dumbwaiter. 

All the above mentioned examples are a very 
accurate description of the chaotic city of Caracas. 
These little vignettes are also proof of the amount 
of diversity that exists in the city and the array 
of interpretations that can derived from every 
foreign professional that came to analyze the 
phenomenon of Caracas. Each individual was 
attracted by a different aspect of the city and gave 
it its own definition. They were intrigued by things 
that have become so normal in the daily life of the 
Caraquenian that one doesn’t think about such 
issues as problems or important to study. 
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Caracas Interventions 

-Integral Urban Project by Arqui5 Caracas:

 One of the main problems that barrio residents struggle with in their daily life is the 
steep slopes in which their homes are placed. The barrio of La Vega in Caracas has a 
slope higher than 50%. The stairs were built by the residents, irregular and unsafe, without 
handrails. As a way to simplify circulation around the neighborhood Arqui5 designed a 
network of stairs that would provide better connectivity throughout the barrio. These new 
stairs also integrate some of the services that are scarce in this community such as water, 
electricity, drainage, as well as a series of landings that encourage interaction between the 
neighbors. This project ingeniously provides many amenities to the community of La Vega 
in an elegant and simple intervention. 
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-Gimnasio Vertical by Urban Think Tank:

 The idea behind the gym is to build up in a limited 
amount of space and integrate as many activities as 
possible in a “giant box” that will be easily assembled 
with the help of prefabricated perforated metal pieces. 
Their motivation was to provide something for the kids 
from the barrios to be occupied with and as a result 
mitigate violence. The intent of the architects was also 
to recreate the gym in different locations with the same 
general idea (a giant box with different activities within 
it). It is important when designing for the barrios to think 
vertically, instead of horizontally, because that is how 
these neighborhoods naturally grow. 
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-Dry Toilet by Marjetica Potrc: 

 Marjetica Potrc (Slovenia) and Liyat Esakov 
(Israel) were part of the Urban Think Tank effort that 
took place in Caracas for a span of six months. They 
were concerned with the lack of water the barrio 
residents have to live with. Some barrios have water 
supplied to them two days a week, if lucky. Their 
solution was a design-built dry toilet that would cut 
down the need of water significantly; toilets require 
the majority of the water in a household. Their 
project was successful in the sense that it took 
into account the logic of the barrios and the way 
they grow, by “individual initiative and continual 
upgrading (pg. 184 Caracas Case)”.  



Urban Revival:

-From Urban to Rural: Studying Informal Settlements 
in Panama by Gabriela Valencia: 

 Gabriela Valencia was a graduate student at 
Ball State University, native from Panama City. She 
was, as me, interested in the informal settlements. 
Gabriela grew up thinking that she knew everything 
about Mrs. Emilia, her house maid, but realized 
during her research just how little she knew about 
informal settlements and Mrs. Emilia, she did not 
even know her last name. Gabriela’s thesis brings 
up many questions about the social relationship 
that exists between the lower class and the 
upper class; we live in two different worlds and 
her relationship with Mrs. Emilia is proof of it. As 
an architectural solution, Gabriela suggested a 
few small interventions that would seek to make 
a connection between the two social classes. Her 
proposals vary from Bus shelters with recycling 
bins incorporated, to public recreational areas for 
kids and even a few improvements to Mrs. Emilia’s 
home. Gabriela’s work is inspiring; it clearly explains 
the relationship that exists between house workers 
and middle-class citizens. 
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-Medellín Metrocable and Northeast Integral Urban 
Project by Proyectos Urbanos Integrales: 

 The city of Medellín-Colombia was ranked the 
most dangerous city in the world in 1991. The Medellín 
government performed a series of social and physical 
interventions that have reduced the violence in this 
important city. One of the most successful projects 
involves the Metrocable, which help form a physical 
connection from the informal settlements to the metro 
system of the formal city. What is even more innovative 
about this solution is that it involves more than just a 
metrocable. Each cable car was strategically placed 
according to the necessities of the settlements and 
incorporates public buildings such as libraries, schools, 
parks, etc. Additionally the informal neighborhoods are 
connected by pedestrian walkways which also improve 
the safety of the residents. These interventions are 
costly and ambitious, but it has worked for the city of 
Medellín greatly.  
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-Community Cooker (Jiko ya jamii) by Jim Archer in Nairobi Kenya:

 The residents of Kibera in Nairobi, Kenya typically rely on burning wood or 
charcoal for cooking their meals. The architect Jim Archer, who resides in Nairobi, 
designed a community cooker that would provide a safer and more sustainable 
solution to their cooking needs. The community cooker integrates many systems 
into one. Whoever wants to use the cooker must bring a certain amount of trash that 
is then sorted into recyclables and non-recyclables, or pay a small monetary charge. 
The recyclable gatherings are set aside to be sold and the biodegradable trash is 
utilized to fire the burning box that heats the cookers. Another amenity includes five 
shower stalls with hot water. Combining trash and food may appear unthinkable, 
but this ingenious solution provides residents with not only a safer way to cook their 
foods but a great gathering space to encourage community involvement.   
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Water Conservation:

-Yoff Sustainable Waste Water system by Environment 
and Development Action in Senegal:

-BioCenter by Umande Trust in Nairobi, Kenya:

 One of the biggest problems in the slums of 
Nairobi is the lack of safe and sanitary toilets for the 
residents. As Robert Newirth described in his book 
“Shadow Cities” some people result to the use of 
“flying toilets” (human waste in a plastic bag that 
ends up in a pile of trash). Therefore Umande Trust 
worked with the residents of Nairobi and Kisumu to 
design and build BioCenters. These structures are 
built with easily found materials and locally used 
construction technologies by the residents of these 
communities. They use simple anaerobic system 
that converts human waste into either a fertilizer 
or methane gas for cooking purposes. These two 
products can be sold. These centers allow for the 
residents to have safe and sanitary restrooms. 

The community of 
Yoff is located close 
to the Atlantic Ocean 
and its residents 
dealt with their waste 
water by dumping it 
in the sea, causing 
pollution, unsanitary 
conditions and a 
waste of a valuable 
resource such as 
water in this climate. 
The international 
d e v e l o p m e n t 
organization called 
Environment and 
Development Action 
implemented a gravity 

fed waste water system plan, in which the residents of 
Yoff are in charge of dumping their grey water into a 
collection tanks. This water is then transferred by gravity 
to a collection basin or lagoon where is treated with the 
help of sea plants and then reused for irrigation, toilet 
systems, or urban agriculture. This intervention allows 
for the residents of Yoff to live in a healthier environment 
and a better community. 
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Construction Systems:

 -Incremental Housing by Elemental in 
Iquique, Chile:

 The architecture firm Elemental was 
commissioned by the Chilean government to 
provide a new social housing unit. Their solution 
was to design and build the 50% of the housing 
unit that the occupants struggle the most with 
to build, meaning the structure, the roof, the 
bathroom and the kitchen. The other half of the 
house is in the hands of the residents to finish. 
This design won the CurryStone price of 2011 
and it has also been implemented in Nuevo 
León, Mexico. The occupants of these housing 
units are used to building their own homes 
and adding personal touches. Giving them the 
opportunity to have a structurally safe shelter 
and at the same time allowing them to make it 
their own is a great idea to improve their living 
conditions. 
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-10x10 Sandbag House by Luyanda Mpahlwa  in Cape 
Town South Africa:

 As an alternative to building with corrugated-
metal and scrap material architect Luyanda Mpahlwa 
designed a different construction method that takes 
from the indigenous technique of mud-and-wattle 
building. This simple construction system consists of a 
EcoBeam timber frame filled with sandbangs that are 
reinforced with chicken wire, the full structure is then 
coated with a plaster or timber finish. The combination 
of the sandbags with the EcoBeam systems allows 
for these homes to be insulated, wind and moisture 
resistant. Little construction knowledge is required 
to build this ecofriendly cost efficient homes. What 
communities like this one in Cape Town need is solutions 
that are simple, inexpensive and most of all durable. 
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-Millennium School Bamboo Project by My Shelter 
Foundation in the Philippines: 

 Due to the constant threat of Tiphoons that 
the islands of the Philippines face every year, Iliac 
Diaz from My Shelter Foundation organized a 
design competition to resolve this problem. The 
solution was a school built with bamboo, a readily 
available material in this region that allows for cross 
ventilation and natural lighting. A raised concrete 
platform maintains the floors dry during rainy 
conditions. In case of emergencies the school can 
be used as a shelter since it is designed to withstand 
93 mph winds. Sometimes an elementary solution 
such as utilizing regional materials and allowing 
natural lighting and ventilation can become great 
architecture, it does not mean that the aesthetics 
of the design must suffer, but what makes it great 
is the functionality of a beautiful space. 



-Ghonsla Insulation Panels in Lahora Pakistan:
 Most of the informal dwellings consist of corrugated 
metal roofs. This material, although it provides a shelter, 
is not insulating and is highly unstable and loud during 
rainfalls. The Ghonsla insulating panels are designed 
to be easily installed over the corrugated metal roofs 
and improve the indoor temperatures of these homes. 
The panels are insulating due to its readily available 
components (sludge from paper and straw), which are 
mixed with water, molded into a panel and dried in 
the sun. This simple manufactured solution allows the 
informal settlements to become safer against natural 
threats such as heat and rain. 
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-Bamboo (Tacuara) Loofah Panels by Elsa María 
Zaldívar Rolón in Paraguay:
 Elsa María Zaldívar Rolón developed a building 
material that can be easily handmade. It consists of 
mixing loofah, a local vegetable, with sand, water, 
castor oil and cassava starch waste, and applying 
it to bamboo panels. These panels are thermal and 
acoustic insulating and provide a better shelter 
than the dwellings built with scrap materials. The 
outer skin of the panels is coated with “baba de 
tuna”, the fat resulting from soaking tuna in water 
for three days. Using native materials are a better 
solution than bringing fancy new products to these 
communities. Natural simple materials are just as 
efficient or more than mass produced plastic. 



Urban food production:

-Garden-in-a-Sack by Solidarités International in 
Nairobi Kenya:

 As a result of political protests in 2008 in Kenya, 
many food markets were destroyed leaving people 
without the bare necessity of food. The French NGO 
Solodarités International aided over 20,000 people with 
the simple idea of garden-in-a-sack. With three simple 
steps and readily available materials the community 
occupants can grow their own food that would last 
for at least four meals a week. Growing their own 
food is something that most of the slum occupants in 
Nairobi are familiar with, however growing food within 
a small square footage brings a whole new meeting to 
agriculture.

-Rooftop Rice Field by Marjetica Potrc in Anyang, 
South Korea:  

 An alternative school in Anyang, South Korea 
has a rice field on its rooftop which is irrigated with 
natural rainfall. Said rainfall in utilized for the gray 
water system of the school. The rice is cultivated 
by the students and then used for their meals. This 
could be another possible solution to providing food 
to squatter communities in other countries.  
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