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Abstract 

 

HYBRID SYSTEMS. RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN FORMAL AND 

INFORMAL COMMUNITIES IN CARACAS 
 

Jimena Laura Cruz Pifano, MSSD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Steven A. Moore 

 

During the decade of 1950’s, the intensive rural to urban migration, in 

search for new job opportunities, created a high housing demand that was 

partially solved by the dictatorial government of Marcos Perez Jimenez. 

However, in the absence of effective public policy and failed housing projects, 

the population started to create solutions of their own to satisfy their housing 

needs, settling themselves in an improvised way around the urbanized areas and 

constituting what we know today as informal settlements or barrios. By 1957, 

around 35% of the population of Caracas lived in barrios.  

During the past decade, Venezuela has experienced a series of changes 

that have modified the economic, political and social model that governed the 
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country. During Chavez’s government, there have been many policy changes 

regarding property, land, economic and social organization, in search for 

solutions to the housing problem that integrate the marginalized sector of the 

population. However, a different pattern of informal settlements has emerged. 

Some organized communities have started to invade not only vacant land in the 

city peripheries; they are now invading buildings that are inserted in the center of 

the city, contrasting to the formal systems already existing in the city. There is now 

a new interpretation of what is legal and what is not. We are experiencing the 

changes and understanding the consequences of their implementation.  

The purpose of this research is to understand the current processes of 

housing production and acquisition in formal and informal communities in 

Caracas through a review of existing literature and qualitative studies of the 

relationships between stakeholders. I analyze the new policies and the current 

housing production organization system and contrast it to what is actually 

happening in practice. I also investigated how incremental changes in existing 

practices can contribute to the development of safe and legible housing 

production processes. My recommendations are the result of hybrid systems that 

consider different actors and perspectives of the same reality in order to find a 

healthier and more sustainable building culture in Caracas. 
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CHAPTER 1  

Introduction 

A brief context 

During the decade of 1950’s, the urbanization process in Venezuela was 

characterized by accelerated and explosive growth, encouraged by the 

economic model sustained by oil revenues and the beginning of the democratic 

period that started after 1958.1 The intensive rural to urban migration, in search 

for new job opportunities, created a high housing demand that was partially 

solved by the dictatorial government of Marcos Perez Jimenez (1953-1958). 

However, in the absence of effective public policy and failed housing projects, 

the population started to create solutions of their own to satisfy their housing 

needs, settling themselves in an improvised way around the urbanized areas and 

constituting what we know today as informal settlements or barrios.2 By 1957, 

around 35% of the population of Caracas lived in barrios.3 Since then, the 

housing crisis has aggravated to the extent that by 2001 approximately 56% of 

households and twelve million people nationwide were living in barrios, with 

                                                 
1 Carlson 1960; Eamonn Miller 2011; Uzcátegui 2008 
2 Barrios or informal settlements are fragments of the city where inhabitants have 

invaded public or private land and built their houses, violating all the regulations and 

codes established by the government.  
3 Carlson 1960 
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precarious services and located in high risk zones.4 Moreover, between 1990 and 

2001, of every ten households, seven were self-built, two were built by the 

Government, and one by the private sector. Around 40% of the urban fabric of 

Caracas was self-built by barrio inhabitants5 without the supervision of authorities 

and not following governmental regulations.  

Finding solutions to the housing problem in Caracas has always been a 

complex and challenging task that becomes more critical when dramatic social, 

economic and political changes and/or natural disasters occur and exacerbate 

the housing deficit situation.  

During the past 12 years, Venezuela has experienced a series of changes 

that have modified the economic, political and social model that governed the 

country, aiming to transform the country’s ideals from capitalism to socialism.6 In 

the course of President Hugo Chavez’s government, many laws related to 

economic and social forms of organization, land property and housing policies 

that re-structure the current understanding of the housing production and 

acquisition process have been enacted and we are still understanding and 

evaluating how these changes are affecting our habits. The housing system has 

                                                 
4 According to figures compiled by the National Institute of Statistics (INE) in 2001 

(Quoted by Uzcátegui 2008) 
5 According to calculations by RIEF Consultores y Asociados, from the national census of 

population and housing in 2001 by the INE (Quoted by Martin 2008) 
6 When I refer to the transformation of ideals from capitalism to socialism, I mean what 

Chavez’s government, in theory, markets and promises to the people. In the practical 

realm, the way “socialism” has been implemented in Venezuela has little to do with 

enhancing people’s power and more to do with the State controlling and directing the 

nation’s future. 
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been modified and we are already experiencing a struggle between two 

parallel models, the formal and the informal. The formal is the legal city, formally 

conformed, with a legal structure sustained in government institutions. The 

informal is the illegal city, barrios, invasions and settlements outside the legal 

system. However, the informal is now in process of legalization because of the 

new policies driven by Chavez’s current government. At this moment, Venezuela 

is going through a deep political, economic and social crisis that has led to a 

complete chaos.  Now, more than ever, the duality between the formal and the 

informal systems is in process of transformation to a hybrid system dominated by 

government.  

The way we approach the situation and the choices we make to solve 

the housing deficit problem will define the future development of the city and 

the relationships between its inhabitants. That is why it is of vital importance to 

take a moment of pause to understand the ongoing events as they are 

happening and understand how they were shaped by past choices, to propose 

solutions that are local and consistent with the culture of the place7 and that 

can be sustained over time. 

Inhabitants of the informal settlements generally invade public or private 

land, developing their own housing construction system, violating all the 

regulations and codes established by the local government. However, during 

                                                 
7 Davis 1999 
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the building process, they develop strong social capital8 that in some way relates 

to the morphologic fabric of their settlements and the processes of construction 

of their houses.9 The interaction among the inhabitants of the barrio promotes a 

strong sense of community between its members. People deeply identify 

themselves with their communities and do not intend to leave their homes, even 

if their personal safety is compromised or has been already affected by extreme 

violence or natural disasters.  

How I became interested 

Ever since I was a kid, I remember watching these barrios on my way to 

school, to the park, to the beach; always from the distance, as if it was a picture 

or a landscape out of my range. However, the first time I really experienced the 

barrio was when, during my years as an architecture student, I took a friend to 

her house in “La Dolorita;” a place that I had never seen or heard about before. 

I remember going to this foreign place, where there was no grid, apparently not 

any defined structure, where the houses were hardly identifiable as units and 

everything was mixed. I remember seeing no limits or boundaries between any of 

the spaces. Kids were playing on the street (a simple dirt road), which at the 

same time was the community plaza; people were sited in their outdoor porches, 

                                                 
8 Understanding social capital as Andrew L. Dannenberg et al define it as the social, 

political, and economic interactions that inspire trust and reciprocity among citizens 
9 Their houses are a product that is not the result of an alienated laborer (Marx 1978). 

Residents work for themselves, and the object of their work belongs to them and 

becomes part of them. They dwell and build their place (Heidegger, Building Dwelling 

Thinking 1971) 
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which were actually common spaces that neighbors shared; everyone knew 

each other; they were like a huge family. 

I remember asking my friend how was it to live there: “The only way we 

can get to our homes is through the escalera10 and it is in there where we all 

meet every day. Additionally, because my home is not too big I use the escalera 

to hang out with my friends; it is like a porch to me, my front yard, the place 

where I socialize with my family and neighbors. It is so much fun; we share with 

each other as one big family.” 

On the other side, there is another story about the barrios; the one that is 

the reason for its inhabitants to wish they could, someday, find a better place. It 

is also a place where criminals meet and plan their next hit. Different gangs 

usually live in the barrios and many times the escalera becomes the 

battleground where they confront each other, and many people are killed 

there.  

The barrio dwellers do not have access to infrastructure such as clean 

water, sewage systems, waste management disposal, electricity service (all the 

electricity is taken illegally), transportation system or safety. Because the residents 

of these communities invade the land, they do not have any property tenure. 

                                                 
10 Escaleras are the stairs residents from the barrio use to get to their homes and usually 

they are the spaces where all the members of the community meet every day. 

Additionally, because of the lack of space in the hills, their homes are excessively small, 

sometimes they only have one room and one full bed where the whole family sleeps 

together. Thus, the escaleras become the expansion of their houses; a common place to 

socialize with family and with their neighbors. 
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They live in extremely instability and this situation makes them more marginal and 

keeps them out of the “formal” system, making it almost impossible for them to 

develop enough economic capital to succeed in the formal society, and 

acquire better conditions of living.  

    

Figure 1.1 Some physical features of the informal settlements in Caracas 

Historically, in Caracas, the subject of the barrios has generated a variety 

of differing and opposing positions over time, pitting political authorities, 

professionals, and technical experts in the field of urban development and social 

affairs against each other.11 For some groups, there is no solution to the barrios 

and they call for their eradication, but others have advocated for the 

articulation of the barrios with the city in search for dialogue and 

understanding.12 I believe that to find a solution for the housing problem in 

Caracas, it is necessary to understand the dynamics of the informal system and 

how it relates to the formal part of the city, understand the relationships between 

                                                 
11 Bolivar 1995; Cilento 1999; Sosa 1993 
12 Wiesenfeld y Giuliani 2003 
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the two systems from a dialogical perspective,13 and advocate for the 

articulation of the systems more than the eradication of one them.14 

The aim of this study is to understand how different stakeholders - in the 

formal and the informal system – carry out the housing production process and 

develop a narrative that describes the common parameters or the conflicts 

between formal and informal communities in Caracas. The final product of this 

thesis is to develop a series of recommendations regarding the values, indicators 

or measurements for future improvements in policies related to housing in 

Caracas. 

Conversely, in order to begin the dialogue it is necessary to define terms 

that usually have different meanings to different social groups. Chapter 2 

comprises a glossary of terms that are of extreme relevance to this study. In 

Chapter 3, I explain my methodological paradigm, outline my strategic 

methodology and my research questions. Chapter 4 relates a brief history of the 

housing production processes and the involvement of public participation in it 

through the study of two case studies: The Superblocks in the 1950s and the 

Barrio Physical Rehabilitation Program in the 1990s. Chapter 5 examines the 

current housing production processes in Caracas through the study of a series of 

policies, laws and programs, and highlights the relationships between the 

different stakeholders involved in the process.  Finally, in Chapter 6, I summarize 

                                                 
13 Where the learning process will go through the interaction and cooperation between 

people, disciplines and cultures (Martin Rodríguez 2008) 
14 Wiesenfeld y Giuliani 2003 
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what can be learned from the study and I interconnect informal and formal 

systems. To conclude, I provide a series of recommendations for future 

improvements in policies related to housing production processes in Caracas. 
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CHAPTER 2  

Definitions 

In order to define a common ground of understanding it is necessary to 

clearly define the terminology and concepts involved in this study. In this 

chapter, I will define and contextualize the terms social and economic capitals, 

my understanding of formal and informal systems of housing production in 

Venezuela, the concepts of legibility and illegibility in understanding cities. I will 

explain what a building culture is and how should sustainable development be 

understood in the context of Caracas.  

2.1 Social and economic capital 

Social Capital is “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources 

which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less 

institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition – or in 

other words, to membership in a group – which provides each of its members 

with the backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a ‘credential’ which entitles 

them to credit, in the various senses of the word.”15 Social capital is a resource 

that is connected with group membership and social networks. It is related to the 

totality of the relationships between actors of a group. These relations can serve 

to improve social position of the actors in different fields. Bourdieu also writes that 

                                                 
15 Bourdieu 1986 
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“the volume of the social capital possessed by a given agent thus depends on 

the size of the network of connections he can effectively mobilize and on the 

volume of the capital (economic, cultural or symbolic) possessed in his own right 

by  each of those to whom he is connected.”16 According to him, the processes 

of cultural production, consumption and reproduction are inextricably 

intertwined, meaning that practices and context are always interrelated, 

producing different outcomes represented in different fields. In other words, 

social capital is never completely independent of either economic or cultural 

capitals.   

Economic capital is related to the economic possessions that have 

influence on the capacities of an actor in society. The management of social 

and economic capital can yield different degrees of benefits and different 

powers of influence to different actors.  

In Caracas, generally, very low-income communities develop strong 

social capital; usually as result of their interactions and relationships as members 

of a disadvantaged group of the society that have to fight together in search for 

better life conditions. They have strong ties but they have practically no 

economic capital. Having no economic capital makes it difficult for them to 

achieve, in many cases, basic needs like having a home, and getting access to 

education and health services. However, having high social capital can help 

them to succeed as a collective if they work together. 

                                                 
16 Bourdieu 1986 
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Figure 2.1 represents, on the right column, the economically 

disadvantaged sector of the population and in the left column, those with 

economic advantages. Although it is not possible to generalize, it is common to 

see that informal communities in Caracas usually have lower incomes than those 

in the formal communities. Generally, the differences are more evident between 

formal high-income communities with high-social networking and informal low-

income communities with low-social networking (represented in the upper left 

and lower right cells of the table). These are extreme examples of poor and rich 

communities in the society. On the other side, the gap between formal high-

income with less social networking and informal low-income with high social 

networking appears to be smaller. Examples of these types of communities are 

those in the middle class that have more balance or a higher level of hybridity 

between their economic and social capital. 

Social Capital 
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+ + 

High income communities 

High social networking 

- + 

Low income 

High social networking 

+ - 
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- - 

low income 

Less social networking 

Figure 2.1 Relation between social capital and economic capital in Caracas 
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2.2 Formal systems 

In the formal systems, generally, the processes of housing production are 

regulated, have a legal structure sustained in institutions and are clearly defined 

in legal form. In this system, the actors involved in the process have clearly 

defined and differentiated roles, they generally perform specific actions and the 

building results are, at some level,17 regulated and safe. The formal process 

usually has a legible structure: owner (or resident), designer, builder, regulator 

and a financer are among its most distinct actors (see Figure 2.2). 

 

Figure 2.2 Formal System. Relations between the actors involved in the housing 

production process 

The OWNER is generally the resident. He starts by buying a plot of land 

that is under residential zoning. When the owner has the economic means to 

                                                 
17 Even when in the formal systems, different actors generally follow rules and the 

building process is guided by laws and established procedures, there is a level of 

informality too. It is common to see that building projects and plans comply with the 

ordinances and rules, but during the construction process, after builders get the 

occupancy permits, they change things in the original design. There is usually a gap 

between the design process and the implementation process.  
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build its own house, he hires a designer. If he does not have the funds, he can 

access to bank loans or special housing funding programs. 

The DESIGNER is a professional in the architecture field that designs in 

accordance to existing laws. The designer studies the zoning and designs a 

building that complies with the codes. If the project does not comply with norms, 

the architect must change it in order to acquire permits for construction. 

The BUILDER is generally an engineer or a construction company. The 

builder must have the approved project (by regulatory institutions) to start 

construction. During the building process, a resident engineer (who has to be 

registered) must supervise the works and be responsible for anything that might 

happen during the construction. 

The REGULATOR is the governmental institution, at the municipal level, that 

approves, supervises and controls any construction project. This institution is 

present during the entire process of housing production and is in charge of 

enforcing the existing codes.18 

The FINANCER is generally a bank or another type of financial institution. 

They generally require proper documentation from the owner or the builder to 

grant credits. The applicant must have a formal job and credit history, or at least 

a guarantee of payment in the future.   

                                                 
18 However, as I mentioned before, the regulator has biases and often fails to enforce 

regulatory standards. In other cases, regulations are outdated and officials refuse to 

reconsider changes in future regulations. 
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The general process functions with an owner hiring a designer. The 

designer designs a building in accordance to existing codes. Then, the owner 

requests a loan to the bank to obtain funding and hires a builder to build its 

home. All the actors involved in the process have a contractual relationship that 

specifies the roles and responsibilities of each one of them. Laws regulate the 

whole process and there are consequences for those that do not comply with 

them. The result is a legible building system with clear and defined structures and 

constructions (see Figure 2.3). 

 

Figure 2.3 Aerial view of a formal neighborhood of Caracas. (Dorronsoro & Cabrujas 

1990) 

For the segment of the population that has access to economic means, 

this system works well and allows them to grow and improve their conditions. On 

the other hand, because of its fixed, rigid structure, it does not allow much space 

for flexibility. Hence, those who do not have access to welfare or economic 

opportunities are unintentionally excluded from the system. In the end, because 
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of the economic disparities among the population, this system accentuates 

social and economic inequalities.  

In addition, there is a latent risk of commodifying the process of housing 

construction when no attention or incentives are given to social agreements 

between the actors involved in the process. People look to professionals, 

governments, or banks to take care of the built environment. The idea that 

building is a fundamental expression of community identity and that a 

community might improve its own life through building activity is elusive: people 

have only limited control over the making of their own world (Davis 1999).19 

Could this be a consequence of the loss of agency of the public in the policy 

making process? Is the technological design process only limited to a narrow 

group of people?20 

2.3 Informal systems 

UN Habitat Programme defines informal settlements as: i) residential areas 

where a group of housing units has been constructed on land to which the 

occupants have no legal claim, or which they occupy illegally; ii) unplanned 

                                                 
19 And property becomes “the product, the result, the necessary consequence, of 

alienated labour, of the external relation of the worker to nature and to himself.” (Marx 

1978). 
20 Woodhouse and Patton refer to how codes are generally structured by others external 

to the design process and warn of the risk of technological somnambulism when we do 

not think what is beyond what we create (Woodhouse and Patton 2004). By following 

existing formal structures we might not be thinking outside of the black box (Latour, 

Opening Pandora's Black Box 1987), limiting us from finding new ways to develop flexible 

processes that allow change and improvement. 



 16 

settlements and areas where housing is not in compliance with current planning 

and building regulations (unauthorized housing). 

Informal systems usually lack clarity and legibility of power relationships 

between the actors and in the morphology of their communities (see Figure 2.4). 

The relationships between the actors and their roles are usually fuzzy and 

diffused. According to James Scott, “The carriers of high modernism tended to 

see rational order in remarkably visual aesthetic terms. For them, an efficient, 

rationally organized city, village, or farm was a city that looked regimented and 

orderly in a geometrical sense.”21 Informal settlements lack this geometrical, 

efficient and rational order. 

   

Figure 2.4 Barrios of Caracas. Left: Jean Arthus Bertrand. Right: Unknown photographer 

The OWNER-DESIGNER-BUILDER in the informal system does not even own 

a plot of land. Generally, the resident is the designer and the builder. In other 

cases, the resident builds the house with other members of the social network of 

the barrio (sometimes this work is paid). In any case, the way these actors 

                                                 
21 Scott 1998 
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interrelate is by social agreements. There are no contracts or legal 

documentation defining their roles or ruling their relationships; only social 

agreements and tacit arrangements.22 

The REGULATOR is the same governmental institution that approves, 

supervises and controls any construction project. However, in the informal 

system, this institution is usually absent during the process of housing production. 

If it appears at all, it is at the end of the process to evict the residents from their 

houses and tear down their constructions. 

The FINANCER is generally other resident of the barrio or a member of the 

family. The barrio network creates their own financing system to help those that 

do not have access to bank accounts or economic means. A member of the 

barrio administers a communal saving pot where each member of the network 

contributes to, monthly or weekly. Each month or week, one member can 

access the whole pot and use it without reporting.23  

In the informal system, some functions overlap, others simply do not exist 

(such as regulation), and generally are not perfectly defined or differentiated 

                                                 
22 According to Moore and Wilson, “tacit knowledge is generally understood to be that 

which is embedded in cultural practices—it is knowledge that is difficult for individuals to 

articulate because it is implicitly laced within our assumptions and not formally codified in 

the modern sense. Tacit building codes, then, are similar. They are the habits of building 

that characterize people in the same manner as does their language.” (Moore and 

Wilson, Contested Construction of Green Building Codes in North America: The Case of 

the Alley Flat Initiative 2009) 
23 This saving pot is called ‘el San’ and it generally allows barrio residents to access to 

very limited funding. However, the administrator of the pot, as a ‘salary’, charges 10% of 

the savings each month. The system, which is supposed to help low-income people, ends 

up charging more interests than banks (which charge 10% a year), ripping off the 

residents, who do not have other options because of the system they are part of. 
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(see Figure 2.5). However, because of the close relationship between the 

inhabitants of the barrios during the building process, informal communities 

develop strong social capital, which could be helpful to reduce the inequalities 

the formal system produces. 

 

Figure 2.5 Informal System. Relations between the actors involved in the housing 

production process 

In reference to processes and interactions: The relationship between the 

formal and the informal is “like the ocean and the sand... From far away it is easy 

to see where you have the ocean and where you have the beach, but when 

you get your feet there, waves are braking all of the time. But there is some part 

of the sand that is wet and there is some part of the water that is full of sand, and 

where do you draw the line between water and sand?… it doesn’t matter 

because it’s the point of connection.”24  

For the purpose of this research, I will consider informal as processes that 

are carried out outside the existing regulatory laws, in this particular case, the 

Venezuelan Constitution. However, as I will demonstrate later in this study, these 

                                                 
24 Interview  with Fernando Lara 2011 
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regulatory laws in the Constitution have diffused the boundaries between 

legality and illegality.  

2.4 Legibility and illegibility 

According to James Scott, legibility in terms of city planning refers to: 

a state's attempt to make society legible, to arrange the 

population in ways that simplified the classic state functions of 

taxation, conscription, and prevention of rebellion.  Having begun 

to think in these terms, I began to see legibility as a central problem 

in statecraft.  The premodern state was, in many crucial respects, 

partially blind; it knew precious little about its subjects, their wealth, 

their landholdings and yields, their location, their very identity.  It 

lacked anything like a detailed “map” of its terrain and its people.  

It lacked, for the most part, a measure, a metric, that would allow it 

to “translate” what it knew into a common standard necessary for 

a synoptic view.  As a result, its interventions were often crude and 

self-defeating.25 

For Scott, the way the state handled their subjects and their environments 

was through the creation of standards, rules and codes such as cadastral surveys 

and population registers, the invention of freehold tenure, standardization of 

language and legal discourse among others. The design of cities and 

transportation systems were intended to simplify systems and attempt legibility. 

“in each case, officials took exceptionally complex, illegible, and local social 

practices, such as land tenure customs or naming customs, and created a 

standard grid whereby it could be centrally recorded and monitored.”26 

                                                 
25 Scott 1998 
26 Scott 1998 
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As I mentioned in the previous section, informal systems in Caracas 

generally lack legibility because they do not have regular standards, codes or 

clear rules that define their growth or development and they perform social 

practices that are usually different from those of the formal system. Informal 

systems are not only illegible to the government, but are also illegible for other 

citizens that live outside of their networks. This situation generates chaos and 

conflicts between different groups that makes it even more difficult to analyze 

and understand.  

2.5 Building culture 

According to Howard Davis, 

…large scale improvements to the built world do not depend solely 

on the individual acts of architects and city planners; instead, they 

depend on the gradual transformation of the building culture – the 

coordinated system of knowledge, rules, and procedures that is 

shared by people who participate in the building activity and that 

determines the form buildings and cities take.27 

 

A culture of building is the coordinated system of knowledge, rules, 

procedures, and habits that surrounds the building process28 in a particular place 

                                                 
27 Davis 1999 
28 The understanding of process depends on seeing technology as a human system, 

considering technology in its broadest sense: the entire means of production, including 

people and tools. That is, no tool or machine can be understood outside of the context 

or actions of the person who is using it (Davis 1999). Tomas Hughes accords with this idea 

that technology –understood not only as an artifact, but as human knowledge and 

practices - and society are bound together inextricably and the traffic between the two 

is emphatically two-way (MacKenzie and Wajcman 1999) 
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and time. Furthermore, these systems – that include buildings - are products of 

social processes that vary in systematic ways from place to place and over 

time.29 These processes include all the actors involved in the construction of a 

place, whether they are part or not of the formal or legal system that rules its 

development.  

Davis defines a healthy building culture as one which “the various parts of 

the culture reinforce each other and make it stronger, and its customs and rules 

are understandable and make sense, and the culture’s stability and its ability to 

change according to new conditions are in balance.”30  

Davis also writes about the importance of shared knowledge in a healthy 

building culture. Many people inside and outside a culture, share knowledge, 

and usually there is a common understanding of buildings and the way they are 

built. “This understanding and the sharing knowledge that it allows, helps to 

maintain individual’s connections with each other and thereby helps the culture 

itself to maintain its integrity and definition.”31 In this sense, the idea of 

understanding the process of building instead of understanding only what has 

been built is gaining more importance today. Professionals in the building 

industry are accepting the imperative necessity of a deeper interaction with the 

other stakeholders involved in the process. These practices, when acquiring more 

audience and under the right conditions, allow innovations to flourish. According 

                                                 
29 Davis 1999 
30 Davis 1999 
31 Davis 1999 
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to Davis, “it is partly by anchoring these new and fledging efforts in a historical 

and contemporary understanding of the building culture that we can connect 

them to something solid rather than leaving them isolated.” 

Finally, to achieve a healthier building culture Davis believes that it is 

necessary to give dignity to people making buildings, to respect other cultures 

and the environment and produce common places that enhance and elevate 

the spirit and lives of everyone in the society. 

2.6 Sustainable development  

Sustainable development can have very different meanings or 

applications depending the context or the field it is understood. As McDaniel 

and Lanham write:  

Biologists tend to associate sustainability with the protection of 

biodiversity and emphasize the preservation of natural resources for 

future generations (Light and Katz 1996). In economics, ideas about 

sustainability are discussed in the context of accounting for natural 

resources, and economists argue that markets have historically 

failed to protect the environment (Daly 1973). Planners view 

sustainability as the process of urban revitalization where the goal 

of design integrates ideas from urbanization and the protection of 

nature (Steiner 2000, and in this volume). Sustainability in 

environmental ethics means preservation, conservation, and the 

sustainable use of natural resources (Light 1996, and in this 

volume).32 

Nonetheless, The Brundtland  commission in its report Our Common Future, 

offers a wider definition of sustainable development as “development that 

                                                 
32 McDaniel and Lanham 2010 
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meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs.”33 Since this report was issued, the 

discussion around sustainability has focused in the relationships between social, 

economic and environmental issues. 

Campbell’s triangle model represents - from the planner’s perspective - 

an understanding of sustainable development as a continuous negotiation or 

balance between three interests generally presented in the planning process: 

economy, environment, and equity (See Figure 2.6)34  

 

Figure 2.6 The planner's triangle (Campbell 1996) 

According to Campbell, discrepancies in interests of agents in each 

corner of the triangle develop conflicts that can be resolved by negotiation and 

that inevitably will carry out trade-offs.  

                                                 
33 World Commission on Environment and Development 1987 
34 Campbell 1996 
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However, McDaniel and Lanham argue that the system of relationships in 

which sustainability is sought, is neither fixed nor linear. They suggest that 

“process-oriented approaches to viewing and managing sustainability are 

fundamental when one recognizes that systems looking sustainability are CAS,” 

Complex Adaptive Systems.  These systems are characterized by 

“interdependence among agents, nonlinearity in the relationships among 

agents, and the dynamic nature of the landscapes on which sustainability is 

sought.”35 

Moreover, according to Oden, to achieve a significant progress in 

sustainable development it is necessary to establish a strong position on equity 

and social justice. For this, equity has to be understood as a complex that 

involves all the spheres involved in the society: social, economic and 

environmental spheres, and they must interact together and find a common 

place. Equity, understood in this way, has to be the center of sustainable 

development. All the actors, environmental advocates, and equity concerned 

social and political groups have to be incorporated in the environmental 

discourse.36 Furthermore, “the important step in this process is to find a “project 

language game” in which all the participants from very different vocations, 

professions, and social backgrounds could speak to each other.”37 In order to 

follow a more sustainable development in Caracas, it is necessary to consider all 

                                                 
35 McDaniel and Lanham 2010 
36 Oden 2010 
37 Winner, Citizen Virtues in a Technological Order 1995 
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the components of the society, formal and informal, and design processes and 

policies that consider the society as a whole, with the good and bad, the 

potential and the threatens of every actor in the society. 

In this chapter, I have explained how two systems – formal and informal – 

have deficiencies in providing safe, legible and equal access or opportunities for 

housing production in Caracas and the evident opposition between both of 

them. I have also explained that in order to develop a healthy and sustainable 

building culture it is necessary to involve and respect all the different actors that 

participate in the building process and produce common places in order to 

improve everybody’s quality of life. 

In the next chapter, I will explain my methodological paradigm and the 

methodology I used to understand the relationships between informal and 

formal processes of housing production in Caracas with the aim of finding 

commonalities between them, that allow me to propose a hybrid system that 

integrates both cultures. 
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CHAPTER 3  

Methodological Paradigm 

In order to have a better and holistic understanding of the housing 

production system in Caracas, I am assuming a naturalistic or constructivist 

perspective to study the relationships between informal and formal systems in 

Caracas. Constructivism assumes a reality informed by multiple, local and 

specific constructions.38 In other words, the constructivist position assumes the 

world to be a dynamic, heterogeneous system constructed by society through 

pragmatic, multi-level interactions and compromises. Through political discourse, 

these compromises become explicit or implicit social policy. However, the 

policies constructed are often viewed quite differently depending on one’s 

particular point-of-view. People make choices depending on their context. How 

inhabitants of the barrios and inhabitants of the formal city understand the 

housing process is different, and it has to do with the relations they have with 

their particular contexts.39 

However, how do we find the appropriate balance between informality 

and formality to develop in a more sustainable way? Process-oriented rather 

than product-oriented approaches can be useful to view and manage 

sustainability. Diverse, heterogeneous agents interact non-linearly and self-

                                                 
38 Guba and Lincoln 1994 
39 I am using Haraway’s situated knowledge theory to understand the different 

constructions of the housing production process in Caracas (Haraway 1995) 
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organize in ways that are not necessarily guided by formal structures and from 

these structures, emergent properties can evolve as a result of the interaction 

between the agents.40 There are valuable lessons in the exercise of 

transdisciplinary communication. The process of confrontation and dialogue 

between different perspectives brings up all the actors’ points of view and this 

exchange of knowledge and information can be the clue to find a common 

language.41 Moreover, political discussions are necessary to construct 

democratic processes where conflict between social forces and collective 

interdisciplinary learning exchange can expand people’s specter of interests 

and help in gaining more understanding and agreement between the actors 

involved.42  

In the field of architecture, specifically in the case of barrios in Venezuela, 

this constructivist approach can help to achieve a better understanding of the 

multidimensional complexity of the barrios and promote communication and 

exchange, creating collective design processes.43 Understanding the cities 

through the analysis of social interactions, more than from their visual dualities, 

gives the researcher a better understanding of the dynamics of the place.44  

                                                 
40 McDaniel and Lanham 2010 
41 Dammann and Morten 2006 
42 Latour, Politics of Nature: How to bring the sciencees into democracy 2004; Jamison 

2010; Winner, Citizen Virtues in a Technological Order 1995 
43 Martin 2008 
44 Guy 2010 
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In summary, as a researcher, I have looked inside and outside of the 

informal and formal settlements’ limits45 to find the values of each community 

and I draw relationships between them from their similarities. Communities define 

themselves from the historical nature of their building processes and the sense of 

community of its members,46 which directly influences their formation of social 

capital.47  

However, in the case of Caracas, the memories of its citizens have been 

constructed from unfinished fragments of their interpretations and their 

understanding of the building processes is not cohesive.48 Caracas has a history 

of unfinished plans. Each government changed the previous government’s 

objectives which has made it difficult for the city to grow in an organized and 

coherent direction. There has not been a dynamic and dialogic vision that 

assimilates culture and history together. Hence, each fragment is usually studied 

separately, and even though boundaries between formality and informality are 

not clear and it is possible to find various degrees of informality,49 there are few 

studies that look at the relationships between formal and informal settlements. In 

general, social capital, networks, processes and social organizations of both 

                                                 
45 Rodriguez, et al. 2006 
46 García, Giuliani and Wiesenfeld 1999; Davis 1999 
47 Understanding social capital as the “aggregate of the actual or potential resources 

which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized 

relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu 1986). Social capital is 

a resource that is connected with group membership and social networks. It is related to 

the totality of the relationships between actors of a group. These relations can serve to 

improve social position of the actors in different fields. 
48 Nava 2007 
49 Lara 2009 
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systems are often studied and analyzed separately. As a result, isolated 

recommendations for each system are being produced, which end up 

accentuating the differences and inequalities instead of integrating all the 

members of the society. In Venezuela, there is a gap in the literature regarding 

studies that contemplate informal settlements as part of the society as a whole 

or that relate formal and informal systems as part of the same system. 

My intention with this study is to understand the processes of housing 

production and acquisition in formal and informal communities in Caracas 

through the review of existing literature and understand the relationships 

between the stakeholders involved in it. In addition, I will analyze the current 

housing development processes in Caracas as a case where the tension 

between past and current policies is being experienced. 

Research Questions and Research Approach 

My research question is “How do formal and informal housing production 

and settlement processes interrelate in Caracas?” I seek to understand, from a 

holistic point of view, what is happening in the housing realm in Caracas. Such 

knowledge will be of relevance when dealing with future projects for the city. 

In preparation for structuring a methodology for refining my primary 

research question, I have generated the following sub questions: 
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 What are the current policies that regulate housing production 

processes in Caracas? 

 What are the relationships between housing policies and 

construction practices in the current housing production process? 

 What are the government programs that assist housing production 

processes? What actors, institutions or organizations are involved in 

those programs? How are these programs affecting the different 

actors involved in the housing production process? 

 Who are the actors involved in housing production processes in 

Caracas and how do they relate to each other? What are the 

processes these actors go through to produce housing? 

This particular last question arises from the need to understand how 

informal and formal communities have been produced.  

However, as I have mentioned before, during the last 12 years, there have 

been many policy changes regarding property, land, economic and social 

organization, and housing.50 In parallel, a different pattern of informal settlements 

has emerged. Some organized communities have started to invade not only 

vacant land in the city peripheries; they are now invading buildings that are 

                                                 
50 “Ley especial de asociaciones cooperativas” in 2001, “Ley de expropiación por causa 

de utilidad pública” in 2002,”Ley de consejos comunales” in 2006, “Ley de tierras 

urbanas” in 2009, and “Ley de emergencia para terrenos urbanos y vivienda” in 2011 

among others. This laws can be found in:  

http://www.asambleanacional.gob.ve/index.php?option=com_leyesficha&Itemid=239&l

ang=es  

http://www.asambleanacional.gob.ve/index.php?option=com_leyesficha&Itemid=239&lang=es
http://www.asambleanacional.gob.ve/index.php?option=com_leyesficha&Itemid=239&lang=es
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inserted in the center of the city, contrasting to the formal systems already 

existing in the city. The two systems are not physically apart anymore and there is 

also now a whole new interpretation of what is legal and what is not, because of 

the new model created by the government.  

These new spatial patterns could be described as hybrid systems, though 

they are using the new policy as a legal base (formal systems) to perform 

activities more typically performed by informal settlements. An example of this 

new type of approach is La Torre de David (The tower of David). The tower is a 

community of more than 2,500 people (the exact number of residents is 

unknown) located in the neighborhood of San Bernardino in Caracas (see Figure 

3.1) that through the course of ten years have been progressively invading a 

public building (property of FOGADE,51 a State Institution) and have organized in 

the form of a cooperative.52 Their legal status is uncertain though they are 

associated in the legal form of a cooperative, “Caciques de Venezuela”, but 

are occupying illegally a public building. However, residents of the tower still self-

construct their homes but organized by the cooperative leaders. 

                                                 
51 “Fondo de Garantía de Depósitos y Protección Bancaria.” Guarantee Fund of 

Deposits and Banking Protection under the Ministry of Popular Power for Economy and 

Finance for the purpose of administrative supervision. 
52 According to the article no 70 of the Venezuelan Constitution 1999, cooperatives are 

means of participation and involvement of people in exercising their sovereignty in the 

social and economic development. These cooperatives are entitled to develop any 

economic activity in conformity with law. 
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Figure 3.1 Location and photograph of La Torre de David in San Bernardino, Caracas. 

My intention with this study is to understand how cases like the Tower of 

David - sought as genuine interpretations of changes in government housing 

policies by the people - facilitate the agency of residents in the housing building 

process and what the results of it are. The ultimate aim of my research is to 

investigate how incremental changes in existing practices can contribute to the 

development of safe and legible housing production processes. Are incremental 

changes the result of hybrid systems that embody competing perspectives of 

reality? 

To do this, I will use a qualitative naturalistic approach, though “qualitative 

methods are particularly oriented toward exploration, discovery, and inductive 

logic.”53 The purpose of my research is to understand the situation without 

imposing any preexisting expectations. An inductive analysis will allow me to 

                                                 
53 Patton 1990 
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understand the specific case of the tower to later explore what are the possible 

implications of this case in a larger scale. 

Methods 

The methods I used to answer my research questions are the following: 

3.1 Interpretive historic and qualitative case studies 

I started by performing a literature review of two previous programs of 

housing production in Caracas, focusing in their ideological, political, economic 

and social context, the relevant social groups that were involved and their 

interactions, and the consequences of their implementation. I am interested in 

the programs’ relations to the development of social and economic capital and 

their sustainability in time. 

3.2 Case study 

To study the current situation of the housing production processes in 

Caracas, I analyzed a series of new policies created during the past 12 years 

that are related directly and indirectly to housing and contrast them to the 

current situation of systematic invasions that is happening in Caracas. To do this, I 

used the following methods: 
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Interviews. 

I performed unstructured, open-ended, in-depth interviews with different 

stakeholders involved in the process of housing production to hear and 

understand their story. The nature of the interviews was to understand how 

different groups or individuals comprehend these processes and what concepts 

or ideas they have in common, if they were familiar with the new policies and 

how they interpreted them in the context of Caracas. I presented myself as a 

student that has worked many times with communities in Caracas in the past, 

and who wants to learn and understand how different people carry out the 

processes of housing construction and acquisition in the city. In Venezuela, 

Universities have always had a ‘neutral’54 relationship with communities and 

people see academia as an institution that can help them to assist them or solve 

many of their problems. I also presented myself as ‘another citizen’ that has 

background in projects, architecture and construction, and is studying how to 

improve the current system of housing production in Caracas. 

However, because of the high level of violence and distrust among 

people in Caracas, it was very difficult to approach vulnerable communities 

involved in the invasion and occupation movements. I first intended to interview 

the residents of a specific case of invasion, the Tower of David, and it was not 

possible due to safety issues.   

                                                 
54 Neutral because universities do not exploit communities or look for anything from them 

like other institutions or organizations, such as political parties, journalists, etc. 
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I started the interviews from general questions such as where they came 

from, what was their history, how they saw the general situation in Venezuela 

and then, I asked specific questions about their understanding and level of 

involvement with the housing production process in Caracas. 

The different groups I interviewed were: 

Community Members: I interviewed two adult beneficiaries of the new 

program and policies to understand how they live, perceive and conceive their 

environment and the level of involvement they have in the construction process 

of their housing. I wanted to grasp what are the real or practical steps people 

take to acquire their homes and understand the level of knowledge they have 

on current policies and how much they agree or disagree with them. I also 

interviewed two neighbor residents of an invasion to understand their opinions 

regarding this emergent informal process of housing production and settlement 

and understand how it affects them as residents of the same neighborhood. 

Professionals: I interviewed one architect, one researcher/artist, two 

journalists and one lawyer to understand how they conduct and see the 

processes of housing production and their level of involvement in different 

housing processes and how they understand them in each community (formal 

and informal). In addition, I asked them about their opinions, reactions or 

concerns about the current housing production processes and policies. 
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Institutional Officials: I interviewed two employees of the government 

housing institution that are involved with the housing production processes in 

Caracas to understand the level of agency they have in the communities and 

members of institutions that are involved in the creation of policy and housing 

programs. 

Faculty Members: I interviewed two academics to understand how 

universities are involved in the housing planning process of the city, what 

research they have conducted and how they see the future of housing 

production policies in Caracas. 

Review of documents.  

In order to understand the current situation of housing production and 

settlement processes in Caracas, I reviewed different media of information: 

Newspaper articles: I used the most relevant printed media in the city (El 

Nacional and El Universal), to get information about new creation of policy, 

events related to housing production and settlements, and important news 

related to emerging housing practices.  

Laws and policies: I reviewed a series of laws and policies related directly 

and indirectly to the housing production process to understand how they 

contribute to the solution of the housing crisis in Caracas. I focused on the 

relationships between the actors involved or affected in these policies and their 

relations to other laws. 
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Blogs: I used this source of information to get a broader understanding of 

the different stakeholders’ perspectives on the current situation of housing 

production, their perceptions and opinions about the new hybrid type of housing 

system that has emerged in the past recent years. Blogs are free communication 

media that people generally use as a journal to express their ideas, opinions, 

events and any other information related to their lives or a specific theme. They 

can be individual or collective and usually combine text, images, videos and 

links to other related media. There are many communities in Caracas that use 

blogs as a medium to communicate with each other, to discuss about their 

problems, and advertise events. I consulted the following: 

http://latorrededavid.blogspot.com/ 

http://torre-confinanza.blogspot.com  

http://sanbernardinoccs.blogspot.com 

http://favelissues.com/category/caracas/  

http://www.apiur.org/inmuebles/index.php 

Photographic survey and maps:  

I compiled photos taken by photographers, artists, photos from internet 

and other media, and photos of different invaded or occupied buildings taken 

by me, to understand the physical outcomes of the new processes of housing 

production. I focused on the composition of space, materials used, and 

http://latorrededavid.blogspot.com/
http://torre-confinanza.blogspot.com/
http://sanbernardinoccs.blogspot.com/
http://favelissues.com/category/caracas/
http://www.apiur.org/inmuebles/index.php
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facades, to compare the result of the informal process of construction to the 

formal or regulated one. 

The aim of the study is not to get a large number of coinciding opinions, 

but to understand the relations between housing production processes from 

different perspectives. 

The following chapter relates the beginning of my investigation: a brief 

history of the housing production processes in Caracas and the involvement of 

public participation in it through the study of two case studies.  
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CHAPTER 4  

Context  

4.1 A brief history of housing development in Caracas. Social participation 

and the role of the state 

To understand the present housing crisis in Caracas it is necessary to 

understand the actions different actors have taken in the past to approach the 

housing deficit. I am going to outline how previous governments and civil society 

in Caracas have understood the technological process of housing production.55  

As I mentioned in Chapter I, from the 1950s, Venezuela suffered an 

aggressive process of urbanization generated by the migration from rural areas 

to the urban cities. By that time, the Venezuelan Government assumed the 

responsibility of giving solution to the housing shortfall by taking complete control 

of the housing production system from an authoritarian, centralist perspective. 

Public spending and investments increased dramatically, creating an unhealthy 

pattern of non-productive consumption, sustained by oil revenues.  

The European idea of progress, understood from a modernist perspective, 

motivated the government to replace the existing slums with new and modern 

                                                 
55 I am understanding the technological process as Tom Hughes, assuming that 

technology –understood not only as an artifact, but as human knowledge and practices 

- and society are bound together inextricably and the traffic between the two is 

emphatically two-way (MacKenzie and Wajcman 1999) 
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constructions, with imported technologies from different social and economic 

contexts. That is how the project of the Superblocks was born.  Marcos Perez 

Jimenez, embarked the dream of a modern nation under the premises of order, 

progress and development, under the European influences on social housing 

construction. However, the use of government top-down decision-making 

processes and the authoritarian character of the measures taken, did not sustain 

for long. 

4.2 Superblocks, A modernist approach 

During the 1950’s, the dictator Marcos Perez Jimenez, undertook the 

construction of the ‘Superblocks’ project between 1954 and 1958. The project 

consisted in 85 fifteen-story high-rise56 apartment buildings located in 12 different 

sites in Caracas. It was carried out by the ‘Banco Obrero’57 and was supposed to 

house an estimated of 180,000 people. The project was one of the largest and 

most ambitious urban renewal projects undertaken in Latin America. Caracas 

was positioned as the flagship of a set of ambitious national projects, such as 

the Plan Nacional de Vivienda,58 that came under the banner of the Nuevo 

                                                 
56 It was a high-rise in that moment because the general scale of the surroundings was of 

two to four stories high. 
57 The State housing institute that was in charge of financing larger projects through the 

National Housing Plan in order to get “quick, visible results (and) not protracted, 

expensive research into their social and economic issues.” (Brillemburg, Feireiss and 

Klumpner 2005)  
58 National Housing Plan 
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Ideal Nacional.59 Carried out by the architect Carlos Raul Villanueva, this project 

followed Le Corbusier’s modernist housing principles, integrating the utopia of 

the functional and rational working city with the romantic utopia of the garden 

city60 in Caracas (see Figure 4.1).  

   

Figure 4.1 The biggest superblock complex in Caracas: ‘23 de Enero’ 

Conversely, the project was created with the intention of eradicating the 

existing informal settlements or barrios, “as they were unsightly and contradicted 

the dictator’s slogan that Venezuela was uniformly happy and prosperous.”61 The 

architecture functioned not only as an aesthetic expression of modernity, but 

also as a political statement. The idea of technology as a determining force in 

social change was strong in that period.62 Furthermore, the Superblocks project 

                                                 
59 New National Ideal 
60http://www.centenariovillanueva.web.ve/Arquitecto/Portafolio/3_Plena_Modernidad/

Urbanizacion_23_de_enero/Frames_23_de_enero.htm 
61 Valerie Fraseier in “Building the New World”, Verso 2000 (Brillemburg, Feireiss and 

Klumpner 2005) 
62 I am taking Merrit Roe Smith’s “hard technological determinism” definition as a belief 

that changes in technology exert a greater influence on societies and their processes 

than any other factor. That technological development is an autonomous force, 

completely independent of social constrains. (Smith 1994)  
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aimed to get “quick, visible results (and) not protracted, expensive research into 

their social and economic issues.”63 At that moment, it seemed to be that top-

down decisions were ‘necessary’ to solve the housing problem. The Government 

was facing the doubling of Caracas’ population and needed to come up with a 

fast solution, and the influencing tends by that moment (Le Corbusier and the 

modernist movement) would help them to achieve their goals. 

4.3 Superblocks. The implementation process 

In the minds of government officials, in order to implement the project, an 

eradication of the barrios had to be carried out. While the superblocks were 

being built, the slums were being bulldozed and people were being moved by 

force to the new buildings. There was not a clear policy that regulated the 

process of occupation and there were no authorities organizing people or 

checking the appropriate occupation of the apartments. In addition, there was 

not a qualitative study of the types of families, incomes, cultural backgrounds or 

number of people that needed housing and the occupation process ended up 

being not formal and rational as the Government had imagined, but informal 

and unplanned, just like the barrios. In addition, after the dictatorship was 

deposed in 1958, people invaded the new apartments, overcrowded their 

                                                 
63 Valerie Fraseier in “Building the New World”, Verso 2000 (Brillemburg, Feireiss, & 

Klumpner 2005) 
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capacity and occupied the surrounding areas of the building with the same 

type of informal settlements that existed before64  (See Figure 4.2)  

   

Figure 4.2 Invaded Superblocks 

The project intended to substitute one culture (local) with another 

(international). In the end, the project had a formal65 approach to the 

understanding of the housing problem and the proposed solution was a reaction 

to the physical form of the in-formal practices without taking into consideration 

the social processes of formation of the in-formal settlements. 

Between the 1960s and 1970s, there was a transition period from the 

dictatorship to the new democracy. There were several readjustments measures 

in the economic, political and social spheres, which produced a level of general 

stagnation in every sector in the country. In 1961, the National System of Saving 

and Loans (Sistema Nacional de Ahorro y Prestamo) and the Mortgage Banking 

were created, which represented the most important housing financing 

organisms for the following decades. However, during the 60s, the State was still 

                                                 
64 Carlson 1960; Karst 1971; Brillemburg, Feireiss and Klumpner 2005 
65 By formal here, I imply an excessive emphasis on the empty form 
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concentrating most of the housing construction development in the country, 

assuming a populist rent premise, adopting protectionist politics for the industrial 

sector based on the scheme of import substitution. 

On the other hand, during this phase, populist governments developed 

initiatives that were the start of the cooperative movement in Venezuela. The 

State recognized the need for provision of basic infrastructure services to the 

growing informal settlements. To address this need, the government created the 

Urbanization and Equipment of Slums Program (Programa de Urbanizacion y 

Equipamiento de Barrios). However, the populist and patronage character of the 

Venezuelan state of that time accustomed the Venezuelan society to the 

dependence of the party 

system. Citizens or voters – 

as usually politicians use to 

refer to residents – were 

used to being dependent 

on political parties and 

governmental institutions 

to make changes in their 

built environment (see 

Figure 4.3). Conversely, 

during this period, the 

Figure 4.3 Venezuelan caricaturist WEIL, representing 

politicians selling 'ideas of progress' to the poor. 
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government allocated most of its investment in the production of new housing, 

leaving informal settlements as a secondary and marginal sector. 

 

Between 1970 and 1980, the economic situation of Venezuela 

deteriorated significantly. However, the housing production system was not 

affected immediately. During this period, democratic governments assumed the 

compromise to develop sustained financing housing policies. In 1975, the Worker 

Bank (Banco Obrero) was transformed into The National Institute of Housing 

(Instituto Nacional de la Vivienda INAVI), with the aim of adapting the housing 

production system to new population demands. Between 1978 and 1982, the 

number of built housing increased due to the financing model, which aimed to 

enhance the housing construction industry and affordability. The housing system 

was however, still supported by oil revenues and State investment. 

In 1983, there was a dramatic drop in oil prices that provoked the National 

economy’s collapse, augmenting the external debt, devaluating the 

Venezuelan currency and rising inflation until levels never reached before. The 

following government (1984-1988) avoided any structural changes on housing 

programs.   

In the 1990s, the government of Carlos Andres Perez took great initiatives 

in changing the housing system by developing opportunities for local 

development and starting a decentralization process. In 1990,the Housing Policy 

Law (Ley de Politica Habitacional) was launched, following the UN Habitat 1988 
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guidelines and assuming the social compromise of improving housing and 

welfare. Perez’s initiatives aimed to end with the six previous decades of oil rent 

economy, but two military coup attempts ended with his plans. Lieutenant-

Colonel Hugo Chavez (the current president of Venezuela) led the second 

attempt. 

In the following years, during Rafael Caldera’s presidency (1994-1998), 

Venezuelans suffered the largest financing crisis on history, aggravated by the 

uncontrolled growth of previous periods. More than 13 banks were intervened 

and appropriated by the government and more than 37% of people’s savings 

were despaired. Consequently, more than 60% of the annual oil revenue was 

used to cover people savings. 

The economic crisis, the augmentation of the housing deficit and the 

multiplication of informal settlements led to the creation of new ways to 

approach the housing production system. The government realized that besides 

the necessity of provision of new housing, there was an imperative need for the 

reconstruction and rehabilitation of the existent housing stock. It was an 

obligation of the State to address informality and the most economically 

disadvantaged populations in a different way. That is how the barrio physical re-

habilitation program started.  
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4.4 The barrio physical re-habilitation program. The flipside 

As a flipside to the authoritarian, top-down Superblocks project, a more 

democratic, bottom up alternative was born with the purpose of integrating and 

equating the barrios life with the rest of the city. In 1999, the CONAVI,66 an 

institution that looked beyond the traditional conception of urban planning, 

formulated the Barrio Physical re-habilitation project. This project would 

supposedly achieve its goals of incorporating barrios into the formal city by 

providing them with appropriate infrastructure through diverse actions, for 

instance including public participation.  

The program consisted first, of a planimetric and demographic survey of 

all the barrios in the city and identifying them with technical names: Unidades de 

Diseño Urbano (UDUs).67 This first step intended to recognize the existence of the 

barrios and make them legible,68 which at that moment did not appear in any 

cartographic survey. Barrios had been ignored in previous urban plans before, 

appearing as black, irregular spots in the maps.  Second, the planning, 

programming, project development and execution of urban development were 

intended to allow the integration of the barrios to the urban fabric of the city 

and its built environment, as well as to overcome internal gaps in the 

infrastructure provision and basic community facilities. 

                                                 
66 Consejo Nacional de la Vivienda (National Housing Council) 
67 Urban Design Units 
68 Scott 1998 
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All this effort was accompanied by the mobilization of professionals in the 

field of architecture and engineering through calls for idea competitions. This 

dynamic generated a learning process around aspects of the national reality 

that until then had not attracted much interest among professionals.69 Many 

projects carried out under the Barrio Re-habilitation Program have been 

beneficial to the barrio communities (see  

Figure 4.4). However, due to problems of implementation (discussed 

below) and the economic and political context, the program was suspended in 

2005.70   

However, there are other reasons for failure of the program besides the 

political-economic dynamics around it. The Barrio Re-habilitation Program had 

certain weaknesses in the conceptual and methodological area and even in 

some attitudes or values of the planners. The program was vulnerable in many 

ways.71  

                                                 
69 Gimenez, Rivas and Vásquez highlight the importance of this initiative in encouraging 

public participation in processes of improvement of barrio communities in Venezuela 

(Gimenez Mercado, Rivas Gómez and Rodríguez Vásquez 2008). This, Langdon Winner 

considers of vital importance for “the creation of arenas for the politics of technological 

choice is much more than a way of solving unsettling problems in the course of 

technological change… the creation of new spaces and roles for technological choice 

might lead us to affirm a missing feature in modern citizenship: the freedom experienced 

in communities where making things and taking action are one and the same.” (Winner, 

Do Artifacts Have Politics 1999)  
70 The reasons for the ruling Government to suspend the program are not entirely clear, 

as many other decisions taken by the President. However, many say that the reason was 

based on political and ideological differences, a lack of funding from the government, 

and the restructuration of the CONAVI. There is no printed source of information that 

explains the specific reasons why the program was suspended. 
71 Gimenez Mercado, Rivas Gómez and Rodríguez Vásquez 2008 
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Figure 4.4  Distopía – Laboratorio de Ciudad (Maximillian Nowotka, Francisco Fernandez, 

Cristina Ramirez, Andrea Molero, and Jeanette Subero) Ecological Housing for Petare 

(barrio in the Municipality of Sucre in Caracas) 

First, the program had an interventionist character. It proposed the 

"transformation of the residents" of the barrios as "active subjects of their own 

social development" (CONAVI 2000a: 2) but ironically did not consider them in 

the process of conceptualization and design of the solutions. The experts of the 

program presumed to know what changes the population of the barrios wanted 

for them. In this matter, questions like how would this transformation be and 

under which spiritual, philosophical, political or ideological frame will this 

transformation be done did not have a clear answer. Did inhabitants want to be 

transformed in the first instance? 
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Second, although the program was inspired by a laudable purpose of 

promoting participation, it proposed a participatory model predefined by the 

experts, in terms of objectives, form, and content, in which the “organized 

community plans the project, assumes its execution, hires, supervises, administers 

resources and informs the public executing agency.”72 This process carried the 

risk of the nationalization73 of society, though the State ‘delegates’ functions into 

the civil society, converting it into a simple operator and/or a resource manager. 

It seems that the level of participation was circumscribed only to the 

administration of the project. This brings the question; to what extent is the public 

actually having agency, and accountability or liability with regard to their own 

transformation? Is the State, as in the previous case, being democratic when 

assuming the role of the creator and director in charge of progress and change?  

We have seen how even when design processes are democratic, they do 

not guarantee the good of society. Both projects, the Superblocks and the Barrio 

Re-habilitation Program, looked at the barrio-informal-housing problem from a 

distant perspective, from the perspective of experts that evaluate and diagnose 

the problems of the society from a formal point of view.74 The frame we use to 

understand the complexities of society is a key factor in the process that 

                                                 
72 Gimenez Mercado, Rivas Gómez and Rodríguez Vásquez 2008 
73 By nationalization I mean to bring under the ownership or control of the State, which 

separates society from the conceptual and design responsibilities with the risk of failing in 

giving accurate and effective solutions. 
74 By formal, I imply an excessive emphasis on the empty form again. They approached 

the barrios with too many assumptions about what were the problems and what the 

‘appropriate’ solutions. 
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determines the decisions we make and it cannot be a mono-disciplinary frame 

where the process of design is unidirectional. Our frame must be complex and 

comprehensive, and should consider as many views as possible, especially those 

most affected by our choices. However, design processes that take into 

consideration the dialogue between competing views need time to be 

evaluated and improved.  

The Barrio Re-habilitation Program can be considered the beginning of 

participatory design initiatives in Venezuela that involve previously abandoned 

and ignored sectors of the population, such as residents of informal settlements. 

In the next chapter, I will explore how programs like this have evolved and 

have been included in the legal structure of the Venezuelan Constitution in order 

to give structure and support to inclusionary initiatives. 
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CHAPTER 5  

Current housing development processes in Caracas 

5.1 Political, economic and social context 

Since Chavez won Venezuela’s presidency in 1998, he ratified the country 

the central theme of his campaign: a constitutional reform through the 

convening of a National Constituent Assembly that drafted a new Constitution. 

This new Constitution contains the political, legal, social and institutional key 

guidelines that structures and constructs the new national project. It defines the 

political system as democratic-participatory and protagonist, social rights are 

extended to new areas of social life and new subjects are incorporated. The 

State’s social function is redefined and the main role of the State as the 

guarantee of social rights is established. It also introduces the principle of shared 

responsibility of families and society with equal obligation to fulfill duties to ensure 

full exercise of these rights.75  

The big change of this new Constitution is in the definition of the political 

model of the new republic as democratic, participatory and protagonist, where 

the responsibility of change is shared between citizens and the State. In this view, 

social policy should aim to train, prepare and ensure the health, work, 

education, social security, and housing. However, despite this, the state is 

                                                 
75 Maingon 2004 
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defined in the new constitution as an entity that has a set of obligations to 

citizens, with the goal of social justice. The State is understood as the 

participatory space where society exercises equal power in public affairs.  

The conception of social policy the current government manages is 

expressed in the Plan of Economic and Social Development of the Nation. It 

states the need to strengthen social participation and citizen power generation 

in the public spaces of decision, from the development of social networks, seen 

as instrument for the defense and vindication of universal and equitable rights. 

The concept of “social balance” is grounded in the need to strike a proper 

balance between individual interest and social interest, particularly with regard 

to exclusion and marginalization of the weakest, and seek a better and fair 

national bond in the social distribution of wealth and national income, so that 

the resulting model incorporates the needs of the entire population. 

The completion of the XXI century socialism that we are inventing 

and will only be possible in the medium historical time, necessarily 

involves ethical and moral remaking of the Venezuelan nation. This 

recasting is an ethical and moral project rooted in the fusion of 

values and principles of the most advanced of the humanist 

socialism and historical heritage of the thought of Simon Bolivar. 

The ultimate goal is the ultimate happiness for every citizen. The 

basis of this fundamental objective will rest in the ways of social 

justice, equity and solidarity between human beings and the 

institutions of the Republic… The confrontation between an old 
system (capitalism) that has not finished pass away, based on 
selfish individualism in personal greed, and the unbridled profit 

motive, and a new system (socialism) whose ethical values of 

human solidarity, the collective realization of individuality and 
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rational satisfaction of basic needs of men and women, makes its 

way into the heart of our society.76 

This fragment of the Plan of Economic and Social Development of the 

Nation reveals the pursuit of alternate ways to develop the Venezuelan society in 

a collective and socially conscious way. The aim is to create policy that 

reevaluates the measurements used by the capitalist model, and move toward 

a more social-based approach where social capital and community 

organizations are the base for developing the economy. 

The strategic objectives set by the Plan of Economic and Social 

Development of the Nation to achieve social equity are basically three: 

1. Universal and equitable social rights: ensuring access to education, 

the pursuit of studies, the extent of coverage, pursue the articulation of the 

education system with the system of goods and services promotion, and 

eradication of illiteracy. Guarantee the right to health, giving priority to quality of 

life and overcoming inequities, and create a national health system. Develop a 

social security system that breaks laborist schemes, with universal and solidary 

pensions. Consolidate a national housing system, ensure citizen’s security and 

address current crime rates. Create full access to culture, strengthen sports, and 

guarantee accurate and timely information. 

                                                 
76 Presidencia República Bolivariana de Venezuela. "Plan de Desarrollo Económico y 

Social de la Nación 2007-2013." Proyecto Nacional Simón Bolívar. Primer Plan Socialista - 

PPS -. Caracas, Septiembre 2007. (Plan of Economic and Social Development of the 

Nation 2007-2013) 
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2. Reducing wealth gaps: strengthen social economy, democratize 

ownership of land, generate productive employment, and restructure the pay 

system by linking payment to economic performance and corporate 

profitability. 

3. The appropriation of the public realm as a space of collective 

interest and civic construction: encourage the development of social networks 

and grassroots organizations, encourage society to be a controller of the public 

realm and promote civic responsibility. 

Below, I will explain and outline a series of laws and policies created 

during Chavez’s governments that are attempts to implement the new 

constitution and are related to the housing production system in Venezuela. 

These laws were intended to support the new socialist ideals of supreme social 

happiness, protagonist and revolutionary democracy and the socialist 

production model. I will sketch how some groups of citizens have interpreted 

these policies to understand the differences between policy-making and policy-

implementation. 

5.2 New regulations, laws and policies related to the housing process 

Special Law on Cooperative Associations (2001) 

This law gives structure to the way the informal sector organizes in order to 

pursue economic development. It is a participatory, democratic structure that 
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values team work, collective discipline, equal economic participation, solidarity, 

commitment to community strengthening and education. 

The enrollment in the Public Registry of the constitutive act and statutes of 

the cooperatives, as well as registration and issuance of copies of any other 

document issued by them, is exempt from payment of registration fees and any 

other tax or fee. This allow low income citizens to associate in a legal form 

without paying large amounts of economic capital. 

The conditions to be an associate are: being an individual worker, primary 

producer of goods and services, primary consumers and users; being a non-profit 

legal entity of civil character; or being an adolescent with authorization from its 

parents.  

Cooperatives are flexible, open to processes of change, and adapted to 

cultural values and needs of the associates, encouraging participation among 

its associates in order to share responsibilities and execute actions collectively. 

Decisions are taken democratically and each associate has equal share.  

The work of a cooperative is a responsibility and obligation of all 

the associates and will be developed in a collaborative manner 

without any economic compensation, in a partial or full time, with 

the benefits of enjoying the surplus product of the work of the 

whole cooperative… The work of a cooperative will be developed 

in team, with equity, collective discipline and auto management, 

stimulating creativity and entrepreneurship, permanent 
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participation, wellbeing, solidarity, and sense of identity and 

belonging.77 

If we compare the operating structure of the cooperatives with the 

informal communities’ structure, we find that residents of the informal settlements 

usually organize in the same way. In the past, there was not an institutional form 

those communities could use in order to get assistance from the government, 

economic advantages, or legal rights. With this type of organization, they have a 

much simpler and familiar way to organize and develop economically, socially 

and politically. Cooperatives also have an educational component. From the 

surplus of a cooperative, 10% of it has to be allocated to the education fund. 

However, the law is not explicit in how cooperatives are going to develop their 

educational programs and the link with universities, institutes and other 

educational institutions is missing. 

In practice, cooperatives are used as banks and construction 

organizations, among other applications. This helps to create legal and legible 

forms for those actors in the informal system whose roles are not defined or clear 

in the housing production process (see Figure 5.1). 

                                                 
77 Chavez Frias, Hugo. "Ley Especial de Asociaciones Cooperativas." Decreto No 1.440. 

Caracas: Gaceta Oficial No 37.285 de fecha 18 de sepriembre de 2001, Agosto 30, 2001. 

(Special law on cooperative associations) 
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Figure 5.1 Cooperatives in the informal housing system 

However, the institution in charge of regulating the cooperatives - the 

National Superintendence of Cooperatives - is a centralized organism whose 

relationship with regional instances is not explicitly clear. Moreover, cooperatives 

are hardly regulated because of the difficulties of operating a federal institution. 

Therefore, many cases of corruption have been detected and cooperatives are 

not being used in all their capacities.  

Law on Communal Councils (2006)  

This law restructures social organization, according to communities’ 

common needs and goals.  Communal Councils are instances of participation, 

coordination and integration among the various community organizations, social 

groups and citizens, which allow the organized people to directly exercise the 

management of public policies and projects to meet the needs and aspirations 

of communities building a society of equity and social justice.  

“The organization, operation and action of communal councils is 

governed by the principles of shared responsibility, cooperation, 
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solidarity, transparency, delivering reports, honesty, efficacy, 

efficiency, social responsibility, social control, equity, social justice 

and equality and gender.”78 

In the informal system, because residents invade land, they did not have 

a way to organize legally as in the formal system, where citizens organize in 

neighborhood associations. In the formal system, to be part of a neighborhood 

association and acquire assistance, funding or any attention from the 

Government, residents are required to have property tenure. The communal 

councils law, allows communities to consolidate in a legal form without requiring 

them to have property tenure or any other legal document. The law is based on 

the existent structures of social organization in the informal communities, allowing 

residents to acquire institution and agency in their roles as active transformers of 

the society. 

Communal councils have their own operational structure. They are 

conformed by an executive body, a financial management unit and a social 

audit unit. The executive body promotes and articulates the participatory 

organization of community members, social groups and community 

organizations in different work committees. The financial management unit, 

which is elected by the Citizens’ Assembly, is an organ of financial execution that 

manages financial and nonfinancial resources, serves as an investment and 

                                                 
78 Chavez Frias, Hugo. "Ley de los Consejos Comunales." Gaceta Oficial de la República 

Bolivariana de Venezuela No 5.806. Caracas, Abril 10, 2006. (Law on communal 

councils) 
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credit entity, and performs financial intermediation with generated, allocated or 

captured funds. It is named as “Communal Bank” and acquires the legal figure 

of Cooperative. Hence, it is governed by the special law of cooperative 

associations. These communal banks are exempt of the regulation of the existing 

banking law and other financial institutions. The social audit unit, also elected by 

the Citizens’ Assembly, exercises social audit, controls and supervises the 

management of allocated resources, received or generated by the community 

council, as well as on programs and public investment projects budgeted and 

executed by the national government, regional or municipal. 

The institution in charge of the communal councils’ supervision and 

conformation is the “Presidential Commission of Popular Power.” This organism is 

designated by the President of Venezuela and is independent of any other 

institution in the country. Each estate and municipality has a communal council, 

which is also designated by the President. This structure is not related at any level 

with the decentralized, regional and local institutions elected by the citizens. 

Although communal councils allow residents to enhance their social 

networks and give opportunities to those in the informal system, the operational 

structure is completely independent from the existent formal system (see Figure 

5.2). The regulator, in this case, is the federal government, while in the existent 

formal system the regulator is the municipal government. 
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Figure 5.2 Communal Councils in the informal housing system 

As a consequence, frictions and problems emerge from the discrepancies 

of the two systems, the federal and the municipal or regional. In addition, instead 

of linking the formal and the informal, the difference between both systems is 

even more exacerbated. Federal plans clash with regional and municipal plans, 

increasing the discordances and conflicts between different levels of 

governance and citizens.  

An example of these conflicts is a case in the Municipality of Chacao. The 

municipal government designed a project for the new farmers market that 

included a new building for vendors, a civic center for residents of the 

neighborhood and a plaza. The project required the demolition of the old 

farmers market building in order to build the new one.79 Some of the farmers 

were supportive of the project, and others were not. However, the majority 

                                                 
79 The demolition would not affect the economic activities of the farmers because the 

new building was going to be built before, and the farmers could move into it without 

interrupting their regular business.  
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would agree with the construction of the new building because it considerably 

improved their conditions.80 However, the opposition group formed a communal 

council and went on strike. They decided not to move from the old building, 

paralyzing the construction of the civic center and the plaza. The municipality 

sued the communal council with no success. The federal government supported 

the communal council and the project was cancelled. In this specific case, the 

communal council did not represent even 20% of the farmers. However, they 

gained the agency to decide over the majority.  

Cases like this show the possible conflicts that emerge from the 

encounters between the two systems. The inequalities are still existent, but just in 

a different form.  

Community Service Law for College Students (2005) 

Community services is an activity that higher education students must 

develop in communities, applying the scientific, technical, cultural, sports and 

humanistic knowledge acquired during their education for the benefit of 

communities to cooperate, with their participation, in the fulfillment of social 

welfare. Students must complete 120 hours of community service in order to 

obtain their bachelor’s degree.  

                                                 
80 80% of the residents of Chacao supported the project according to the major of the 

Chacao Municipality, Emilio Grateron, expressed in statements given to the newspaper 

Noticias 24 in October 2009. (Noticias 24. Noticias 24. October 6, 2009. 

http://www.noticias24.com/actualidad/noticia/96655/gn-toma-antiguo-mercado-de-

chacao-para-uso-del-programa-barrio-nuevo-tricolor/ (accessed 04 20, 2012)) 
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Community service projects have to be elaborated in response to 

communities’ needs, offering solutions methodologically, and taking into 

account the municipal, state and national development plans. 

This program gives students the opportunity to relate to the outer world 

outside the University’s walls and gives them the chance to contribute to the 

development of their society and to integrate college activities with outside 

communities. It also encourages students to relate and share with impoverished 

communities and learn the concepts of solidarity, social responsibility, 

cooperation, co-responsibility, participation and community assistance.  

Community participation in these processes, communication with 

people, and face to face relationships between professionals and 

inhabitants, are an indispensable condition to encourage and 

facilitate a dialogic approach to the design process. This 

approximation resulted in the practice of a joint and 

transdisciplinary effort that recognized the need to articulate 

multiple knowledge where each actor, from their social role or their 

specific discipline, established mechanisms of communication, 

forms of negotiation, and discussion of criteria to address common 

problems.81 

However, the program is not widely known by the communities. There is 

no direct connection between the Law on Communal Councils and the 

community Service Law for College Students. A member of a communal council, 

that is involved in the remodeling project of the building where he lives relates: 

The INCE [Instituto Nacional de Cooperacion Educativa]82 is 

responsible for preparing the community for the work. Teachers go 

                                                 
81 Interview with a faculty member of an Architecture School in Caracas. July, 2012 
82 The National Institute of Educational Cooperation is an autonomous organism under 

the Ministry of People’s Power for Communal Economy. 
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to the community and give the courses… I did not know that the 

universities had programs to help community councils. I thought 

that only the government could provide those services.83 

Communities benefit in many ways from this law. Low-income 

communities can access to professional and technical advisory to develop 

projects for the improvement of their environment, otherwise, unreachable for 

them, because of their high cost. However, if communities are not familiar with 

their resources, valuable opportunities can be wasted.  

If we look at the informal system, there is an opportunity for universities 

and students, to perform the role of the designer (see Figure 5.3), allowing 

communities to reach higher standards of living and strengthen relationships with 

other institutions and professionals. 

 

Figure 5.3 Community Service in the informal housing system 

Moreover, partnerships between educational institutions and communities 

can strengthen the local culture and break the dependency in the central 

                                                 
83 Interview with a member of a communal council. 12/18/2011 
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government. However, this law is not linked to the law on communal councils or 

the law on cooperative associations.  

Public universities in Venezuela, although they receive funding from the 

state, have autonomy in their administration and decision making. However, the 

federal government has attempted on several occasions to control the 

universities’ lines of education and administration in order to put them to the 

service of “the construction of the new socialist model.”84 Nevertheless, these 

attempts have not succeeded and the federal government has no power to 

decide the future of universities and their missions. For this reason, the president 

has tried to discredit these institutions arguing that they are elitist organizations 

controlled by the opposition that have no intentions to help communities to 

improve their environments or enhance their capacities.  For this reason, many 

communities mistrust universities and discard the possibility of association or 

partnership with them. 

Law on Urban Land and Emergency Law on Urban Land and Housing (2009 and 

2011) 

These laws regulate the use of abandoned, empty land, private or public, 

or whatever other lands that the Executive determines, with the aim of 

developing social housing programs to solve the housing crisis in the country. 

                                                 
84 In 2010, the National Assembly sanctioned a new law on higher education that 

promoted “attitudes, values and capacities oriented toward the endogenous, integral, 

and sustainable development of Venezuela in achieving socio-productive sovereignty 

for the construction of the socialist homeland.” 
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These laws expand the role of the government in regulating, managing and 

restructuring land in order to create solutions for the “housing crisis emergency” 

created in the past 2 years. 

The regularization of urban lands comprises a soil study that should 

determine if the land is suitable for housing construction. Otherwise, priority will 

be given to other complementary elements of housing that are part of a 

neighborhood, such as squares and sport fields that are contemplated in the 

neighborhood plan of the community. 

“…if the study proves that the soil does not support any type of 

construction, the land will be used for projects that allow 

ornamental trees to recreate the urban areas and contribute to 

improving the environment.”85 

This fragment of the law suggests that regardless the land is suitable or not 

for housing construction, it will be taken and used for any other kind of function 

or activity. The President has the power to decide what, where, and when new 

housing projects are going to be built, which leaves professionals, universities, 

institutes and other planning instances out of the system, limiting solutions to what 

the President considers is the best. The Emergency Law for Urban Land and 

Housing empowers the President to establish, plan, modify or redistribute any 

land he considers prudent, without any negotiation or previous agreement. 

Article 3rd states: 

                                                 
85 Asamblea Nacional. "Ley de Tierras Urbanas." Gaceta oficial de la Republica 

Bolivariana de Venezuela. Caracas, Agosto 13, 2009. (Law on Urban land, Chapter III, 

Article 11: About the soil study)  
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In order to achieve the objective of this Act, the National Executive 

is empowered to… 3. Issue decrees creating vital areas of housing 

and residences, in which the State shall fully rearrange the 

distribution and use of space, whether urban or rural, to destine it 

as a priority and with urgency to the construction of single family 

homes or multifamily communities of micro, small districts, large 

districts or new cities… 5. Allocate land and provide housing for 

households who are at risk of life, that are poor, those who do not 

own their own homes or young couples who are founding family.  

Moreover, when the project has been qualified as urgent, the affected 

land or nonresidential property will be occupied, in order to execute the project 

immediately, under the terms established in the law. Some professionals consider 

this is an institutionalization of invasion of private property: 

Evidently, there is a revanchist discourse, a discourse of class 

struggle that encourages such activities [invasions]. On the other 

side, there is also a soft policy towards the invasions by the 

government. That is, not in all cases the government avoids 

them… By the way, this weekend there is a wave of invasions 

that the government has not stopped. The other problem is the 

disrespect for private property. If there is a policy that does not 

respect the private property, allows confiscations and avoids 

invasions, there will be obviously a very important contraction of 

private investment that will also affect the construction of 

housing.86 

Therefore, many companies, civic associations, developers and private 

investors, refrain from investing in real estate or construction business because of 

the lack of juridical safety. A recent case that exemplifies the arbitrariness of this 

law is the SAMBIL La Candelaria mall. This building, initially designed for 

commercial use and that was close to be inaugurated, was expropriated in 2008 

                                                 
86 Interview with Venezuelan lawyer on 02/24/2012 
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by the government with the excuse that the mall was going to cause too much 

traffic around the area.87 The president declared:  

No, no and no. Who is going to stand the traffic in the Urdaneta 

avenue? Actions have to be taken. So I am leaving this issue in your 

hands, Mr. Major. This cannot be allowed… This is going to collapse 

the entire downtown Caracas. Stop that Mr. Major. We are going 

the review the project and we are going to expropriate.88 

The building was taken from 

private owners with the purpose of 

transforming it into a hospital, a 

school or a university.89 However, 

this rearrangement never 

happened and at this moment, 

the building is being used as a 

refugee for homeless people that 

were displaced for the flooding 

tragedy in 2009 (see Figure 5.4). 

Nonetheless, the building was not 

                                                 
87 It is important to highlight that the building was almost finished and the municipal 

authorities approved its construction. 
88  Velasco Salazar, Nancy. El Universal Digital. 12 21, 2008. 

http://www.eluniversal.com/2008/12/21/ccs_ava_chavez-ordena-

exprop_21A2173659.shtml (accessed 04 20, 2012) 
89 All of this without any previous study that supported the possibility of this 

transformation. 

Figure 5.4 Sambil building. View of one of its 

facades and internal view of living spaces. 

Sources: El Universal and Reportero 24 



 69 

conditioned for this use and current occupants live now in underserved 

conditions. Consequently, other residents, business owners and investors have 

fear that something similar could happen to their properties in the future and the 

economy has depressed in those areas. 

Residents of the neighborhood comment: 

The mall of the Candelaria is not attractive. People prefer to run 

away, because it has become a source of insecurity. Not all victims 

are bad, but there are some who behave improperly. 

Sambil Candelaria brought only lost to the community. It has not 

helped. It only has wasted money and investments were 

discarded. They believe they have affected the people of La 

Candelaria, but in fact the state has suffered. 

It will turn 3 years of the expropriation of the Mall (Sambil 

Candelaria) that would provide 4,000 direct jobs and 6,000 indirect. 

It will be a year since the arrival of more than 3,000 homeless 

people who are living in inhuman conditions.90 

People have lost their confidence in the government and their interest in 

the neighborhood. They feel unsafe and abandoned. For them, this law has 

occasioned more problems than solutions and they are being affected in more 

negative than positive ways. 

Emergence of new patterns 

In the year 2006, there were more than 180 buildings “compulsorily 

acquired” and occupied by government mandate. By 2011, more than 155 

                                                 
90 http://www.eluniversal.com/caracas/111224/mejor-que-hubieran-dejado-un-centro-

comercial-en-el-sambil 

http://www.eluniversal.com/caracas/111224/mejor-que-hubieran-dejado-un-centro-comercial-en-el-sambil
http://www.eluniversal.com/caracas/111224/mejor-que-hubieran-dejado-un-centro-comercial-en-el-sambil
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buildings, 800 houses, lands and warehouses were invaded in Caracas, and 

more than 20,000 properties have been invaded nationwide. 91  

Figure 5.5 represents a survey of some of the buildings that have been 

invaded in Caracas that until now have been avoided or ignored by the Federal 

Government. Although this map only represents 20 of the 155 invaded buildings 

in the city, it shows that 13 of the 20 buildings are located in municipalities whose 

mayors belong to the president’s government party. 

 

Figure 5.5 Map of building invasions in Caracas. By Angela Bonadíes and Juan Jose 

Olavarría 

                                                 
91 APIUR, Asociacion de Propietarios Inmuebles Urbanos C.A. This organization has a list of 

many of the invaded and expropriated land in Caracas. URL: 

http://www.apiur.org/inmuebles/hemeroteca/expropiaciones/ 

http://www.apiur.org/inmuebles/hemeroteca/expropiaciones/
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A lawyer comments, 

In the state of Lara and Caracas, you see that at least most of 

the invasions, whether or not supported by a government official... 

there are always  slogans of socialism, etc ... people dressed in 

red, etc...92 

In the past 6 years, new patterns of invasion and occupation have 

emerged in the city of Caracas. New hybrid processes have started to develop: 

Far from the dream of having code zones in the barrios, all along 

the city buildings flourish ignoring any regulation.  And rather than 

safer and more comfortable substitute houses, a new housing 

typology has arrived in the form of vertical barrios that occupy 

abandoned or unfinished buildings. The formal city is being 

swallowed by the informal overgrowth.93  

Moreover, these are new processes where the limits of legality and 

illegality are blurred and communities are using the new laws as an instrument to 

justify their actions. 

The Tower of David 

An example of this new type of settlement is La Torre de David, a high-rise 

building of 195 meters and 45 floors high located in Caracas, one of the tallest 

squatter buildings in the world. The construction of this building started in 1990 to 

host a Financial center for the Confinanzas Financial Group (see Figure 5.6). 

However, due to the banking crisis in the 1990s and the owners bankruptcy, the 

tower was left unfinished in 1994. Since then, the building – also known as David’s 

                                                 
92 Interview with Venezuelan lawyer on 02/24/2012 
93 Silvia Soonets, an architect and faculty member of the Universidad Simon Bolivar, URL: 

http://favelissues.com/2011/10/26/going-backwards-in-caracas/#more-1523 

http://favelissues.com/2011/10/26/going-backwards-in-caracas/#more-1523
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Tower, as an allusion to its owner David Brillembourg – was taken over by the 

State institution FOGADE.94 In 2007, a group of homeless families invaded the 

building,95 and in June 2009 they founded the cooperative “Cooperativa de 

Vivienda Casiques de Venezuela” with 52 associates.96  

 

Figure 5.6 Original project of the tower. Source: El Universal 

                                                 
94 Gerardo Hernandez Davila, ‘La Torre de David,’ El Universal, Caracas, Sábado 1 de 

Septiembre de 2007. 
95 ‘200 familias invadieron torre bancaria de FOGADE,’ URL: 

www.sociedadcivilvenezuela.com, published in October 31, 2007. 
96 Blog administered by one resident of the Tower, Gladys. URL: http://torre-

confinanza.blogspot.com/2011/05/de-la-torre-confinanza-para-nuestro.html#comment-

form 

http://www.sociedadcivilvenezuela.com/
http://torre-confinanza.blogspot.com/2011/05/de-la-torre-confinanza-para-nuestro.html#comment-form
http://torre-confinanza.blogspot.com/2011/05/de-la-torre-confinanza-para-nuestro.html#comment-form
http://torre-confinanza.blogspot.com/2011/05/de-la-torre-confinanza-para-nuestro.html#comment-form
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The Tower of David is occupied by 609 families. Upon arrival, each family is 

in charge of cleaning up debris and trash from their apartments. Each level has 

32 apartments. The building has legal electricity service and although it is not 

clear if they acquired it legally or not, they also have clean water, which is 

pumped with a system built by the community. A group of men provide security 

service that is also paid by the community. Families self-build their homes 

according with their possibilities and they have also taken care of the sewage 

and electrical system of their apartments (see Figure 5.7). There are 29 levels 

occupied. From floor 17, bathrooms are collective, until each family has the 

possibilities to build their own bathrooms in their apartments. There are also hair 

salons, a cyber café, sport courts, a clay block industry, and small grocery stores 

in almost every floor (see Figure 5.8). In order to secure proper behavior among 

the residents, they have developed rules of conduct (see Figure 5.9) with 

sanctions and punishments for those who do not comply with them. 

  

Figure 5.7 Self-built apartments. Photographs by Angela Bonadies and Juan Jose 

Olavarria, and El Universal 
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Figure 5.8 Hair salon, grocery store and sport court. Photograph by Angela Boadies and 

Juan Jose Olavarria, and El Universal 
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Figure 5.9 Rules of conduct. Photograph by Angela Bonadies and Juan Jose Olavarria 

Although the community of the Tower of David has complied with many 

laws, it still has not been possible for them to consolidate as a communal council, 

which would allow them to get access to many benefits such as funding for 

social projects and other resources. However, the Ministry of Communes does 

not grant them the permits, arguing that they are an invasion, which is an illegal 

activity. Nevertheless, the community of the tower believes that they have done 

all that is in their possibilities to become legal in order to get assistance from the 

government: 

We’re not stealing anything. We pay for the electricity and the 

water legally. Every family must pay around $15 (£10) a month to 

live here in order to pay for the things the community needs… 

We’re trying to do everything through the proper legal channels so 
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that if the government ever tries to throw us out, we’ll have the 

paperwork ready.97 

Moreover, residents of the tower have started a remodeling project of the 

building façade. In their blog, they posted a series of images, giving the 

impression that they have 

received some kind of 

professional assistance in 

drawing facades and details 

for the new façade. The 

project has two phases: the 

first one consists in applying 

paint to the façade beams 

and walls, leaving columns 

and edges of the floors in 

concrete. The aim of this first 

phase is to produce an 

aesthetic change in a fast 

and economic way (See 

Figure 5.10). 

                                                 
97 Alexander Daza, also called “El Niño” (the Kid), a former gang member who became 

an Evangelical pastor after turning to religion in jail. Source: 

http://www.venezuelareport.com/torre-confinanza-venezuelas-squatter-skyscraper/ 

Figure 5.10 Facade Project Phase I: Painting 

http://www.venezuelareport.com/torre-confinanza-venezuelas-squatter-skyscraper/
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The second phase is 

more complex and requires 

knowledge in metallic 

fabrication. The project 

consists in a double skin 

composed by metallic 

elements. This phase 

includes the creation of a 

metal workshop in the 

ground floor of the building, 

with an educational unit 

and construction school in 

order to embrace the 

inhabitants of the tower in 

the construction of their own 

façade (See Figure 5.11). 

Angela Bonadies and Juan Jose Olavarria, researchers and artists, 

comment: 

The tower is filled with economic and political history that predates 

its appropriation by squatters: the image of the emergence of 

powerful groups who were not part of the amos del valle (or rather 

"lords of the valley" with old money). It reflects new fortunes, a 

bonanza that was vulnerable to risks, surplus value, speculation, the 

lack of controls, and a rupture of the hegemony wielded by the 

few local families who had dwelled in an archipelago of 

Figure 5.11 Facade Project Phase II: double skin facade 
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modernity. The crisis of modernity is the crisis of utopia. The tower is 

a heterotopia, which makes it an "ambiguous space." 

…The tower is an object, among many others, that represents the 

lack of synchrony between deeds and words; it is a symptomatic 

space, not a spectacle. The people who live there are not acting 

out a play or performing, they are finding a solution to an issue 

affecting their lives. 

What's more, the tower is not unique or isolated, but is part of a 

permanent absence and presence: the absence of decisions to 

confront a problem and the presence of a group of people trying 

to survive. In this case, there's a contrast because instead of being 

on a piece of wasteland, on the peripheries, or up on a hill, this 

situation is occurring in an abandoned building, an aspirational 

skyscraper, that is really a container that molds itself and assimilates 

what's outside it for a common cause: survival. And this in turn 

represents another void: that of financial controls and another 

struggle between political and economic power. Ultimately, all we 

are doing is focusing on the imprint that power leaves in its wake: a 

void in solving problems and the massive amount of bureaucracy 

concentrated in the offices where decisions are made. That is the 

real theme park. The tower is a reality that is as human as 

geometry.98 

The residents of the Tower demand social, economic and political 

recognition. They recognize themselves as a community that has worked very 

hard to preserve harmony and conviviality among its inhabitants, strengthening 

their sense of belonging, always protected and acting in accordance with the 

Constitution: 

Thinking of a better future for our children, we want to raise a few 

proposals for our government to consider, wishing to apply shared 

responsibility between Government and Community. The 

Confinanza’s tower represents our social battle and in the process, 

we have learned the sense of belonging to a place and living with 

dignity. My Commander Hugo Rafael Chavez Frias, we want to 

                                                 
98 Source: latorrededavid.blogspot.com/p/publicaciones.html 



 79 

transform this building into an urban complex like Parque Central, 

where community and government, both win. Likewise Mr. 

President, we need your support for a “Gran Proyecto 

Organoponico,” which will serve to meet the consumption needs 

of many of our families. We also have installed microenterprises 

such as sewing workshops, shoes, laundry, etc., thus we have highly 

trained personnel for such tasks. We are your people my 

commander, prepared to continue fighting for what was 

abandoned for years by many governments and that today 

humble people like us have been recovering. Give us the 

opportunity to show you and the world that with humility and 

willingness we can accomplish great goals and also give effect to 

article no. 3 of our Bolivarian Constitution.99 

The Tower of David represents an example of people’s interpretations of 

many of the new policy changes in the social and economic organization and 

housing policies. Residents of the tower have struggled to achieve the same 

agency in the form of social, economic and political status of the formal 

communities, using policies and laws as instruments to institutionalize their own 

practices. In the process, they have strengthen their social bonds and have 

learned useful knowledge to implement a better housing production process 

more tailored to their system.  

However, on the other side, other residents of the neighborhood have 

different perceptions of the situation. Although many express solidarity with the 

community of the tower, they also have concerns about the value of their 

properties, their safety and the inequalities between them and the residents of 

the tower. 

                                                 
99 Blog administered by one resident of the Tower, Gladys. URL: http://torre-

confinanza.blogspot.com/2011/05/de-la-torre-confinanza-para-nuestro.html#comment-

form 

http://torre-confinanza.blogspot.com/2011/05/de-la-torre-confinanza-para-nuestro.html#comment-form
http://torre-confinanza.blogspot.com/2011/05/de-la-torre-confinanza-para-nuestro.html#comment-form
http://torre-confinanza.blogspot.com/2011/05/de-la-torre-confinanza-para-nuestro.html#comment-form
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Comparable to previous informal settlements in Caracas, the tower has 

become unsafe for its residents and their neighbors. There are gangs inside the 

building that constantly threaten the community. Because the inhabitants of the 

tower do not have full access to all the benefits of a regular citizen (by virtue of 

having illegally invaded a building), their complaints are hardly heard by the 

police. They are, like barrio dwellers, illegible to formal institutions. As a result, the 

levels of violence have increased and the community has accustomed to this 

situation. 

In November 2011, a 25-year-old woman that was reported missing was 

found dead in the basement of the building.100 In April 16th 2012, there was a 

kidnapping case inside the tower. The police raided the building and found 

evidence that the kidnappers that held the victim – a diplomatic member of the 

Costa Rica’s government - negotiated the ransom from inside the tower.101  

In reference to events like these, neighbors of the tower comment: 

There is much fear. No one wants to report crimes because they do 

not know who you are talking with. Yesterday (Monday) we felt 

that we were caught in a triangle of war. No shots were heard but 

                                                 
100 El Universal. "El Universal digital." Caracas-Sucesos. November 17, 2011. 

http://www.eluniversal.com/caracas/sucesos/111117/hallan-cadaver-de-mujer-en-

sotano-de-torre-invadida (accessed 12 6, 2011) 
101 Ramirez Miranda, Deivis. "Sucesos." El Universal digital. April 10, 2012. 

http://www.eluniversal.com/sucesos/120410/torre-de-david-sospechosa-de-secuestro 

(accessed April 11, 2012) 
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there were many police officers and hammer strokes and screams 

were heard. There were like four hours of terror.102 

For residents of La Candelaria, San Bernardino and the entire North 

of Caracas, this Confinanzas Tower, which was invaded in 2007, 

has become a checkpoint of death.103 

Other neighbors consider that the problem expands beyond the tower, 

but definitely, the many cases of invasions around the neighborhood contribute 

to the deterioration of the environment. One resident of the neighborhood 

relates: 

Right now, so many things affect me… There is the Sambil mall, 

which is also invaded, and all the Mexico Avenue invasions… One 

of the things is that the stores that are facing the Sambil have to 

close at noon because they have been robbed (since the invaders 

occupied the building). There have been many thefts. Another 

situation is that we have seen police officers killing criminals in the 

middle of the day. The situation is normal now… On the other side, 

properties have lost their value first, because of the insecurity in the 

whole area. For example, a neighbor told me the other day that he 

saw two police officers robbing a butcher shop! We do not know 

whom to trust. The whole situation is related to the invasions. 

Everything is a disaster right now!104  

These stories are evidence of the situation of instability that exists around 

these new cases of invasion. Neighbors of the tower feel that, like the invaders of 

the tower, they have been abandoned by the government and the authorities. 

For all of them, it is very confusing to distinguish between what is legal and what 

is not. The residents of the tower believe they are in their right to do what they 

                                                 
102 Cronicas de San Bernardino (Caracas). April 11, 2012. 

http://sanbernardinoccs.blogspot.com/search/label/Cr%C3%B3nicas%20y%20an%C3%A

9cdotas (accessed April 13, 2012) 
103 Item 
104 Telephone interview with a neighbor of the tower, February 09, 2012 
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are doing and the neighbors of the tower believe that it is unfair that while they 

have paid for their properties and have paid their taxes, they receive nothing in 

return. 

Moreover, given that the policies and laws created reinforce the 

separation between the federal and regional or municipal systems, and formal 

and informal systems, the process by which residents of the tower have gone 

through, has ignored all instances for which regular residents must undergo, 

denying the possibility of any dialogue or relationship with the existing system. 

The situation could become more confusing with the launching of the 

new program “The Great Housing Mission,” which intends to incorporate different 

systems of housing production in one program. It contemplates community 

participation (which by this moment has shown extreme negative examples that 

have not been internalized and solved), international participation and a small 

percentage of private participation, all guided and controlled by the federal 

government. The next section explains the main aspects of the program and its 

consequences. 

5.3 New housing programs. The Great Housing Mission 

In February 2011, the president unveiled part of a new social program that 

aims to "solve the housing tragedy, which is only possible to solve collectively: a 

national union of private and public sector, private banks and public workers, 
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honest entrepreneurs, Venezuelans and the world: Cuba, Iran, China, Belarus, 

Russia, Portugal, Brazil." 

In his TV show Alo Presidente No. 370, held in the Socialist City Caribia in 

the state of Vargas, Chavez explained that this Mission has five vertices: 

1. The first, is the “People’s vertex,” which consists of a national census 

to accurately identify the families in Venezuela who are homeless or living at risk. 

The census is organized in three stages, organized by regions and each stage 

has a duration of one month. During the census, each person voluntarily provides 

his household information.  Once this process is finished, the housing mission 

committee, integrated by one social advocate, a spokesperson of the popular 

movements, a brigade member of the registry, and a member of the Bolivarian 

Militia, analyzes and verifies the information provided by each family by visiting 

home by home. A beneficiary of the housing mission relates the process: 

They asked me where I live, if I have my own house, how many 

children I have, if my kids live with me ... and then they gave me 

this paper [proof of registration in the great housing mission]… Now 

they told me I have to wait for the special committee to come and 

verify the information I gave them.105 

2. The second vertex of the mission is an evaluation of lands. 

According to the official Housing Mission Webpage, a multidisciplinary and inter-

institutional team, coordinated by the Vice-presidency of Land Development, is 

evaluating the evaluation of 720,000 hectares of land to assess their suitability for 

                                                 
105 Interview with a beneficiary of the Housing Mission, 12/20/2011 
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housing construction development. The preliminary analysis is performed based 

in the following criteria:106 

 Distance from populated centers: land that is located in a 5km buffer 

from populated centers along different states of the country. 

 Accessibility: land that has access through land routes. 

 Topography: flat land that is suitable for housing construction. 

 Land use: land that is suitable for agricultural use is excluded from the 

selection for housing construction. 

 Seismic risk 

 Areas under Special Management Regime: areas with a conservation 

status of particular ecosystems are excluded from the selection. 

On the other side, a beneficiary of the program explains that the people, 

organized as communal councils, have the faculty to identify land – based on 

the criteria previously explained – and ask the government to expropriate or 

reassign it to the community for housing development: 

They told us that we could organize in communal councils and 

search for land that we consider suitable to build our homes. If the 

land meets the requirements, we may ask the government to help 

us buy it to build our homes.107 

                                                 
106 Source: 

http://www.misionvivienda.gob.ve/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=79

&Itemid=90 
107 Interview with a beneficiary of the Housing Mission, 12/20/2011 

http://www.misionvivienda.gob.ve/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=79&Itemid=90
http://www.misionvivienda.gob.ve/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=79&Itemid=90
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As I mentioned in a previous section of this chapter, new patterns of 

invasions have emerged in the past years, partly encouraged by the creation of 

the new policies. This program represents a risk in the consolidation of those 

patterns, as it encourages communities to go out in search of land for 

development without considering municipal or regional development plans. 

 

3. The third vertex consists of the registration of construction 

companies, national and international, including workers and community 

workers and companies. The government decided the following percentages of 

participation for each sector: 

Housing developer Percentage of participation 

National entities 35% 

Organized communities 25% 

International agreements  19% 

Regional and municipal entities 13% 

Private companies 8% 
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Figure 5.12 Housing developers percentage of participation 

Figure 5.12 shows that the Federal government directly controls fifty-four 

percent of the housing development (National entities and international 

agreements); thirty-eight percent is indirectly controlled by the federal 

government; and only eight percent of the housing development will be 

assigned to private, independent companies. 

Although there is a considerable percentage of participation of the 

organized communities, as we have seen in previous sections of this chapter, 

those communities are dependent of the federal government in order to get 

approval of their projects. At the end, around ninety-two percent of the housing 

development will be, one way or the other, controlled by the federal 

government. 

4. The fourth vertex is funding. For the year 2012, the government is 

assigning 57,000 million bolivars for the construction of 286,180 housing units. 

These resources come from, among other sources of funding, as follows: 

Source of Funding Investment 

Federal Government 22,343,000 bs 

Fondo de Ahorro Obligatorio para la 

Vivienda (FAO) (Citizen’s savings) 
2,980,000 bs 

Private and Government banks 12,777,000 bs 

Central Bank of Venezuela (BCV) 8,900,000 bs 

Ley de Endeudamiento 

Complementario (public debt) 
10,000,000 bs 
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Figure 5.13 Sources of funding established by the New Housing Mission 

Figure 5.13 shows that the federal government controls more than 

seventy-three percent of the funding (Federal government, Central Bank of 

Venezuela and public debt). This scheme reinforces the dependency on the 

government for the solution of the housing deficit.  

5. The fifth vertex is the provision of construction materials. The Federal 

Government will take control of the production and distribution of the strategic 

construction materials in the country: concrete and steel. In accordance with 

this, the government will run the following courses of action: 

 Implementation of a centralized planning scheme, where production and 

distribution are controlled and focused on the projects contemplated in 

the Great Mission Housing. 
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 Deployment of and industrialization strategy for the production of supplies 

and materials, taking into consideration the deficit in different fields to 

meet the demand in the housing sector. 

 Import of supplies and machinery that cannot be covered locally. These 

activities will be managed through geopolitical relations of the federal 

government. 

 The creation of material storage centers nationwide, as the central axis of 

a new distribution model controlled by the State. 

According to the program, one of the major obstacles that do not allow 

Venezuelans have a home, is the “treatment of commodity that is given to each 

housing development and therefore to the supplies for construction, then being 

exposed to all the typical aberrations of capitalism, such as the extraction of 

maximum value, monopolies, anarchy, speculation and smuggling.”108  

All these measures respond to the government’s hypothesis that housing 

production development has been under private and privileged groups that 

have not been socially responsible in creating affordable housing for the majority 

of the Venezuelan people. In order to solve the dramatic housing deficit in 

Venezuela, the government maintains that it is necessary that the State controls 

and gives direction to future housing developments; this, with the aim of 

producing more housing units in the shortest period. 

                                                 
108 Source: 

http://www.misionvivienda.gob.ve/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=83

&Itemid=37 

http://www.misionvivienda.gob.ve/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=83&Itemid=37
http://www.misionvivienda.gob.ve/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=83&Itemid=37
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However, this chapter has explored how the dominance of the State in 

the housing production system has created more conflicts than solutions. Citizens 

appeal directly to the president instead of going through regular channels, they 

ignore and neglect their relationships with other citizens and trample on other 

citizens to satisfy their needs. On one side, laws like the communal service for 

college students, the communal councils and cooperative associations have 

allow them to achieve more level of agency in the improvement of their lives. 

However, on the other side, they depend on the federal government to do it. 

In the next chapter, I will summarize the negative and positive lessons we 

can learn from this study and I will schematize possible improvements that can 

be made to the existing system in order to develop a more sustainable and 

healthier building culture.   
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CHAPTER 6  

Lessons learned. What would be a sustainable hybrid system? 

Public agency, expert knowledge and government participation 

Previous experiences 

In Chapter 4, we reviewed two different approaches to the informal and 

formal systems dynamics: The first one, the Superblocks project with the 

modernist ideals of progress where technology, the State and expert knowledge 

were the main actors in the housing production system, living the affected 

communities outside of the process. The second, the Barrio Physical Re-

habilitation Program, a more inclusionary alternative were technology, expert 

knowledge and communities were involved in the housing production system. 

However, this program considered communities as an operational resource 

instead leaving them outside of the creative process. 

In both cases, the role of the experts and technology dominate the 

housing production process with the nuance that, in the Barrio Physical Re-

habilitation Program, there is some level of public participation. However, the 

voice of the affected communities was not entirely heard. 

According to Latour, opposition between different members of a 

collective is necessary to maintain an active learning process and keep society 
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alive.109 But, how do we identify and understand who these members or actors 

are and how do they interact? Haraway would say that we need to learn how to 

“see from below”110 in order to objectively understand how different 

technologies are constructed. People make their choices depending on their 

context and the knowledge they have.111  

In order to create a healthier building culture112it is necessary to include 

all the actors involved in the process and assign the same value to each one of 

them. To do that, an honest interaction between those different agents is 

required in order to produce a real exchange of knowledge that allows 

everybody to make choices based on accurate information. 

Current experiences 

In chapter 5, we reviewed some of the ideals expressed in the new 

Constitution, current laws, policies and programs. From this chapter, it is possible 

to identify differences between the ideals of policymaking and the reality of 

implementation. 

                                                 
109 Latour, Politics of Nature: How to bring the sciencees into democracy 2004 
110 Seeing well requires more than acknowledged and self-critical partiality. It requires 

contestation, deconstruction, passionate construction, and hope for transformation of 

systems of knowledge and ways of seeing (Haraway 1995) 
111 For Haraway, “situated knowledges are about communities and not about isolated 

individuals. The only way to find a larger vision is to be somewhere in particular.” 

Objectivity is understood as a positioned reality and it is product of the joining of partial 

views. It is a social construction (Haraway 1995) 
112 Davis 1999 
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On one side, the Venezuelan Constitution envisions a social-based 

economic and social structure where the responsibility of change is shared 

between the citizens and the State, in a political model founded in democracy, 

participation and where people are protagonists. In this model, even though 

expert knowledge is considered,113 it is not required and sometimes it is ignored 

by the new system. On the other side, the creation of the new housing mission 

and other policies such as the Law on Urban Land, and the excessive control of 

the State in the housing production system, produces inconsistencies between 

the ideals of democratic processes and protagonist citizens, and the 

dependency on the State to achieve social improvement (see Figure 6.1).  

According to Howard Davis, a culture of building is the coordinated 

system of knowledge, rules, procedures, and habits that surrounds the building 

process in a particular place and time. Furthermore, these systems - buildings - 

are products of social processes that vary in systematic ways from place to 

place and over time.114 But, how are these social processes developed? Who 

determines how the stakeholders involved in these processes are going to 

interact? Is it a collective? If it is, what is the process by which the collective 

defines its culture? 

                                                 
113 For example, in the Community Service Law for College Students 
114 Davis 1999 
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Figure 6.1 Power relations in the housing production system 

In previous experiences, the relationships between different actors 

involved in the housing production system have been defined unequally, and 

public agency has been ignored and many times neglected because of the 

belief that expert knowledge is the only one with value and needed to improve 

the environment. Current tendencies have explored the inclusion of 
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communities’ local knowledge in the housing production system, but have 

dismissed the involvement of expert knowledge in the process, which has 

brought conflicts at many levels. 

Figure 6.2 represents an abstraction of the different systems that I have 

explored in my thesis. It shows an interpretation of how hybridity can be 

considered negative or positive depending on the relationships and interactions 

between the different stakeholders involved in the housing production system in 

Caracas. It is important to point out that these are extremes of those relationships 

that are difficult to find in such and abstract and pure form in reality, but this 

diagram helps to explain in a graphic and synthetic way different scenarios of 

the same system of relationships.  

 

Figure 6.2 Diagram of interactions between public agency, expert knowledge and State 

participation 
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The new policies have different and sometimes opposite ways to be 

interpreted and put in practice. There have been good examples of their 

implementation and there have been bad examples too. Only through a 

process of trial, error and constant evaluation it is possible to connect those 

different policies in better ways and improve results. 

Further steps 

I propose to start with existing policies, analyzing what has worked and 

what has not, and develop a system that allows interaction and exchange 

between different actors involved in the process of housing production in equal 

ways. The policies and laws investigated in this thesis are oriented toward the 

development of stronger communities through the building of social capital in 

order to encourage them to participate in the solution of their own housing 

problem. Additionally, these policies have helped them to have agency in a 

society where values such as collective work and social organization were not 

considered before in a legal way. However, during the implementation process 

of these policies, there have been particular situations in which certain groups 

have taken private property by claiming their rights to housing, which has 

resulted in chaos and more inequalities between citizens.  

 The example of the tower of David, shows how a community of residents 

can get together, organize in legal form, address issues of conviviality and have 

developed collective participation and agency in the improvement of their 
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environment. However, they still do not have any governmental supervision or 

control during their construction process, they have not complied with minimum 

building codes and they represent a threat to themselves and the neighbors. The 

tower has not added legibility to their neighbors and is still in a state of legal 

levitation. It is not clear if the tower and the activities its residents perform are 

legal or not. Nevertheless, it is necessary to ask how can we improve this situation 

and solve their problems? 

The problems of the tower can be summarized the following way: 

1. The community does not have a clear relationship with experts, 

professionals or universities. There is not a formal project for the remodeling of the 

tower to adjust it for residential use. For this reason, the building does not comply 

with norms or codes and it represents a risk to the residents and their neighbors. 

2.  The state and municipal governments have been left out of the 

system, which does not permit the integration of the building to the municipal 

grid or plans, affecting the provision of services and supervision of building 

processes. 

3. The community appeals directly to the president which creates 

tensions and conflicts between different levels of governance. The presidents 

decides unilaterally what the future of the tower is going to be without consulting 

or negotiating with other stakeholders.  
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The laws and policies created are seeking to support and enhance 

informal settlement residents’ capacities and assets of creating social capital 

and social networks during their housing production processes. However, to 

create more sustainable solutions to the housing problem in Venezuela, it is not 

enough to help one sector of the population. One of the main and recurrent 

problems with the housing production system in Venezuela is the separation 

between informal and formal systems. These laws accentuate those differences 

by creating a separate and independent system for the informal sector. 

Moreover, creating a parallel system ruled by the President does not work 

together with the collaborative and collective society that the Plan of Economic 

and Social Development of the Nation 2007-2013 is looking for. 

To deal with these problems I propose some adjustments to the existing 

system of relationships that are represented in Figure 6.3. 

 

Figure 6.3 Proposed relationships between actors involved in the housing production 

system 
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The proposal consists in different levels of connection between this new, 

legal structure created for the informal sector and the existent structure of the 

formal system in order to find integration and collaboration, which is, in the end, 

what can bring more comprehensive solutions to the housing production 

problems in Venezuela. Below, I explain my recommendations: 

1. Communities and Universities. Incorporate a direct link between the 

Community Service Law for College Students and the Law on Cooperative 

Associations and Communal Councils, where educational exchange can be 

produce in both ways. This connection can create positive outcomes in two 

ways. First, students learn from local practices and incorporate them to their 

studies in order to find alternatives ways to improve or enhance them. Second, 

connecting students with communities while they are studying engage them for 

their future involvement with them in their professional practices. This allows the 

creation of jobs and solutions to the real problems of the society. 

2. Communities and Experts or Professionals. Incorporate a direct link 

between the law on Cooperative Associations and the involvement of 

professionals in their activities in order to ensure technical advisory in the building 

process, necessary to comply with building codes and minimum requirements. 

3. Communities and Federal, State and Municipal Governments. 

Incorporate state and municipal governments in the system to allow regulation 

and coordination at a local level. Create structures in the municipal government 

that coordinate communal councils, civic associations and neighborhood 
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associations. Maintain the economic and political support to communities from 

the federal government to guarantee the execution of social programs, but 

always in coordination with state and municipal authorities. 

4. Government and Universities. Create partnerships between 

governments and universities to develop educational programs such as building 

workshops that incorporate community members, university students, 

professionals and government authorities. This could serve to bring more 

innovation to formal building practices and ensure safe building practices for 

those in the informal sector. Incorporate economic support from the government 

for universities to develop these programs. 

5. Government and Experts or Professionals. Create partnerships 

between governments and professionals to promote the social role of building, 

ensure compliance with codes and standards in the informal settlements’ 

interventions and promote investments in the housing production industry for the 

economically disadvantaged. 

These recommendations aim to stimulate the integration of all the actors 

involved in the housing production system to create more positive, sustainable 

and healthier hybrid solutions to the housing problems in Venezuela. 
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