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Youth in informal settlements are highly vulnerable to poverty, environmental hazards and 
disasters, and a range of health risks. Yet young residents in these communities are also one of 
the least represented populations in planning and community development processes. This 
report seeks to answer how planners can design participatory processes for informal settlement 
upgrading projects that involve youth in meaningful ways in ongoing community 
development. Insights from past research from informal settlements across the western 
hemisphere are used to delineate the critical role youth can play in engaging in community 
building projects and communicating critical needs to the broader community and to public 
officials. Additionally, I develop a case study of young residents launching a youth organization 
in an informal settlement in Santo Domingo, in the Dominican Republic. In this case, 
performative ethnography was used as a key outreach tool that provided insights about what 
planners need to understand about youth and their motivations in order to engage them in 
community development projects. The review and case study also detail the potential benefits 
of bringing youth perspectives into the planning and decision making process for upgrading 
projects in informal communities. The youth engagement process in the Los Platanitos project 
illustrates that that art and performativity were a successful means of drawing youth together 
and were a powerful tool that allowed young residents to articulate their visions for the future 
of their community and the challenges it currently faced. The project further demonstrated that 
bringing in outside youth groups to help form the youth organization was critical because Los 
Platanitos youth had no spaces or prior experiences supporting collective activity. Experienced 
youth leaders from outside the community were instrumental in helping retain interest within 
the youth group and in fostering continued participation and activities. Lastly we learned that 
for youth themselves, organizing and participating in the community planning process gave 
them a new sense of confidence in their ability to affect their community and expand their own 
capacities and skills in organizing and goal setting.
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Abstract 

Youth in informal settlements are highly vulnerable to poverty, environmental 

hazards and disasters, and a range of health risks. Yet young residents in these 

communities are also one of the least represented populations in planning and 

community development processes. This report seeks to answer how planners 

can design participatory processes for informal settlement upgrading projects 

that involve youth in meaningful ways in ongoing community development. 

Insights from past research from informal settlements across the western 

hemisphere are used to delineate the critical role youth can play in engaging in 

community building projects and communicating critical needs to the broader 

community and to public officials. Additionally, I develop a case study of young 

residents launching a youth organization in an informal settlement in Santo 

Domingo, in the Dominican Republic. In this case, performative ethnography was 

used as a key outreach tool that provided insights about what planners need to 

understand about youth and their motivations in order to engage them in 

community development projects. The review and case study also detail the 

potential benefits of bringing youth perspectives into the planning and decision 

making process for upgrading projects in informal communities. The youth 

engagement process in the Los Platanitos project illustrates that that art and 

performativity were a successful means of drawing youth together and were a 

powerful tool that allowed young residents to articulate their visions for the future 
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of their community and the challenges it currently faced. The project further 

demonstrated that bringing in outside youth groups to help form the youth 

organization was critical because Los Platanitos youth had no spaces or prior 

experiences supporting collective activity. Experienced youth leaders from 

outside the community were instrumental in helping retain interest within the 

youth group and in fostering continued participation and activities. Lastly we 

learned that for youth themselves, organizing and participating in the community 

planning process gave them a new sense of confidence in their ability to affect 

their community and expand their own capacities and skills in organizing and 

goal setting.
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I. Introduction  

 

Informal settlements are still growing and expanding around the globe. These 

settlements are more prevalent in cities of developing countries, but isolated informal 

settlements along the U.S.-Mexico border known as colonias are prevalent in the 

American Southwest. The residents of informal settlements are some of the most 

marginalized populations in the world and are systematically ignored by administrative 

authorities and elected officials responsible for integrating these communities into 

formal city and state structures and public service systems. While the integration of 

informal settlements in to formal urban service systems process can mean the provision 

of crucial infrastructure like water, drainage and electricity, it can also mean, and 

commonly does mean, displacement, loss of property and potential backlash from 

community residents.  

As stated above, the residents of informal communities are some of the most 

marginalized in the world. In a report from the United Nations Habitat III conference on 

housing describes how informal communities are commonly overlooked altogether by 

city and state officials. Poor and unsafe conditions and lack of economic opportunity 

manifests in poor health and high crime rates in these large and populous areas               

( United Nations 2015). The size of informal settlements can vary widely depending on 

land available to build on, either legally or illegally, as well as economic opportunities 

that are available in the surrounding area. Residents of informal settlements at the 

periphery of an urban center or in rural settings can face severe difficulty providing for 

their families due to both limited employment opportunities and access to basic needs 
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such as food, water or transportation. For informal communities that are part of an 

urban area, access to basic services and opportunities may also be limited as a result of 

poor basic infrastructure and the stigma attached to residents by those outside the 

community who, whether justified or not, consider them dangerous, unsanitary and 

associated with criminal activity.  In this context, exclusion from formal property 

ownership, basic social and physical infrastructure and formal employment frame many 

of the problems of informal settlements.  

Youth in particular are often left out of the advocacy and planning process, yet 

represent an important constituency in informal settlements for several reasons. In this 

report youth will be defined as they are in the main case study of youth in the Dominican 

Republic. The Dominican Republics Ministry of Youth defines young people as between 

the ages 15-25. First, youth are often the largest demographic in informal settlements. If 

planners wish to serve current and future needs of informal communities, they will need 

to know what current barriers affect young residents as well as the changing needs as 

youth mature and their host communities change over the next ten to twenty years. 

Second, their needs, if not addressed, have far reaching negative impacts that will 

influence the entire community into the future. For instance, gang and drug activity, 

fairly or not, is often associated with youth in informal settlements. This can stem from 

lack access quality education or early employment opportunities that may be essential 

in supporting families that are struggling to meet basic needs. An environment of crime 

and foreclosed opportunities can undermine the quality of life in the entire community 

and perpetuate exclusion, poverty and unsafe conditions.  
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This report seeks to demonstrate the need for youth participation in the advocacy 

and planning processes aimed at developing informal settlements. It will provide 

examples from youth in informal settlements in the US and in Latin America as well as a 

case study of work done with youth in an informal settlement in the Dominican Republic 

to engage them in the planning process. I will try to illustrate how conditions of the built 

environment in informal settlements have given youth born and raised these 

communities unique perspectives and motivations related to the conditions and barriers 

shaping the life chances of residents.  

The report will specifically address three questions relating to how youth can be 

more effectively brought into the planning process in informal settlements. 

1. What do planners and policy makers need to understand about the 

 conditions and problems faced by youth in informal settlements? 

2. How can youth learn to effectively engage public officials and the broader 

 community to improve their communities and their life chances?  

3. In what ways can youth engagement improve the planning process to 

 better meet the real needs of residents in informal settlements?   

Addressing these questions can provide crucial insights to planners and policy 

makers seeking to upgrade and better develop the physical and human conditions in 

these settlements. Using examples from the U.S. and Latin America I will discuss 

attempts by planners, policy makers, and non-profits to reach out to and organize with 

youth in informal settlements and what success and challenges they have faced. Then, 

using interviews from youth in informal settlements in the Dominican Republic, I will 

analyze the impact youth organizing can have on the planning process and on the 
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engagement and empowerment of youth in their respective communities. Lastly, I will 

seek to provide recommendations of best practices for developing and supporting youth 

organizations to advocate for the needs of their communities to benefit both themselves, 

the broader community and the planners seeking to work with them.  

 

II. Conditions and Barriers to Development in Informal Settlements  

The physical challenges of informal communities are well documented, with poor 

drainage and access to potable water, in particular, registering as common conditions in 

informal settlements in both the United States and throughout Latin America. Many 

informal settlements, realizing they will not have reliable access to water or viable 

sanitation or drainage systems, create communities near irrigation systems, syphoning 

water from their planned routes or downhill from running water where it is easy to 

redirect water for the community (Parkinson, Tayler and Mark 2007). However, these 

improvised solutions leave them extremely vulnerable to flooding, the impacts of which 

can range from closing off unpaved roads, preventing access to and from the 

settlement, to the destruction of homes that can be potentially fatal to residents. Poor 

drainage has a longer lasting effect on the health of a community as stagnant water can 

become a breeding ground for mosquitos and open ditches built by community 

members for drainage often clog with fecal waste and other contaminants (Parkinson, 

Tayler and Mark 2007).  

For youth living in informal settlements these conditions increase vulnerability to 

disease as children grow up playing near open drainage ditches. Both youth and adults 

face economic challenges from closed roads caused by flooding as residents may be 
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unable to travel to work or access food or needed services. For youth this can be doubly 

harmful as it limits both their ability to reliably find work to help support their families or 

go to school. Perhaps because of their heightened exposure to drainage issues youth in 

informal settlements are keenly aware of how infrastructure and their isolation from the 

formal state or city systems effects their daily lives. In a 2005 project documenting the 

lives of colonias in the Lower Rio Valley of Texas one 13-year girl was plainly able to 

link the stagnant water that attracted mosquitos and brought disease, with the potholes 

that formed on the dirt roads that existed throughout the community (Chahin 2005). 

Other challenges in the built environment of informal settlements, such as a lack 

of electricity or poor roads, which in addition to potentially stranding residents at home 

can also prevent emergency services from reaching residents, are equally understood 

by the youth living there.  The same 2005 project of youth perspectives living in 

southern Texas colonias documented dozens of instances where youth clearly 

articulated problems of health, transportation and sanitation that were unique to their 

community and how those challenges connected to the lack of infrastructure where they 

lived (Chahin 2005). In a series of interviews done with youth living in informal 

settlements in Argentina called villas were also able to connect challenges they faced 

attending school or securing their homes to the lack of basic infrastructure characteristic 

of their community. One 15-year-old girl was interviewed spoke about how it was 

challenging going to school because the only way to attend was by foot and that 

participating in activities after school was impossible because it would be too difficult 

and dangerous to walk in the dark (Mitchell, Del Monte and Deneulin 2016).  
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Informal communities, whether in rural, semi-rural or urban areas, face unique 

obstacles to attaining a better quality of life that tie directly to the lack of infrastructural 

services that defines the built environment of these settlements. Likewise, the youth of 

these settlements, across a range of conditions, can clearly perceive and articulate the 

linkages between the lack of infrastructure and the negative externalities effecting their 

lives in the form of poorer health, less access to employment and education, and more 

restricted access to a range of city resources, including emergency services. Despite 

this heightened awareness of problems their communities face, youth in informal 

settlements have few opportunities to provide their insights and voice to the local 

authorities and representatives with the ability to integrate these settlements into the 

formal city structure and provide infrastructural access on par with other 

citizens/residents. Furthermore, there is even less chance that these youths will know 

where, how, or whom they should lobby to improve their communities even if they have 

a desire and the ability to communicate their concerns.    

Another factor that is tied to conditions in informal settlements, and also the 

perspectives of youth who grow up there, is the status and security of property rights in 

the form of secure ownership or tenancy.  Settlers of informal communities often trade 

poor formal housing opportunities, accepting the lack of infrastructure for water, 

electricity and drainage, for a sense of ownership or stability in where they live, often 

prioritizing assets they can leave for their children when they die - the idea of patrimonio 

(Grajeda and Ward 2012). This tradeoff is highly contingent for informal communities 

founded through land invasion or squatting which, especially early in their development, 

risk being forced to move by either private owners or government officials claiming 
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rights to the land. However, even those with a title to their land can find themselves 

vulnerable to displacement. For example, in the United States there have been many 

instances where real estate speculators will buy large swaths of land and subdivide 

plots beyond what is legally allowed. These plots are sold without knowledge of the 

lands legal status and even after years of owning the space, owners can find 

themselves in legal disputes with neighboring lot owners or even the original seller over 

who is entitled to the land. One consequence of this legal dilemma is that while 

residents may believe that owning a deed or title to their property is preferable, in the 

end it may not significantly help them build a confidence of ownership or make them feel 

more secure in selling their property should they chose (Ward, et al. 2011). In fact, as 

one study in colonias in southern Texas found, properties passed on to the children of 

original settlers often reverted back to informal transactions of property rights even 

when there was a title available (Ward, et al. 2011). This was because despite the 

advantages a formal title offered, few of the advantages and rights of formal titled 

ownership were understood by the neighbors they interact with on a daily basis. 

It is this insight which reveals something that should be considered when 

developing strategies for engaging with residents in informal settlements, especially 

youth populations. The more isolated and marginalized the community in question, any 

benefit or use formal laws and regulations can offer the residents of informal 

settlements may become less important. If residents have little understanding about 

how to understand legal or regulatory systems, access officials or advance claims to 

private or public sector actors, they have little hope of having secure property claims 

and access to basic infrastructural services. This is important because whether by 
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initiatives to incorporate an informal settlement into the formal city structure or to 

enforce development regulations, at some point planners and policy makers will have to 

effectively engage with these communities as residents with a specific formal or informal 

claim to residency.  The lack of connection with the formal laws or public institutions 

around informal communities means that many residents will be both unlikely to know 

who to seek out or have the means to reach out to planning officials to advocate for 

their community’s needs. At the same time when planners and policy makers seek to 

incorporate public participation and feedback from residents in informal communities to 

stabilize conditions, have few insights on how, who, or where to gather crucial 

information about community conditions and what residents want and need. For youth in 

these communities the exposure to formal institutions is often limited to school.  And 

attendance, especially in developing countries, typically falls off before the end of 

secondary school.  Thus, youth can experience far more isolated lives with fewer 

opportunities, yet perhaps have more reasons to work with planners to create the best 

outcomes for their communities and better secure their future.  

 

 

III. Upgrading Informal Settlements and Participatory Planning   

Civil Engineer John Abbott writes that the process of upgrading informal 

settlements is usually defined broadly as any sector-based intervention that results in 

quantifiable improvement in the quality of life of the residents affected (Abbott 2002). 

Approaches to upgrading projects fall into two primary categories - the empirical 

approach and theoretical approach. In the empirical approach decisions are made 
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based on past experiences and evaluations of studies done in place. The theoretical 

model on the other hand relies on developing a theoretical construct that can explain 

the planning process as it develops (Abbott 2002). In the theoretical approach planners 

first gather as much information as possible on the physical, social, and economic 

conditions of the area relying on large sums of data to form the basis of what will 

become the goals and structure of their plan. Next planners create specific intervention 

strategies, which, because they are specific to a singular geography can be updated 

and reviewed by local experts or affected residents brought into the process as the 

project is implemented. However, as Abbott notes, this broad definition of what 

upgrading informal settlements entails means that the focus for what is considered a 

successful upgrade often relies on what can be quantified from the upgrade project, 

namely cost, overall services provided, and duration of the project. Additionally, if 

physical infrastructure is to act as a key consideration for what a successful upgrade 

project looks like then one must consider the different services that are provided 

through different infrastructure provisions. Knowing what services are most needed by 

residents and which can be feasibly provided are critical to how decisions are made, but 

how that information is gathered can make or break the actual utility any upgrade 

project can provide for residents. Factors such as community involvement, satisfaction 

with changes made, effectiveness or use of new infrastructure by settlement residents 

are rarely taken into account. This leads the question of what impact do qualitative 

factors have on shaping informal settlement upgrades, and what methodologies to 

informal settlement upgrades take these factors into account if any? 
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For Abbott, both theoretical and empirical approaches had merit depending on 

their contexts, whether it was the amount of funds available, the level of support from 

the community or pressure to complete the project. However, neither were likely to be 

effective if the process failed to provide feedback to the communities showing that their 

involvement made a difference in the final project. He describes examples of both 

theoretical and empirical approaches in upgrade projects across the world, but Latin 

America was the region where the theoretical approach to upgrading projects was most 

commonly employed. As previously mentioned each approach has strengths and 

weaknesses depending on the context of the project. Community action plans use an 

empirical approach and are structured on a project cycle in the order of initiation, 

planning, design, implementation and maintenance. Community input is most important 

in the planning phase of the cycle because it is here that key decisions are made, the 

remainder of the process is more heavily influenced by what quantitative data can be 

collected. As with all empirical approaches the community action plans are only 

sustainable if there is a clear framework that can explain the process, progress and how 

the project meets needs articulated by the community.(Abbott 2002). Because the 

project process relies so heavily on hard data that takes time to be collected, 

improvements to the process can only really be made after the fact. A holistic plan, 

which uses a theoretical approach to explain its process, makes a theoretical framework 

as the process occurs, allowing for changes to the procedure or even goals of the 

project to occur more flexibly throughout the process. In the holistic plan community 

input, along with GIS and other data sources, is used in the formation of targeted social 

and economic interventions throughout the entire planning and implementation process. 
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Above all, Abbott believed that planners should trust in the abilities of the poor residents 

they work with to delineate needs and goals. The aim of an upgrading projects should 

not be to “provide for them” but to open more options to them to shape the project and 

the outcomes (Abbott 2002). A key insight is that regardless of which approach or 

planning strategy is used, the need for meaningful public involvement is necessary in 

the decision-making process and throughout project development and implementation. 

Meaningful engagement is crucial not only for the insights and information community 

member can provide, but to understand and communicate the choices made during the 

planning process. 

The desire to build a sense of understanding and buy-in for decisions made 

during the planning process is central to the theoretical foundation of participatory 

planning. Participation in the planning process can prevent confrontation and can 

encourage collaboration to facilitate the effective implementation of a plan. However too 

many divergent interests involved can hinder or prevent a plan from moving forward, 

thus planners have to be strategic in the design of participatory processes. A central 

challenge is that a planned development, or upgrade to informal settlement, will affect 

residents in and around the area both in the present and years into the future. The 

question then is how it is decided who is included in the planning process, the openness 

of the process and how different voices are weighted and considered. The question of 

inclusion and power in decision making processes ultimately determines the 

understanding and acceptance of the goals for an upgrade project in an informal 

settlement. In his theoretical basis for participatory planning Richard Warren Smith 

notes that facts are value laden in both how they are selected and weighted in 
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importance (Smith 1973). Abbott and Smith both point to the emphasis placed on 

quantitative results and the obstacles this can create down the line for the legitimacy of 

any planning process. Qualitative inputs, like how the community perceives a projects 

effect on the community as it is implemented, or if residents feel the project goals reflect 

community needs, can be over looked or given less consideration if cost and speed of 

progress take precedent in a projects development. For residents of informal 

settlements, who have had less understanding or experience engaging with planning 

authorities and local officials, questions of legitimacy take on an additional nuance. 

What can planning officials recommend or implement in communities where they may 

only have limited information about daily conditions as experienced by residents.? On 

the other hand, even if residents of informal communities are in favor of an upgrade 

project and provide what feedback they can, this does not guarantee that the 

information they provide will be adequate for planners to design an effective project 

solution. The average citizen, regardless of where they live, likely has only a limited 

understanding of all of the technical, financial, and political factors involved in a 

development project that planner must consider. There may be a limit to what 

community feedback can feasibly incorporated into a final project plan, which in turn 

may hurt the credibility of the plan if citizen participants have unreasonable expectations 

and hence feel ignored.  

Smith also considers the scenarios where a plan is favored by only a slight 

majority, in which case, nearly half of those involved may still find the plan undesirable 

and the final plan still loses legitimacy with the public (Smith 1973). Instead, Smith 

asserts that planers should avoid all or nothing strategies of public engagement and 
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instead structure the planning process as one that integrates meaningful citizen 

participation from beginning to end. This makes sense especially in complex 

environments like urban areas, which have characteristically high rates of change. At a 

systems level, providing the public with a higher degree of influence means that 

hierarchal models of organization, where priorities and final decisions are centrally 

made, would be inefficient and ineffective. Smith advocates for a reticular model of 

organization where decisions are made through a dialogue between experts looking 

comprehensively at the whole plan and residents on the ground providing input on 

conditions as they develop. The success of a project would not be based solely on a 

centrally determined preset goal, but on how well the plan adapts to clear resident input 

on the impact of implementation, responsiveness to resident feedback and changes 

outside of the process (Smith 1973). Reorganizing the planning process in this manner 

can help an upgrade project for an informal settlement take into account the qualitative 

measures often left out of those largely focused on the end result. But more importantly 

a public consistently engaged in the planning process has opportunities to learn about 

the process itself and what factors are considered in making a successful plan.            

Many of the challenges that can arise from interactions between residents of 

informal communities and planning authorities can be address by using the planning 

process as a learning system. By remaining engaged with the residents affected by   

upgrades to an informal settlement, planners have the opportunity to better explain the 

kind of information needed to make informed decisions and why.  

In this context, working with youth in informal settlements gives planners 

opportunities to build more than just temporary relationships in order to effectively 



23 

 

complete a project. Involving youth also helps build a new civic culture that encourages 

their involvement and continued learning in planning and community development 

processes throughout their lives. The problem still remains of how to bring youth into the 

process in the first place if neither local officials, planners, nor the youth themselves 

don’t have a legible or accessible platform for communication. Smith argues that a 

fundamental property of planning as a learning system is the way citizens as sources of 

variety and diverse interests organize themselves (Smith 1973). Groups of residents 

have a greater capacity to pull resources and hold local authorities accountable than 

individuals. Organizations also allow for its individual members to reflect on their 

interactions with outside interests collectively. Members can form clearer perceptions of 

what they are doing and what they want to gain from engaging in a process. In order to 

help youth in informal settlements, who may have little or no experience comprehending 

or becoming engaged with the planning process, or civic organizations in general, 

helping to organize them as a group may better their chances of learning and remaining 

engaged. To organize youth and secure a meaningful involvement in a process, 

planners need to understand the motivations that could bring them to the table as 

recognized stakeholders who could make unique contributions to the development of 

their communities. 

    

IV. Tactics in Youth Organizing: Motivations, Outreach and Participation  

There is little debate that the conditions in informal communities undermine the 

qualities of life for residents and must improve, and that local or state entities must play 

a leading role in providing resources and ultimately carrying out necessary infrastructure 
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improvements in these settlements. As it has been discussed, there are strong reasons 

to incorporate the perspective and needs of youth into community upgrading plans. 

Different planning strategies can draw from empirical or theoretical frameworks to 

determine how to design and implement upgrading projects incorporating the insights 

and perspectives of youth. However to actually bring youth into the process, planners 

will need to understand the challenges of engaging youth in informal settlements in 

processes they are unfamiliar with and may seem remote from their life experiences. 

First, it is important to understand what youth care about, their motivations for 

wanting to engage in the planning process as well as what may deter them from 

participating. It is equally important to understand the obstacles faced by youth living in 

informal settlements as well as barriers authorities face in finding how best 

communicate and work with younger residents. Projects focused on engaging youth in 

informal settlements have had different goals. Some focus on improving educational 

outcomes, some seek to provide youth an alternative to gang activity, and others seek 

to encourage civic engagement. But most initiatives have been based on efforts by 

outside organizations to build youth capacity to advocate for themselves and create 

sustainable means for youth to connect with local authorities. Across these examples 

are common trends of what youth in informal settlements say they need as well as what 

have been the most effective strategies for bringing them together to engage in some 

aspect of community development. 

In studies done with youth in informal settlements across the western 

hemisphere, lack of access to education was one of the most common issues cited by 

youth. Youth living in villas in Buenos Aries gave an array of reasons why education 
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was important to them, including better access to employment, an opportunity to be with 

other young people, or simply to have the opportunity to learn (Mitchell, Del Monte and 

Deneulin 2016). In Honduras youth spoke about how education gave them a safe place, 

especially for young girls, to meet and socialize without fear of violence (Berg and 

Carranza 2015).  

The experience of Honduran youth in this example speaks to a broader concern 

for youth in informal settlements across Latin America. Poor urban youth face higher 

risks of gang violence, drug use, and vandalism due to a lack of access to education, 

job opportunities and strong social ties to the mainstream society. Likewise, the 

sentiments of youth in Nicaragua speak to conditions common across informal 

communities with respect to limited access to formal employment and a general social 

isolation from those outside of their immediate neighborhood. Similar to the study in 

Honduras, researchers in Nicaragua also noted that schools were the most natural 

locations for youth to learn to socialize and develop interests and ideas for what the 

future could be (Maclure and Sotelo 2014). While these concerns could be construed as 

challenges that confront poor youth, whether in formal or informal conditions, these 

issues are compounded by disruptions and pressures associated with the lack of 

infrastructure, poor access to core public services and limited access to state aid 

experienced by youth living in informal settlements. 

The effectiveness of schools as a central social and educational space depends 

in large part on the resources and infrastructure supporting education and access to 

education for students. In many circumstances schools are either inaccessible to 

residents of informal communities because of a lack of public transit, school buses, or 
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passible roads for students to navigate (Regan 2013). In Argentina, as much as 17 

percent of children from the villas did not finish secondary school as opposed to only 4 

percent of those living outside the villas (Mitchell, Del Monte and Deneulin 2016). The 

same study illustrated that locating a school near a villa will not necessarily improve 

attendance rates if the walk to school is considered too dangerous by residents. Even in 

the United States the disparity in achievement between youth who grow up in informal 

settlements and those who don’t is clear with high school dropout rates in Texas 

colonias close to 50 percent (Chahin 2005). While urban youth typically have better 

access to education than those living in rural areas, Latin American cities are some of 

the most economically segregated in the world and access to education can still be 

extremely limited (Fay 2005). In other instances, schools located close to informal 

settlements are understaffed and not equipped with the necessary resources to 

effectively educate students indicating that a lack of a quality educational environment 

as much as access per se is the most prominent fetter to educational attainment. 

(Ragan 2013).   

Employment pressures are perhaps an even greater fetter to youth engagement 

in several respects. Across Latin America, poor heads of household are anywhere from 

twice as likely (Colombia) to seven times as likely (Chile) as those above the poverty 

line to be unemployed (Fay 2005). Chances of finding stable work, especially in the 

formal sector, are inherently more difficult for residents of informal settlements. For 

young adults living in informal settlements this has often meant needing to leave school 

to help provide for the family. In addition, regardless of whether young adults in Latin 

America live in informal or formal dwellings youth unemployment far exceeds the overall 
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average. In Colombia for example, the youth unemployment rate is two and half times 

higher than that of adults (Ragan 2013). As a result of poor access to jobs or legitimate 

informal ways of contributing to the family, youth are particularly vulnerable to becoming 

involved in gang activity or drug trafficking, seeking either income to feed themselves 

and family members (Maclure and Sotelo 2014). The time spent searching for work 

means that residents do not have time to be active in community activities, and in 

informal settlements, where unemployment is high throughout the neighborhood, this 

means that there are fewer residents with time to support community and social 

activities that may engage youth. The lack of community spaces and organized 

activities further exacerbates the attraction to gangs acting as a key social and 

economic network (Berg and Carranza 2015).   

As with education, youth living in informal settlements in the United States face 

similar challenges as those in Latin America when it comes to their reasons for needing 

to secure work and difficulties finding formal employment. Indeed, the need for older youth 

to help provide additional income for their families, or even be the primary provider for 

their families, is often a reason why dropout rates in informal settlements are substantially 

higher than those in formal urban areas. The resulting lack of achievement in secondary 

education drastically limits their opportunities for better paying jobs and access to higher 

education down the road. Youth from colonias in Texas have stated the need to find work 

in order to help pay for living essentials for their families and, like youth in Latin America, 

have noted the difficulty in finding jobs that they can reliably commute to (Chahin 2005). 

In one interview a fifteen-year-old boy described how his community reacted to the 

prevalent financial burdens faced by many residents and how he saw the role of 
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opportunities for youth employment effecting his community in the future. He states, 

"Sometimes in the Valley, drives are held to get fans for the hot weather or to get coats 

and heaters for the cold weather. We can’t keep on having drives like this for the rest of 

our lives. People need help so they may go on their own after getting better 

financially."(Chahin 2005 pg. 326). The sentiment expressed here reveals that youth want 

to see conditions improve for their community and see financial independence as a key 

means to achieving that end. One can also construe that this young man views himself 

as part of this community, saying we, instead of “people here” or something similar, and 

that he doesn’t see abandoning the community as an attractive option.  

In interviews with youth in Buenos Aries they too spoke of the need to find work to 

support themselves and family members but added that many of the jobs available to 

them were from the informal sector, uncontracted day labor often because they are too 

young to work a formal job (Mitchell, Del Monte and Deneulin 2016). Limited access to 

good paying employment is often extended into their adult lives as many youth have to 

choose between completing secondary school and working enough to help provide for 

their families. For youth, access to better employment matters as much for their future as 

helping their family, or community, in the present. The lack of meaningful employment 

and the inability to go to school can also make gangs seem attractive in that they can 

offer a sense of purpose that can’t be filled by the alternatives available in informal 

settlements.  

A third common issue and concern facing youth in informal settlements is a 

desire to have respect from those outside the community. The desire for respect or 

acceptance from the broader urban community is an important concern because, 



29 

 

whether justified or not, the reputation of those living in informal settlements is often tied 

to associations of violence, delinquency or poor morals. In Nicaragua researchers noted 

that for those living in relative poverty, especially in informal settlements, have less 

opportunities to develop social capital, which means less opportunity to develop social 

networks that can help advance their careers and lives (Maclure and Sotelo 2014). 

Social capital for people with formal employment and housing can manifest as job 

information and recommendations or easier acceptance from landlords who want to limit 

what they might deem as unwanted elements from their properties. Social capital can 

equally mean less harassment from law enforcement. As one youth from Argentina said 

of negative opinions of his community, "I don’t like the way people from outside of the 

neighborhood behave. They are influenced by other people’s comments. They say, 

because the villa, but if they have never been in the villa they don’t have the right to say 

anything if they have never been there. They are just influenced by opinions. Like the 

people that do what are they called interviews, no like documentaries about the villas, 

see, there is always shooting. And it is not like that. Inside the villa, in my opinion, there 

are better things than outside. I like the villa and I am used to it. My father now wants to 

move. And I will soon be 18. I am going to work. I am going to look for work. I will study 

in the morning and work in the afternoon and at night. I will pay for a room because I 

don’t want to leave"(Mitchell, Del Monte and Deneulin 2016 pg. 5). This quote illustrates 

that not only do youth face prejudice based on where they live, thus limiting their ability 

to form social capital, but also in spite of that, much like the quote from informal 

settlements in the United States, want to stay and improve their community. 
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Understanding the common barriers for youth involvement in the planning 

process allows planners, policy makers and nonprofits to form a better message, more 

compelling rationales and more tailored strategies to secure youth participation. 

However, as it has been noted before, establishing ties and engaging youth in 

processes of upgrading and community development in informal settlements is a 

challenging prospect for local officials in that there is no established and easily 

accessible platform for youth and public officials to communicate and build trust. The 

following section identifies where youth from informal settlements have most commonly 

been found in large groups or collective activities and where outside organizations can 

best engage them. 

Whether it is a nuclear, extended, or adopted family, the family unit is 

consistently a primary source of socialization, psychological and financial support, and 

where youth are attached and form value associations. For youth in Argentina, when 

asked what was most important to them in their daily lives the most common answer 

was family (Mitchell, Del Monte and Deneulin 2016). It is unsurprising that youth have 

strong attachments to home and use it as a footing for how they navigate the world 

around them. A strong sense of purpose can come from the family as youth seek to 

support their household especially in cases where the head of the household is a single 

parent. Home life is not universally a benefit, youth in informal settlements typically 

received less social support from their families than those in formal urban areas in terms 

of institutional knowledge of education and in finding pathways to employment and 

financial mobility and security (Maclure and Sotelo 2014).  
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As a more “collective” institution churches have had long standing ties to poor 

communities, often providing health, educational and social services when public 

institutions do not. Churches also provide a foundation for social relationships and 

consistent accessible means of communication. Church based organizations are often 

active institutions in advocating for and shaping development in informal communities. A 

study in Honduras found that churches provided programs that helped youth find 

alternatives to violence. However, it was also noted that churches could contribute to 

fragmentation of the community when there were multiple churches in the same 

neighborhood that churches rarely worked on issues outside of their own membership, 

and did not work cooperatively with other churches (Berg and Carranza 2015).  

Despite the fact that school is not always accessible to youth in informal 

settlements or is not a durable locus when family economic concerns take president, 

youth often speak positively about going to school. The majority of youth who do attend 

school say that the most attractive part of going is the opportunity to learn a skill that 

can later translate to a job. However, some also expressed a desire to learn for learning 

sake. (Mitchell, Del Monte and Deneulin 2016). However, youth in informal settlements 

have fewer opportunities to socialize with peers outside their community and school is 

often one of the few safe places, especially for young girls, where they can build 

relationships with new people. It is also an important resource for learning new skills, 

expanding possibilities for employment and finding adult role models if their parents are 

not present (Maclure and Sotelo 2014). Schools are also an important platform where 

teachers, acting as mentors to youth, can try to convince youth to find alternatives to 

crime and gang violence (Berg and Carranza). 
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Institutions like churches, schools, and core family units are present in informal 

communities across the western hemisphere in a wide variety of development stages. 

These are easily the most common places where youth from informal settlements 

congregate and associate. Churches and schools especially are important because they 

are publicly accessible, but are also often located in, or very close to the settlements 

themselves. These spaces can act as starting points to either advertise upcoming 

opportunities for youth to participate in an upgrade planning meeting or better yet, to 

host it outright. As the examples show, part of what makes these places attractive to 

youth is that they are often perceived as safe places for them to play and socialize. As 

discussed in the next section, another common way youth gather in informal 

settlements is through activities, with sports being one of the most common and easy to 

organize. Spaces open for youth to spend time at or play in are an important geography 

to consider for planners trying to provide opportunities for youth to participate in a 

planning process when they would not know about it otherwise. 

 With a framework in place designed to include youth, and with potential places to 

target outreach efforts, planners still need to know what to say to youth to help them 

understand the benefit of involvement in the planning process and what roles youth can 

take on that will be meaningful and productive to both planners and the youth involved. 

One group of graduate researchers working to develop participatory planning tactics 

with low-income youth in Salt Lake City Utah noted that one of their early lessons was 

the need to make sure that roles assigned to youth were clearly defined with discrete 

objectives and responsibilities in mind (Senbel 2007). Youth who came to workshops 

without a clear pre-assigned roles or assignments quickly became bored and lost 
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confidence in the process and their ability to meaningfully contribute. An equally 

important lesson researchers learned from their work with youth is that inclusivity 

matters in facilitating participatory events. The researchers working with youth in Salt 

Lake City noted that they could have improved their outcomes by being more critical of 

their own actions that preferenced more articulate youth over those who were shier or 

less educated or articulate (Senbel 2007).  

 Planners involved in upgrade projects of informal settlements may not have the 

time or capacity to work with individual youth directly to encourage them to remain 

involved in participatory workshops. It may also be difficult for planners to build a 

reasonable picture of the collective needs of youth by working with only a few select 

individuals versus working in larger group frameworks. One possible strategy to 

confront these challenges would be to focus on work with preexisting or emergent youth 

groups. Organizations that can distill a collective opinion or message amongst 

themselves that can be given to planners as a representation of the group’s collective 

perspectives or interests. This may help planners more efficiently incorporate youth 

feedback into the planning process. Youth groups or youth led organizations also have 

the advantage of being able to reach out to their peers more effectively that outside 

planning authorities ever could. However, in informal settlements such groups may be 

rare or not very developed. In these cases, planners can turn to group or collective 

activities that youth would be more familiar with to help plant the seed for organized 

collective work. 

Many times, the only prior experience of collective action that youth in informal 

settlements have is playing on a sports team together. But successful organizing of 
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youth to consistently participate in community activities requires dedicated resources 

and personnel to not only provide a safe space for youth to play but also instruction and 

role models that youth can learn from. In the Venezuelan city of Baruta the mayor’s 

office has dedicated substantial funds not only for sports equipment free for all youth 

resident to use but also has a staff liaison dedicated to running events year-round in the 

city’s public spaces and for outreach to youth to keep them engaged through a variety 

of platforms including the internet (Baruta 2017).  

Mural projects have also been successful at attracting a wide range of both male 

and female youth participants. Art requires no formal training and when materials are 

provided allow youth to express and articulate fears, hopes and visions of the future. 

The collective nature of murals as a product meant to beautify the neighborhood helps 

youth to see themselves as a community or a collective group within the community (as 

youths) and demonstrates what is possible when working together. Music is also an 

accessible resource for youth to engage in and has the added benefit of providing an 

opportunity to teach the culture and history of a community along with how to play an 

instrument or sing a song.  

 Opportunities to learn craft and technical skills can also be popular among youth 

when made available to them. A common response for why youth drop out of school is 

the need to help provide for family or not seeing the benefit of the material they learn. 

Technical trainings provide the incentive of a marketable skill as well as the flexibility to 

allow youth to attend at different times throughout the day. Often what limits their 

participation in these programs is cost, which can be substantial if materials are 

required in order to attend. 
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 The research and experiences described above provide context for outreach and 

participatory activities that planners can apply to a range of possible strategies aimed at 

bringing youth into the planning process. I will now examine the effectiveness and 

practicality of some of these lessons through the lens of a case study of youth from an 

informal settlement in the Dominican Republic. The youth group that will be examined 

started partially in response to an upgrading project that was getting underway by city 

officials to clean a long-standing drainage problem in the informal settlement. Portions 

of the funding for the upgrade project were being allocated to smaller projects that could 

be influenced by proposals generated from members of the community, including youth.     

 

V. Case Study in Youth Engagement: The Los Platanitos Youth Group 

Examples from the research above describe places and spaces of collective 

activity where youth in informal settlements might be engaged in community 

development activities. None deal directly with organizing youth to participate in the 

planning process related to upgrades or infrastructure improvement projects in their 

communities. The following case study analyzes the outreach and participatory 

strategies used within the context of youth participation across the hemisphere to better 

understand the challenges and opportunities of engaging youth in planning for 

upgrading in their communities. The case also highlights major challenges that may 

arise from engaging youth that have not been document in past research. Finally, the 

experiences of this group provide some understanding of how youth engagement in the 

planning process impacts the overall outcomes of upgrading projects in their 
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communities and conversely how youth participation in the planning process changes 

their understanding of themselves, their community and broader social networks. 

Los Platanitos is an informal settlement that was formed along the periphery of 

North Santo Domingo in the mid-to-late 1980s. The original settlers were migrants from 

the surrounding rural areas who established what was meant to be a temporary 

community along a running stream called a cañada (Sletto, et al. 2008). As new arrivals 

came, homes and activities began to consolidate until the area became a permanent 

informal settlement. Today it is inhabited by nearly 2,500 residents with a sizable 

number being second and third generation residents who have lived in Los Platanitos 

their whole lives, with some raising children of their own. The population is young with 

the average age of residents roughly 24 years old (Sletto et al 2008). Residents in Los 

Platanitos face serious challenges in living their daily lives. Over 20 percent of residents 

have no indoor plumbing and access to electricity is limited and inconsistent. Graduate 

students from the University of Texas have worked with residents in Los Platanitos 

since 2008 on collaborative projects to improve the community. In 2017, a team of 

graduate students, including myself, began to work with youth in Los Platanitos to form 

a youth group to help advocate for their interests. Youth were considered any resident 

between the ages of 15 and 25 years old which is the age bracket that qualifies for 

youth services in the city of Santo Domingo. We also learned that the Federal 

Dominican government and officials from the city government in Santo Domingo, had 

begun an upgrade project on the cañada that ran through Los Platanitos and residents 

were working to learn what the project involved and how they could influence it.       
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The goal for the team of students working with youth was to first learn what 

motivated them to care about their community, what they envisioned for their future, and 

how to facilitate opportunities for them to work collaboratively to improve their 

community. The basic aim was to establish if there was interest in creating a youth 

group to advocate for their needs. We knew from the previous year’s student group that 

while youth in Los Platanitos had interest in forming a youth group, they had no 

experience in organizing and setting an agenda for such a group. After considering 

different methodologies that could be used to convey potentially complex issues without 

the need for technical language we decided to use performative ethnography as a 

means to encourage youth participation in discussing problems in their community and 

possible solutions through the planning process. Over the course of four workshops, 

youth were asked to draw the challenges they saw in their community as well as what 

they imagined their community could look like in the future. Additionally, we invited 

existing youth groups from different parts of Santo Domingo to talk with youth in Los 

Platanitos about their own experiences creating an organization and setting an agenda 

for activities.    

  Prior to and throughout the time our team facilitated workshops, we interviewed 

youth asking in general terms what they perceived as the biggest challenges facing their 

community and themselves as youth. Similar to findings previously discussed across 

Latin America, youth in Los Platanitos saw education and employment as among the 

most important issues concerning youth in their community. 
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“For me, I want that when they fix the cañada, they add a school for kids. A night school 

for adults, where they can learn technical skills like becoming a doctor or learning 

English” 

-Male age 20 

 

Another pressing concern was the trash that contaminates the cañada, which was the 

source of major health problems for youth in the community  

“The cañada should be cleaned up, lots of kids get sick from it. If it rains it floods and 

trash goes everywhere” 

-Female age 15 

In the first workshop the graduate team hosted youth had the opportunity to 

collectively discuss these challenges and aspirations for the community. As research 

discussed previously suggested, churches in Los Platanitos were one of the most 

commonly recognized public gathering spaces that youth were familiar with and also the 

spaces with the best capacity to seat the number of youth we expected to attend. The 

goal of the workshop was first to have youth discuss issues facing their community and 

then decide if they thought forming a youth group to work on these issues was a good 

idea. In addition, we worked with the group to determine a specific project they wanted 

to begin to work on.  

The process started by asking youth to write what they felt were the biggest 

challenges in Los Platanitos on charts posted at the front of the room. Next, we went 

through every challenge written and asked participants to raise their hand if they felt the 

issue was important, while the graduate student facilitators indicated each hand raised 
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with a tick next to each issue. At the end of the process, facilitators circled the three 

issues which had gotten the most agreement (needing a space to play, pollution, and 

jobs). Giving time for youth to talk, we asked them to think of end goals, or visions that 

would solve those challenges and to come and write them on the charts at the front of 

the room. After youth had written their suggestions we repeated the process of going 

through each suggestion to see how many agreed with each suggestion. By the end of 

the workshop youth participants had agreed that they did want to form a youth group 

and that it should work first on building spaces to play and cleaning up the cañada. 

Despite the fact that the youth knew each other well, and had consistently 

highlighted common concerns and hopes for Los Platanitos, during the first workshop 

youth participating said they had never met as group before to talk about their 

neighborhood or ways they could work together to improve it. Subsequent interviews 

and reactions from workshops revealed that an additional challenge youth faced in 

organizing themselves was confidence in what they could contribute to the community. 

In two of our workshops the graduate team encouraged youth to use chalk to 

draw what they wanted Los Platanitos to look like in the future. The workshop were 

based on our initial belief that performance and arts based methods would allow youth 

to more easily visualize and express their hopes for their community without the need 

for complex planning jargon and was inclusive of those who might be too shy to speak 

otherwise. Drawing also allowed youth to actively change a part of their community at 

the same time that they were visioning ways to improve it. In effect the workshop 

demonstrated to the youth participating and community members watching that the 



40 

 

youth were capable of collective positive change, which could help empowered them to 

continue working toward their goals.  

When asked to depict images of what they wanted to see in their community’s 

future, many drew pictures of schools or a clean cañada. The most common theme 

however, had little directly to do with the cañada or pollution in Los Platanitos, but 

instead with the desire to have a recreation space in the settlement itself. Many youth, 

both male and female, talked about a cancha, a playground space that could be used 

for basketball, dance, or other sports as a recognized place to go and interact. Even 

though there was a cancha close to where they lived, it was still outside the community 

and harder to get to when it got dark in the evening. 

Responses to the workshop were largely positive, many of the youth involved 

were excited just to participate, as many did not have the opportunity to draw with chalk 

and interact with each other about the community. Some participants were pushed by 

others to draw their ideas after saying they didn’t know how to draw. They were pleased 

that they had tried and learned a new talent. For the graduate team one of the most 

important responses to the activity was that youth recognized, in a deeper way than 

they had during our first workshop, that their visions for the future were so similar. 

Furthermore, after the activity two important responses were seen from the youth group 

as a whole. One, they had begun talking amongst themselves about the challenges in 

making their visions a reality and what could do to make their idea real. Interestingly, 

participants who had been less active in the first workshop, came up to the graduate 

students wanting to know when the next meeting would be.  Of the older, more skeptical 

participants that we worked with, one common apprehension was that the graduate 
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student group would get the youth excited and engaged for a few days only to leave 

shortly after. They were concerned that whatever had been started in the workshops 

started would end too.  

They [the youth] won’t continue, because there will be no one paying any attention, no 

one will care about what we are saying and you [graduate students] won’t be here 

anyway 

Male 27 years old 

This sentiment was echoed in several conversations and our team realized that in order 

for the youth group to be sustainable they would need outside support. Furthermore, the 

lack of confidence among youth in Los Platantios showed a challenge that may exist in 

many informal settlements that was hinted at from past research. For example, 

interviews from researchers working with youth in schools in Nicaragua found that some 

youth from informal settlements, who felt unsure of their ability to learn or struggled with 

problems outside of school, stayed in school largely because of teachers who made 

them feel supported. Youth living in informal settlements, due to a general lack of social 

capital and resources available to them, may feel anxiety when being asked to 

participate in a new experience where they will expected to contribute. 

 Introducing the youth in Los Platanitos to other youth groups from other parts of 

Santo Domingo had originally been intended as a way to give youth exposure to how 

they could organize. These outside groups took on the additional value of being able to 

provide the consistent support they would need to continue to build confidence after we 

had left. Most of the groups that the graduate team invited to work with youth in Los 

Platanitos had prior relationships with the University of Texas through past student 
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groups. Organizations located in informal settlements further away from Los Platanitos,  

such as FUNDA ZURSA, which was based more centrally in Santo Domingo and an 

association of youth from a settlement outside of the town of Boca Chica, invited the 

youth group to meet with them. These invitations provided a chance for the youth group 

to leave Los Platanitos and see just what these other youth groups did to help their 

communities. This experience also put helped the participants put themselves and Los 

Platanitos in the larger context of the city and state they lived in. We learned after we 

had left in January that the youth group members had accepted these invitations and 

had not only enjoyed the experiences but had grown closer to each other, identifying 

themselves more with their own newly formed youth group. 

By far the most influential outside youth group that met with youth in Los 

Platanitos was ACOPRO (Acción Comunitaria por el Progreso), This was a youth led 

advocacy group that formed in 1994 to combat youth delinquency and gang activity. 

ACOPRO’s president, Neftali Hernandez, was invited to come to Los Platanitos for one 

of our last workshops in January. He brought with him a presentation focused on youth 

rights, including a right to education, clean water, and basic services, and ways to 

advocate to elected officials to enforce these rights. A key takeaway for youth after the 

presentation was that they needed to learn more about who their elected officials were 

and what agencies could help them achieve their goals. Mr. Hernandez also took time 

to talk with the youth group about their goals and suggested they develop a mission 

statement for their organization, which the Los Platanitos youth group began working on 

after we had left.    
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In March of 2017 we returned to Los Platanitos to see how the youth group had 

progressed independently over the two months we since we had last seen them. We 

carried out interviews with those who had remained active and continued to facilitate 

meetings with outside youth groups and even local elected officials to continue to 

expand their growing network. In interviews with members of the youth group one 

common sentiment was feeling more confident in themselves, specifically in what they 

could change about where they lived. 

“I learned a lot from the meetings, like how to work with the others [other youths] we can 

do a lot together now.” 

-Male 19 

Working together had become an important goal for the group in and of itself. Of 

the 15 interviews conducted with youth during our visit in march 12 mentioned at some 

point that learning to work together had been a significant take away from participating 

in the youth group. Youth felt encouraged to continue staying involved with the planning 

process, as one young girl said,    

“After we build the cancha, we should have something else to work on, it’s important we 

stay together and keep learning.”  

-Female age 15 

 ACOPRO, who had already established a relationship with the youth group, invited 

them to visit their offices in March. Youth from Los Platanitos received training on how 

to better organize themselves and learned about strategies to bring their ideas into the 

planning process in their community. At the end of our second trip to Los Platanitos, the 

youth group were planning to continue meeting to further develop the structure of their 
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organization as well as start to prepare for the chance to make a proposal for a cancha 

to authorities working on the cañada upgrade project based in part on what they had 

learned from the presentations by ACOPRO.   

Outcomes 

Sherry Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation has eight rungs or levels of 

participation ranging from the bottom, where citizens have no involvement at all and are 

manipulated into the decisions that are made, to the top rung where citizens have total 

control of the decision-making process. The ladder further divides into three ranges of 

public control; Nonparticipation, Tokenism, and Citizen Power (Arnstein 1969). Our 

team from the onset wanted to help create a youth group that would be youth led and 

focused on issues they determined were important for their community. Thus our end 

goal was to have a youth group that could operate at the highest level of Arnstein’s 

ladder and would have the capacity to work in partnership with planning authorities 

working with community members on the upgrade project. We realized early on that 

youth in Los Platanitos had very limited or no experience at all in collective actions. So 

we modified our goal to help create a youth organization that adult members of the 

community would lead and support. But older community activists would delegate 

authority to the youth group to determine establish their goals and mission. Our 

intention was only to help the group form, if that was indeed what youth said they 

wanted, and then to help provide them the resources or connections we hoped would 

sustain the group and help them achieve their goals.    

When we were preparing to leave in March after our second visit to Los 

Platanitos an adult community leader who had been very engaged in the formation of 
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the group, had become established as the lead facilitator of youth group meetings. At 

the same time the youth themselves were discussing what leadership roles they could 

create for themselves and vote on. At the same time their level of participation in the 

community as a whole and within the planning process of the upgrade project were 

limited to being told they would have an opportunity to present ideas if they put a 

proposal together. This is nevertheless a significant step forward for youth who had 

previously not even been given consideration in the process what so ever.       

In the Los Platanitos case, art was a successful initial organizing tool in that it 

provided a means to engage youth who may otherwise have been uninterested or 

intimidated with creating a youth group that might engage in the planning process. 

Performance based workshops also provided a means for youth with an attractive and 

more open way to articulate how they wanted to achieve their goals. Presenting what 

they had worked on together as a vision, they had an open platform to talk through 

challenges they might face and how to overcome them.  

“I did not know I could do this... sometimes we do not have the opportunity to develop 

the talent we have inside... that’s why I like art. I did not know it, but now I do.” 

-Female age 21 

This sentiment illustrates that along with creating a means for participating in the 

planning process, art as an organizing tactic helped youth develop a sense of self 

confidence in what they could achieve for themselves. Beyond a sense of personal self-

awareness, the project showed that youth engagement in the planning process could 

provide insights on community needs that adults in the community had not considered. 

The process of visioning through art was instrumental in helping to develop what 
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became the youth groups first concrete and agreed upon goal of building a playground 

in their neighborhood.  

“We want a cancha, so that we can have a place to play sports, where the little kids 

would be safe to play. We should have a cancha here so we don’t have to go above [out 

of the community] just to play, so we have a place that’s safe if its dark” 

-Male age 18 

Youth were able to list several compelling reasons why a concha, or playground was 

needed in the community. Their proposal provided a new way to improve safety, add 

opportunities for a dedicated space for recreation away from illicit behavior, and 

increase the quality of life for young people now and in the future. These community 

benefits had not been considered in past proposals that came out of community input 

meetings between residents in Los Platanitos and planning authorities. The youth group 

had no formal arrangement to present their ideas at our closing event discussing our 

research findings from our work in Los Platanitos. However, both elected officials and 

staff from the upgrade project were present and stated their willingness to hear what 

they had to say when they were ready to present it.     

The framework developed by the graduate team was intended to create 

opportunities for youth to determine for themselves if they wanted to form a youth group 

and if so, what would they want the group to do. Unlike other examples throughout this 

report, the graduate team from the University of Texas had long term prior relationships 

with the residents of Los Platanitos. The familiarity and trust built over nearly ten years 

of working in the community is not easily replicated by public sector planners. 

Nevertheless, it is important to consider that there are possibilities for successfully 
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engaging youth in the planning process if planning entities see youth voices as 

important and focus on establishing relationships over time. Our ability to find and work 

with youth as quickly as we did was in part due to a basic trust in the community built up 

over a period of time. Working with organizations or community members involving a 

durable relationship between planning authorities and residents of informal settlements 

can improve the chances of engaging youth in the planning process.  

My experience in the process as a facilitator in the youth group workshops and a 

researcher taught me a great deal about my limits to contribute to an outside community 

in a unique context and what ways I could better help in a process of getting youth 

involved in the planning process. Initially my colleagues and I viewed our role as lead 

facilitators for the workshops and technical experts who could help them navigate 

planning language and the strategies for involvement. We quickly learned that our 

expectations for how the process would begin were overly ambitious. We had assumed 

that even if youth in Los Platanitos were unfamiliar with the planning process or political 

advocacy, that they would still have some exposure to collective action. However, as 

described above, they had no experience at all in participating in any youth 

organization, let alone in creating planning goals and strategies for implementation. 

Instead we found our most productive role to be facilitators in bringing the youth group 

to other organizations so that they could build a pool of resources to learn from and 

work with over time. 

 Similarly, we stepped back as lead facilitators when we realized that adults from 

the community could speak more articulately to the youth about our activities in the 

community and had undeniable respect from youth participants. After seeing this in our 
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first meeting we worked more closely with adults in the community to be the lead 

facilitators, talking to them a day before a workshop to plan what the goals of the 

workshops were and how best to communicate instructions and organize the activities. 

A notable response from adults in the community was a growing respect for youth who 

were from parts of the community that had not been reached in the past by the UT  

research team. As research above suggested, a common perception placed on youth 

from informal settlements is a stereotype of being involved in gangs or delinquent 

behavior. Early on in our recruitment efforts some adults in the group would pull 

members of our team aside to warn us that a potential participant was a tigre a slang 

reference for a gang member. By the end of the process these same adults were seen 

shaking hands with and speaking with youth who had become regular participants in the 

youth group. 

Personally, the experience emphasized the importance of removing as many 

assumptions about a population you plan to work with as possible. We were much more 

helpful and responsive to the youths needs after we adapted our roles to the realities of 

the situation. I also realized that the most productive conversations with youth that I 

participated in were open ended and took place over the course of several interactions. 

The consistent contact that has been emphasized throughout this report was what 

allowed youth to open up about why the goals of the youth group were important to 

them personally. Building relationships through time also encouraged participants to 

trust us enough to ask for help when they were unsure of what they were trying to 

express.                  
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 Because the youth group is still in the very early stages of organizing, it is 

unclear what impact they will have in the long term in Los Platanitos or indeed if the 

group will continue to stay together. The continued engagement of other already 

established youth groups was critical to building the capacity for youth in Los Platanitos 

to develop their own organizational structure and purpose of the youth group. Partnering 

with outside groups also meant that the youth group in Los Platanitos had a resource 

that they knew they could draw from for technical and moral support. As a result, even 

though youth in Los Platanitos still did not understand deeply how decisions in the 

planning process were made, they had a resource immediately available to them to 

learn about these processes and try and influence their community in a way that they 

could not do individually. When we left the youth group in March their plans moving 

forward were to continue to develop the group internally, and create a leadership 

structure, a group logo, and continue to work on a full proposal for a cancha to present 

to officials working on the upgrade project over the next several months. Youth will have 

support to achieve their goals from the established women’s group in Los Platanitos, 

Mujeres Unidos as well as from ACOPRO and the other youth groups with more 

technical expertise that they had begun to build relationships with. While there were no 

solid plans for youth to present their proposal to planning authorities working on the 

upgrade project, meetings with community members had been established, so 

legitimate opportunities to work directly with planners are in the foreseeable future. Our 

team had no definitive goals past helping youth decide if they wanted to form a youth 

group and if they did to help provide as many resources as we could to help it to be 

sustainable. Success from our perspective was learning what motivated youth to 
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participate in their community and more specifically in the planning process and to 

determine the effectiveness of performative ethnography as a means to engage youth in 

the process. In this respect we were successful, in that we art and performance proved 

to be very effective means of encouraging youth to participate and to gain insight into 

their visions for the future of their community.      

     

VI. Conclusion   

 The best chance for the youth group in Los Platanitos to survive and better 

connect is for the group to remain engaged with the broader community around it. 

Similarly, for their feedback to be of maximum use to planners working on the cañada 

project, the planning process should be organized to allow residents a level of control 

throughout all phases of the project. Conditions on the ground, such as resident 

approval and involvement should be a central metric for the success of the project. 

Whether or not any such changes are made will depend in part on factors outside the 

control of the residents themselves, but their own capacity to remain organized and 

consistently engage decision makers to address their demands will certainly improve 

the chances that the ongoing projects will lead to meaningful improvements to the 

community.  

 There are challenges with allowing a greater degree of community control in the 

planning process. Even if community members are well organized it is doubtful they all 

share the same outlook for what should prioritized in the upgrade project goals - 

expanding the drainage throughout the community or ensuring that families at risk of 

displacement are fairly compensated? Los Platanitos, like many informal settlements 
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relies on strong bonds of extended families and close neighbors to provide the social 

capital residents in formal urban environments might find in political parties or social 

clubs. As a result there are deep divides in community interests and giving more control 

to a fractious populous risks slowing down and complicating any upgrade 

implementation process. However, despite being a slower and possibly more costly 

process, greater community involvement, as has been discussed above, can improve 

the tangible outcomes and add a sense of legitimacy to the process and the project. 

This is important in the success of the project itself, but also building trust between 

planning officials and the community when additional upgrades become necessary.         

 From what I learned from working with youth in Los Platanitos and from research 

done by others working with youth in informal settlements, there are several lessons 

that help to answer the question laid out from the beginning of the report. How can 

youth be brought into the planning process? First, regardless of what framework a 

project is developed under, the role of youth as stakeholders in the project must be 

clearly outlined in such a way that their participation is included at every phase of the 

process. For our research team in Los Platanitos, we found that youth had significant 

feedback to provide about the development of their community from a perspective that 

had not been considered before. However, their insights had not been documented or 

developed until that year, when we intentionally made efforts to reach out to youth. 

Youth in Los Platanitos were intentionally considered not only in the process of 

developing their organization but including them in meetings with local officials when 

they came to meet residents in Los Platanitos to ask questions about the upgrade 

process. Continuous participation and dialogue prevents input provided by youth from 
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losing relevance and helps build relationships between planners and youth involved. 

Once a framework is established, planners must put substantial effort into ensuring that 

youth are brought into the process over the long-term. In communities where there are 

existing youth organizations, outreach to these groups and developing relationships with 

adult advocacy groups that can bring youth into the process can help planners build 

relationships between themselves and youth effected by upgrade projects.  

Where no such youth organization exists, as was the case in Los Platanitos, the 

prospect of bringing youth into the planning process successfully will rely on planners or 

public authorities identifying what communities will be affected by an upgrade project 

early in the process. At that point planners will need to survey the social capital in the 

area and bring appropriate existing organizations in to help engage young residents. 

Whether it is a local church, school program, adult civic leaders who work with youth, or 

nearby youth organizations, these actors will be critical to enable for planners to 

stimulate youth engagement. Planners should also consider providing resources to aid 

in recruiting youth to open meetings and planning presentations to encourage their 

participation. It will be critical during implementation, as it is in the creation of a 

framework, to consistently and continuously encourage participation from youth in 

effected communities and show them how their feedback is being used. 

The planning process benefits from this social investment in several ways. As 

was the case in Los Platanitos, youth centered amenities such as the youth generated 

plan for a playground in the community will often be overlooked, but can be highly 

beneficial components of comprehensive upgrading plans. Communities from informal 

settlements benefit from youth engagement in several ways but perhaps most 
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noticeably in that youth, who might otherwise feel isolated or unwanted in the formal 

social structure, are empowered to be active engaged. In the short term this can mean a 

reduction in perceived or actual delinquency rates among youth who now have a place 

they are welcomed and where they can accomplish goals. This can provide an attractive 

alternative to gang or drug activity. In the long-term, many youth in informal settlements 

will continue to live in and develop their communities. Early experiences and 

relationships built between them and formal planning authorities can create a culture of 

communication that will be invaluable as informal communities slowly, and in many 

cases inevitably, integrate into the formal urban structures in cities. Without such ties, 

planners risk falling into familiar patterns of developing and implementing projects in 

informal communities that can prompt potential backlash from residents disappointed 

with the project. This leads to greater distrust in future project plans, or a failure of the 

project to effectively serve the community. 

Perhaps the greatest benefit though is what planners and youth stand to gain 

from the learning process of planning together. Planners gain insight into community 

response from the ground level as a project develops, helping them to better 

understand nuisances of complications that can arise between community members. 

Youth stand to learn not only basic planning procedures and who can influence the 

environment they live in, but also learn the terminology and impacts of decisions in a 

plan that can help them provide planners with specific information they need, making 

their feedback that much more valuable.                          

Paul Davidoff wrote that not all stakeholders in the planning process are equally 

represented, that the needs and interests of some would be overshadowed by those 
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with more influence and resources. It is the responsibility of the planner, he contended, 

to advocate for these stakeholders to give them the equal representation they deserve 

and bring them to where decisions are made (Davidoff 1965). Upgrades to informal 

settlements will become increasingly more common as cities expand to include them 

and planners have a chance now to be advocate for the interest of the residents in 

these communities. Planners can even go a step further by helping residents advocate 

for themselves in the planning process and cultivate a better culture of civic 

engagement, and youth are the ideal demographic to drive this process forward. Youth 

living in informal settlements are one of the most vulnerable demographics, but are also 

one of the groups most able to continue to work with planners and other outside 

authorities over the long term as upgrades expand and continue. Youth have been 

commonly referred to in political rhetoric as the future that we must work to create a 

better world for, when the better world is really the one they help to create themselves.             
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