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ABSTRACT

“Self-constructed cities, commonly referred to as informal settlements,
are the product of culturally driven individual and communal initiatives.
Informal settlements evolve without prescribed planning, design, or legal
guidelines. Self-constructed cities are a dynamic form of urbanization in
constant transformation, rich in diverse socio-economic relationships and
physical morphology and with a unique ability to adapt to local conditions.”
—Gouverneur, David. Planning and Design for Future Informal Settlements. Oxon: Routledge, 2015.
The emergence of cities is directly proportional to the resources available for them to
sustain a certain population, labor being a necessary asset to do so. What if a resource
flux of a given region is vulnerable or scarce? Then, the quest for supplies happens in
foreign territories, producing conflicts such as war, colonization, slavery, power imposition or native community displacement, losing essential cultural knowledge, driving
the meaning of urbanism and development toward an unquestionable understanding –
Koolhaas’ Generic City:
“The Generic City presents the final death of planning. (...) planning makes no difference
whatsoever. Buildings may be placed well (a tower near a metro station) or badly (whole
centers miles away from any road). They flourish/perish unpredictably.”
Sovereignty on Stilts exemplifies this phenomenon by showing how the displacement of
native communities in Latin-American Pacific coasts has occurred for centuries – from
the Atlantic Slave Trade to the current commercial pressures. Furthermore, vernacular
culture, rich in solutions for challenges of sustainability and resiliency in the modern
city, is hindered from reaching international acclaim by its poor representation in public
media.
To understand the native lifestyle, we traveled to the Pacific Coast of Colombia, and
Ecuador, visiting the stilt neighborhoods of Buenaventura and Guayaquil, where we witnessed the literal creation of firm land by communities in otherwise flood-prone swamps.
The state claims this land by proposing developments without contextual and cultural
comprehension, recalling the conquista through processes of lifestyle imposition, and
indirect slavery. To unveil the reality and value of these communities – prevalent across
the tropical belt –, “Sovereignty on Stilts” proposes a displacement of the definition of
poverty, countering that of what western institutions, the UN and World Bank, offer
nowadays.
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Lat: 3°53’4.24”N Long: 77° 2’4.04”W
Trip photo by authors, January 2017
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NARRATIVE
(1) Our research initially got interested in
how artisanal communities from the Tropical Belt can tackle issues of sustainability,
resiliency and climate change, for which we
visited palafitte communities in Buenaventura, Colombia, and Guayaquil, Ecuador.
Palafittes are artisanal buildings characterized by the use of wooden stilts to raise
structures off wetlands to prevent daily
flood cycles from destroying the property.
These lightweight constructions are found
worldwide where inhabitants have resorted
to build over unclaimed and unstable terrain
to build entire communities that depend on
the water. Emulating the mangroves, the
stilts provide foundation for a wide variety
of ocean life allowing the natural environment to benefit where they are implemented.
(2) Surprisingly, the places we were interested in were also the most dangerous ones in
each country. Unable to find a secure place
to do our research almost at a worldwide
scale, we decided to take a risk to see the reality of those communities where our mother language is spoken. (3) Once there, natives showed us how palafitte communities
address issues of sustainability, resiliency
and affordable housing, mainstream in contemporary urbanism, but we also realized
that there are local and foreign powers that
threaten them. (4) Globalization is one of
these threats. States and corporations claim
without any ethics native territories, for the
creation of nationhood and commercial
development. Public media and derogatory
vocabulary such as underdeveloped, poor
or informal is contributing to the marginalization and displacement of these creative
communities, hindering their development.
(5) This misleading vocabulary, represented
by the early works of Amartya Sen, Nobel
8

Prize in Economics who defined the poverty threshold with a single value, the 1.5$/
day Poverty Line, contributes to the division
and exclusion of the population ‘catalogued’
under this barrier. Later, entities such as the
World Bank continued Amartya’s measures,
but it has been updated to 1.9$/ day. What
about communities where wealth is not
within economics? (Repasar)
The United Nations, on the other hand,
seems to try harder and proposes a Human Development Index, which narrows
the definition of developments to 3 dimensions: Health, Education, and Standard of
Living… But are they measuring the cultural value, the innovation, and the vernacular
knowledge that is helping to their resiliency
and sustainability? Aren’t these the goal of
development in westernized societies?
(6) Understanding the mechanisms through
which global industry overcomes native cultures, we were motivated to uncover or even
reverse these trends of simplification and
marginalization by highlighting the historical
context, and responding with two contemporary proposals; one at a global scale and
another at a local scale.
Visiting Buenaventura and Guayaquil we
met people with strong African, indigenous
and Spanish roots. The following video contextualizes our investigation through a historical and contemporary lens, explicating
creation of nationhood.

ening native communities. It thrives by settling unclaimed territories where alternative
lifestyles flourish.
Highlighting that the act of colonizing is
currently perpetuated through media and
vocabulary used to describe these communities, Sovereignty on Stilts counteracts this
trend by intervening at the roots of this understanding with global and local reactions.
(9) The local, propose a strategy to counter the infrastructural marginalization that
these communities usually receive by their
governments. Usually, concrete mega projects are built in coastlines with no regard
to the vernacular identity. These over engineered sea-fronts are intended to force their
displacement in order to build commercial
and industrial developments that can bring
more profit to the State. (10) To counteract
this process, a rearrangement of the native
tools is used to create infrastructural moments that will enhance the self-sufficiency
of these coastal communities. Our fieldwork
revealed that amongst the most needed ones
are water collectors, trash management and
public spaces to increase the wellbeing and
knowledge flux between dwellers. Accordingly we have arranged for locally informed
structures to provide the endurance required
for the preservation of these communities.

What the project does:

Beyond proposing an infrastructural framework, we need to redefine how society understands and catalogues the phenomenon
of poverty. Clearly, the current structure
overpowers the communities we studied.

(8) Now, stilt housing is not only understood
as one of the best construction methods for
the tropical belt, but an act of freedom in
response to the industrial processes threat-

(11) At the global scale, a more holistic understanding of development than what is
implemented by western institutions, like
the UN, and World Bank, should be consid-

(7) Video In

ered. Essentially, inherent qualities of artisanal communities are oversimplified and
undermined and end up being represented
by numerical values. These numbers are reductive defining vast territories lacking basic
human qualities. Despite the UN admiting
that each development dimension can be
improved, as well as modifying the Human
Development Index (HDI), the World Bank
still defines the poverty threshold as $1.9 a
day.
The way we believe the HDI can be improved is by completely redesigning the way
in which information is gathered and published. Since the mid XX century, we have
relied on the reduction of entire cultures to
statistics and numbers that clearly do not
serve those who are in need. Our project,
is our method of mapping and generating
information that should be published by the
UN. No longer will objective and dry statistics and tabled figures be used to represent
subjectivity in cultures. Instead, technical
drawings, maps, images and narratives will
be the norm for analyzing and comparing
territories.
(12) Finally, expressing great hospitality with
gifts and welcoming us into their communities–clearly different from the crimes and
fear presented by the public media¬– we
have created a series of documents that
map the native construction techniques.
This documentation proves their systematic
viability, safety, health, and rendering them
as the most sustainable way to inhabit the
coasts of the Tropical Belt.
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PROJECT BACKGROUND
Foreign urban models have been applied
globally by “upgrading” or forcibly imposing them on pre-existing indigenous settlements. Equally, lifestyles are affected where
enslavement techniques, justified through
lawmaking, define relationships between the
conquerors and the conquered. Capitalism
overcomes the natural by delimitating and
claiming land that, sacred for ancient civilizations, has a tangible value to enhance exploitation over the locals’ welfare. For example, this phenomenon occurred during the
Spanish Conquest of Latin America, where
city planning gained systematization and
standardization through the application of
a gridded system. Initially inflicted, forced
labor was progressively regularized thanks
to improvements during the “Laws of the
Indies.” The conquest changed the faith of
indigenous populations, and empires such
as the Incas or Aztecs, obstructing their cultural and technological development to the
point of virtual extinction.
Colonization still resonates today with the
effects of globalization on indigenous and
black communities, where entire cultures
continue to be excluded from what accepted according to Western standards and are
marginalized through vocabulary, labeling
them as underdeveloped, poor, or informal
among other terms. The contribution of
people like Amartya Sen, the 1998 Nobel
Laureate in Economics, by simplifying and
standardizing the definition of the poverty
line to the quantitative value of $1.25 a day
per household exemplifies the misuse of
vocabulary over some of these communities. Despite the efforts to add complexity
to this definition with his Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), results in the marginalization of social structures that, rich
in resources, do not fall into the capitalist
system that arises from the Western world
and its consequential consumerism. Fur12

thermore, the usage of undermining vocabulary contributes to a social loss of interest
in these communities. Koolhaas’ Generic City takes over, displacing populations,
deliberately ignoring their needs without
regard to the settlers’ willingness or ability
to find a new home. This recurring process
does not provide a contextualized solution
to the native dweller, obliging them to inhabit hostile environments that do not contribute to their wellbeing. Therefore, as the
city grows, it does so in a de-contextualized
manner. Indigenous populations’, customs
and traditions become diluted amongst other cultures, homogenizing the territory, and
ultimately negating diversity over standardization.
While the architectural realm seeks solutions
for the expected and unprecedented population growth and its subsequent effects on
the climate, coastal communities around the
Tropical Belt solve them with innovation in
a sustainable manner. Through the use of
specific construction strategies –palafittes–,
a resource extraction scheme, and specific
social structures, ancient cultures (since the
Neolithic) have survived causing minimal
impact on their environment. The replicability of these agglomerations throughout
history speaks to their inherent sustainability and social strategies to tackle global challenges. Artisans living in palafitte communities, under the direct influence of the global
transformations mentioned, are advancing
in cost-effective, and exergy matched solutions.
Access to housing, rapid urban growth, social acceptance, local resource production,
sea level rise, and other techniques related to
sustainability, resiliency and general endurance of cities, are some of the issues intended to tackle in this project. The interest of
this begins with a previous study that speaks

to the increasing population that coastal areas consistently receive due to the migration
from the rural to urban, and because of the
bank of resources that represents coastal
areas.
In 2002 Eric W. Sanderson calculated that
human activity directly influences 83 percent
of Earth’s land surface.

Buenaventura, Colombia

Despite the fact that palafitte communities
can provide contributions to global issues,
mostly related to inhabiting the coasts, they
are still considered ‘underdeveloped,’ ‘poor’
and ‘informal.’
Acknowledging the present marginalized
conditions towards these Tropical communities, can the exemplification of these
social structures be increased to enhance
cross-boundary feedback between cultures?
Moreover, could future cities benefit from
these solutions?

Nueva Venecia, Colombia

To further understand these urban nodes’
dynamics, we visited four different geographic locations, Buenaventura, Juanchaco, La Sierpre and Guayaquil, where littoral
settlements face regular flooding with low
emergy techniques.
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METHODOLOGY
The initial interest was to locate places
where challenges regarding sustainability, resiliency, affordable housing, and techniques
to palliate the effects of climate change are
taking place. In this regard, palaffite housing
of the Latin American Pacific Coast stand
out since they combine their living techniques with two coastal floods every day.
Once beginning our investigation from
Cambridge, it seemed that most of the
places of interest were extremely dangerous. News from murders, kidnappings, drug
dealers and so on, flooded newspapers and
the internet. This made us consider visiting
Buenaventura and Guayaquil, however the
decision was to take a skeptical position
of what was being represented through
the media and decide to be less informed,
focusing only on the strategies. At the end
of the day, we were asking ourselves, who
wants to live in conflict? Because of this,
the nature of the research was to avoid any
preconceptions of the places to visit, hence
being unbiased when we met the local populations. The idea now was to learn on site,
to be taught and not to teach so we could
absorb as much information as possible.
Firstly, Buenaventura (500,000 inhabitants),
Colombia, also denominated the Pacific
Ocean’s capital, where the dominant activity
is its port activity and has gathered thousands of new residents displaced by the
conflicts with the FARC at the countryside.
Founded in 1540 by(1) Pascual de Andagoya
as part of the colonial ports that the Spaniards established in South America, the city
is located at a strategic position at the tip of
the bay of Buenaventura, which grants protection against sea storms (See Buenaventura Nautical Chart). With an initial posi14

tion of fear generated by the national and
international propaganda that is distributed
from Buenaventura, we entered to explore
the local villages that sporadically thrive in
the shoreline of the island. Here, we met
people whose knowledge from their surroundings surpassed those inhabiting cities.
Sustainability is embedded in their lifestyle;
they build with locally sourced materials.
Construction offers respect to the preexisting environment by mixing with it, designing buildings that not only host people but
foster the growth of different organisms,
such as oysters, shells, clams, fish, and birds.
An environment of happiness, health, and
youth is unexpected in contrast to the violence and drug use driven by the propaganda associated to Buenaventura. This laid out
the base community where they live, having
a social structure that does not depend on
external governmental entities and is equally distributed through the different sectors.
Everybody has a role and is self-organized
countering the imposition of foreign organizational models. Displacement has been
a threat since they occupied the land where
external forces want to destine the territories
for other purposes such as industry, housing,
or commerce. Therefore, techniques of segregation, fear, and marginalization used to
gain leverage in the allocation of these lands.
Secondly, Juanchaco and La Sierpe, located in the Malaga Bay, were founded by
Juan de Ladrilleros who was in search for
protection against a storm. Here, we mingled with the community that had no displacement pressures, since they are more
isolated from public interests. Here, we experienced an off-grid urbanism, where the
basics for living were found at a 5-km radius.
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Finally, Guayaquil (3,600,000 inhabitants),
Ecuador’s largest city and most important
port. Here, substantial energy flows are responsible for the current urban conditions
enabling the presence of large extra-urban
stilt settlements. Unable to absorb the incoming population under controlled conditions, the incoming settlers have formed
a layered, extra-legal social structure that
allows the building of low income and sustainable housing at the necessary rate. The
artisanal sector represents a 70% of Guayaquil’ building stock. Being larger than Buenaventura, the situation here is of higher
complexity, from state laws to local division. Similar techniques of displacement
are used, but also, there is a law regarding
the usage of drugs that seems to seek the
extermination of the artisanal sector, often
located in the most vulnerable places. This
law allows the consumption of all kind of
substances, from naturally grown to synthetics, what only matters is the amount that a
person can carry. What we saw there, was
a substantial number of children sniffing a
drug called “H,” which is a mixture of heroin and cement. The use of this substance
is extremely harmful to health (killing people in an average of 1 to 2 years) and often
found in suburban areas among kids. This
threatens the generation of the artisanal sector, that increasingly marginalized as globalization takes places, represents the possible
extermination of a community, endangering its culture and their social contribution.
Works Cited
1. Biografías y Vidas. “Pascual De Andagoya.”
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Buenaventura Nautical Chart. Source: Portal Marítimo Colombiano 17

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Historical background:
During our trip to Colombia’s and Ecuador’s Pacific Coast, we found that the
communities visited are mostly inhabited
by afro-descendant and indigenous populations. This drove the historical context
research to the Spanish Conquista, when
the European influence over the American continent started at a large scale and,
most importantly, when the European
brought Africans to its colonies and determined the treatment with the ¨Indians¨.
The First Flood: The Spanish Empire
Historically, the interest on a resource located in other territories has demonstrated an
effect on the indigenous identity, changing
monetary systems, regional planning, lifestyle and other cultural aspects of a certain
commune. In the case of the Pacific Coast
of Colombia and Ecuador, this is represented mainly by the arrival of the Spanish Empire in the XV century and the consequent
imposition of lifestyles/power to build the
New World under a European understanding of development. Seeking a faster route
to the Indies for spice trading, the Spanish
Empire, under the mandate of the Catholic Monarchs King Ferdinand II of Aragon
and Queen Isabella I of Castile, financed the
trip of the Genovese explorer Christopher
Columbus. Initially thinking that he reached
Japan and China(1), Columbus landed in the
Caribbean Islands in 1492. This date dictates
the initiation of the European influence in
the New World and moment that defines the
current culture of the American continent.
The first European settlement was established at Hispaniola, present Santo Domingo,
at Columbus’ first voyage, however unsuc18

cessful since disparities between the Spanish
and the indigenous community began(1).
Columbus returned to Spain showing the
promise of a newly productive land by
bringing gold, fauna and indigenous people as gifts to the Spanish Crown, which
made them finance more voyages to the
New World(2). Moreover, the native population was of interest to Christianity since
they could embrace more believers. Thanks
to this, the Pope Alexander VI granted the
rights to conquer the New World with the
Spanish and Portuguese Empires and to
spread Christianity amidst the indigenous
communities(3). This was firstly issued with
the draft of the “Inter Caetera” in 1493(4),
which divided the rights to conquest between the Portuguese and the Spanish Empire. The West was granted for the former
and the East for the latter. However, the division of land made in this treaty was seen
as a disadvantage for the Portuguese, who
wanted to revise the agreement and it was finally updated with the Treaty of Tordesillas
in 1494(5). The mixture of interests and opportunities that the new continent activated
caused the expedition of many sailors and
explorers to conquest different territories.
The initial strategy was to survey the Caribbean islands, being a less risky strategy than to
venture directly to the mainland. During this
process of exploration, the first tribute system was established in Hispaniola on 1494(6)
since the explorations had to be economically sustainable. The taxing system established
consisted of forcing a tax in gold from the
“Tainos”, the indigenous community of
the island. At the start of the XVI century,
dominating Hispaniola, the next step was to
explore and conquer the main body of the

Colonial MAP

American continent. In order to maintain
control over the ‘newly discovered’ land,
the Spanish strategically colonized the Caribbean coastline of the continent. Ranging
from the Mexican Gulf to the eastern coasts
of present Venezuela, Spain oversaw all imports and exports from the “Conquista”.
Power imposition from the Spanish over
preexisting population took the form of
taxation and forced labor through the Encomienda System, sanctioned by Spanish

Crown (7). This system consisted in giving
conquerors groups of indigenous people
as the workforce in exchange for their education in the Christian faith, development
of infrastructure and protection of third
parties. Many saw the Encomienda as a
tool for legally enslaving native populations. However, disparities between different indigenous tribes favored the system’s
implementation and enforcement(7). Ultimately, through force and diseases brought
by colonists, the native populations suf19

fered considerable losses. Because of these
losses and with the Caribbean Sea under
European dominion, the alternative to indigenous labor was the import of slavery
from the African continent, where Portugal had dominion since the mid-15th century(8). The Atlantic Slave Trade between
the Portuguese and Africans as the enslavers and the Spanish as the buyers began.
The Second Flood: African Slavery:
Initially, trading with slavery was forbidden
under the Spanish Crown. However, many
conquerors saw African slavery as the better
alternative since they could endure European
diseases, contrary to the Native Americans.
The first transatlantic slave trade took place
in Cuba in 1502(8). Most of the slaves came
from West Africa being closer to America
and where the Portuguese had more influence. The Atlantic Slave route started trading between the Portuguese Colonies and
African communities who usually had an
economic necessity. Some sold their slaves,
and others captured their countrymen,
members of other agricultural communities.
The Portuguese purchased them, and sold
slaves to the Spanish conquest, both to support their respective active conquests. The
British, the French, and the Dutch Empires
entered the slave trade business to power
their colonization processes. This unfortunate event meant the forced displacement
of thousands of African families to the
New World, entering the Caribbean Islands,
reaching the Pacific Coast through Panama,
and arriving in Lima at the end. Essentially,
bringing forced labor, but also an enormous
wealth in cultural heritage still present today.
Even though it was prohibited by royal de20

cree, slavery was a well-managed and profitable system. Nevertheless, the Spanish
Crown saw a disadvantage with respect to
other European colonial endeavors. The
right to purchase slaves from third parties
was then granted by the Crown in 1543 with
the implementation of the “Asiento”(9).
In effect, the Spanish colonies could buy
African slaves from other countries but
could not sell or trade with them afterward.
This law persisted until 1834, making of
Spain a slave trader for over 300 years(9).
Achievement of Native Rights:
When the Spanish first arrived to the New
World, relationships between the conquerors and the indigenous population was not
defined, giving birth to power abuse from
the Spanish over the native population. Using European technology and sharing their
knowledge, the Spanish amused the indigenous population to a point where they
left their destiny to the Spanish conquerors, allowing them to use them for work
in exchange of a different education. The
abuse took form in forced labor, and soon
the Encomienda system was stablished.
The over use of this system on the indigenous population, led to many Christians
Process of disconnection from the Land
The teaching of the Christian faith means
a different understanding and ways of connecting to your surroundings, under the
definition of several rules and laws that act
like policies. Some of the most ancient religions preexisting in the Americas before
the European arrival had a more holistic
understanding of the environment, leading
to glorify different elements of nature as a
21

means of preservation and restoration. This
is due to the recognition of the importance
of each element in the natural cycles of
earth. The Church centralized and reduced
religious complexity into the worship of
an entity rather than multiple. Therefore,
a loss of understanding of the natural environment is instilled, and replaced by human-centered understanding of the world.
The third flood: The State and the afro-descendant land:
Since African communities were brought,
beginning in the XVI century and lasting
until the XIX century(8), as slaves to work
the land conquered by Europeans, they have
been in a process of seeking freedom from
the enslaver and in a process of claiming
their right to property and land. This led
these communities to thrive in remote places of the continent after the abolishment of
slavery. Most of these places seek isolation
from the Western culture and its policies
of property. After all, culture imposition
disables the majority of the Afro-descendant community to afford land or property
in settlements with a westernized heritage.
The process happens either in inland or
shoreline areas, but almost always seeking
a connection with water given the inherent
ease of transportation and food sources.

to positively influence each other; however,
frequently financial opportunities become
present and the less privileged sectors are
no longer recognized and later marginalized, eventually being displaced. Meanwhile,
the afro-descendant merchant community
is in a process of creation of land, settling
within the mangrove forest using palafittes
and growing by reclaiming coastlines with
sand and construction debris. This process
is progressive and incremental ensuring stable foundation soil, serving as an opportunity for the State to take interest and propose another form of economy changing
its initial use. Ultimately, the State resorts to
forcibly claiming the land evicting the native communities who created it. Evidently,
worldwide globalization processes like this
one are evinced in Buenaventura with the
proposal of a touristic Sea Front. Nevertheless, reflecting upon the historical context of the African community, is this not
a continuation of forced labor and slavery,
where cultural groups produces land that
later are unfairly claimed by an urban power? Are not the same parts and races at play?

Sometimes, this phenomenon happens in
the vicinity of westernized cities that, with
a thriving capitalist economy, are in need
of land, resources, and labor. When juxtaposing the opportunities that cities present
for merchants, such as fishing communities,
with the needs of a thriving city like Buenaventura or Guayaquil, a symbiosis of cultures occurs. In principle, they are supposed
22
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ON EXPERTS, LANGUAGE,
AND ARTISANAL CRAFT
Having gained perspective on the issues surrounding artisanal stilt settlements in Latin America, it is clear that these territories
are under significant pressure brought on
by their surrounding environment. Whether through port industry, institutionalized
forms of government, extraction, or presence of violent groups, communities are
marginalized and neglected on a daily basis, creating conditions where aid is beyond
feasibility. Furthermore, without any form
of inclusion processes in history, communities have learned to thrive in their unique
manner, generating systems of considerable
complexity away from the increasingly rigid
structures of surrounding society. Ultimately, this dynamic exacerbates the disparities
and limits communication between the inappropriately denoted ‘informal settlements’
and the enclosing urban agglomerations.
Historically, people have relied on the guidance of world-renown experts to forward
the comprehension of unknown processes
and organizations. Amartya Sen, the 1998
Nobel Economics Prize Laureate, has developed numerous studies concerning the
deconstruction and categorization of poverty as a multidimensional occurrence. Sen’s
acclaim is such that the UN Reports include
his indices of Multidimensional Poverty
Index (MPI) and Human Development
Index (HDI) to normalize and comparatively explicate the economies of nations
worldwide. However, the normalization of
infinitely complex dynamics into a finite set
of subjectively derived notations unavoidably disregards nuances that are key toward
understanding specific cultures’ needs.
Both in the The Tyranny of Experts: How
the Fight Against Global Poverty Sup26

pressed Individual Rights(1) and The White
Man’s Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to
Aid the Rest Have Done So Much Ill and
So Little Good (2), William Easterly harshly
criticizes the well-meant actions of people
in power because they frequently result in
worse conditions for less privileged sectors of society. Impositions of democracy
and institutionalized planning, according
to Easterly, are the demise of cultural diversity creating scenarios where heritage is
eradicated in order to make way for international help initiatives. In response to Easterly’s work, Amartya Sen published a biting
review(3) in which he highlights poor judgment in activating statistical data to support
claims as well as Easterly’s scathing critique
of the actions of “do-good planners”. Sen
casts Easterly as an extreme theorist who
deliberately loses ground in his arguments
due to “radical oversimplifications” and
“the intoxicating power of purple prose”.
Despite the ongoing argument between
the validity of foreign aid programs vis-àvis “searchers versus planners” visiting the
territories in question reveals circumstances
that lean towards Easterly’s claims. Given
that many assumptions have to be made,
the inherently reductive process involved in
producing the MPI and HDI is seemingly
harmless. Nevertheless, the effects become
manifest when policymakers intervene in
populations arguing the unsustainability of
life under the $ 1.25 poverty line. Coupled
with deliberate disinformation, foreign influences have virtually limitless power over
artisanal settlements. “[....] forms of deregulation and unmapping, that is, informality,
allow the state considerable territorialized
flexibility to alter land use, deploy eminent
domain, and to acquire Land.”(4) Entire

Amartya Sen

William Easterly. Source: William Easterly

David Governeur. Source: Penn Stuckeman School
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neighborhoods are razed and thousands
of families are displaced under the banner
of civilization, while site-specific urban
techniques, cultural heritage, and thousands of people’s lives are uprooted and
moved away from their ancestral locations.
Recognizing the substantial difficulty associated to accessing these territories in order
to provide support, it is pertinent that more
suitable vocabulary should be activated when
addressing communities. Experts in the past
have recognized the need for a more suitable
nomenclature. David Gouverneur emphasizes the need to refrain from using terms
like “slums” for having derogatory connotations(5). Nevertheless, he undermines the
negative connotation of the word “informal”, using it in every other sentence and
even coining “Informal Armatures” as his
framework approach for the improvement
of the welfare of artisanal settlements. “[...]
informality is inscribed in the ever-shifting
relationship between what is legal and illegal
legitimate and illegitimate, authorized and
unauthorized. This relationship is both arbitrary and fickle and yet is the site of considerable state power and violence.”(4). In the
present conversation regarding extra-urban
agglomerations, nomenclature demands
higher degrees of sensitivity and awareness. Hence, this project intends to push the
term “artisanal” to refer to stilt settlements.
In Buenaventura and Guayaquil, locals
refer to their practices as artisanal. Fishermen around Puente de los Nayeros describe their craft as a direct opposition to
industrial practices. They express the need
to get tactile feedback from fishing nets
and fishing lines. In contrast to large fishing vessels with mechanical nets that inev28

itably destroy and scar the seabed, artisanal
fishermen ‘feel’ the fish on their lines and
are able to accurately determine the species
they catch before pulling back. Furthermore, the equipment is handmade out of
perishable materials causing less damage
to the submarine environment. Through
their craft, these artisans play an integral
role in the local ecosystem. Higher, but controlled, rates of energy exchange between
the ocean and dwellers motivate the system
as whole to evolve and increase complexity.
Regarding construction as an artisanal process, builders have similar relationship with
buildings. Palafittes are highly compliant but
resilient structures. Teams of specialists are
constantly surveying structures, searching
for rotten members and differential settlements. Since these buildings are hyper static
(numerous load paths exist for dissipating
any force), whenever a member shows signs
of decay, there is no structural failure. Significant redundancy in the structural system allows for the safe replacement of the member
in question without compromising the building. Through this process of movement and
consistent repair, structures emulate trees by
evolving over time, feeling where more stiffness is needed and rigidifying accordingly.
Moreover, as trees do in the forest, buildings sustain multi-scalar energetic systems.
At the urban scale, the handmade structures
and energy flows create a unique identity.
Settlers are proud to inhabit wetlands with
ancestral techniques. Visiting their territories is a genuinely humbling experience.
Builders, artisans, homeowners, cooks,
fishermen, merchants, housewives, school
teachers, represent a small portion of the
diversity of trades found in a single palafitte

community. The responsibility to tackle issues of sustenance is distributed amongst
the dwellers, responding to pressures as one
united body. In this case, institutionalized
forms of government become obsolete and
justice is enforced through family ties and
communal governance. The community
operates as one organism where everyone
serves a specific role in favor of the whole.
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PALAFITO
Palafitte buildings are the main architectural typology in coastal artisanal settlements.
These tremendously flexible structures are
great feats of housing, engineering, and urban planning. Able to resist two daily tidal
swings of up to 7 meters in amplitude, the
buildings create a seamless connection between the coastline and human inhabitants.
Environment:
Thanks to their morphology, they emulate
mangrove forests having a vital role in preserving submarine fauna that in turn becomes sustenance to the community living
above. Receiving a constant supply organic
matter and sunlight, as well as nutrient replenishment from tidal currents, wildlife
around stilt settlements is exceptionally
diverse. Ranging from filtering clams (Piangua), crustaceans and catfish to seagulls,
storks, and pelicans, the ecosystem sustains
life across all scales where humans are no
longer inhibiting the surroundings’ development but are central to its existence.
Building process:
The construction process is unobtrusive
in its simplicity, befitting the environment,.
Wooden piles, commonly from coconut
palm tree or bamboo (guadua) are sharpened with axes and hand driven a meter into
the ground using large stones and sledgehammers. Creating a 2 x 2 meter grid in plan,
the piles are then leveled, shaped and nailed
to wooden beams. Once the lower frame is
completed and floorboards are placed, the
frame is tested for lateral stiffness. Accordingly, braces are nailed to the existing piles
or additional slanted piles are added to the
structure.
Once the lower structure is stable enough,
the upper structure is built as a balloon
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frame with wooden studs every meter and
braces as needed. The roofing system consists of a wooden frame (2.5 x 1.5 m grid)
with trusses spanning lengthwise every 2.5
m. Once the frame is in place, the vertical
structure is clad with wooden boards on the
outside. The roof, on the other hand, is clad
in either zinc-corrugated sheet metal or fibrous cement corrugated boards.
This structural system provides a high degree of versatility, where interior partitions can be installed at the homeowner’s
will. These partitions rarely span the full
height of the space for adequate ventilation
throughout. Furthermore a shadow gap is
left between the exterior walls and the roof
letting fresh air cool down the interior even
if the ceiling is hot. In essence the envelope
is highly permeable allowing daylight and
the noise of the surf to seep in without sacrificing privacy.
Water Collection:
Being that settlements in Buenaventura do
not have regular availability of a piped water system, architecture is engaged to solve
this daily issue. Contrary to ordinary pitched
roof buildings, the crest of the surfaces runs
perpendicular to the longitudinal geometry
of the houses. This allows for rainfall to be
collected at either end, without the need of
installing gutters. Furthermore, this roof geometry allows for its extension towards the
front and back creating shaded porch spaces.
Engineering:
Seen from afar, these buildings look surprisingly unstable. Cantilevering vertically
on thin compliant posts, 7m above a soft
unstable surface, with pinned connections
throughout, these structures are technically
unviable from an engineering standpoint.
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However, the vernacular manner in which
they are built and tested makes them resilient to lateral forces. These structures
are hyperstatic, a myriad of load paths and
flexible members provide adequate energy
dissipation. Moreover, locals agree that institutionally built reinforced concrete buildings perform poorly next to their artisanal
constructions.
In April 16, 2017 a 7.8-magnitude earthquake hit Manabi, a province located near
Guayaquil. The whole coastline was devastated, specifically less privileged populations.
Interestingly, the most damaged buildings
where reinforced concrete buildings; many
of which collapsed killing and trapping tenants. These buildings were built following
strict seismic codes and building regulations,
unavoidably highlighting latent issues in
‘formal’ construction practices.
Evidently, the earthquake accentuates the
benefits of building with light, flexible materials. Even after the collapse, dwellers have
a better chance of surviving without being
crushed by rebar and masonry. Contrarily,
the territories where stilt settlements are
pervasive were damaged to a lesser degree,
thus justifying their viability.
Maintenance:
The upkeep of these buildings is as simple
as their initial construction processes. With
the constant oscillation of sea level, crustaceans, rot, insects, and mold will attack the
foundations. However, since they are exposed, piles can be easily inspected and replaced in a matter of hours. Such is the need
for this kind of maintenance that individuals
will have businesses within the community
dedicated to this specific craft.
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The periodicity of this process depends on
a myriad of factors. Rainier seasons spawn
more insects and mold, the structure could
be overloaded in a time of gathering, differential settlement of the foundation could
occur and so on. This makes individual
piles have a lifespan ranging between 3 to 5
years. Ultimately, besides scheduling annual
inspections, homeowners will hire teams of
builders to replace the entire structure in a
couple of days and ensure its stability for
another 4 years.
The cost of rent:
Despite maintenance activities having to be
carried out frequently, costs of upkeep are
rarely substantial. A full day’s work – two
7-hour periods depending on the tide, will
cost 50,000 COP ($16) per builder. In the
case of Buenaventura, a full inspection with
replacements will take three men 1 to 2 days
and will only be required once a year.
Regarding dwellers who rent, it costs
200,000 COP ($160) a month for a 5 x 10 m
(540 sqft) house with no interior partitions
and one latrine.
Sewers:
The luxury of sewers in stilt settlements is
scarce where inhabitants resort to the tide to
remove waste from under the houses. Since
the tide oscillates every 14 hours, air condition is never unbearable. Furthermore, organic waste seems to have a positive impact
on the surrounding environment. With a
replenishment of fresh ocean water twice a
day, decomposition toxins never reach detrimental levels.
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A DIFFERENT SEA FRONT
As for 2017, the official proposal for the
south and southeast shoreline of Buenaventura, offered by private institutions, is a seafront that overlays with the native territory,
or at least, where the Afro communities
settle. Despite this community desires infrastructure and an inclusive urban network,
the current official seafront demands the displacement of almost thirty thousand people
who are presently living in the territory that
conflicts with the proposal. These families
mainly live in stilt houses, being fishing their
primary economy. The self-organize capabilities of the communities studied happens

Dredging for port activities:
In 1826, three hundred years after the first
settlers of Buenaventura arrived, its port
was created. Nowadays, due to increasing
commercial port activity, they must continuously dredge to allow for larger vessels.
Dredging might work well for industrial
purposes, but does not fit with environmental preservation; thus it is incompatible with
the local culture. This is because the fishing communities prefer shallow waters, and
dredging destroys the fisheries.

by hierarchizing social roles based on cause
and effect rules, dominated by the ones that
seek prosperity for the neighborhood.
Acknowledging that violence and conflicts
happen due to a clash of interests, native
communities are forced to defend their
territories in order not to be displaced. To
avoid this displacement and fight, where violence is a part of it, could we propose an
alternative intervention that mixes the western, and the native customs? Also, should
we allow that one culture dominates over
the other and permit a Darwinist behavior

Malecon Bahía de la Cruz, Buenaventura:
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between these communities?
If the intervention of the existing sea front
proposed is motivated by the principles of
tourism, free spaces, commerce, and other
capital concepts, can these self-organized
communities serve as a ready-made infrastructure to foster these ideas? In the proposal presented for this project, it is not only
considered like that, but mostly champions
the development of the afro-community,
its culture, and customs as a way of knowledge preservation. In this way, the destination of this point will be characterized by
its originality, genuineness, culture, health,
all intricate in a network of opportunity for
the existing afro-community in the form of
commerce and trade.
Propositive. Ready-Made Infrastructure:
Understanding that one of the primary drivers of the State to move the native community from its seafront is mainly a capital movement – as other commercial developments
would bring more income to Buenaventura
–, our incredible experience there made us
thought that most of the moments lived
there, where considered as a luxury outside
that environment. Fresh food, unique sunsets, public celebrations, boat trips, are some
of these luxuries.
The afro-community established in this territory is self-organized as they have been excluded from any development plan since colonial times. Thanks to this, during our trip
we found ready-made infrastructures and
facilities that could be arranged as nodes of
inclusion for the alternative sea front proposal. The central concept is that the inclusion and enhancement of the afro-community happen at every level and every stage
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of the new development –from its construction till its operation.
To do so, instead of erasing the existing
housing, it uses the palafittes reconstructive
dynamics to open a path for tourists and
visitors. In other words, when an artisanal
housing needs to be repaired due to water
erosion, an opportunity to open a new path
happens, leaving space in this new course
to rebuild the house in needs to be rebuilt.
In this way, a path that begins progressively
through the artisanal urban network occurs,
leaving corners of surprise and areas of opportunity along with its way. It will travel to
places that want to be regenerated and integrated into the intervention.
Since the built environment is already established and different commercial activities
happen within the existing architectures,
these are integrated into the intervention,
empowering with an additional economic
influx that visitors bring and helping in the
process of formalizing the structures. In
this sense, the preexisting community can
benefit from the tourism that the State intends to apply.

number of nutrients that the water carries
in the surrounding areas. Moreover, the regeneration of the mangroves of the area is
proposed to improve the living conditions
of the fauna and the community of Buenaventura.
Despite our capabilities as an Architect and
an Engineer could envision how this intervention would happen, we could see that
the forces of globalization are much bigger
than a single intervention in Buenaventura.
This is something that is going on in all its
equal communities around the Tropical Belt,
and one of the strategies used by developers
was the language employed by the experts in
economy and development.
In a quest to achieve a proper understanding
of coastal communities along the mudflats
of the Tropical Belt, and to avoid the wrong
definition of them, a Vernacular Advancement Indicator that highlights the vernacular advancements is proposed.

Strategies for economic sustainability

Strategies for endurance

Strategies for public sharing

The proposed path uses local and vernacular construction techniques, being wood its
primary material due to its large availability
in the area. Intentionally or unintentionally,
thanks to the application of local technologies, the construction can be taken care
locally by the community, benefiting from
every stage of the project.
How this project can be achieved is as important as the project itself. Therefore, fishing strategies are deployed in the area, using
shrimp and clam culture as the central economy. This fauna is used since it supports a
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THE VAI
Since the creation of the UN, taking advantage of reliable communication channels
and the increasing reach of media, society
has resorted to the creation and analysis of
tabular data to understand worldwide occurrences and the dynamics that produce them.
Accordingly, the recompilation and dissemination of descriptive data have been the
responsibility of economists who –through
objective mathematical models, simplify
enormously complex social behavior to easily comparable numerical values. Unavoidably, a substantial amount of information is
left out of the analyses, leading to misguided
interpretations that result in trends of marginalization, exploitation, and colonization.

of a given territory depends on other HDI’s
for analysis.
Through the dissemination of the VAI
and its implementation to analyze cultures
worldwide, marginalized communities will
have increased opportunities to develop and
conserve their heritage. The VAI will help
local governments and planners see the actual affordances of their territories to make
more conscious decisions.

Sovereignty on Stilts is the first instance
of the Vernacular Advancement Indicator
(VAI). This dataset is unlike any other in the
sense that its language is entirely graphical
and descriptive, as opposed to reductive,
simplified, and numerical. This index does
not rely on reduced data like mortality rates
or years of institutional education. Contrary
to easily convertible, biased, and convoluted
tabular indices, the VAI cannot be expressed
through mathematical models or ‘objective’
statistical scales.
The VAI explicates a culture’s wealth of
knowledge. It presents information as derived from experiential investigation and
audiovisual evidence that can be interpreted and acted upon in equal terms by the
licensed and unlicensed. Furthermore, the
VAI is more powerful and descriptive than
the HDI, MPI or any other index published
in UN Reports. It does not need a comparison to be drawn across territories to deduce
conclusions based on the information. In
other words, the HDI (or any other index)
38
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TRAVEL STORIES
Henry Lopez:
Born in the coffee region of Colombia,
Henry moved to Buenaventura in search for
a lifestyle by the sea. A people-person by
nature, Henry slowly made his way through
the tight-knit fishing communities becoming
a loved member of the city. Having contacted Henry, we were able to access the settlements where we stayed. All of the residents
would come out of their houses to give us a
warm welcome.
Touring the piers with Henry allowed us to
get a comprehensive view of the territory. As we walked around, he would ask his
friends if we could come in and photograph
their homes. This way, we gained access
to the inside of carpenter shops, smoker
kitchens, fishing companies, and mechanic’s
workshops.
Having Henry was an actual benefit to the
trip. Thanks to him we got valuable insight,
experiencing the territories from within and
getting a glimpse of reality unfiltered by the
media.
Oswaldo Ortiz:
Oswaldo is a leader of a cooperative union
in Guayaquil and has studied social movements there dating back to the 1960’s. Close
to 70% of Guayaquil was built in unplanned
conditions. Settlers coming from rural areas
began to migrate to the city seeking better
opportunities. However, since governmental
entities could not keep up with the incoming
populations, it was up to incoming masses to
settle the wetlands. Oswaldo has studied this
process for years, interested in providing a
historical identity to the people in his community. Doing so, he believes he can achieve
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the unification of countless neighborhoods
in the city and organize to subvert the forceful imposition of foreign conditions.
Oswaldo was our tour guide through Guayaquil’s artisanal stilt settlements. Like Henry, he was our liaison with neighborhood
leaders. During our visit he would reach out
to specific contacts, who would ensure our
safety. He played a key role during our investigation, not only guiding us through ‘dangerous’ zones, but also giving insightful and
historical perspectives to our journey.
Thanks to him, he were able to approach
strangers on the street and inquire about
their concerns regarding their living conditions. Furthermore, he was very encouraging and would make significant changes to
our schedule to include information at different scales and from varying perspectives.
Doña Marta:
Doña Marta Montaño is a resident of Puente de Los Nayeros and has been living in
the ‘same’ house for 25 years. She is married
to Ilario and makes a living running a restaurant out of their home. Fellow community members have their three daily meals at
Marta’s paying around 10,000 COP (around
$3) for each meal. Servings consist of a fish
soup with potatoes, plantains, and coconut
milk accompanied by a large piece of fish
with fried plantains, onion, and tomato salad, and white rice. Also, a tall glass of “agua
de panela” (sugarcane juice) is included.
Some of the other dishes were piangua ceviche and jaiba (crab), steamed in coconut
water.
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Piangua:
It is no surprise that Buenaventura’s cuisine
is centered on seafood. Almost every dish
we tried there had come from the sea accompanied with locally sourced fruits and
vegetables. Even though people recommended not trying any new food, we quickly
dismissed any preconceptions once we were
presented with delicious platters of fresh
shellfish, crab, fish, shark and stingray.
We visited the local fish market and were
surprised to find the sheer diversity of products. Containers full of clams, fish roe, calamari, octopus, shrimp, snails, along with
herbs, spices, sauces and myriad of other
items lined the hallways and stands. Interestingly, there were no refrigerators or ice dispensers contrary to any hermetically sealed
and frozen environment of the fish markets
we had visited in the past. After touring the
ground floor, Henry (our tour guide) took
us upstairs where various restaurants were
serving the catch of the day. We gorged
ourselves with Piangua, an orange and dark
brown clam, which was fished hours ago.
That evening we were invited to have dinner
at the Montaño household where “El Cholo”
Ilario, a 60-year-old fisherman, was explaining his techniques for catching specific types
of fish. Depending on the location, depth
of the water and length of the fishing net
or line, he could choose what kind of catch
to bring back. With our mouths filled with
Piangua, he added how it was easy to find
some fish species without having to navigate
far from home. Pointing at out empty plates,
he said our dinner had come from casting
his line straight from his balcony.
Notwithstanding the fact that we did not get
sick from any of the food, we noticed that
everyone was healthy and in good shape. Be42

ing that health greatly depends on the nature
of the food a person eats, in Buenaventura
everyone eats from locally sourced, organic
seafood. Furthermore, the food is organic
by default. There is no need to be searching
for labels on plastic wrapped foods because
there is no plastic in the first place.
Plastic Containers: The Death Of Agriculture In The Colombian Pacific Coast:
During our visit, we noticed the enormous
amounts of waste surrounding the settlements. We understood that this issue is
related to many problems beyond the control of the residents. When we asked about
any waste-recollection initiative, people informed us that once the local government
had suggested waste be accumulated in some
locations where trucks would pick up the
trash on a regular basis. The system quickly
fell through because the trucks never came.
Communities were suddenly faced with substantial amounts of accumulated garbage
and were forced to dispose of waste in the
sea. Delving deeper, Buenaventura currently
functions without a debris collection system.
Ultimately, most of the trash generated by
the entire city ends up in the ocean.
Discussing this matter with the locals, they
all agree that most of the waste is plastic
containers and wrappers that are not needed
for the edible products they consume on a
daily basis. In fact, people remember a time
before plastic when produce was sourced locally without ever requiring packaging. Once
packages started to be used for food and
industrialized products from the mainland
made their way to Buenaventura, farmers
could not compete with food that was offered at a much lower price. Eventually, local
agriculture crashed, and the population had
to adapt to consuming sealed products.
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