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favela | fä ' veläə|
noun a Brazilian shack or shanty town; a slum

DERIVATIVES 

favelado | fäve ' lädõ | 
noun a person who lives in a favela

ORIGIN 
portuguese

eu sou favela

sim, mais a favela nunca foi reduto de marginal, eu falei
ela só tem gente humilde, marginalizada 
e essa verdade não sai no jornal
a favela é um problema social
é, mas eu sou favela
minha gente é trabalhadeira
e nunca teve assistência social
sim mas só vive lá
porque para o pobre não tem outro jeito
apenas só tem o direito a um salário de fome 
e uma vida normal
a favela é um problema social

i am favela

yes, but the favela was never the refuge of the marginal, i said
there are only humble people, marginalized
and this truth does not appear in the newspaper
the favela is a social problem
and what’s more, i am the favela
my people are workers
and never had social assistance
but can live only there
because for the poor there is no other way
we only have right to a salary of hunger
that’s our normal life
the favela is a social problem

popular Brazilian samba song 
by Noca da Portela and Sergio Mosca, 1994
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first things first

research question
   How can architects and planners develop and propose sustainable, cheap 
and satisfactorily dense dwellings by learning from spatial qualities present in 
irregular autoconstructed settlements? What previous understanding of local 
and global circumstances need to be attained to do such a thing, and what 

could an architectural project developed this way look and act like?

study objective
    The first aim of this study is to provide architects with an insight to circum-
stances surrounding communities in developing parts of the world, where peo-
ple sometimes lack financial means or face democratic difficulties, where land 
records are incomplete and where environmental concerns might be mostly 
ignored in building processes. There are many important factors that need to 
be taken into consideration, and this thesis booklet aims at presenting a kind 
of general background knowledge that serves well when working in these cir-
cumstances.    
   In this masters project, I am working with the favela of Papaquara as a physi-
cal example of what one of these communities might look like, so the second 
and more practical part of this study consists of developing a new housing 
scheme for the people there.
   Designing new housing for a community in need can of course be done in 
a million different ways, but one important objective of this study is to argue 
that the favela, so often referred to as only a problematical slum area, actually 
can be proved to contain clear benefits, spatially and socially. In this way it can 
be seen as a justified building typology, and it can serve as an alternative to 
the highrise buildings or housing complexes commonly used in governmental 
programs. 
   The idea is therefore to investigate and the favela typology by looking at 
spatial qualities that arise when people build their communities and houses 
with their own hands. The goal is to, provided basic infrastrucural services, de-
velop and give a structure to the “favela way of building”, and be able to use 

this for the new housing scheme for Papaquara. 

method
   This particular master’s project started with a Minor Field Study in the com-
munity of Papaquara, including visits to the favela before and after the demoli-
tion of houses, attending community meetings and conducting interviews with 
community leaders. Interviews with all the households have also been carried 
out, with the family heads responding questionnaires to help collect data about 
the household situations in the community. The chapter named “The story of 
Papaquara” deals with the context of Papaquara and lays out the historical 
background for this particular place.
   Analyzing the results of the questionnaries mentioned above helps in struc-
turing the architectural program of the project, which is presented in the chap-
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ter named “Towards a housing project”. In this chapter I introduce how I will 
work with the architectural project in Papaquara, and there is also presented 
general bioclimatic strategies for the area.
    Being a favela located on the island of Florianópolis in Brazil, Papaquara 
can be said to be representative for what goes on on a larger scale in  mul-
titude of similar situations around the world. Being on site raises the under-
standing of this particular place, but in order to expand the knowledge to a 
wider, national and global scale, the collection and reading of related literary 
sources has also been necessary. This literature concerns land rights issues, 
community involvement and organization, housing policies and environmental 
issues. In this booklet, this research is presented in the last chapter called “Go-
ing more in-depth: Adding the context at large”.
   Working towards the development of the architectural proposal for Pa-
paquara, I am first looking at some theoretical work about slum upgrading and 
incremental housing, as well as some projects that have been physically car-
ried out in favelas in Brazil and other countries in Latin America. In the chapter 
called “Presenting: Favela Typology!” I present this research into the favela way 
of building and explain what kind of knowledge we can extract from looking at 
this typology. 
   In the beginning of the semester I will also go back to Brazil a second time, 
where I will visit 3-4 different favelas to be able to closer investigate what con-
stitutes the incremental typology found on these different sites. I will do this by 
means of sketches of architectural situations and details, photographing envi-
ronments and in text try and mark down in each of these sites what seems to 
be common criteras for and effects of incremental autoconstruction generally, 
and what seems to be site-specific choices and consequently spatial effects in 
each place. 
    Informed by this study, I will go into developing the actual proposal for 
Papaquara. I expect that this will start with investigating new possible plans for 
the whole community, including housing, work areas and a community center. 
This process will be worked with in drawings, plan and section sketches and 
the building of 3D and physical site models, probably in scales 1:500-1:200. 
   After one layout has been chosen, I will go into designing a core-hose with 
additions, and possibly also a design for the community center. This will also 
be done working with sketches, drawings, 3D and physical models, this time in 
scales ranging from 1:100-1:50. 
   
project timeline:

8 January – 18 May 2011: Minor Field Study work on site in Brazil, establish-
ment of local contacts, background research. In Sweden, collection of retrieved 
materials, development and writing of final thesis booklet. 

18 August - 8 September 2011: Second visit to Brazil, as explained above. 
Further investigation into the favela typology and gathering of any additional 
material needed from Papaquara. The sketching process for the proposal of 
Papaquara will naturally begin parallell to this investigation. 
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9 September 2011 – February 2012: Continuation of design process, devel-
opment of sketches and models towards the site specific design proposal for 
Papaquara. Presentation of final architectural project for the masters degree in 
Architecture in February 2012.

expected outcome: 
   While this is a project based in real circumstances, and hopefully there 
might me a housing project financed and carried out for the community of 
Papaquara not too far in the future, my thesis project will be presented as an 
academic work. However, my tutor in Florianópolis, Professor Américo Ishida, 
is the architect responsible for the eventual housing project and I expect us to 
stay in close contact throughout the course of my work. This means that we 
can inform each other, he can give me updates as to how the legal process is 
going on site, and I might be able to contribute with some interesting aspects 
throughout the work of my project, towards the real proposal if there will be 
one in the end.
   I will present my design proposal at the final critique on KTH, primarily in 
perspectives, drawings and models in scales ranging from 1:1000 to 1:50, 
and1:10 for any important details. Depending on the outcome of my study, 
there might also be some kind of “strategy manual” as part of my presenta-
tion, that presents a comprehensive and repeatable way of approaching this 
kind of architectural project independently of site, if I learn that it would be 
important or possible to formulate such a strategy.

who this is really aimed at
   On the one hand, a project like this is naturally aimed at giving aid to a 
community in need , such as in the case of Papaquara. But I find it important 
to state as well, that this project is carried out just as much for the sake of 
facilitating the engagement of architects and planners. I am looking at the 
problems from the specific point of view of an architect, in order to find out 
where my place in this process might be and trying to find out what kind of 
information it serves me to be aware of. 
   The study came about initially because of an underlying feeling that al-
though there are many students and professionals out there willing to take 
part in development projects for those who need assistance in the world, not 
very many opportunities of this kind are presented when studying architecture 
or working as a professional in what we refer to as a “first world” country. 
   This study therefore aims at presenting the process of developing a housing 
project for a favela, but also to see it in a larger context. My hope is that it can 
help in forming a better understanding of the surrounding issues, and provide 
a way of looking at background knowledge which makes the architect a more 
important player in the development field, if the will is there to play.

what do we need architects for?
   Although in this particular study I will present the irregular favela typology as 
an interesting way of planning and building, and as something that architects 
might actually learn a lot from looking at, this does not expel the need for ar-
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chitects in the future of city planning, quite the opposite. First of all, architects 
are of course needed in order to improve construction, make it more efficient 
and more sustaiable. But apart from that, they have an important role to play 
extending far beyond the designing of homes. And this is why I try to lay out a 
general background in the last chapter. 
   In situations where communities find themselves unable to organize resist-
ance or enter in dialogue with local authorities, the architect can place herself 
or himself on the side of the community, helping to defend their rights and as-
sisting in creating a constructive discussion. They play a social role, in that they 
can generally assist in adding a little bit of authority, acting as project manag-
ers or negotiators between parties. 
   They can argue the importance of a well-planned, safely built settlement, 
both in relation to location and construction. They can help making sure that 
basic infrastructure is catered for, such as water, sewage and electricity, hope-
fully improving the health of the citizens. The same goes for establishing health 
institutions, schools, children’s care and other facilities. They can assist in 
developing sustainable materials and techniques and promote suitable meth-
ods for upgrading or post-disaster building, for instance securing constructions 
against landslides, hurricanes, earthquakes and other environmental threats. 
And they can also add with knowledge in the field of urban planning, look for 
solutions to urbanize slum areas, propose social spaces and develop areas that 
spatially support local businesses. 
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the story of papaquara
2011.01.27. First visit to Papaquara. I went with Americo in his car. 
Before going to the actual site, he drove me around some parts of 
the north of the island, to illustrate the contrasts of what is going on. 
We went to Jureré Internacional, an area with huge seafront villas 
and the beach area turned into private property. The signs there are 
for some reason written in both Portuguese and English.

Since the heavy rains of last week, the circa 200 people from 
Papaquara are housed in a school building, where we went to visit 
them. They sleep on the floor on mattresses, new-born babies unat-
tended to, dogs running around barking, kids playing. 

After that we went to the favela. Papaquara is the messiest, most 
run-down, dirtiest favela I have been to so far. People here definitely 
deserve somewhere better to live.

   Papaquara is - or was - a semi-urban favela on the island of Florianópolis, 
situated on the south eastern coast of Brazil. As a matter of fact, the people in 
the community of Papaquara are 
still there, while their houses are 
not. They were demolished by 
the local authorities in the end of 
February in 2011. But in order to 
understand the situation of the 
favela, I will start by telling a little 
bit about the historic develop-
ment of Brazil at large. 
   The southern part of Brazil is 
rich in comparison to the north, 
especially the north east, where 
the history of slavery is still 
marked on the predominantly 
black population. In colonial 
times and until recently, the 
economy of the southern part of 
the country has played a small 
role on a larger scale. There was 
no gold to dig, and the climate, 
being milder than the tropical cli-
mate found further north, made 
plantations of sugar cane and 
coffee unfeasible, and therefore 
there was no need for the same 
labour masses that were brought 
in through slavery in the north. In 
later times, the south has instead 
become an industrial and admin-
istrative center, and these more 
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modern sources of economy has made it rich 
today. 
   Florianópolis is traditionally a fishing com-
munity on an island surrounded by about 45 
beaches, the island now being a major tourist 
attraction in Brazil. This is stimulated by an ex-
panding real estate market, where land specu-
lation is a quickly growing economical activity. 
Rich brazilians have their summer houses here, 
there’s a large influx in the summer of argen-
tinian holiday makers, and many europeans 
come here both for a stop on their backpacking 
trips around South America but also to settle 
down in search of an alternative lifestyle. The 
state of Santa Catarina also has large german 
and italian populations descending from large 
migration waves from these countries about 
100-150 years ago, and being light skinned 

and blonde here is not as rare as in the rest of Brazil.
   On the surface, the island can appear to be a holiday heaven, but there is of 
course another side to it. Influx of people with money also means opportuni-
ties for work for poorer people from the countryside, hence in different times 
different parts of the island have been occupied by people coming from the 
north, from the interior of the state, and from other states surrounding Santa 
Catarina. The city of Florianópolis is surrounded by hills with favelas climbing 
the hillsides, and in other parts of the island communities have formed, made 
up of people coming to work in construction, cleaning and other labour and 
service jobs. These communities are occupying land illegally, but as I will come 
vack to in later chapters this term can be elaborated and discussed, since land 
occupation in Brazil typically have meant legal right to that same land in some 
cases but in other cases not, depending on who is occupying it. 
   Important to note as well is that Brazil owes 
much of its rich culture to the country’s innu-
merable favelas and irregular typology settle-
ments. The soccer, the samba, the funk music, 
the carneval, nothing of this would have come 
to life outside these communities. And the tra-
ditional and prejudiced view held of the favela 
as being nothing but a slum with problems is 
shifting, at least in the scholarly world. Many 
of the favelas in Brazil have been around for a 
long time, some for over 100 years, and studies 
have been carried out unveiling hardworking 
communities with a strong sense of pride and 
culture, and that care for the community and 
the common good. 
   Many people in favelas, though, have been 
more or less held hostage or under threat since 
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The last outpost. Image showing the 
only street sign in Papaquara, before 

the demolishing of houses.



the drug trafficking started in 
the mid 1980’s, which is what 
have helped to negatively 
influence the image of the 
favela in mass media. And this 
case is true both for the more 
famous favelas in Rio de Ja-
neiro and Sao Paulo, but also 
to the favelas in Florianópolis. 
On a general scale, life in 
a favela is intrinsically con-
nected to the life in the rest 
of the city or state, although 
the stigma of living there and the prejudice still prevailing at large makes for 
marginalization and misguided political actions, including eviction, as in the 
case of Papaquara. The stigma of living in a slum area also makes it difficult 
for people there to be employed, as they are regarded as second hand citizens 
by many employers. 
   One of the major factors contributing to the drug dealers settling in favelas is 
spatial - the fact that streets are narrow and winding make them ideal places 
to hide, streets lack names and houses lack numbers, and the favelas are often 
not even marked out on official maps. So solving slum settlemets issues is also 
a question of security. 
   In Florianópolis, the Prefeitura (the local government in charge of the plan-
ning processes) has the unspoken wish to “clean up” the island, so to speak, 
which includes removing unwanted communities in order to make place for 
private investors. Papaquara, the area of my study, was one of these extralegal 
communities, the pople now being evicted and their houses torn down. Found-
ed about eight years ago, it was located on a riverbank on the northern part 
of the island and housed 53 families. Like many other favelas it had problems 

7the story of papaquara

Papaquara before the demolishing of houses

Aerial view of Papaquara while the houses were still standing. 
Housing on left side, recycling space on the right.



due to lack of sanitary structures, electricity and 
working sewage systems. The majority of the 
houses were elevated in order to stand through 
the rise of the river water level that is depending 
on the sea level tidal changes. With heavy rains 
in addition to rising water from the sea, however, 
the favela used to get completely flooded and 
water up to 1.50 m of depth entered the houses. 
   After heavy rains in january, the people had to 
flee the water that flooded their houses, and for 
about a month they were temporarily housed in 
a school building about 1 km from the favela. 
While being evacuated to the school building, 
the police surrounded the homes in Papaquara, 
and the families were allowed only 15 minutes to 
go inside and bring with them their most impor-
tant belongings. Soon, representatives from the 

Prefeitura started taking measurements of the houses as base for demolition, 
without any decisions being taken yet, and without the agreement from the 
community. 
   Not allowed to move back to their houses, and waiting to see what might 
happen next, the more than 190 people slept on mattresses on the floor, all 
together, in a large gymnastics hall. The Prefeitura then offered 10.000 BR 
(roughly 5000 USD) and the payment of six months rent, per family, if they 
agreed to vacate the land where they lived and moved somewhere else, al-
though no one knew where this “somewhere else” would actually be. Of 
course, in a discussion about an alternative place for settlement, the favela-
dos (people who live in the favela) were fighting to live closer to the center, in 
order to access urban services and public transportation, but these wishes were 
not taken seriously on the part of the Prefeitura. In the end, the community did 
not with one voice agree to the money offer, but since some families accepted 
and the community didn’t manage to organize itself properly, the policy mak-
ers considered the issue solved, tore down the houses, handed out the cash 
and in the end left the people to their own devices. 
   Currently, the people from the community live spread out in houses of 
friends and relatives surrounding their previous settlement, but there is still 
hope for a resettlement option, probably on the piece of land adjacent to the 
previous favela. It is established that 
the land is owned by the Uniao, aka 
the federal government, and not in 
fact the local government. This is 
encouraging, since the federal gov-
ernment runs programs for social 
housing, and the owning of the land 
is the first step towards establishing 
a new settlement. Even before the 
eviction, there were meetings being 
held including community leaders, 
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Temporary shelter in gymnastics hall.

After the tearing down of houses. 
All there is left is earth.



representatives from an NGO working 
with human rights, the Prefeitura, a judge 
that stood on the side of the community 
defending their legal rights, and profes-
sor Americo Ishida from UFSC, who is 
an architect and was given the project of 
presenting a proposal for new housing for 
the families of Papaquara. If everything 
goes as planned, funding for new housing 
will be provided by the Caixa Economica, a 
large Brazilian federal bank, even if money 
is scarce, around 40.000 BR (20.000 USD) 
for the whole project. Being spread out, 
the community were not only ripped away 
from their normal home environment in 
the favela, but they were also prohibited 
access to their work, collecting, recycling 
and selling garbage. This work, which ac-
tually has strong incentives to be ongoing 
since it’s good for the island environment 
at large, is normally carried out on the piece of land adjacent to the previous 
favela where the new houses might be built. At present, it’s a garbage dump 
completely deserted. But as I will show in my proposal for a new housing pro-
gram, there is ample space to provide both for living and working in recycling.   
   The fact that the community lives off garbage collection is of course interest-
ing from an architectural point of view, since it naturally makes the connection 
to environmentally sustainable building techniques including use of recycled 
materials already found on site. But clearly, whatever solution presented, it has 
to be cheap, sustainable and accessible.
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residents to transport waste to be recycled.



presenting: favela typology!

building techniques
   In a country like Brazil, where just as in large 
parts of the world construction has boomed in 
post-industrial times, it is still common to look 
to the developed world for building practices. 
Traditional forms of building gave way to mod-
ern concrete and brick construction, and this still 
dominates the whole building industry due to its 
affordability. Interesting to note is that the same 
building techniques are used in both middle- 
and upperclass areas as in favelas. In fact, since 
slum population is made up of people coming to 
work in the cities, a lot of the construction work-
ers are the same for both areas. Between 1940 
and 2005 the number of urban households in 
Brazil went from 2 million to 40 million. This 
coincided with the tradition of modernist archi-
tecture in the western world, and partly because 
of this, from around 1950 reinforced concrete construction became standard in 
Brazilian cities1.
   Very few building parts are pre-fabricated, instead, usually wooden frames 
are built to cast reinforced concrete columns and beams on site, in favelas usu-
ally on a 3-3.5 m grid. Materials in favelas are provided from local stores and 
lying foundations of concrete blocks is common. Floors are built from ceramic 
blocks and covered with a thin layer of concrete. The non-load bearing walls 
are filled in with hollow bricks, openings left only for windows and doors. In 

more upscale construction the walls are painted 
or plastered, while in favelas the walls are left 
bare, showing the bricks. In favelas, the cheap-
est possible windows and doors are used, often 
standard-sizes ones. There is not much atten-
tion paid to solar orientation or shading, and 
ventilation strategies are not planned for. Stand-
ard household sizes range from 59-62 m2 per 
house2.  
   What makes this typology special is of course 
that the design does not follow any established 
rules or regulations, and that the end user is 
directly involved in the construction process. The 
road systems are not established prior to the 
construction of houses, neither is the infrastruc-
ture. Water and sanitation as well as electricity 
and internet are introduced after the occupation 

1 Fernando Lara, Modernism as a vector for the Dom-Ino, in Favela Studio, Investigations in 
Informality. Studio Toró, University of Michigan’s Taubman College of Architecture, 2009, p.20 
2 Ibid. p16
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“Besides the fact that 
the slums are not based 
in any formal or legal
hegemonic parameters, 
which the public sec-
tor and the real estate 
market have defined as the 
official urban land use, 
the slums demolish any 
certainties about the 
ideal urban standards”

Elisabete Franca, What 
are the Slums, in Sao 
Paulo Architecture Ex-
periment, 2010, p.10

Rocinha, Rio de Janeiro

Favela typology close-up.
Vidigal, Rio de Janeiro



by dwellers, where local lines are tapped into and shared, often illegally.
   While being an interesting typology, the problem is obviously that the con-
struction in itself is often under acceptable standards. Columns might be 
improperly cast, windows lack proper structural support, bad mortar joints 
and uneven brick courses allow water to enter the construction which leads to 
mold. In addition to that, roof slopes might be orientated in the wrong direc-
tion, causing rainwater to run downhill towards and into the houses instead of 
possibly being collected and used, small windows lead to inadequate daylight 
for the interior, and there is no ventilation leaving the interior damp. All these 
things create a huge need in upgrading of favelas, and they need to be con-
sidered in any planning of new houses. 

spatial qualities
   In favelas, the way of building described above is both affordable and is 
used more freely than in regularly planned construction. The non-loadbearing 
walls create a large freedom, both in plan and section, and this comes in 
handy in a lot of favelas that are built on steep slopes or hillsides. This property 
of the favela typology - the creation of irregular sections - is one that deserves 
further investigation in planned architectural design proposals. 
   Plans are irregular and often deviate completely from the common stand-
ards in planning for houses or apartments we might be used to in Europe. 
Various numbers of different layouts of rooms and spatial relations spring to 
life as houses are built not on flat square pieces of land but on top of, un-
der, behind or beside already existing houses. The incremental property is an 
important factor here. A home is not built as a finished complete house from 
the beginning. Instead, normally a family start with building one room, for 
instance a shared kitchen and bedroom with a small bathroom. And then as 
they can afford to expand, additional rooms are built onto the previous one, 
stimulating the growth of uncommon, temporality-driven, need-based plans 

and sections3. In this kind 
of incremental building, the 
relation between private and 
public spaces is fluid, from 
the interior onto streets, in 
openings and verandas, and 
especially on the flat roof 
slabs that act as recreational 
spaces, for socializing, play-
ing, working, drying laundry 
and many other things. The 
typology has a strong social 
relevance in a community as 
it creates interesting com-

3 For interesting research on this in Brazil, see for example Andrea Mussis PhD project “Incre-
mental Housing in Brazil. Research and Design Methods” at Universidade RIo grande do Sul. 
For examples from Chile, see Margarita Greenes article “Incremental Construction: A Strategy 
to Facilitate Access to Housing” published on behalf of the Internatianal Institute for Environ-
ment and Development. The article can be found online at http://eau.sagepub.com/con-
tent/20/1/89
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Hanging laundry on rooftop and kids 
doing homework on porsch space.



munication opportunities, inside and out. 
It offers an easy way of keeping an eye 
on each other’s children and of talking 
to your neighbours on nearby rooftops, 
through open windows and from one side 
of a narrow street to the other.
   On a larger scale, there are of course 
differences between slums located on 
flat lands and those on steep slopes. It 
serves well to compare what kind of hu-
man relations are stimulated in a regular 
flat grid from those where favelas have 
gradually climbed up mountains, where 
streets are maze-like, narrow and wind-
ing and where many times not even 
cars can pass. There is even a Brazilian 
expression used to describe the kind of 
swinging walk one gets used to, walking 
up or down the steep roads of a favela, 
called the “ginga”4. 
   The maze-like street pattern, so contrary to modernist city planning, I would 
like to argue, has clear advantages socially, and is not a new phenomenon. In 
mideval European cities and villages a similar layout is common. Places includ-
ing Venice in Italy are constantly claimed to be picturesque and are as tourist 
attractions commonly depicted by painters and other artists. This means that 
historically, we have strong connections to this type of irregular building. Only 
in contemporary slums this irregularity is seen as equal to problems. My point 
here being that this conception does not stem from the typology itself but from 
other factors such as the stigma of living in a favela, the lack of infrasctructure, 
health issues, poverty, unemployment, percieved danger and the fact that drug 
gangs and militia have settled here5. 
   Building regulations in post-colonized countries are very often based on the 
experience from developed countries. In this way, many of the advantages and 

opportunities in vernacular and spontaneous 
architecture built by poor people are neglected 
in planning new housing projects. One of these 
things concerns the mixed uses of buildings. In 
spontaneous settlements it is common practice 
to let the room closest to the street be a small 
store, a bar or a simple restaurant, in short 
a place where families can make an income 
that adds to local economic growth, and which 
also acts as a social space where people meet 
and interact. Things like this would need to be 
reformulated to fit contemporary urban devel-
opment, in rebuilding, upgrading or new con-
struction. 

4 See research and publications by for example Ermínia Maricato and Paola Berenstein 
Jaqcues
5 For thourough research into the favela phenomenon, focused on the development and com-
munities of slums in Rio de Janeiro, the book Favela by Janice Pearlman, Oxford University 
Press, 2010.
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Aerial view of Rocinha in Rio de Janeiro, a hillside favela. 
Below, a 1800 map of Venice in Italy.

Mountain village painting of St Paul 
de Vence in France by Jack Davis



lessons for the global north
   Having long questioned the way that we as architects are being taught 
urban planning in universities in the developed part of the world, I find it very 
interesting to look at how city expansion actually take place when no architects 
or planners are involved. I believe that we have to look to the large cities in 
countries such as Brazil, to learn something about spontaneous urban devel-
opment and see how human beings interact with space and manage to create 
long-term dwellings, even when there almost seems to be no space at all. As 
it proves, what happens is far away from the top-down approach of placing a 
map on a table and drawing lines with a ruler, or coming up with new kinds of 
patterns, being the grid of New York City or the condor of Brasília, that we are 
commonly expected to propose as solutions to new urban areas. 
   Especially since the urban question is nowadays a global one, it seems like 
we have to plan cities in order to facilitate a spontaneous growth, provided 
that basic services are catered to. Spatial urban strategies are needed that 
enhance the opportunities for local economy and development that are al-
ready present in irregular, spontaneous settlements. As it proves, living stand-
ards are important in terms of having 
ample space, access to urban services, 
good-quality dwellings, health care and 
education, but perhaps not so much in 
regulated layouts of apartment plans. 
I believe that architects may be able to 
propose more efficient layouts for hous-
ing schemes, but that spatial qualities 
are not primarily measured by how many 
rooms one have at a specific point in 
time, but rather what kinds of social in-
teractions are stimulated in and between 
streets and dwellings, or what future 
opportunities are inherent in an incre-
mental building structure. In short, the 
field of the architect or urban planner in 
the west needs an update. And only from 
looking to developing countries can we 
find the kind of knowledge needed for 
that to happen.
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towards a housing project

a new and sustainable community
   In my masters project for the planning of new housing for Papaquara, I will 
go deeper into investigating the spatial qualities of favela architecture and try 
and build the development of my design proposal on this investigation. 
   The land plot of Papaquara is not situated on a hillsida but on flat land, on 
the other hand it is lowland and close to the river which makes it vulnerable to 
rising water levels. There is absolutely reason for investigating how the section 
can be used as a tool to create good spaces. The houses will probably have 
to be built on poles, and the use of terraces and slabs might stimulate a more 
vivid section than normally when building on flat ground. 
   There is also reason to look into the layout of the whole area. While in most 
cases the first thought would be to use some kind of street grid for this empty 
space, there might be advantages to using other spatial strategies that would 
in some way stimulate a more irregular street pattern, related to the need for 
incremental construction that I intend to put forward in my proposal. 
   When it comes to sustainability, the first concern is of course to look at local 
bioclimatic conditions, and lay out a strategy for the area that goes with the 
grain of the climate. Good solar orientation, shading and ventilation being ba-
sic prerequisites to care for to lower the need for cooling and electricity. From 
then on a row of other points need to be taken into consideration, such as 
the choice of materials and colour of facades and roofs, possible collection of 
rain water and reuse of grey water, potential solar heating, perhaps common 
toilets constructed as bio-gas chambers etc. As I pointed out before, the lion’s 
share of favela construction is made by concrete and hollow bricks, but there 
might be reason to question this choice of material. Perhaps there is an ample 
amount of recycled material in the garbage the community collects, to be used 
to build interior walls, perhaps a complete change of material to for example 
bamboo or wood would be in order. There are many different possibilities, 
much of it depending of what could be available locally and constructed in a 
sustainable manner.
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Images showing construction that was torn down in Papaquara: a water tank tower, 
some houses that were prettier than others, and a porch overlooking the river.



river

ca 85m

ca 108m

ca
na

l

st
re

et

site plan 1:2000

site plan 1:10000

15towards a housing project



papaquara community profile
   The following statistics are collected from interviews with heads of house-
holds, where questionnaires regarding family backgrounds, occupation and 
family relations among other things, were filled in. 

household statistics

 Households of one adult only:     5
 Households of two adults only:     8
 3-people households (2 adults and 1 child): 10
 4-people households (2 adults and 2 children):   9
 5-people households (2 adults and 3 children):   5
 6-people households (2 adults and 4 children):   3
 7-people households (2 adults and 5 children):   3
 7-people other (3 adults + 4 children)    2
 Households of 1 single adult with children:    8

 Total number of households:    53

statistics on children

 Number of children 0-2 years:   16
 Number of children 3-6 years:   18
 Number of children 7-12 years:   22
 Number of children 13-15 years:   13
 Number of children 16-18 years:   18
 (Number of children of unknown age:)  17
 Number of children over 18:      8

 Total number of children:    94

working statistics

 Number of people working in recycling:  27
 Number of people working in other jobs:  26
 Number of people of unknown occupation: 40
 
 Total number of adults:    93
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proposed programs

housing
   The majority of families have only one or two children. The community is 
thus still relatively young, and can be assumed to grow over the coming years. 
Housing at this point is needed for 53 families, but as children grow older they 
will want to either expand existing houses or build their own houses on new 
plots.
   The sizes of plots must be determined after looking at the whole area pro-
vided and make sure there is ample space divided off for recycling purposes. 
An investigation of suitable layout of plots needs to be undertaken, and con-
sideration needs to be paid to wether it is a good idea to use up all of the land 
in the first stage of planning or saving some land for later needs.
   Proposal: To design a one-room+kitchen+toilet=core house. After looking at 
how people tend to expand their houses, give suggestions to incremental add-
ons in 3 different stages, in the end presenting three different houses. One 
house would be for a family of 2+1, the next for a 2+3 family and the larg-
est house for a 2+5 family. Add-ons may come in the shapes of extra rooms, 
outdoor terraces, stairs, slabs, verandas and other structures.

social
   The number of children in need of daycare (0-6 years) is currently 32, but 
this group can be expected to grow in the future, as families expand. Keeping 
up pace, within 2 years there will be another 15-20 newborns. Some of the 
children in the 3-6 years age group will disappear off to school, thus changing 
from needing daycare to needing after-school activities.
   There is also a need for spaces for the community to come together for 
meetings, women’s groups activities, workshops, parties etc.
   The proposal is therefore to design a community center with roughly this 
program:

 Daycare
 After-school
 Computer lab
 Workshop/drawing/library spaces
 Gathering Hall
 Kitchen
 WC:s
 Storage
 Laundry
 Outdoor playing area
 Outdoor gathering spaces

   Special attention should also be paid to the public spaces outdoor: gardens 
or squares, house back gardens, rooftop terraces, the streets, porches and the 
access to the river.
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work
   Half of the grown-up population work in recycling (ca 45-50 people). Many 
of the unemployed and partners of respondents are working in the homes tak-
ing care of children. There are 20 families with children aged 0-6. If daycare 
was provided within the community (and run by the community), another 10-
15 adults could be free to go into recycle work. 
   Proposal: To design a space outdoor that facilitates the work situation for 
about 65 people. The layout should focus on access, easy handling and trans-
portation, as well as division of recycled materials. This might include an 

indoor space for handling garbage as well. 

local bioclimate
   As a minimal introduction, bioclimatology can be described as the science 
that studies the relation between the climate and living beings. An architecture 
that is created taking the bioclimate into consideration aims to achieve a high 
level of thermal comfort while using a low amount of energy. In my project, I 
will aim to do this, and it starts with an investigation in the local climate of the 
site in question6. 
   The island of Florianópolis belongs in the humid sub-tropical climate group, 
with a hot summer and a mild winter, and where rainfall is evenly distributed 
over the year. The topography is varied, with mountains, forests, beaches, 
lakes, rivers and ecological parks. Measurements of temperature from 1961 
to 1970 show a dry bulb temperature ranging from 2°C to 36,4°C. The highest 
average temperature was measured in February (29°C) and the lowest average 
in July (13°C). 
   

6 In this section, I am refering to the dissertation thesis Oportunidades e Limitacoes para Biocli-
matologia Aplicada ao Projeto Arquitetónico by Rafael Prado Cartana, Universidade Federal da 
Santa Catarina, 2009

18towards a housing project

35.0

30.0

25.0

20.0

15.0

10.0

5.0

0.0

febjan aprmar junemay augjuly octsep dec

absolute min

DRY BULB TEMPERATURE (°C)

MONTH

average min

average

average max

absolute max

nov



   Statistically, the average cloudiness is 62% over the year. It’s a bit more 
cloudy in the summer than in the winter, with the least percentage measured 
in May, the highest from September to November. Winds are strongest in Octo-
ber, and weakest in May. The predominant direction is north, in both frequency 
and strength, followed by winds from the south. 

   Florianópolis has a high relative humidity all year round, with a monthly 
average always above 80%. The summer months (Dec and Jan) are a little bit 
dryer than the winter (Aug and Sep). 
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   In regards to solar radiation, the diagram below demonstrates how the sun 
moves and what conseqences this has for sun radiation in buidings. The sun 
presents its most critical hours between 10am and 5pm in the summer months 
of October to February, when the sun rays hit the earth from a low degree but 

with strong intensity. 
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basic strategies for Florianópolis
   Research that has been made in the field of bioclimatics for Florianópolis 
show that for 20,8% of the time the climate here is within the comfort zone for 
human beings. 40,7% of the time discomfort is experienced because of cold, 
and 38,3% of the time discomfort is experienced because of heat. Hence, it is 
a pretty even balance between the two, and any construction need to handle 
both these situations. 
   For hot periods, natural ventilation is the cheapest and most efficient strat-
egy, as it can diminish discomfort in 35,5% of the 40,7% of the hours stated 
earlier, and it is efficient until the outside air reaches 32°C. At temperatures 
above that, usually some kind of air conditioning system is used. Evaporative 
cooling is a strategy that may be proposed, but it relies on careful analyses of 
the already humid climate. For the cold interval, solar passive heating may be 
used, where the sun rays are allowed to enter into the building. In the summer 
however, the facades should be shaded to prevent exessive solar gain, and this 
applies particularly to the north facade. When passive heating is not enough to 
heat a building sufficiently, artificial heating systems can be used but should in 
that case be chosen with regards to energy efficiency.
   However, to minimize the use of any artificial heating or cooling, basic strat-
egies need to be followed. A linear configuration of the plan with the main axis 
running east to west might be good, as it creates main facades to north and 



south and avoids the worst morning and afternoon sun rays. A compact plan 
with a shade patio is often a good idea. Exterior spaces should allow for wind 
to flow through, especially to let buildings get ventilated in the summer. But 
they should still be protected from the colder winds in the winter. This can be 
achieved by the use of trees or other greenery that slow the wind down, or by 
using building elements that direct the wind flow in the desired direction. 

   The most efficient layout for cross ventilation purposes is having two opposed 
facades with similar-sized openings placed so that the wind is allowed to enter 
and exit the building from one side to the other without difficulties. Fluid spac-
es in section that promote vertical ventilation is also a good option. In the case 
of Florianópolis, the main wind direction is north-south. The plan can deviate 
from this direction with up to 30° (twisted towards east or west) and still enjoy 
full capacity of cross ventilation. Recommendations point towards large open-
ings, 40-80% of the facades facing north and south, or 25-40% of the total 
facade surface of the building. 
   The use of thermal mass for heating and cooling purposes may be consid-
ered, although the efficiency of this can be questioned in this type of climate. 
As a general rule, the recommendation here is the use of a lightweight con-
struction material with low thermal capacity. Insulating the building envelope 
by means of an air cavity, rock wool or some other insulation material is not 
very common practice in construction in Brazil, but would serve well in this 
climate that experiences both hot and cold periods. Insulation of walls and roof 
avoids exessive heat gain in summer and heat loss in winter, and helps to cre-
ate a more even indoor temperature. To have a properly sealed envelope also 
makes the control of ventilation and heating easier. To avoid the heat island 
effect, light colours and reflective materials for walls and roof surfaces are 
recommended.
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going more in-depth: adding the context at large

urban slums in the making
   We live in a global world, a world which is more and more urban to its 
character, especially in developing countries. Within the next coming years, 
the population on earth will be predominantly urban for the first time in hu-
man history. There are currently over 900 million slum dwellers in the world7, 
and this number  points to a huge amount of people that are actually excluded 
from full citizenship in the forms of rights to political influence, secure tenure, 
good-quality housing and access to basic services. This is a gigantic democratic 
problem, and the numbers keep getting higher as cities in the global south 
are growing at an uncontrollable rate. Governments tend to find themeselves 
without the necessary tools to deal with the situation, and at the same time 
the image of a new “world class city” is being presented by large investors and 
developers, a kind of future city where poor people simply have no place and 
are largely unaccounted for8. 
   In a historical context, slum dwellers’ situations around the globe have been 
largely ignored by local and national governments, until a point in modern 
times when they for some reason decide that poor people need to be wiped 
from the urban landscape. Sometimes this is triggered by the realization that 
irregular settlements in urban areas occupy valuable land, and that it would 
supposedly serve the economy well to get rid of the slums in order to make 
way for land speculation and private development. The actions then taken by 
policymakers have been forced evictions and the tearing down of whole com-
munities. An estimated 5 million people worldwide suffer from forced eviction 
every year9. When at best some alternative housing is provided, this is often in 
areas located far away from jobs, education and urban services. At worst, com-
munities and families are shattered and people are left on the street without 
any compensation whatsoever. Eviction fails to address the roots of the prob-

7 Improving the Lives of Slumdwellers, UNDP, Earthscan 2005, p.10
8 That a small-scale typology serves well in challenging these large-scale developing processes, 
while being sufficiently dense, is something that has been investigated and discussed by Arif 
Hasan and his research team in Karachi, Pakistan. For more information, see www. urbanden-
sity.org
9 Secure Land Rights For All, UN Habitat 2008, p.4
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lems, as it usually stimulates 
the growth of unplanned 
illegal settlements in new 
areas, hence just relocating 
the problem from one area to 
another. 
   It’s easy to forget that most 
of these urban settlers have 
not actually commited any 
type of crime, apart from be-
ing poor. Occupying land may 
be illegal, but as it proves, this 
grabbing of land happens in 
all sections of society. The dif-

ference is that poor people are unaware of their rights and have no money to 
pay for legal aid, whereas the rich elite has been able to use their money and 
contacts to claim rights to large portions of land. I will get back to the question 
of land rights in the next chapter. 
   Although irregular settlements are obvioulsly an unavoidable phenomenon, 
slum dwellers have for some reason been considered temporary residents on 
the urban landscape. There seems to be a prevailing failure to acknowledge 
that people have actually come to stay. Perhaps the actual “look”of the set-
tlements come in here: the fact that large parts of slum areas are built with 
short-lasting materials such as scraps of wood, corrugated tin sheets, paper 
and plastics give an image of temporality that is is not corresponding with the 
real situation of the dwellers, that live for years in these places. 
   At large, we can establish that urbanization has been seen as a problem 
rather than an opportunity. The fact is that urbanization actually has the po-
tential of accelerating economic growth and human development, as pointed 
out in a number of recent publications by the UN10. There is ample reason to 
challenge the idea that slum settlements are inherently bad, and to argue that 
they instead can be seen as areas of great potential - economically, socially 
and also spatially. 
   In order to achieve this, though, one main prerequisite is that the basic 
human rights of poor people are being acknowledged. In the UN Millenium 
Development Goal (no 7, target 11) it is stated that the aim by the interna-
tional community should be “by 2020, to have achieved a significant improve-
ment in the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers”. And it is true that 
practices in many countries, including Brazil, have moved away from evictions 
and into the implementation of social housing and slum upgrading programs. 
Tried out from the 1960’s in various forms, these programs have often proven 
small-scale, short-term and failing because of a top-down approach. But on 
the positive side, it seems that local and national governments, coupled by 
hardworking NGO’s and community organizations, are coming to the realiza-
tion that they have to start working with participatory development policies. It 
seems extremely important for a sustainable urban thinking that people are 
included and involved in the organization, planning and building of their own 

10 Ibid. p.14. See also the book Building Presperity by Anna Tibaijuka, Earthscan 2009.
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communities. In many countries around 
the world, successful results have been 
reported where local governments have 
acknowledged poor peoples’ associa-
tions and where agreements have been 
negotiated in democratic processes. 
Results include large-scale programs for 
both improved housing and access to 
basic services for hundreds of thousands 
of people11. 
   Programs have also been focused on 
poverty in rural areas, and there are of 
course strong connections between rural 
and urban areas. The fact is  that peo-
ple move from rural to urban land for a 
reason, lack of work opportunities being 
one major factor, but also because of 
environmental hazards and the rising 
inability to live off the land. Many peo-
ple that migrate to cities or city outskirts 
sustain a contact with their family mem-
bers, sending home some of their earn-
ings in an effort to improve living condi-
tions for the ones left behind. Where people move from rural to urban land 
it also means that large semi-urban areas of agriculture are expropriated to 
make room for housing, infrastructure and other community needs. Many land 
owners are in these situations expropriated without compensation, and where 
compensation is given, it is given at many times lower the new value, since 
agricultural land is valued much lower than land used for other purposes. 

the importance of land rights
   In the 1970’s and -80’s, it was measured in Latin American and Carribean 
countries that 6% of the population controlled all the land, whereas 94% had 
no access to land12. While developing countries including Brazil are clearly on 
their way forward economically and technologically, they are still some of the 
most unequal countries in the world, with huge disparities between rich and 
poor. This is an issue in urban as well as rural areas. In rural areas, insecurity 
increases poverty and drives people off the land, causing increased migration 
to cities. Lack of secure land tenure makes it very difficult for large parts of the 
population to have a secure place to live without having to face evictions, to 
maintain production of food and crops, to have access to basic services, to stay 
in employment and to provide a secure future for their families and coming 
generations. Land tenure is an important factor in a long-term perspective, as 
it motivates people to invest and improve their homes and living environments. 
Poor living conditions, often a direct consequence of insecure tenure, in turn 
present problems to people’s health. 

11 Ibid. p.23
12 Land Tenure: Lessons for Sustainability Through Information Sharing. Organization of Ameri-
can States Department of Sustainable Development Policy Series #10, 2006, p.1
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“Lack of tenure hinders 
most attempts to improve 
shelter conditions for 
the urban poor, under-
mines long-term planning, 
and distorts prices for 
land and services...[]... 
and reinforces poverty 
and social exclusion”

Land Issues and Security 
of Tenure. Alain Durand-
Lasserve, National Center 
for Scientific Research, 
France 2003
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   There are large 
economical benefits 
to be made in provid-
ing secure tenure, 
although it might not 
be obvious at a first 
glance. In urban areas, 
promoting land titles 
can be a way of mak-
ing credit available to 
slum dwellers. If they 
have land titles, they 
have the opportunity 
to sell, mortgage, rent 
out parts, or use their 

homes for residential income making purposes. It’s also a strong factor in sta-
bilizing whole communities and reinforcing residents associations that help in 
negotiating with policy makers.
   Historically, land has ended up in the hands of national governments or the 
political and economical elite. Often in colonial times, land was grabbed by 
the colonizers, indigenous people were force off the land as natural resources 
were gained, and land rights were distributed among the rich. To this day, 
large areas of rural land are taken up by pasture land or so called latifundias, 
which are reserved for large scale plantations or cattle ranches. Needless to 
say, the profits made by these large land owners do not benefit the poor. And 
as farm work has made a switch from manual labour towards mechanization 
in modern times, not even work is being offered at these large ranches. Small-
scale farmers are left with tiny holdings with minimal opportunities for crops 
to grow, or they are forced into sharecropping. It is important to remember as 
well, that a lot of the land held by private land owners has neither been given 
nor bought, but claimed by invasion, just as illegaly as the poor squatters do. 
Many of the latifundias in Brazil still have invalid land titles13. But where poor 
peoples’ rights in claiming land have been systematically neglected, land 
claimed by large farm owners have often gone through legalizing processes by 
the government, further solidifying already unequal owning structures. 
   The unequal land distribution is also a race and gender issue, where women 
and indigenous groups have least access to land. This despite the fact that in 
many Latinamerican countries, many women are heads of households. Provid-
ing women with secure tenure is also claimed by some to have an impact on 
whole communities, since women tend to spend money more on food, chil-
drens’ health, household needs and education, and they are regarded as at 
lower risk of credit default than men14.
   One difficulty in trying to solve these problems is the fact that many countries 
including Brazil, are still corrupt on many levels, and political and economical 
interest groups put up resistance to land reforms in fearing loss of their priv-

13 Land tenure Issues as Factors in Environmental Destruction in Brazilian Amazonia: The Case 
of Southern Pará, Philip M. Fearnside. Instituto Nacional de Pesquisas da Amazônia, 2000, p.3
14 Secure Land Rights for All, UN Habitat 2008, p.15
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iliges. The lack of a properly implemented, well-functioning legal framework, 
as well as inadequately organized governments, make the process of legalizing 
land problematic. In Brazil there are also a multitude of registry offices (called 
cartórios) that might hold several different types of documents from different 
time periods for the same areas of land. As a result, only registering a property 
in Brazil can take the authorities as much as 15 different procedures and 47 
days to do15. 
   The situation, however, is not entirely hopeless. In Brazil for example, the 
Landless Rural Workers Movement (MST) is a national social movement, found-
ed in 1984, that mobilizes people in the strive for getting access to land. Since 
then they have helped about 370,000 families to settle, through occupation of 
land. In rural areas, they establish camps on or in front of properties that they 
wish the government to expropriate. They might for example argue that pas-
ture land is not “productive land”, aka producing both food and employment, 
and that it should therefore be expropriated. The MST works in dialogue and 
collaboration with the government and policymakers, and beyond organizing 
people they also have schools and help educate large groups pf poor people, 
as well as working with gender issues and women groups16. 
   As it is, there are many forms of land tenure: formal, customary, religious, as 
well as various types of unauthorised/informal settlements, all with their differ-
ent levels of legality. In many places, especially where documentation is scarce 
or unorganized, more than one of these systems may occur at the same time, 
causing conflicts where different groups claim rights to the same land. Land ti-
tling is a complex matter, but in any way 
it is clear that and that any responses 
must be worked out with care taken to 
local circumstances. Since regular titling 
programs, traditional master planning 
and conventional development strate-
gies prove inapropriate in our rapidly 
changing urban landscape, new ap-
proaches in tenure security need to be 
tried out. Looking at what kinds of ten-
ure systems already exist, and the build-
ing onto these systems, has to be done 
in order to make a system work in a 
specific place and setting. The goal is in 
the end to complete legal and admin-
istrative procedures, and implement ef-
fective and reliable local, decentralised 
land management arrangements. In or-
der to reach its goal, this development 
has to enhance the rights for vulnerable 
groups, women, poor and children, and 
it is clear that local communities have to 

15 Land Tenure: Lessons for Sustainability .. p.1
16 For more information, see http://www.mstbrazil.org
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play an active part in the process. New schemes for land rights programs are 
also very important in post-conflict and post-disaster situations, where conflicts 
between groups may arise when claiming parts of the land they see them-
selves rightfully entitled to. 
   At last, it’s important to note that a well-functioning information system must 
be in place, since poor groups are often unaware of their legal rights and how 
administrative systems work. Information of course does not only need to go 
from policy makers to communities but also from the bottom up. One way of 
working with this is to apply different forms of participatory enumeration pro-
grams. These can be described as data-gathering processes where alot of the 
information is collected by the involved community itself. The surveys conduct-
ed can relate to household and livelihood, housing, mapping, record-keeping 
etc. They seem to be a good way forward to involve people in the planning of 
slum upgrading programs for example, and they work to help communities 
organize and empower themselves in questions of preventing forced evictions, 
relocation and resettlement, information spreading and recognition of informal 
or formal rights, handling post-conflict situations, land administration proce-
dures and taxation systems among other things17. 

environmental issues
   There is a strong relationship between land tenure, land management ap-
proaches and the environment. Land tenure problems do not only lead to 
urban degrading and environmentally insustainable cityscapes, but also lead 

to deforestation and destructive 
landuse in rural areas18. Actions in 
order to alleviate these problems 
have to be both local, national 
and international. The Global 
Land Tool Network, an organ 
founded by the UN, works with 
research, development, resource 
mobilisation and coordination 
through a global network of part-
ners and institutions. Some key 
environmental issues pointed out 
by the GLTN include the follow-
ing19:

1. Increased activity in land rental market leads to short term management 
strategies instead of long term sustainable land use. Tenure insecurity also 
undermines investment incentives and leads to environmental mismanagement 
in urban as well as rural areas. Land laws and the way that land markets are 
organized have an impact on land resources and the environment in that they 
affect the management of land. Where unclear land regulation reigns ot where 
no property rights exist, exessive land resource extraction might take place. 

17 Count Me In. Surveying for Tenure Security and Land Management, UN Habitat 2010 
18 Land tenure Issues... p.10
19 Land, Environment and Climate Change. UN Habitat 2010
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“Market failures as a 
cause of environmental 
problems are particu-
larly severe in relation 
to land degradation in 
developing countries and 
for inter-temporal prob-
lems like climate change”

The Economics of Climate 
Change, Nicholas Stern 
Cambridge University 
Press 2007. 

Slum on water edge in Jakarta, Indonesia



Environmental changes resulting from this are not only bad for the environ-
ment itself but also affect human livelihood, where poverty status, food security 
and other vulnerability indicators can be actually measured. The fact that land 
reforms are being held up because of elite capture is a big problem in trying to 
solve this issue. 

2. Increasing threats in coastal areas due to sea water rise and severe weather 
risk. The fact that so many cities are located on coastal land, and the fact that 
more and more people are gathered into these urban areas, make huge num-
bers of people vulner-
able to natural disas-
ters, much more now 
than when the popu-
lation on earth was 
mostly rural. Storms, 
floods, tsunamis, hur-
ricanes, landslides, 
earth quakes and 
rising water levels are 
some disasters that are 
prone to put millions 
of people in homeless-
ness, should cities and 
slums be hit. We have 
seen examples in Paki-
stan, Haiti, Japan and 
the US, only to mention a few places. Again, since illegal settlements are often 
built on high-risk land and their houses are constructed with materials that do 
not withstand disasters, the poor people are the part of the population that 
tend to be hit hardest when a disaster occurs. The countries considered most at 
risk in this environmental aspect are small-island developing states, countries 
in Africa and the least developed countries in the world, including Latin Amer-
ica. These are the ones least prepared, lacking social, economical and political 
safety nets to handle post-disaster conflicts and rebuilding. At the same time, 
population concentration in coastal areas threaten coastal ecosystems, man-
grove forests and coral reefs maybe being the most obvious examples. 

3. Deforestation and forest degradation lead to carbon emissions and loss of 
biodiversity. Much of the tropical deforestation takes place in rainforest areas 
in Latin America and Asia, with the Amazon basin being one of the areas with 
most rapid deforestation.

4. Poor land utilization generally, due to 
unequal distribution of land. Poor land use, 
changes in types of crops and livestock that 
is kept also creates a loss of biodiversity in 
rural areas. In countries with tropical agri-
culture such as Brazil, soil erosion and nutri-
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Devastated dwellings after eartquake 
and floods in Port au Prince, Haiti

Deforestation in large areas of 
the Amazone basin, Brazil



ent depletion are particuarly severe problems, which lead to lower production. 

5. High levels of soil and water pollution due to excessive pesticide use, and 
air pollution. This is also happening particularly in high density urban or semi-
urban areas in countries where these uses are not monitored or regulated 
properly. 

   Another urban environmental problem is the creation of urban heat islands 
due to heavily congested urban areas and the extensive use of building materi-
als such as asphalt and concrete on the ground and on roof slabs. Materials 

and colours that absorb alot of 
heat affect the temperature, al-
lowing it to rise several degrees 
warmer than in surrounding rural 
areas. In hot dry or tropical coun-
tries this problem is most severe, 
as it also rises the already high use 
of air conditioners to cool down 
interior spaces. Much more elec-
tricity is then needed for the air 
conditioners, and the large bulk of 

individual machines used in their turn release massive amounts of hot exhaust 
air into the already hot air outside. 
    Other concerns related to both land tenure and the environment that have 
come up during the last couple of years are the production of bio-fuel and the 
global food crisis. This has caused some countries with food shortage problems 
and land deficit to start farming land in other parts of the world. China for 
example, in order to produce sufficient food for their population, has started 
farming in Australia, The Philippines, Uganda and other countries. Some of 
these lands are ecologically fragile and the deals are often made hastily with-
out looking at long-term environmental concerns. In addition to this, many of 
these lands already had people there, living and working in agriculture, people 
who through this often loose rights to their land without compensation. Hence, 
the problem in the end is only moved from one place to another. Similar ques-
tions relate to gas exploration and production, and the question of who has 
the right to mineral assets deep under ground. Again, less developed and 
often corrupt countries are in this respect a lot more vulnerable to opening up 
to foreign investors, often putting their own populations and the environment 
at risk.      
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Illustration of the heat 
island phenomenon


