
 

23 

 

A sustainable? urban planning for the poorest  
 

Speakers:   
Gesto Barroso, B.1; Colavidas Espinosa, F.2; Salas Serrano, J.3; Gómez Megías, G.4 

 
1 Cátedra UNESCO de Habitabilidad Básica en la UPM/ Departamento de Urbanísitica y 
Ordenación del Territorio, ETSAM-UPM, Madrid, Spain  
2  Departamento de Urbanísitica y Ordenación del Territorio, ETSAM-UPM, Madrid, Spain 
3 Instituto E. Torroja (CSIC), Madrid, Spain / Cátedra UNESCO de Habitabilidad Básica en la 
UPM, ETSAM-UPM, Madrid, Spain  
4 Cátedra UNESCO de Habitabilidad Básica en la UPM, ETSAM-UPM, Madrid, Spain 
 

Abstract:  

One of the building sector's challenge, if they are worried about environment and 

sustainability, is an overwhelming housing deficit and new urban growth in the least 

developed countries. Urban plannig must pre-date, must be able to anticipate, even 

spontaneous construction. 

Which instruments can be put into practice to avoid and control the urban squatting, dealing 

with the poorest population's housing demands and reality, favoring the development of 

human sustainable settlements? 

Urban planning, since the 60's, implemented some concrete instruments to control the 

creation of urban informal settlements, but none of the scale and characteristics of the 

Guided Occupancy Programme, successfully implemented by the city of Trujillo, Peru, for 

over a decade. This programme constitutes an exemplary approach to the problem. While not 

necessarily constituting an universal solution, it might be viewed as a viable and reproducible 

alternative in situations of widespread poverty as a sustainable urban planning for the 

poorest. 
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Introduction to the ongoing debate on urban squatting 

The world population increases in more than 70 million person per year, and it takes place - 

according to the urbanization trends of the planet- preferably in the developing countries' 

cities. Either the building sector nor the urban planning discipline have been capable of 

attending the problem and its scale. 

The urban poor have to solve an equation with diverse variables: the need of access to soil, 

optimize housing costs, the dwellings quality, access to infrastructures and services, or the 

displacement to the work. The result is a mixture of high costs, absence of municipal services 

and insecurity in the property of the soil, and it makes up the slums of the cities inthe 

developing countries, where nowadays a third of its population lives overcrowded, without 

drinking water nor improved sanitation or in insecure and unhealthy housings. 
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Seven of every ten housings units in the world that are auto-built because the formal market 

does not have capacity of response: the poorest, trying to solve their habitat equation, invade 

areas where build a shelter.  

Urban squatting or “invading” land that belongs to someone else is usually the initial stage of 

what, over time, become slums or tugurios, variously termed callampas in Chile, favelas in 

Brazil, limonás in Guatemala, ranchos in Venezuela, villas miseria in Argentina, pueblos 

jóvenes in Peru, ciudades paracaidistas in Mexico or bidonvilles in French-speaking 

countries. Such communities house 23.5 % of the urban population in Latin America (1) 

Squatting and slums (the latter defined here as in the United Nations publication (2)) are 

closely related, for they can be seen as two consecutive periods or stages of the same process: 

squatting as the starting point, and slums as the long-term result. The ultimate aspiration is to 

convert such communities into consolidated neighbourhoods in the shortest possible time. Not 

all slums can trace their origin to squatting, however. 

Slums are the result of processes that graphically reveal the absence of urban planning in 

cities in nearly all developing countries. Squatting is the outcome of the pursuit by the less 

advantaged, nearly always domestic migrants, of employment and the health and education 

services lacking in their places of origin (3). 

Sustainability and settlements are related, as the Millennium Development Goals show in its 

7th goal: to ensure environmental sustainability, when ti defines its target 7D: "By 2020, to 

have achieved a significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum-dwellers". 

However, they did not take into account, that the slum-dwellers continued growing up, and 

that as important as improve the lives of those 100 million slum-dwellers, would be 

implement new and sustainable urban plannig policies. 

Basic habitability: urban planning for the poorest 

According to the Superior Technical School of Architecture of Madrid’s Institute for 

Cooperation in Basic Habitability (ICHaB), basic habitability means conditions that “...meet 

the essential need for shelter common to all human beings. Satisfying that need entails 

covering residential urgencies, but not as regards habitation alone, but also public space, 

infrastructure and the elementary services that together constitute a settlement that favours 

population growth.  Basic habitability therefore includes a supply of potable water, 

wastewater collection, elimination of solid waste, basic social assistance, transport and 

communications services, low-cost roads, energy, health care and emergency services, 

schools, public safety, spaces for leisure, seed housing...” (4) 

The basic habitability process, as all systematic urban development processes, take place in 

four consecutive, separate but interrelated stages. The last three, land allotment, urbanisation 

and the building process, are three successive interdependent levels (5). The first stage is 

perhaps the most important, the most significant in terms of the wider results of the 

urbanisation process. This stage, appropriate site selection, or to be more precise, the suitable 
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selection of the right urban area, will guarantee that the next three stages are successful and 

have lasting effects (6). 

Of course, such a systematic process of urbanisation has a theoretical foundation that is not 

always present in real situations. Indeed, historically, until urban development became a 

discipline in and of itself in the decade straddling the 19th and 20th centuries, cities developed 

quite spontaneously, in a way that was very different from this systematic, four-stage urban 

process. Today this is no longer the case, and at least in the developed world, laws dictate—

not always explicitly, but tacitly—that human settlements be built according to these four 

stages that control urbanisation to varying degrees: first, land that is adequate for the use it 

will be given is selected: second, land is divided into private plots and a network of public 

spaces; third, this network is developed; and fourth, building occurs, with private housing 

representing the majority of construction, along with public facilities and services and other 

activities that may be either public or private. 

However, in informal urbanisation (7)—a process that guides the majority of human 

settlements in developing countries and is still present in some regions of the developed 

world, in the so-called Fourth World—this spontaneous growth prevails. Vulnerable and 

unsuitable land is occupied, or land allotment is inadequate or not properly planned according 

to precise measurements, which means that the development of a network of public spaces, 

which has not been clearly allotted, never occurs, and that the building process is limited to 

the very precarious construction of so-called housing solutions that the settlers, with their 

limited economic and technical capacities, are able to build themselves. This results in a 

situation of precarious habitability. 

Improving the results of this precarious habitability and moving as much as possible towards 

basic habitability depends on systemising spontaneous urbanisation according to these four 

structured stages. This systemisation must be implemented to remedy cases of precarious 

living conditions in general. Obviously, the presence and intervention of the public sector 

facilitates systematisation according to the four stages discussed above, which means greater 

technical capacities and better organisation, determining factors in achieving optimal results 

in the urbanisation process. 

On the other hand, considering the fact that poor settlers build their inadequate housing 

themselves because their lack of economic resources means their housing needs cannot be 

met in the official, formal market, and that the public sector does not generally participate in 

this informal urbanisation by carrying out the role that the more systemised process lays out 

for it (the selection of adequate land, subdivision of plots and development), the public sphere 

should at least facilitate the real process of informal urban growth. This can be done through 

the legalisation of this de facto situation, the realistic adaptation of urban land use regulations 

and the rationalisation, as far as possible, of the human settlement process; and particularly 

through the adequate selection of residential land, rationalised land plots and the development 
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of infrastructures and public services, leaving the building process to the settlers themselves, 

who would receive technical and economic assistance from the public sector.  

Hence, we consider poor populations’ spontaneous manner of constructing residential 

settlements to be an appropriate, ongoing demonstration of what the poor are willing to do to 

overcome poverty. Their self-build processes and how they organise themselves are factors 

that need to be taken into account, and will become much more efficient once the process is 

systematised and the public sphere carries out its function of providing technical guidance and 

economic support. In building their informal settlements, the poor have specific ways of 

organising themselves, relying on self help and mutual aid, saving and buying materials and 

applying building techniques. We need to harness and fine tune these methods in order to 

achieve more efficiency in basic habitability processes.  

This proposal is simply a practical expression of what is often called an enabling strategy for 

these spontaneous urbanisation processes. It involves taking a realistic approach to 

institutionalising informal urbanisation to improve the outcomes of different types of 

marginal human settlements. 

Non-conventional housing polices 

Present policy increasingly leans toward the acknowledgement and consolidation of informal 

settlements (8).  The slum upgrading is one of the most active housing policies today and 

one to which sizeable resources are being allocated. This would help to explain that, except 

where located in vulnerable areas, the results of squatting are more a solution than a problem 

in response to “housing hunger” (9). Some countries have developed diverse programs of 

“regularization” of illegal occupations of lands, following the schemas of Hernando de Soto 

(10). The system might be questioned in itself, the focus limited of those politics “healing”, 

that promote and they stimulate the informal growth and to increase the problem to the 

“feedback” the urban informality (11). These would be, therefore, “palliative” policies that 

address the existing housing problems. A more desirable solution would be to deploy 

forward-looking, “preventive” policies that anticipate slum creation or at least seek solutions 

that will not compromise the future of these settlements.  

Ex-novo sites and services programmes represent the organised and public-sector-driven 

alternative to the urban squatting as "preventive” policies. The institutional, extended use of 

sites and services solutions can be said to have begun in the 1960s and peaked in the 70s. The 

new World Bank philosophy, which was influenced by the ideas of the English architect John 

Turner, stressed a “sites and services” (provision of basic “wet” infrastructure and civil 

engineering) approach to help rationalize and upgrade self-help housing. The state became an 

“enabler” of the poor, although in terms of need,  the implemented schemes were a mere drop 

in the bucket (12). 

In practice, a sites and services scheme involves handing over a single-family plot with an 

equipped sanitary core which consists of a kitchen and a bathroom (between 5 and 16 m2) and 
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is connected to the settlement’s general infrastructure. The settlement itself is set up in an 

appropriate location according to previous ordinances and plot division, as described above.  

In our opinion, there are many intrinsic aspects working against the approach. To 

oversimplify these aspects, we might say that the sites and services strategy is based on 

actions with little visibility and little opportunity for glamorous home dedication ceremonies. 

The solutions are intrinsically unfinished and involve a lengthy work period (two years of site 

resolution-allocation, and a lifetime of work to provide adequate housing). These programmes 

are sometimes rejected even by people who have nothing because they dream of other types 

of solutions that hand them the keys to “free, finished housing units”—solutions that will 

never arrive.  The Guided Occupation will have the same problem.  

The Alto Trujillo Guided Occupation programme in Peru 

The Guided Occupancy Programme described in this section is a municipal scheme that the 

authors believe merits acknowledgement and dissemination, in light of its practical 

contribution to citizens’ right to basic habitability which ensures them land at least apt for 

human habitation and future development. 

Trujillo, a city on the northern coast of Peru and capital of the Department of La Libertad, 

stands on the right bank of the River Moche, just a few kilometres inland from the Pacific 

Ocean (13). In its Metropolitan Plan for Trujillo 2010 , which preceded the launch of the 

Guided Occupancy Programme, the city expressed its alarm over the growth of informal and 

unplanned urban development in the area and its expected magnification. Inherent in the 

problem was the insufficient urban development of human settlements due to the high social 

and economic cost of intervention, which also met with other difficulties such as the 

uncertainty around land ownership and the scant accessibility of basic services. Squatters 

were observed to usually choose the wrong areas, areas that might be vulnerable, earmarked 

for intensive farming or protected as natural or landscape reserves (14).  

The high demand for housing generated by the less advantaged part of the population, 

accentuated by heavy migration flows from the department’s inland areas and other regions in 

northern Peru, was going unmet in Trujillo. The scant supply of housing for this population 

and the lack of sufficient economic resources to meet demand at the local level intensified 

urban squatting. Municipal planners therefore established strategies to anticipate the growth 

of slums on the outskirts of the city, characterised at the time by a total lack of planning and 

limited or nil access to infrastructure and services. These strategies had at the same time to be 

compatible with the shortcomings with which local government had to deal. The response was 

the implementation of a municipal Guided Occupancy Programme (15) (see Image 1).  

The programme, largely propelled by architect Amemiya, was launched primarily to halt the 

spontaneous installation of slums in unsuitable areas and hence to favour the orderly growth 

of human settlements. The specific objectives included reducing the degree of informal 

housing, providing readier access to urban land, promoting the rational use of land for urban 
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purposes (increasing density to raise efficiency), ensuring access to basic municipal services 

and facilities in the shortest possible time, and furthering co-management by encouraging 

citizens’ and local organisations’ participation in urban development planning, management 

and control.  

 

The programme was implemented in an área known as Alto Trujillo, in the district of El 

Porvenir, whose location just 7 kilometres from the centre of the city guaranteed accessibility 

and connectivity. Although characterised by certain limitations, it was chosen in light of the 

limited availability of other residential land, and special measures were adopted to ensure 

building stability and occupant safety ( restricted occupancy on grades of over 10 %, a ban on 

buildings of over two storeys without a geotechnical survey and a requirement to build over 

continuous foundations).  

Time has shown that urban planning prior to occupancy and urban growth, in which land was 

set aside for facilities and services, guaranteed efficiency, reduced costs and waiting periods 

for access to municipal services and facilities (16). Zoning was primarily residential, but 

allowed for productive activities in the form of mixed home-workshops to accommodate 

small-scale productive and industrial activities. The land set aside for parks was sited in areas 

at risk of flooding. 

The basic unit in the model, then, was the neighbourhood, a group of around 800 families 

occupying some 20 hectares (see Image 2). The programme, in pursuit of greater land use 

efficiency, allocated 58 % of the total area for private use, 30 % for roads and the remaining 

12 % for facilities. Density was 200-250 inhabitants per hectare, greater than the average for 

the area, to minimise infrastructure costs, while the mean plot size was 140 m2. Larger plots, 

measuring 300 m2, were allowed where housing was also used for running a business (home-

workshop).  

 

Image 1. Aerial photo of Alto Trujillo showing the urban structure around which the settlement is organised.  

From 1995 to 2006, 14 neighbourhoods were progressively occupied. Source: Google Earth photograph, 

2006 
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The success of the Guided Occupancy Programme depended on guaranteeing plot occupancy, 

in addition to providing access to the land. For that reason, plot ownership was made subject 

to living permanently in the neighbourhood and committing to take part in its consolidation, 

which included building a home. The indispensable requirements to qualify for access to the 

programme was to be registered as a resident, constitute a family unit and not own any other 

land.  Once plots were awarded to eligible families, the population was organised to build 

priority structures, stake out the plots, condition roads, build latrines and dig wells. Families 

settled precariously on what were initially “their” plots, with no need to pay for the land, but 

committing to live on it (otherwise, the land was awarded to another family under the 

provisions of the Abandoned Plot Reversion Act). From that moment on, the neighbourhood 

and its homes gradually developed. Title to the property was delivered after a one- to three-

year monitoring and assessment procedure. Thereafter, in a process whose duration depended 

on each family’s economy and the financial contribution available from the city government 

at any given time, infrastructure was laid and housing and facilities were built (Images 3 to 6).  

From 1995 to 2006, 14 neighbourhoods, now home more than 50 000 people, were gradually 

occupied. In Trujillo, guided occupancy, as a model for gradually fitting occupied land with 

facilities, became a feasible land management strategy able to fuel urban development in the 

settlements. The resumption of squatting in 2006 when the programme was discontinued in 

the wake of a change in the municipal government (See Image 7) stands as proof that it 

achieved its objectives. 

 

 

Image 2. Alto Trujillo district planning map, clearly showing the neighbourhood-based urban modulation 

that informs land management, as well as the technical handling of basic municipal service projects (17) 
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Guided Occupancy: a sustainable urban planning? 

The value of the Guided Occupancy Programme implemented in Alto Trujillo, Peru, lies in its 

ability to anticipate the solution that the squatters themselves would otherwise adopt (18).  

The four stages of the basic habitability process can be readily identified in the practical 

implementation of the Guided Occupancy Programme. The first stage, the choice of the site, 

was wisely undertaken by the city government. Bearing in mind connectivity, the new district 

was sited just 7 kilometres from the centre of Trujillo to guarantee future dwellers access to 

their places of work. At the same time, measures were taken to mitigate site limitations. By 

not allowing land to be spontaneously chosen, the city ensured settlement on suitable soil 

where the likelihood of natural catastrophes such as flooding was low (20).  

 

Image 5. Replacement over time of the precarious housing built in the first stage by “sound” housing and 

installation by the city of municipal services such as lighting, wastewater collection and running water. 

Source: photograph by B. Gesto, November 2012 

Image 6. Alto Trujillo residents enhancing their own housing. Source: photograph by B. Gesto, October 

2010 

  

Image 3. Plot stake-out after award to eligible families with “sufficient merits”, under the city’s technical 

counsel. Source: photograph by Trujillo municipal authorities (PLANDEMETRU) 

Image 4. Precarious occupancy of plots, the first step in the gradual improvement process that advances 

at a pace dependent upon economic resources, but with the certainty afforded by families’ title to the 

land. Source: photograph by Trujillo municipal authorities (PLANDEMETRU) 
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The city also assumed responsibility for the second stage: rational plot division. It determined 

the size of the plots to control densities and reserve public space for facilities, parks and 

roads, while affording legal certainty in the form of property titles.  The city of Trujillo in fact 

handles and controls the first three stages - stages that lie outside the scope of the community- 

for it also attends to the most basic and indispensable urban planning, in a clear commitment 

to public over private management. It nonetheless leaves gradual or “incremental” housing 

construction in the hands of the dwellers themselves.  

The question posed is whether the Guided Occupancy Programme can be regarded as a 

generally applicable solution to one of the most pressing problems confronting humanity: an 

overwhelming housing deficit and new urban growth in the least developed countries. 

As an instrument that covers the entire process in a context in which the population is 

expected to grow by 25 % (from 800 000 to 1 000 000), the programme is deemed to be a 

suitable model on a scale able to deal with the squatting problem. But there are three 

conditions that must be met for its reproducibility in other places: the existence of available 

land, a context of clear growth in the demand for unskilled labour and a local government 

with competence and determination to confront the squatting problem.  

However, there is another important topic:  single family housing units versus density.  In this 

context, the aim to increase density did not clash with the single family housing unitd. The 

single family dwelling is not merely traditional: it is in keeping with the socio-economic 

realities prevailing in the area. Collective housing was not feasible in this context, for it would 

have entailed foregoing self-building and called for larger family investments, which neither 

the families concerned nor the city could afford. But indeed, as we can see in the images 

above, the density process happens (Images 5 and 6), and probably, they reach higher 

densities than the "sustainable" cities of developed countries. 

 

 

By way of conclusion 

Urban squatting continues all over the world, especially in Africa, and comparing 

spontaneous settlement resulting from unplanned invasion to the outcome of a municipal 

programme such as Guided Occupancy (21) reveals visible differences, inasmuch as the latter: 

o guarantees land ownership, which is transferred from the city to the new 
dwellers; 

o involves rational land selection and plot division that does not compromise 

families’ future, for any subsequent intervention for improvement or growth 

will be less expensive, easier and faster than in unplanned squatting;  

o reserves public space that would otherwise be impossible to provide, and 

favours subsequent installation of infrastructure; 
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o hence, garantee access to better living conditions in a reasonably short period 

of time. 

As a strategy for access to land and urban development, municipal guided occupancy 

programmes may be a feasible, reproducible and urgent alternative to squatting, providing for 

comprehensive and sustainable land development in lieu of what Matos Mar (22) describes as 

“population overflow” and urban growth under conditions of poverty. Guided occupancy 

programmes such as Trujillo’s may prove to be exemplary if they address the housing needs 

of the future population in the framework of basic habitability, subject to certain conditions 

such as local government leadership, land availability for urban expansion and residents’ 

participation in the process (23). 

Viewed from the sound fundamentals afforded by the large scale of their implementation, 

these schemes may be expected to operate well when the city in question is willing to assume 

at least the first two stages of basic habitability (choice of soil apt for human habitation and 

rational plot division). These two stages, while not involving a particularly large investment, 

ensure that the future of the settlement will not be compromised, but can expect to acquire 

access to the economic support needed to continue to progress toward the attainment of 

decent housing. 
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