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The upgrading project in the 
neighborhood of San-Rafael 
Unido began in 1999, and 
despite several starts and stops 
continues to date.  One year 
prior, La Vega was chosen by 
the Venezuelan government 
as a target neighborhood 
for upgrading, and design 
competitions were launched 
for each of the neighborhoods.  
Arqui 5, a firm of three female 
architects won the commission 
to plan the upgrading of San 
Rafael-Unido, a challenging 
neighborhood that sits on 26 
hectares of steeply sloping land.  
The architects began by 
mapping and classifying the 
houses and streets within the 
neighborhood.  With only one 
main road, and two secondary 
streets, the majority of residents 
accessed their dwellings 
via narrow footpaths and 
staircases, accessibility through 
a coordinated circulation 
system clearly stood out as 
the most important need 
within the settlement.  In order 
to encourage a larger and 
sustained impact the architects 
designed the project so that this 
circulation system also provided 
drainage canals and small public 
spaces.  
 Staircases were designed with a 
common criteria: each staircase 
was to be 1m wide with a 0.5m 
wide drainage canal, open 
whenever possible for easy 

From the outset the upgrading 
in La Vega put substantial 
emphasis on community 
participation.  The project 
trained a significant number of 
community members in areas 
of community administration, 
and the technical aspects 
of implementation, and 
qualified 100 local inspectors 
to monitor and evaluate the 
work completed.  Local co-
management groups were 
established to participate in 
all aspects of decision making 
from design to implementation.  
It is apparent that this initial 
work has been successful, 
as the leaders trained by 
the project have continued 
to organize within their 
communities and to petition 
the National Government 
to be included in nationally 
administered social programs.  
Furthermore the community 
has been actively involved in 
the development of cadastres 
for the neighborhood, in 
order to facilitate future urban 
planning.

The urban upgrading project in La Vega, Caracas 
provides an example of how selective improvements 
that are linked together by a broader vision that is 
founded on the realities of a locale, can reshape the 
quality of life in a neighborhood.
Given the increasing number and size of informal 
settlements around the world, there is a lot to be 
learned from this incremental, yet visionary strategy 
that lays the foundations for future improvement 
through the upgrading of critical infrastructures 
that support environmental, social, and economic 
vibrance.

Before 
implementation 
each sub-
project is 
discussed with 
the residents 
whom will be 
affected by the 
changes, and 
at least 75% of 
those residents 
must approve 
the project in 
writing

Total project 
cost $59.1 
million USD 
(reduced 60% 
from original 
estimate of 
$152.2 million 
USD with the 
restructuring of 
the project in 
2004)

hectares of 
affected area

Overall the design for the project 
consists of many sub-projects; 
thirty (30) pedestrian paths 
and stairways, three (3) new 
vehicular roadways, a primary 
school, two (2) community 
centers and the development of 
the urban façade.  
Initial improvements were made 
during 2006-2007, including 
the construction of several 
staircases and small, integrated 
public plazas. A community 
center was also started at this 
time as the cornerstone of the 
urban façade, but funding was 
lost and he shell sat vacant until 
2009 when construction once 
again resumed. 

Built over time, without formal 
regulation or planning, the 
Barrio is a densely packed 
environment where significant 
physical change is difficult 
to achieve.  These informal 
settlements form their own 
urban morphology that 
exists across continents and 
cultures.  As people look for 
strategies to improve living 
conditions within these 
settlements, the solutions 
are often found through 
the strategic insertion of 
transformative infrastructure. 
These improvements to the 
physical infrastructure are 
often more expensive then 
new construction, however 
they permit continuity and 
strengthening of social 
networks that exists within 
these settlements.

introduction conclusionmaintenance.  By prescribing 
that no staircase was to have 
more than 20 steps per flight, 
consistent opportunities were 
created for small, manageable 
public spaces throughout the 
settlement.  
In addition an ‘urban façade’ 
was proposed for the main 
road, an innovative structure 
that would help to give the 
neighborhood a unique identity 
along it’s boundary edge, as 
well as stabilize the sloping 
landscape and provide space for 
a range public services.    
Before implementation each 
sub-project is discussed with 
the residents whom will be 
affected by the changes, and 
at least 75% of those residents 
must approve the project 
in writing.  Sub-projects are 
created with individual budgets 
so that the improvements can 
proceed in an incremental 
fashion without stalling the 
entire initiative.  This has proved 
to be an important strategy, as 
consistent implementation has 
been challenging and progress is 
extremely slow.  
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The La Vega Barrio in Caracas, 
Venezuela is one of the 
largest, oldest, sprawling 
informal settlements in the 
city.  Established in 1900s 
the Barrio experienced a 
population explosion over the 
past 40 years and by 2007 was 
home to over 140,000 people.  
The quality of housing in 
the La Vega Barrio ranges 
significantly from recently 
constructed shanty structures 
to more substantial units with 
masonry walls. Few formal 
streets run through La Vega, 
and the farther away a family’s 
unit is from these primary 
streets, the worse off the living 
conditions are. Municipal 
infrastructure is non-existent, 
and public spaces, plazas, or 
playgrounds are limited. 

Despite the slow pace of 
implementation the project 
has been a great success, and 
been been met with accolades 
within the local and international 
community.  It represents 
a methodology by which 
landscape, infrastructure and 
community can be integrated to 
promote holistic improvements 
in densely developed informal 
settlements without demolition 
of the existing fabric.
The focus on restoration 
within the existing fabric of 
the community highlights the 
untapped resources within 
such an environment, and 
shows how limited means 
do not necessarily require a 
compromise on aesthetic and 
spatial improvements. 
Furthermore, in part because 
of the participatory process 
employed by Arqui5 the 
residents take pride in the 
improvements made to their 
neighborhood, and continue 
to engage in the process as it 
evolves.  
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SOURCES

CaraCas

COORDINATES 

10°30’N 66°55’WE
AREA

433 km2
(167.2 sq mi)
POPULATION

5,905,463
DENSITY

1,431.5/km2  
(3,707.6/sq mi)
GDP (Ethiopia)

$391.3 billion
URBAN POPULATION (Ethiopia)

93.3%
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CARACAS, Venezuela

The urban upgrading project in La 
Vega, Caracas provides an example 
of how selective improvements that 
are linked together by a broader 
vision, founded on the realities of a 
locale, can reshape the quality of life 
in a neighborhood. The upgrading 
included many sub-projects such 
as pedestrian paths, new roadways, 
schools, community centers and the 
development of the urban façade. 
Given the increasing number and size 
of informal settlements around the 
world, there is a lot to be learned from 
this incremental, yet visionary strategy 
that lays the foundations for future 
improvement through the upgrading 
of critical infrastructures that support 
environmental, social, and economic 
vibrance.

Demonstrates 
exceptional 
resourcefulness working 
on limited means but not 
comprimising aesthetic 
or spatial improvements.

Unique approach to 
merging old and new 
urban fabric

Received accolades 
from both the local and 
international community 

Strong, active 
community participation 
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Upgrading 
included 
construction of 
30 pedestrian 
paths and 
stairways

3 new vehicular 
roadways, a 
primary school

community 
centers and the 
development 
of the urban 
façade


