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Introduction

In 1984, employees from the water company SEMAPA founded the housing area of 
SEMAPA. The area is a sub-area of District 1, a city district situated in the north part of 
the city of Cochabamba. This area consists of detached houses provided with technical 
infrastructure, such as water and sewage network. SEMAPA is in need of improvements 
concerning the outdoor environment. Within the housing area, there is a lack of public 
spaces and the majority of the streets are in poor condition. Furthermore the neighbourhood 
is divided in two separate parts; therefore the area does not work as a functional entity. To 
make proposals for the upgrading of this area have been in focus for my diploma work.

SEMAPA constitutes a so-called Base Territorial Organization (OTB, Organization 
Territorial del Base), an entity at the most local level of the administrative system in 
Bolivia. In the 1990s, there were administrative reforms carried out in Bolivia. The 
decentralisation of some power and the construction of the local administrative units 
of OTB were created to promote, among other things, popular participation among the 
inhabitants.

I was given the task to plan public spaces in this particular housing area through 
PROCASHA, an NGO (Non Governmental Organization) that promotes cooperative 
housing. The present process of democratisation in Bolivia has contributed to an increased 
interest for cooperative housing as an alternative way to attain acceptable housing for 
everyone. Today, there is no cooperative organization in the neighbourhood SEMAPA but 
discussions have begun concerning a future possibility to finance improvements of the 
public spaces by founding one.
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Aim

Among the inhabitants of SEMAPA, there is a general awareness about the shortcomings 
within the housing area. A willingness to accomplish changes is also apparent. A lack of 
communication between the inhabitants complicates though any development to support 
collective and cooperative arrangements.

The overall aim of the study is to make, on the basis of social and physical requirements 
specific for the area, a proposal for improvements of the housing area. The main focus 
is on the design of public spaces in order to facilitate social activities. In order to reach 
this goal, an important issue concerns the identification of the interests and aspirations 
among the inhabitants as well as the physical deficiencies restraining the inhabitants from 
carrying out social activities and collaboration. 

At present, the neighbourhood does not work as a functional unity; it is split up in two 
separated housing entities. Therefore, an additional purpose of this project is to connect 
the entities through spatial planning, and by doing so, increase the opportunities for future 
cooperative and collective organisation of the inhabitants. 
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Method

Fieldwork
The field study was carried out during a 12-week-stay in Cochabamba, Bolivia. I 
collaborated with the technical staff of the NGO of PROCASHA, and I had a possibility 
to partly work in their office. I began my study by gaining knowledge through collecting 
basic information and by visiting the site. It became apparent that SEMAPA was in need 
of physical improvements. During the first part of the field study I mainly spent my time 
in the project area walking around and making observations about the environment and 
how people use the public spaces. I also tried to get to know the city of Cochabamba in 
general to better understand about the Bolivian way of living. For a better knowledge of 
people’s everyday life in the neighbourhood SEMAPA, two surveys have been conducted 
in connection to the project. Moreover, I made a detailed inventory to elicit physical 
deficiencies and assets in this particular location. 

During my visit I have gathered background material, for example maps and plans from 
the Municipality of Cochabamba and Casa Municipal in District 1. I have also conducted 
an interview with the chairman of the Base Territorial Organization of SEMAPA to better 
understand the organizational issues. Furthermore, during this interview I found out 
information about future plans for the neighbourhood. The interview with the technical 
adviser of PROCASHA gave information about cooperative housing in general and about 
plans of founding a cooperative in the project area in particular. Further discussions 
with the technical staff of PROCASHA contributed positively to the development of my 
project. 

Based on the gathered information, I have worked out a proposal for improvements of 
SEMAPA, which I then presented to the board of the Base Territorial Organization to 
get their point of views. Their comments facilitated me to get further with my work. I 
consider that my field study gave me sufficient information to be able to complete the 
project back in Sweden.

Survey
To achieve adequate information about the aspirations and experiences of the inhabitants 
and the various functions within the project area, I carried out two surveys using 
questionnaires. The first one was implemented during the first part of the field study 
and has functioned as a base for the principal proposal. The survey was conducted with 
28 persons, 14 women and 14 men. Moreover, I did two questionnaires with children. 
As the survey was carried out during the school hours I could not reach more children 
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of school age. Due to the poor security in the area I was advised to stay away from the 
neighbourhood at night. 

The second survey was carried out in five different housing areas, including my project 
area SEMAPA, around the City of Cochabamba. Interviews were accomplished with 
ten persons in each area. I made the survey in cooperation with the technical staff of 
PROCASHA and an architect student from the University of San Simón. The aim was to 
increase my general knowledge about design of public spaces in these housing areas, to 
find out the aspirations for improvements in the areas and to receive information about the 
willingness of the inhabitants to establish cooperatives. My aim was also to gain further 
information about the project area SEMAPA. 

Analysis
I have done a SWOT-analysis of the functions within the project area on the basis of 
the observations, inventory, interviews and the surveys. This analysis is a synthesis of 
the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats in the housing area. It takes into 
consideration not only the physical aspects but also the social and economic ones. 

Literature studies 
In connection to the project, I have used some literature as inspiration for my project. 
The literature embraced discussions about public spaces in cities and smaller entities 
and discussed issues of particular importance to take into consideration when designing 
public spaces. The literature consists of Life Between Buildings by J Gehl (1996), 
Stadsrum människorum – att planera för livet mellan husen by U Berglund and U Jergeby 
(1998), Det lilla grannskapet by S Olsson, and The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces by 
H. W. Whyte (1990). 
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Limitations

The time of 12 weeks, within which to carry out the field study has limited the extent 
of the study. The number of questionnaires, which I carried out, gives fairly reliable 
results regarding the general opinions about the neighbourhood but is too small for 
statistical generalisation. More questionnaires and interviews could of course have led 
to an additional knowledge of the neighbourhood, but for the aim of this project the 
surveys have provided sufficient information to carry out the project. Furthermore, it was 
difficult to elicit some information due to lack of technical investigations and reports. 
The demands on adaptation of knowledge and respect to the local traditions have also 
influenced the project. The language spoken in the project area, Spanish, is not my mother 
tongue. This can have affected my work through misinterpretations during interviews and 
discussions. 
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Bolivia

Bolivia has about 9 million inhabitants 
(2003) and is the fifth largest country 
in South-America with an area 
of approximately 1 098 581 km². 
About 63 percent of the population 
lives in urban areas. 85 percent of 
the population is concentrated to the 
departments of La Paz, Santa Cruz 
and Cochabamba.

Despite large natural resources 
Bolivia is at the moment the poorest 
country in South America. The 
economical and social cleavages 
between different social groups are 
large and a great number of Bolivians 
live in poverty. Many people cannot 
afford a minimum standard of living. 
A number of social conditions, 
among them unequal allocation of 
income, political power and physical 
resources cause unfair treatment of 
above all the numerous indigenous 
population, but also many women 
and children.1

The process of democratisation is in progress in Bolivia. The country succeeded to 
reintroduce democracy 1983 after a long period of political instability.2 Despite further 
economical and political problems, democracy has survived. During the 1990’s the 
work to start several reforms began, for example the one to promote decentralization. 
Its objective is to improve allocation of resources in a more democratic way and enforce 
democracy in general through decentralization and increased popular participation.3 
The establishment of the Base Territorial Organizations has been one way to strengthen 
people’s participation. The aim behind a reorganization of the municipalities was to partly 
change from top down to bottom up governing, but the bottom up perspective does not 
always work. 
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Cochabamba

The city of Cochabamba has half a million inhabitants and is currently the third largest 
city in Bolivia. The city is the capital of the Departamento of Cochabamba, which is 
situated in the middle of the country. About 1, 5 million people live in this particular 
department and 59 % of them live in areas that can be described as urban neighbourhoods. 
Due to urbanisation and high population growth the number of inhabitants has increased 
rapidly during the last decades in the City of Cochabamba. As a consequence, the demand 
for housing increases and new settlements develop often in peripheral areas, for example 
on land aimed for agricultural use, some times resulting in conflicts. This expansion 
is difficult to regulate. People with less resources end up in these often informal and 
poorly planned settlements and in many cases housing areas lack sufficient service and 
infrastructure. My project area is located in District 1, in the north part of Cochabamba. 

Cochabamba in Bolivia
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Administration

The municipality of Cochabamba
Cochabamba is one of the nine departamentos in Bolivia. The departamento of 
Cochabamba is divided in to a number of municipalities. The Municipality of Cochabamba 
in turn consists of 14 distritos in accordance to the electoral districts for the municipal 
elections. Every district has its own casa municipal. The Casa Municipal for District 1 is 
situated in my project area SEMAPA. The Casa Municipal prepares Plan Desarollo de 
distrito 1 that is a development plan for the District 1. 

The development plan is intended to be an instrument that guarantees the implementation 
of agreement policies and the fulfilment of objectives in the district.  The strategy of the 
plan is to promote integral, sustainable, participative and equitable human development 
in the district.4

The Law of Popular Participation
The Law of Popular Participation was promulgated due to the reforms during the 1990’s. 
The aim of the law is the recognition, promotion and consolidation of the process of 
popular participation. The law purposes to improve the quality of life of Bolivians 
by more fair allocation of financial resources and better administration of the public 
resources. Furthermore it strengthens the political and economical instruments to improve 
the representative democracy facilitating the participation of all citizens.5

The law of popular participation led to the formation of the Base Territorial Organizations 
(OTBs, Organizationes Territoriales del Base). They are intended to represent the 
neighbourhoods in relations to municipalities, to increase the popular participation and 
furthermore to contribute to a collective welfare in the neighbourhoods. Representatives 
from the Base Territorial Organizations in a particular district form the El Comité de 
Vigilancia. The committee has authority to supervise and comment on the budget for 
funds of popular participation in that district. El Comité de Vigilancia is also a result of 
the Law of Popular Participation.6 The law has emphasized the importance of several 
private organizations, as Non Governmental Organizations, NGO’s, working with social 
development.7 

The Base Territorial Organization in my project area SEMAPA wants to make 
improvements concerning the external environment in the neighbourhood. Introductory 
discussions have begun with PROCASHA, a Non Governmental Organization, if financing 
through cooperatives could be a solution to provide capital for future improvements. 
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Cooperative housing

The Non Govermental Organization, NGO, PROCASHA (La Fundación de Promoción 
para en Cambio Socio Habitacional) was founded 2001 in Cochabamba, Bolivia. The aim 
of the NGO is to improve the living conditions for poor people in general and increase the 
standard of housing in particular. This is to be managed by building new housing areas 
and improving the already constructed and available ones. The organization is at present 
occupied with a project for development of a model of cooperative housing functioning 
through self-help and mutual aid, suitable for the Bolivian context. PROCASHA 
collaborates with FUCVAM (Federación Uruguaya de Cooperativas de Vivienda por 
Ayuda Mutua) an umbrella organization in Uruguay and is financed by the Swedish 
Cooperative Centre.8

PROCASHA is presently the only organization in Bolivia working with cooperative 
housing through mutual aid.9 The foundation has presented a preparatory work for a 
law of cooperative housing to the government.10 According to the experiences of the 
PROCASHA the minimum number of members in a cooperative is 30 and the maximum 
is 70. The optimal number is 50.11 
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Location

The project area is located in District 1, approximately 10 kilometres northeast of the city 
centre of Cochabamba. District 1 has almost 39 500 inhabitants with a density of 84, 54 
inhabitants / hectare, consisting of 28 Base Territorial Organizations. The project area 
SEMAPA is located in the south part of the District 1. The area covers about 13 hectares. 
The area slopes downward to the south/southwest and there are differences in level in the 
housing area. 

                                                                                                          

semapa

The Municipality of Cochabamba

The project area SEMAPA in District 1
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History1

The neighbourhood SEMAPA was founded after a fight of the employees of the water 
company SEMAPA to have their own plots. The claim of the company for the land in 
present District 1 led to conflicts with well-known real estate agents. The employees’ 
right to the land and to construct housing was authorized in March of 1984 by a law. The 
founding of SEMAPA was approved by a municipal resolution on the 3 of August of 
1984..

For almost ten years urban development was slow. The neighbourhood lacked public 
lighting, water and sewage, furthermore the riverbed, dry most of the year, functioned as 
a refuse depot. Some people were pioneers by constructing their houses and opened up 
the way forward for other. 

A housing plan was developed in 1991 and at the time the urban development in the 
neighbourhood started. Almost 60 houses were built and the neighbours together with 
professionals from SEMAPA installed a water and sewage system. Furthermore, the 
inhabitants financed lighting, which expanded gradually. At that time the neighbourhood 
belonged to the Municipality of Sacaba, which prepared a plan for paving the streets. The 
intention was to share the costs between the municipality and the housing area, but the 
municipality did not contribute financially. Between 1984 and 1994 the implementations 
of technical infrastructure was carried out by people in the neighbourhood without any 
contribution from the municipalities. The people felt betrayed and in 1995 the SEMAPA 
decided to instead collaborate with the Municipality of Cochabamba. 
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Organization2

SEMAPA is today organized as a Base Territorial Organization (OTB, Organization 
Territorial del Base), which was founded in 1995. The board of the organization consists 
of 12 members, elected every second year. The committee of the board is decided through 
majority decision. Every month, on the last Tuesday there is a meeting for all OTBs of 
Casa Municipal for District 1 where two permanent representatives and the chairman of 
SEMAPA participate. Between the formal meetings, the OTBs maintain contacts with 
each other concerning common issues. The OTB receives money from the funds of 
popular participation through the annual budget.

Only 15 percent of the inhabitants attend the meetings of the Base Territorial Organization 
for SEMAPA and there are some different views concerning the reasons behind. According 
to some inhabitants they have never been called to the meetings. Another problem is that 
the OTB for SEMAPA lacks premises for general meetings; those are mainly carried 
out on one of the multifunctional sport fields. The meetings of the board of the Base 
Territorial Organization are held in the house of the chairman. 
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Housing

The Base Territorial Organization SEMAPA consists of 277 plots, 249 are inhabited. 
According to the demographic survey from year 2000 there were 3 367 inhabitants in 
the neighbourhood.3 SEMAPA is a so-called lower middle class area but the economic 
situation differs between the inhabitants contributing to economic and social heterogeneity. 
The neighbourhood functions as a dormitory suburb, since there are few job opportunities 
in the area and people go to the city centre of Cochabamba to work. 

The project area SEMAPA
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SEMAPA is composed of two separated parts divided by a riverbed sometimes filled 
with water. The area consists mainly of detached houses of two and three storeys. There 
are also a few dwellings of four or more storeys. Brick and concrete are used as building 
material characterizing many of the unpainted wall facades. The remaining houses are 
painted in light colours. In the neighbourhood there are both owner occupied houses and 
houses for rent. In the area there are several empty plots. Since part of the neighbourhood 
is located in a drainage area there are problems with high groundwater level and it causes 
damages in the constructions. To move the houses to other parts of the neighbourhood 
and a construction of a green open space have instead been suggested. It would be almost 
impossible since new constructions are going on and it would be even more costly to 
move the houses.

          Dwellings                                         Construction of a house

Empty building sites

semapa
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In line with the practise in many housing areas of Cochabamba, high walls or fences 
surround the majority of the plots. The walls are made of brick, concrete or iron, to secure 
against infringement and to protect from external insight into the properties. Sometimes 
barbwire or broken glass is placed on the top of the wall to strengthen the effect. A great 
number of the inhabitants have also one or more dogs for the sake of protection. The 
low or non-existing social control within the area contributes to a desire of the people 
to protect them. Furthermore, outdoor lighting is inadequate leading to low presence of 
people in the evening. One of the blocks in the neighbourhood is guarded by a private 
security company paid by the inhabitants in these houses.

Walls surrounding plots

The inhabitants’ view
According to the opinion of the majority, public safety in the area is poor. Housebreakings 
occur and a young person was killed in the neighbourhood a couple of years ago. Only 
one of the interviewed considers that the neighbourhood is secure at present, while several 
inhabitants demand greater safety, for example through improved public lighting. In 
present situation it is difficult to arrange common surveillance through employed security 
guards, as not all inhabitants are willing to pay for it. Few of the interviewed inhabitants 
require improvements of their houses. In some cases it is related to the fact that they are 
tenants and therefore cannot carry out improvements.


