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Abstract  

The Illegal Settlements permit impoverished people not only to save on the cost of 

housing, but also on the initial cost of infrastructure compared to that of a normal 

residential area. Members of those settlements interact and solve their common 

problems in a survivable network of contacts and self-help.  

This paper analyzes the relation between lack of land tenure and the improvement 

of two settlements in Caracas, Venezuela, and San Juan, Puerto Rico. Like many 

other informal settlements, lack of land tenure is a constraint for the legal installation 

of services.  Fortunately, as time passes, the settlements are incorporated into the 

city network, even though the quality of service can be inferior in comparison to the 

more formal communities. 

Land tenure is considered an important factor that must be in place for the rapid 

improvement of a community to improve. It is logical to believe that when 

householders possess legal land tenure, they are in a strong position to improve 

their shelters and build structures with more permanent materials. Notwithstanding 

the fact that the shelters are illegally occupying land plots self-improvement still 

takes place. This paper examines householders living in shelters with and without 

land tenure in relation to the householder satisfaction and improvement.  

 

 

 



Introduction: 
Unauthorized Settlements are the main housing component of the urban landscape 

of many cities in Latin America. These neighborhoods called squatter areas or 

shantytowns, can be also referred to as "informal" settlements on illegally occupied 

land. In most cases these unauthorized settlement areas have not been legally 

incorporated into the city and the settlers do not have the entitlement of land tenure. 

Inhabitants of Latin American formal areas believe Unauthorized Settlements are 

unsafe and prone to high criminal elements and activity. However, in most cases, 

settlers of illegal settlements possess relatively stable jobs. The high proportion of 

illegal housing proves that formal market dwellings are not affordable; therefore, 

building a shelter in these unauthorized settlements is the only alternative for many 

of urban poor inhabitants. 

Figure 1 demonstrates the percentage of slums in the urban areas of selected Latin 

American countries. Even though several of these countries, like Argentina, 

Venezuela and Brazil, are relatively wealthy in comparison to other developing 

countries, the percentage of slums in their respective urban areas is high. 

 

Percentage of urban population living in slums 
  

Country % Slums 
 Year 2005 

Argentina 26.2 
Bolivia 50.4 
Brazil 29.0 
Chile 9.0 

Colombia 17.9 
Costa Rica 10.9 
Guatemala 42.9 
Honduras 34.9 

Mexico 14.4 
Nicaragua 45.5 

Peru 36.1 
Venezuela 32.0 

 
Figure 1. Percentage of urban population living in slums (Data: UN Statistic Division, 1995) 



The lack of land tenure is usually is presented as the primary cause for the lack of 

any improvement in illegal settlements. It is logical to believe that settlers illegally 

occupying a plot of land may not spend their scarce resources improving their 

shelters because they are uncertain of the duration of occupancy and the likelihood 

of being evicted. In many Latin American countries, shelters continue to be 

improved by their inhabitants without any land tenure, even though land tenure 

would be a substantial advantage for such improvement. 

 

In some countries, land tenure is legally mandatory in order to incorporate services, 

but in reality, settlers or the government may  install vital services even without its 

existence. One example of this is the water supply in Caracas, Venezuela, where 

the government cannot install water meters in illegal shelters due to legal 

restrictions. As a result to circumvent this, most shantytown settlers make illegal 

connections to the municipal water pipes. The government is not only unable to 

control this illegal situation, but may even receive pressure to increase the quantity 

of water supply and create new networks despite the settlers’ lack of payment for 

these service.  

Figure 2 shows a comparison between the overall percentage of slums and the 

percentage of improved sanitation facilities in selected Latin American urban areas.  

 

 
Figure 2. Percentage of  urban improved sanitation in selected Latin American countries 

versus percentage of urban slums .(Data: UN Statistic Division, 1995) 



 
With the exception of Bolivia, high percentage of slums in a city is proportionally 

inverse to the improvement of sanitation facilities. This indicates that a large 

percentage of slums have improved sanitation facilities.  

 

Unauthorized Settlements in Latin America. 
Petare-La Dolorita in Caracas Venezuela. 

Venezuela is a real example of the effects of rapid urbanization in Latin America. 

The country has a population of approximately 26 million people, of which an 

estimated 92% are urban dwellers, making it one of the most urbanized countries in 

Latin America. It’s capital, Caracas, has a population of nearly 5 millions. The city is 

a typical example of rapid urbanization brought about by the demand for labor 

during the country oil boom in the 1970s. According to the 2000 UN estimations, 

41% of the inhabitants of Caracas live in hundreds of unauthorized shelters called 

"ranchos". Ranchos are located at the interstices and peripheries of the city, within 

valleys, along hillsides, between other buildings. Residents of these densely 

populated sectors rarely have legal tenure of the land that they occupy. The main 

characteristic of ranchos is the invasion and occupation of land before formal 

development takes place. (Figure 3) 

 
Figure 3.  Unauthorized settlement or “ranchos” in Petare, Caracas. 

 



 La Dolorita, a huge neighborhood in Caracas’ eastern suburbs, can be considered 

indicative of other Venezuelan Unauthorized Settlements. The sector was initially a 

rural area; nevertheless in the late 1960's, homeless families from the city violently 

invaded the land despite the best efforts on behalf of the landowners and the 

government to defend it. Nepotism took hold as the first invaders and leaders 

illegally distributed land to friends and relatives, while others illegally sold the land. 

 

During the 1970s, as in many other areas of Caracas, La Dolorita experienced a 

large urban expansion without government attention and planning. According to the 

2000 government census, La Dolorita has a population of 43.000 inhabitants, but 

although this figure could actually be much larger. The majority of dwellings in La 

Dolorita are consolidated houses, which have been improved. Almost all settlers do 

not have land tenure even if most of the shelters were built as far back as 50 to 20 

years ago. 

 

La Perla in San Juan, Puerto Rico. 
Puerto Rico is the most visited island of the Caribbean; one of its major attractions 

is the colonial area of Old San Juan. Separated from San Juan and million of tourist 

by defensive colonial walls, the slum of La Perla is not only physically isolated, but 

also socially segregated from the rest of the metropolis despite 80 years of co-

existence.   

La Perla demonstrates many signs of urban decay and poverty even though this 

neighborhood is located in one of the city’s most valuable pieces of land.  

 

Land speculators and developers have not been able to bulldoze the shantytown 

and re-develop the area because the settlers are united to defend their right to stay 

in the illegally occupied land. Inhabitants of Puerto Ricans consider La Perla a 

dangerous area, a belief that is also reinforced by the reluctance of the police force 

to enter the shantytown. Tourist guides and guidebooks make visitors aware of the 

dangers and strongly recommend avoiding this place. However, this settlement is 

no more dangerous than other low-income neighborhoods of the city.  



There are several typologies of Houses in La Perla, from small wooden shacks to 4 

storey houses with good finishes, made with concrete post and beams structures 

and concrete blocks walls. La Perla is a mature neighborhood, with a history of 

almost 100 years of inhabitation. 

 

La Perla is successful in terms of design values and the relationship between 

private public and semipublic areas. Besides the original urban design, other 

elements such as color, topography and location also enhance the area’s urban 

perception of the area. (Figure 2) La Perla is situated next to some of the most 

important tourist attractions of San Juan, and researchers believe tourism can be an 

important element in the integration of La Perla and San Juan.  

 

 
Figure 4.  View of La Perla and its colorful shelters.  

 
Methodology: 

In the case of La Dolorita, seven representative sectors of the neighborhood were 

selected for this study. A team of 7 people collected the data in June 2009. The 

data includes photographs, videos, plans and approximately 100 interviews with 

householders. Part of the interview included a questionnaire of more than 40 

questions about socio-economical aspects, householders' opinions on housing and 

shelter characteristics. In the case of la Dolorita, a group of faculty and students of 

Architecture, and volunteers administrated the same questionnaire. The survey was 



eventually reduced to 50 householders.  This paper presents partial results about 

the relation between land tenure and housing improvement.  

 

Results: 
In Petare - La Dolorita, shelters were built in invaded land. From 100 householders 

who participated in this process, only 19 had land tenure. The neighborhood is a 

mature shantytown; most of the shelters are about 20-40 years old. Approximately 

60% of the settlers have been living in the neighborhood for more than 20 years.  

In the case of la Perla, after several years of illegal occupation of invaded, land 

approximately 60% of the householders currently have legal tenure according to 

official data. Every shelter in La Perla was built on government land and if the 

householders are willing to make a petition, once all legal procedures are over, the 

government will provide a free property title. In La Dolorita and La Perla, the 

typology of the houses vary significantly but most of these include one or two 

stories, usually a reinforced concrete post and beams structure and wall made of 

clay hole-bricks.  

 

Finding: Dwellings are improved even without land tenure. 
In both settlements, those dwelling with tenure show greater improvement. Tenure 

is, however, not necessarily a fundamental cause of improvement. Using 

photographic and survey data, housing improvement was measured according to 

the average number of rooms and floors in a dwelling, and the use of concrete as a 

[permanent structural material. Figure Number 5 presents the housing improvement 

factors in relation to tenure status. Shelters with land tenure are usually more 

improved, however the differences of improvement between dwellings with land 

tenure and without, are relatively small. Shelters are improved independently of 

their tenure status. 

 

 

 

 

 



 Housing Improvement La Perla La Dolorita 

  
With land 
tenure 

Without land 
tenure 

With land 
tenure 

Without land 
tenure 

Average number of 
rooms 3.75 3.66 4.25 4.45 
Average number of 
floors 2.13 2.04 1.64 1.53 
Concrete permanent 
structure 76% 68% 66% 51% 

 

Figure 5   Householder opinion about why their dwelling is adequate  

for their family needs. 

 

Findings: Settlers consider their dwelling to be adequate even if they lack 
land tenure: 
When settlers were asked if they believe their shelter is adequate for their own 

family needs, 78% of La Dolorita and 96% of la Perla householders responded 

positively (there was no significant difference whether the householder had land 

tenure or not). Only 11% of the householders regarded their shelter to be 

inadequate. The number of householders without land tenure in la Dolorita, who 

believe their house is adequate for their family, is greater than the number of those 

householders with land tenure (Fig. 7).  

 

Is your dwelling is 
adequate for your family 
needs? La Perla La Dolorita 
(if the owner participated in 
the improvement process) 

With land 
Tenure 

Without 
land tenure 

With land 
Tenure 

Without 
land tenure 

I like how I made it 52 55 30 35 
It is good for my family  35 38 52 48 
It is our householder’s 
decision 28 22 24 22 
We can extend it during the 
time 42 37 38 54 
It is made according to our 
economical resources 16 14 22 28 
Others 26 31 26 31 

 

Figure 6.  Householder opinion about why their dwelling is adequate for their family needs. 



 

Figure 7 presents the results of those settlers (11%) who believe their dwelling is 

not adequate for their family needs in la Dolorita.  

Only 7% believe their home is not adequate due to the absence of land tenure. In 

the case of la Perla, only one householder believes the shelter is not adequate for 

their family needs. In general, people in the two settlements feel very satisfied with 

their shelters, even among the householders without land tenure or those people 

who are living in shacks. The feeling of Topophilia, or love to the neighborhood 

where they live is quite common in shantytowns. 

 

Why is your dwelling not adequate for your family 
needs? 

The neighborhood is dangerous 35 
There are problems with services 35 
It is not well located 20 
I do not have land tenure 7 
It is located in a shanty town 5 
Others 12 

 
Figure 7.  The views of La Dolorita householders on the reasons for their dwellings’ 

inadequacy to their family needs. 

 

Findings: Settlers participate in neighborhood improvement even if they lack 
land tenure: 
Settlers in both neighborhoods were asked how the householder could participate in 

neighborhood improvement. Figure 8 indicates that only 29% of the householders 

did not participate in the area’s improvement process. Most of those householders 

are new arrivals to the area or aged people. More than half of the householders 

participated in the improvement of streets and paths, while one third helped improve 

electricity connections or participated in the building of neighboring dwellings. The 

absence of land tenure does not seem to be an obstacle towards neighborhood 

improvement.   

 



 

How did the householder participate in neighborhood improvement? 
      
Improvement activities Without land tenure With land Tenure 
Streets and paths improvement 55 52 
Improve water or elect. connections  38 35 
Improvement of other public spaces 22 28 
Helping to build neighbors’ shelters 37 42 
Others 4 6 
No participation 31 26 

 

Figure 8.  Householder participation in neighborhood improvement. 

 

Findings: Householders expect the government to help them; granting land 
tenure however is not among the most important tasks.  

In Latin America, governments tend to be paternalistic and the lowest income 

inhabitants have high expectations for their government to find solutions to all their 

problems. In countries like Venezuela, apart of improving vital services in illegal 

neighborhoods, the government is expected to help the inhabitants improve their 

dwellings and environment. (Figure 9) 

 

How the government and local institutions can  
help you to improve your house 

Improvement activities Without land tenure With land Tenure 
Donating construction material or 
credits 70 65 
Legalizing the land tenure 48 N/A 
Improving water and electricity supply 30 28 
Improving sewerage and water 
collectors 44 40 
Improving streets and paths 51 45 
Others 9 16 

 
Figure 9 The views of La Dolorita Householders: How the government can help them to 

improve their shelter. 



 

In order to gain political votes, several politicians and functionaries distribute 

building materials like cement, or paint. When householders in this study were 

asked how the government could help improve their dwellings, 70% wished to be 

given construction credits or building materials by the government. Furthermore, 

54% believed the government could help them improve the water and electricity 

supply. Only 28% of the settlers considered that obtaining land tenure could be a 

form of help they can receive from the government (even if most of the land where 

the neighborhood is located is government land).  

 
Finding: Shelters are rented and sold independently of their land tenure 

status: 
In general, Latin American householders of unauthorized settlements during the 

‘70s and ‘80s were the owners or builders of their dwellings. Nowadays, the 

situation is changing in some countries due to the emergence of secondary 

markets. In Latin America when the settlements became denser, an informal market 

was set up to coordinate property transactions. (Abramo, 2003; Clichevsky, 2003; 

Cravino, 2006) 

The self-built shelter is the only possession for most of the urban poor, and has, 

therefore a tangible economic value in most cases. Although construction has 

always been illegal in most self-built settlements of Latin America, shelters are 

considered a propriety subject, to be sold or rented in the illegal housing market 

independently of land tenure status and absence of official construction documents. 

Only 8% of the householders in La Dolorita are tenants; this number is much lower 

than in most shantytowns and slums in Latin America. 

 
Conclusions: 

The lack of affordable housing is not the only reason why people live in 

unauthorized settlements and shantytowns, even if they do not have land tenure. 

Clearly, there are other advantages for the settlers in such communities. For 

example, in many shantytowns, housing is adapted to family needs and resources.  

 



Unauthorized settlements differ greatly and it is not easy to make any 

generalizations about them.  Still, many of them share the same features. In Latin 

America, the dwellings are usually self-built by the initial land invader. After the 

householder has acquired some sense of safety from eviction, the process of 

improvement can take place. 

 

In other regions of the world, the process of self-improvement by the householder is 

precluded by the patterns of ownership.  This situation is typical in some Asian 

countries, such as India, where the model of unauthorized settlements often 

involves a unique landlord that rents out hundreds of shelters, thus discouraging 

any improvements by the tenants 

 

A settlement is improved only if the householder is also the owner of the unit. In the 

neighborhoods presented in this study improvements appear almost independently 

of the land tenure condition. That does not mean that land tenure is not important, 

since access to urban land is a fundamental necessity in any society.  

However, the lack of land tenure can be considered an advantage for a host of 

reasons. Because of its illegal character, the building process is relieved of the 

restrictions of legal barriers and permits.  Housing can easily be adapted to family 

needs and resources.  Householders have the freedom to build whatever they want 

without government permits.  

 

An important problem with the process of self-improvement is the time it takes. In 

some cases, one generation sacrifices living in a shack for years to finally produce a 

self-improved shelter for the future generations. Can land tenure accelerate this 

process?  The author of this research believes this is a crucial question. Future 

research will be conducted in order to establish whether land tenure allows for 

faster improvements.  

 

Researchers around the world can propose solutions to housing problems for each 

specific case by copying strategies from alternatives ways even before the land 

tenure has been granted. The legalization of land tenure and the legal acceptance 



of the squatters rights are widely known as a primary need for unauthorized 

settlements improvement programs. Land tenure can help to improve the squatters’ 

neighborhoods in less time. In a mature neighborhood like La Dolorita, settlers do 

not believe they will be evicted from dwellings because they have been there many 

years. However, how many years will pass until they finally build using permanent 

materials? The lack of land tenure retards the improvement process.  They are 

many cases where communities have been improved and services have been 

installed without land tenure, but for many years people where living in shacks. The 

most important question is how to legalize unauthorized settlements in the 

beginning of the process, been sure that the buildings quality standards are good 

but without diminishing the freedom to build and interfering with the householder’s 

desires. 

Governmental and Non-Governmental agencies need to relax and review planning 

and building standards for initial spontaneous developments. Standards should be 

flexible and adapted to the economic conditions of the settlers. With flexible 

standards it will be easy to grant land tenure to the unauthorized settlements.  
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