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I. Introduction and Scope 

Venues of implementation for architectural and engineering design projects for the 

'non-profit' sector in Central and South America have been outlined in numerous publications 

and web sites; this essay will attempt to briefly summarise findings, with a particular focus on 

Latin America, and to examine the application of these models to other developing regions. In 

that 'wisdom is justified by her children', a study of successful projects and their mission, 

methodology, and results (e.g. the work of various nongovernmental and 'grass roots' 

organisations) will serve as valuable background for a community design project in Amatitlan, 

Guatemala. 

The specific work in progress--a residential/rehab campus for former street children 

and women in distress for CEREM (Centro de Restauracion de Multitudes), based out of 

Chichicastenango, in conjunction with The Architecture Studio at Stanford University--will be 

summarised. Advantages of developing and working on these kinds of projects as well as their 

disadvantages will be explored, with resources identified and elaborated on. 

Most significantly, this essay will tackle an analysis of poverty in the area, attempt to 

address why this region of the world is so desperately poor despite its tremendous natural 

resources, indigenous skills, proximity to the United States, and so forth, and venture to 



suggest some solutions. In so doing, Western interaction with and intervention in the area will 

be analysed. Finally, an appropriate response in terms of architectural and engineering projects 

will be argued, stressing the importance of client/user design education, project/site 

identification, respect for indigenous cultures and mores, promotion of social justice through 

design excellence and access redistribution, sustainability, and the cultivation of a sense of 

ownership and service among user-occupants. 

II. Backgrouud Research 

Amartya Sen states that 'a variety of social institutions-related to the operation of 

markets, administrations, legislatures, political parties, nongovernmental organizations, the 

judiciary, the media and the community in general-contribute to the process of development 

precisely through their effects on enhancing and sustaining individual freedoms. Analysis of 

development calls for an integrated understanding of the respective roles of these different 

institutions and their interactions. The formation of values and the emergence and evolution of 

social ethics are also part of the process of development that needs attention, along with the 

working of markets and other institutions.' 1 While Sen's book, Development as Freedom, 

makes a strong case for democracy, accountability, and capitalism in alleviating world 

poverty, Teresa Hayter points out that: 

Proponents of the capitalist system usually ignore one major reason for its success in 
one small part of the world. This is that, for the last four centuries, the now wealthy 
countries of North America and Europe have enriched themselves at the expense of 
their colonies and dependencies in what is now called the Third World. The wealth of 
Asia, latin America and Africa has been the foundation on which the industries and 
cities of the West were built. Moreover, over this period, virtually all of the peoples of 
the world have been incorporated into the capitalist world market. The system has to 
be judged by its effects in the world as a whole, not in one part of it. ... The conditions 
attached to official 'aid', especially to the lending of the World Bank and the IMP, are 
now designed above all to extract resources from the Third World's poor in order to 
enable their governments to service their debt? 

I Sen, Amartya, Development as Freedom, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1999, p. 297. 
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Hayter further insists that: 

there are other features of the capitalist world system, besides inequality, which appear 
to be inherent: waste, pollution, squalor, the promotion of useless consumption 
through advertising, and unemployment. It has also produced escalating arms 
production, the horrors of the nuclear bomb, weapons sales drives and wars on an 
unprecedented scale ... .It therefore needs to be explained why we need capitalism at 
all. It is hard to believe that the US administration, ITT and others, who wished to 
prevent the Chilean people from, as Kissinger put it, "irresponsibly" choosing to "go 
Communist", are really anxious to secure for them more democracy and freedom, let 
alone better material conditions? 

In light of Sen and Hayter's input, the central thesis of this paper is that the 'non-

profit' or nongovernmental sector can have major impact in the arena of world poverty, 

through action rather than rhetoric. In order to grasp the challenges involved in getting 'non-

profit' development projects off the ground in Latin America (as well as the rest of the 

developing world) it is of heuristic value to look at the mission and methodology of two up-

and-running entities with successful track records and some of their respective work, as well 

as at two local 'grass roots' projects. 

street scene 

2 Hayter, Teresa, The Creation of World Poverty, London, Pluto Press, 1981, pp. 5-7. 
3 Idem, p.123. 



Architecture for Humanity 

Futureshack 

Sean Godsell, Architecture for Humanity 

Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum, New York, NY 

'Transitional Housing competition to develop five year transitional shelter for returning refugees and displaced 
populations in KosovQ. The solar-powered, fully furnished housing unit is made from a 6.7-metre-long shipping 

container. A mass produced unit can be built for as little as $15/000 and assembled in under 24 hours,4 

Cameron Sinclair's venture, Architecture for Humanity (which includes Frank Gehry 

on its Board), is a New York NGO founded for the promotion of architectural and design 

solutions to global, social and humanitarian crises and collaborates with groups like Barefoot 

Architects of Titania and Relief International (which provides long term housing in disaster 

situations, as for the thousands left homeless after the earthquake in Bam, Iran). The 

organisation also fosters collaboration between students, faculty, practising professionals, 

Futureshack 

4 http://www.architectureforhumanity.org! 
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relief agencies and community groups around the world. Numerous university architecture and 

design programs are using the group's design competition criteria as the basis for semester

long projects in social and humanitarian architecture. 

Architecture for Humanity has recently launched design competitions for transitional 

housing for Kosovo (for NGO client War Child, which also recently sponsored the Toybox 

Street Children Project in Guatemala) and a mobile AIDS clinic for Africa. There were over a 

hundred participants in the latter and some consequent remarkable designs (resulting in a 

roving exhibition called "Design like you give a damn,,).5 While the AIDS clinic project was 

indubitably worthwhile, I would argue that if the number of design competition entries had 

been limited, with the surplus available man hours directed to additional projects, many other 

deserving clients would have been served, with more architects seeing their work to 

completion. The exercise clearly demonstrates the availability of talented designers for non

profit projects such as these and the usefulness of a web site and sponsored design competition 

in engendering interest and funding (the site also offers links to numerous NGO projects in 

need of design and advocacy input). The outfit's focus is international and sponsors creative, 

high design at the service of the underprivileged; while it has yet to build 'on site' in the 

developing world, it is a useful model of a design-generating engine and has an excellent 

prognosis based on its mem bership and work to date. 

Mobile HIV/AIDS Health Clinic for Africa (Competition Designs) 

5 http://www.architectureforhumanity.org/aboutlaboutus.httnl 
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Habitat for Humanity 

Habitat for Humanity has a remarkable track record of developing and building 

affordable housing projects in the 'third world' , having built over ten thousand single family 

dwellings throughout Guatemala alone. Habitat Guatemala has offices in each of the nation's 

thirteen departments, has a vast development office which provides extensive grant-writing 

and fund-raising services, and profits from a huge computer database and network of 

foundation donors as well as an extensive volunteer design and construction force. The group 

is willing to collaborate and welcomes design input; in this writer's view an NGO like 

Architecture for Humanity with its focus on design excellence would be a complementary 

partner. 

One example of this kind of partnership is Jan Wampler's graduate architecture studio 

at MIT, where students are working on twelve real projects throughout the developing world. 

Wampler and his students designed a housing project in Adapazan, Turkey, which Habitat for 

Humanity is currently building. While the Wampler studio does not always contract with 

Habitat, it is an excellent collaborative illustration with teams exploiting their respective 

strengths as well as MIT's vast resources: 

Wampler and a group of MIT architecture students have designed a 50-unit housing complex 
and job center being built with the help of Habitat for Humanity International and Mercy Corps 
International in the region of the country hardest hit by last summer's earthquake .... [Wampler calls the 
project a] "microvillage" - Ita new type of community concerned with renewable resources, suitable 
land, locally produced materials, and most importantly, the values and dreams of the people who will 
live there. II 6 

6 http://www.enn.com!newslenn-stories/2000/08/08142000/microvillage _30463.asp 



'Since 1976, Habitat has built more than 50,000 houses for families throughout the 

United States and another 1 OO,OOO-plus houses in communities around the world. Now at 

work in 92 countries, (the organisation) is building a house every 26 minutes. By 2005, 

Habitat houses will be sheltering 1 million people.' 7 This NGO is prolific in its output, offers 

'work vacations' (i.e. volunteers cover their own travel expenses), and has mastered marketing 

and funding. 

'Grass Roots' Projects 

a 

The Cholula Community Centre (1999) outside Puebla, Mexico, is a remarkable 

example of a local non-profit, 'high-end' architectural and engineering project. The 

indigenous developer enlisted the support and services of a professional local architect and 

sought funding from the wealthy private sector and regional government. It is a 'grass roots' 

initiative at it best and puts to shame many similar projects in the 'developed' world. One 

reason for this project's success is that the client relied heavily on her architect from the start, 

did not hesitate to delegate and respect artistic decision, and persisted in fund-raising until the 

budget dictated by the design was accommodated. The client was highly educated, well 

7 http://www.habitat.orglhow/tour/1.html 
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travelled, and had tremendous appreciation for the arts, culture, and contemporary 

architecture. Design education was not necessary in this case. 

b 

Another example ofa successful 'grass-roots' project is CEREM's rehab centre for 

young men in Chichicastenango, Guatemala. While the centre no longer exists (the youth have 

been reintegrated into society), it is a remarkable example of a local group organizing to assist 

and house former prison convicts and drug addicts. Apart from physicians visiting the clinic, 

there was virtually no foreign involvement, and funding came essentially from the local 

private sector. Residents participated in the operation and management of the Centre, and an 

in-house bakery provided occupational therapy and maintenance income. 

A meaningful alternative development model is to come alongside these kinds of 

grass- roots projects with funding, professional design and construction services (as 

appropriate), crafts and marketing training, and business planning, without usurping 

management hierarchy or outstaying welcome. 

local crafts 



III. Synthesis 

An interdisciplinary, multi-cultural partnership has evolved between CEREM (the 

indigenous client), The Stanford Architecture Studio, and IMPACT (International 

Management Projects in Architecture and Construction Technology), a 'non-profit' (NGO) 

developed out of Stanford by students and alumni, to develop, design and construct a large 

residential campus for former street children and women in distress on a hillside in Amatitlan, 

Guatemala (near Antigua).8 The complex includes a clinic, small community/administration 

centre, workshop, and school, with the residential model based on simulated nuclear family 

units accommodating 6-8 children each. CEREM's in-house construction company will build 

the centre in conjunction with a volunteer labour force like that of Habitat/or Humanity. 

aerial photo of site 

• http://news-service.stanford.edulnews/2003/june4/studio-528.httul 
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This international collaborative attempts to integrate design sensitivity with 

professional expertise, local know-how, academia, and 'social ethics' (Sen) in response to 

acute poverty and need. While the model builds on the experience of entities like Wampler 

and Habitat, it diverges in that the client is also the developer and contractor. Additionally, the 

indigenous partner controls the project, with the 'western' affiliate coming alongside to 

'empower' until the local outfit can function independently (as with the Cholula Community 

Centre). 
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This particular undertaking is disadvantaged in many respects; it is in a seismic 'zone 

4' surrounded by volcanoes (one of which is active), nearby Lake Amatitlan is dangerously 

polluted, and the site is steep, unplanted, and marked by pronounced erosion. An advantage 

offered through the partnership is Stanford's 'think tank' and engineering faculty, whose 

acumen in seismic and related issues owes much to their own experience in the San 

Francisco/Bay Area. The project has become a venue for intense inter-disciplinary 

collaboration, team spirit, and community outreach. 
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Resources 

Apart from the obvious resources provided by a university like Stanford or Cambridge, 

Fe Search, a NYC Foundation Centre computer program (wwwjconline.org), provides useful 

donor identification at the international level; grant-making can cover design fees, expenses 

and substantial construction costs. Student and elderly populations constitute under-utilised 

resources, and university alumni are often willing to contribute and get involved. Electronic 

media and communication (email, video conferencing, satelJite photography, and internet 

access) facilitate long-distance monitoring, document transfer, information sharing, and 

identification of volunteer groups as well as projects, at virtually no cost. 
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IV. An Analysis of Poverty in the Area 

The undeniable poverty characterizing regions of Central and South America is 

particularly alarming given the proximity and wealth of the United States and Canada. 

Additionally, the labour force is not only hard-working but typically exploited and underpaid; 

the abuses of child labour are well documented. This section will attempt a brief analysis of 

the extensive poverty in the area. 

IV. A. Reasons 

Misdirected stewardship and lack of 'social ethics' are identified by both Hayter and 

Sen as mechanics for epidemic poverty, not only in the southern Americas but in most of the 

'third world'--particularly, Sen argues, in countries controlled by dictators whose job renewal 

is not contingent on transparency or accountability.9 Hayter, who as we saw earlier, contends 

that capitalism is at fault, holds that capitalism is the result or manifestation of greed and 
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consumption, and that our only choice is 'socialism or barbarism'.!O Ignorance is a poor 

excuse for indifference to the plight of the poor; none-the-Iess wealthy nations ostensibly give 

preference to investing in initiatives like space exploration, war as a response to perceived 

security threat, and vast museum projects (e.g. the current extensive restoration work at 

Versailles) as opposed to school, hospital, and related construction. Other examples of 

questionable stewardship abound. 

Both Teresa Hayter and Abbe Pierre, a monk renown for his work with the homeless in 

France and revered as the 'conscience of his nation', agree that capitalism, 'if not tempered by 

brotherhood, provides the breeding ground for unhampered competition and a 'survival of the 

fittest' philosophy'. II Scot Peck, M.D., in his book, People o/the Lie, identifies 'evil' (or as 

Sen calls it, 'atrocity') as a psychiatric diagnosis; it is my hypothesis that in today's culture we 

are too hesitant 'to call a spade a spade'. 

IV. B. Western Interaction with and Intervention in the Area 

Western intervention in Central America includes everything from CIA sponsored 

'coups d'etat' to factory relocation 'capitalising' on local minimum wages; nongovernmental 

interaction needs to empower locals to affect local change, exercising 'a hand-up rather than a 

hand-out' policy. Empowerment can be encouraged through 'minority' education and health 

care, grants, and social justice campaigns. While Hayter sees 'aid as imperialism', 12 Sen 

upholds democracy for the 'third world' as the main solution. It is not the purpose of this 

9 Sen, Amartya, Development as Freedom, New York, Anchor Books, p. 39. 
10 Hayter, Teresa, The Creation of World Poverty, London, Pluto Press, p. 122. 
11 http://www.fondation-abbe-pierre.fr/home_flash.html 
12 Hayter, Teresa, Aid as Imperialism, Hammondsworth, Penguin, 1971. 
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essay to expunge western intervention, but rather to explore creative applications for the 

design arts at the service of development with a social conscience. 

IV. C. Appropriate Response in terms of Architectnral Projects 

Through the Amatitlan project and the work of groups like Architecture for Humanity 

it has become clear that sensitive architectural design can be sustainable, achieved on shoe

string budgets, and have tremendous impact on social pyramids ('pecking orders') and 

injustice: 'high art' is often about taste and vision rather than cost, and as such it can function 

as a status symbol lending clout to the underprivileged in a world dictated by material 

concerns and 'image' (characterized by radical extremes of wealth and poverty). Social justice 

and education are indubitably critical weapons in fighting destitution and political instability, 

and architecture and engineering can facilitate both these remedies through social 

development projects. Insofar as schools provide underprivileged children with an alternative 

existence to the street and garbage dump, their development is primordial and, according to 

France's Soeur Emmanuelle, should constitute a major component of any residential centre 

program for abandoned or abused children and orphansP Efficient, well thought-out and 

attractive school design is conducive to the learning process. While architects and engineers 

cannot dictate the content or quality of curricula, they can none-the-Iess strive to both promote 

these kinds of projects and produce affordable, sustainable high design, exploiting principles 

13 http://www.soeur-emmanuelle.org/ 
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of recycling, natural ventilation, and so forth, and adopt advocacy roles expanding their levels 

of involvement. 

Estela Solis, Executive Director of CEREM, argues that education in Guatemala must 

also have a spiritual dimension ifthings are to improve.14 She has shown that the adolescent 

men abstinent from narcotic use in CEREM's rehab centre owe their recovery primarily to a 

strong spirituality along the lines of' 12-step groups'. Solis contends further that education and 

'social ethics' are the essential keys to fighting rampant corruption in Guatemala, and 

advocates the British model of social security benefits and health care. 

The designer/developer is up against ingrained patterns of corruption, ignorance, 

hostility, prejudice, and jealousy in these kinds of interventions, both in Central America and 

other developing regions of the world. It is advisable therefore to choose clients, projects, 

sites, and local partners with care at the outset in order to accomplish the task at hand 

expediently and professionally, achieve established goals, and set a model for future 

contribution. 

14 http://www.ceremguatemaia.org 

Recycling in Guatemala 

Industrial designers from Norway and Guatemala 
are working to improve the waste management system 
in Almolonga, a sma!1 agricultural village in the western 

highlands of Guatemala (designfortheworld,org) 



V. Conclusion 

Nongovernmental development projects in Latin America are to be encouraged, 

structured, and prepared, with expectations and division of labour clearly defined at the onset. 

The NGO model described can be readily generalised to other impoverished areas, but must 

adapt to and respect local culture and mores. Projects must strive to be 'user friendly', perform 

economically, respond to environmental concerns, espouse design excellence, advertise 

positively for their occupants, and build on the wealth of 'free' resources available. As friction 

and problems inevitably arise, project participants need to stay focused on their common goal 

and vision, rise above personality conflicts and 'greed', value each other's specific skill sets, 

respect differences in customs and backgrounds, communicate, be willing to work through 

issues, and cultivate team spirit. Client/user design education typically engenders appreciation 

and a sense of ownership, and should be initiated as early as possible in the design process. By 

way of example, the Board of CEREM has willingly participated in architecture lectures and 

Stanford students have made colouring books from their elevation studies to involve and 
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include the centre children/residents. CEREM avidly encourages service and activism as the 

children and women mature as an integral part of their 'growth process'. 

'colouring book' fac;ade sketches 

The widespread vernacular use of colour and geometric forms in Latin America, as 

well as local dependence on natural materials, scavenger-style found objects, and lush 

vegetation, provide a rich design vocabulary and further' licence' for cutting-edge, 

sustainable, affordable high design. The indigenous peoples of the southern Americas have 

extraordinary craft skills, taste, and a rich cultural heritage that can and should be built upon 

and incorporated in design projects--typically not the case with the 'sterile' commercialism of 

encroaching western shopping centre and office block development. 
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