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View from one of the few public housing projects built after the revoltion to the densely built  bay of the former carribean metropolis of Havana
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„Cuba, and indeed Havana, had reached a critical turning point that separated two 
important periods: before and after the triumph of the revolution.“
Mario Coyula

With the onset of the Revolution in �959 the foreign-based capitalist market economy, 
in which private interests ruled was abandoned. This policy had created and left behind 
strong distinctions between the capital Havana and the rest of Cuba. Neighbourhoods 
existed for the wealthy and for the impoverished. To abolish these differences and 
to accomplish new state-driven goals, a centralised institute for town and country 
planning was developed. It inverted the former system by focussing on Cuba’s rural 
territories and neglecting the cosmopolitan capital Havana. 
Due to enormous rural migration during the past 50 years other Latin American cities 
have been transformed into mega-cities, while Havana has remained relatively stable 
with 2.2 million inhabitants. Accordingly the housing production was much smaller 
compared to other Latin American capitals.
Because of the emigration of many US citizens and wealthy Cubans after the 
revolution, entire neighbourhoods in Havana were quickly used for other purposes. 
Former mansions and houses of the upper classes were provided as accommodations 
to poor Habaneros. But this was still not sufficient to house all the 80‘000 inhabitants of 
slums. First constructional regulations resulted in the demolition of barrios insalubres 
and the construction of the idealistic neighbourhood Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos in 
East Havana between �959-6�. In the seventies the state looked to mass housing 
to overcome the serious housing shortage and to meet housing demands as fast as 
economically possible. In this way Cuba’s largest housing development Alamar -for 
over 100‘000 inhabitants -emerged in the eastern fringe of Havana. In the late eighties, 
in the so-called process of the „correction of mistakes”, the environmentally sustainable 
residential neighbourhood Las Arboledas was partly developed in the southern fringe. 
It was built in accordance with the ideals of „New Urbanism“. After the collapse of 
communism in the Soviet Union in the nineties, the Soviet Union withdrew its support to 
Cuba. Then began the so-called „Special Period, in which the focus turned to building 
on empty lots in the central city or where buildings had been demolished. Efforts were 
no longer devoted to the construction of new neighbourhoods or towns. 
All these processes were strongly influenced by foreign urban models. These foreign 
models were reinterpreted for local conditions and led to cultural interactions make for 
the unique appearance of Havana. 

This book should highlight all these processes that have shaped and influenced a 
whole city’s population.
We examined Havana in light of the evolving foreign urban models. By foreign urban 
models we understand prototypes, that were imported, reinterpreted and adapted to 
local conditions. 
The book consists of four parts. Each discusses an identifiable period that is connected 
with the ideas of that time: Idealism, Rationalism, Optimism and Pragmatism. Each 
part connects the results of our fieldwork in Havana, which includes plans, pictures 
and data made during our studio research in ETH Studio Basel. 
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�0

Introduction

�960 �970

In comparison to other Latin American capitals Havana 
can be called a non-growing city. During the republican 
period it had grown enourmously. In 1958, the year before 
the cuban revolution, there were 304 cities and villages 
of more than �000 inhabitants, of which 3 counted from 
100‘000 to 200‘000 inhabitants and Havana 1‘500‘000, 
that was 2�% of the total population.

The republican government focused on the development 
of the country rather then accepting the immense growth 
of large cities that could be observed in other Latin Ame-
rican countries. Since the revolution Havana has only 
grown from �.5 million inhabitants in �964 to 2.2 millions 
in 2007.
The result of cuba‘s decentralisation policy becomes 
obvious looking at the relation between the population of 
a country and the number of inhabitants of its capital city: 
the relative size of Havana has been shrinking while the 
relative sizes of Lima or Bogota have been continiously 
growing.

Havana - a non-growing city

7  million inhabitants
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Havana
�960  |  2007

Bogota
�960  |  2007

Lima
�960  |  2007

“Our capital is a gigantic city, if we take into considera-
tion the size of our country. If it had been in our hands 
to found the city of Havana, we would have founded it 
elsewhere, or we would never have allowed it to grow so 
much that the solution of some  problems has become 
difficult, serious, even grave...”
Fidel Castro, 1963
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Housing areas of Havana
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Housing is a basic right

Solution mass housing

1960 1970

Period of revlutionary Idealism

Camilo Cienfuegos �96�

Efficiency through Rationalism

Alamar �972

Time

Inhabitants of constructed housing space [1000 inh.] 

Urbanised housing area [% of post-revolutionary development]

30 400

1980

5 92

„The early 60s was a time when everything was 
possible!“ 
Mario Coyula 

„You could say that the neighbourhood camilo cienfuegos 
(1959-61) is ideal from our point of view.“ 
Fidel Castro

„Socialism is equivalent to public housing and 
prefabrication.“ 
Patrick Castex
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Correction of Mistakes

Solution fill-ins

1990 2000

Las Arboledas 1989

Intervention with Optimism Return to Pragmatism

Fill In Projects

8 80

3

Special Period in a Time of Peace

„The focus now is turn to building on empty 
lots in the central city and not to construct new 
neighbourhoods or towns.“ 
Mario Coyula

„We must find ways of improving living conditions 
that do not rely on the energy intensive technologies 
of the past. (...) We must develop technologies 
which fit into healthy, sustainable cycles in our 
environment.“
Huck Rorick
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Post-revolutionary housing areas of Havana
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Alamar

Camilo
Cienfuegos

Villa
Panamericana

Via Bahia

Eduardo
Chibas

Reparto
Electrico

Fill-In

Fill-In

Fill-In
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Berkeley

Seaside

International Influences

New Urbanism

non-profit organisations

scandinavien pre-fab systems
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Prague

Dresden

Budapest

Sofia

Moskau

Mailand

Paris

Beograd

soviet urban planning principles and pre-fab systems

CIAM influence and italien models

The examples of post-revolutionary housing areas we 
are going to introduce are strongly influenced by diverse 
models from all over the world. In the period of Idealism 
of the early 60s ideas from Italy and the CIAM movement 
were reinterpreted in Camilo Cienfuegos. The dominant 
era of pre-fabrication was influenced by soviet town 
planning principles and by the import of pre-fab systems 
from the Sovietunion or Scandinavia. In the late-80s 
period of Optimism the idea of New Urbanism came to 
Havana in conjunction with non-profit support from North 
America.

scandinavien pre-fab systems
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Housing is a basic right

In �959, Cuba was transformed from a nation led by 
foreign-based capitalist concerns into a centrally led 
socialist state.  Along with almost every other social 
institution, housing policy dramatically departed from 
past policies. While Cuba’s housing policies have 
changed over the past 48 years, they have clearly been 
borne from three guiding principles: 
�. Housing is a right, not a commodity.  
2. Housing should be equitable. 
3. The government is the primary decision maker. 
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Period of revolutionary             Idealism
1960s

Idealism is referred to the early revolutionary period 
that lasted a very short time until around the mid 60ies. 
Architects at that time had to define the criteria and indices 
to apply to social buildings by themselves as any official 
norms were missing. It was a time of search for new 
forms of artistic or even romantic or ideal expressions. 
The only housing projects realised in Havana during this 
period were the INAV (National Institute of Savings and 
Housing) projects which represented only a 5 percent 
of the total housing production built after the revolution. 
Among these INAV projects „Unit No. �“ (whose name 
was later changed into Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos) was 
the most significant example of the early revolutionary 
period and became the ideal housing model of the 
nation.
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1960s

Idealism Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos
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The realised masterplan

Aerial of Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos 2007, scale �:5000

1960s

Idealism
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Materplan of Camilo Cienfuegos, �960, scale �:5000
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An avant-garde way of social housing

„If you wish to see one of our dreams in the field of urban construction, you should visit East 
Havana!“
Fidel Castro, 1963

1960s

Idealism
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„Unit No.�“ of Habana del Este was built in �959 -�96�, 
directly after the Revolution, and was the first completed 
large-scale residential complex ever in Cuba. It was the 
smaller version of the former masterplan created by 
Milan architect Franco Albini. 
Situated at the border of the sea, it offered the ideal 
expansion of the city and was just 2.5 km away from the 
old city.
Under The National Institute of Savings and Housing 
(INAV) that was directed by the mythical woman Pastorita 
Nuñez, quickly a team of architects was created. As any 
official norms to apply to social buildings were missing 
at the time, the authors of the project themselves had to 
define the criteria and indices. 
Today the project still stands for the ideal housing plan 
model of the nation besides being the most significant 
example of the early revolutionary period. 
Unit No.� was later given the name Ciudad Camilo 
Cienfuegos as the architect Osmany Cienfuegos, who 
was the Minister of Construction in Havana at the time, 
wanted to keep his brother‘s name alive, who died in a 
tragic accident and was the best friend of che guevara.
Since �996 the Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos has been a 
national monument.

Camilo Cienfuegos was besides Che Guevara one of  the leaders of the 
revolution and of the guerilla movement against Batista.
Osmany Cienfuegos, his brother, was an architect and and working in 
the ministry of construction at the time when „Unit No. �“ was built.
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With the inauguration of the tunnel under Havana Bay in 
�953, Havana del Este should have become an exclusive 
area of the bourgeoisie. The design proposals were 
made by the US firm of Skidmore, Owings, and Merril 
(SOM) and the Italian architect Franco Albini. Their 
plans envisioned luxury homes along with shopping 
centers, hotel complexes, business headquarters, and 
gouvernment buildings all of which were based on fairly 
complex engeneering and architectural principles.
With the onset of the Revolution the speculative  aspect 
of the housing market in Havana del Este changed and 
gave priority  to those most in need. Havana del Este 
became the main paradigm for many years, that model 
ultimately ceased because of the perception by housing 
officials and the Cuban leadership that mass state-built 
production of a few housing block prototypes was the 
only way to meet the accumulated housing needs. 

Tunel construction under the Bay of Havana in �950

Light at the end of the tunnel
1960s

Idealism
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tunnel and 
via monumental, �953

residential areas (via 
tunel, via bahia) and 
industrial area

 before the revolution 

 after the revolution 

unit no. � (ciudad camilo 
cienfuegos), �959-6�  

extension to unit no. �, 
�96�-64

Realizations of the plan for 
Habana del Este 

Masterplan of Habana del Este, 1958 by SOM and Franco Albini
of the originally planned area just a small part was realised

Camilo 
Cienfuegos

Via Tunel

Industrial area

Via Bahia

The outlines of the masterplan of Ciudad Camilo 
Cienfuegos refer exactly to one subdivision of the 
former masterplan by the Italian architect Franco Albini. 
Besides Camilo Cienfuegos relied heavily on the existing 
infrastructure that was developed before the revolution. 
Albini‘s ideas did not just shape the  bourgeous 
masterplan for Habana del Este in 1958 but also the 
postrevolutionary Ideal: Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos!
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Cuban architects at that time were influenced by the new 
towns of Britain, the neighborhood concept of the US, 
satellite cities of Scandinavia and models from the USSR 
and Eastern Europe. It also took influence from the 
CIAM movement using separate flows of vehicles and 
pedestrians, green belts, social services, and diverse 
sites and dimensions. We can observe from this scheme 
a new humanistic approach in the government’s attitude 
to architecture. It was a time when socialist ideals were 
given weight while it could just afford so.

Under Pastorita Nuñez it was meant building a 
neighborhood complex for 8,000 residents divided 
into 1,306 apartments, located in a 28 hectare area. A 
thirty-floor building initially included was fortunately later 
removed from the project. Thus, all the dwellings have 
between 4 and 11 floors. The mean height was 5.75 
floors, and the gross density 46.5 dwellings per hectare, 
which allowed many free areas for gardens, squares, 
and parking lots, some of which are also located in the 
basements of the high buildings. As for the dimensions of 
the complex, optimal pedestrian distances were taken into 
account considering the expected population. A structure 
of 7 primary groups with approximately 200 dwellings 
each was chosen and frequently-used services were 
located within a radius of �50 meters. A square and a 
children’s area were attached to each primary group, and 
common services such as a shopping center, sanitation, 
a social club, and two schools were located following a 
hierarchical organization. The place of the sports fields 
in the middle of the complex has been criticized because 
it leaves a large empty space in a location which should 
have been given more importance. On the other hand, 
the road planning saw the need for absolute separation 
between pedestrians and fast vehicle traffic, which 
was solved by a double perimetral route with a roughly 
pentagonal shape, from which a cul-de-sac led inwards.

The metaphor of the ideal city

Although the project of Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos stands for an Ideal of the revolution, it was 
much influenced by  theoretical ideas, which were en vogue at that time and internationally 
known even before the revolution. 

1960s

Idealism
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0 �00
zoning plan of ciudad camilo cienfuegos

residential building of �� storeys

residential building of 4 storeys

public equipment
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Policies changed paradigms persist

Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos in �963

Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos took influence from the CIAM 
movement and the International Style using diverse 
dimensions.

1960s

Idealism
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above: Marcel Lods, Sotteville-les-Rouen, �946, shown at CIAM 7
below: Mies van der Rohe and Ludwig Hilberseimer, Lafayette Park, Detroit, �956-63
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„The smaller units challenged the reductionism of the purist parallelpiped scheme, a heritage of 
Ludwig Hilberseimer.“
Roberto Segre

Contrary scales - 
an international concept1960s

Idealism
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Lafayette Park with residential high-rise and low-rise buildings from Mies van der Rohe and Ludwig Hilberseimer.
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Italian ideals remain

The low rise buildings of Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos reflect the Italian models of those years.

1960s

Idealism
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Residential building in Milan from Franco Albini, �953

The Milan architect Franco Albini did not just influence 
the masterplan of Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos but also 
its architecture. The four-storeyed residential buildings 
in Camilo Cienfuegos have an obvious similarity with 
Albinis residential building in Milan from �953.
In a time of search for new forms of artistic expression, 
actually the same models which were en vogue before 
the revolution were used.
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Public gardens

Romantic garden situations in Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos, 2007

1960s

Idealism

“There are in reality not only, as is so constantly assumed, two alternatives - town life and 
country life - but a third alternative, in which all the advantages of the most energetic and active 
town life, with all the beauty and delight of the country, may be secured in perfect combination. 
Human society and the beauty of nature are meant to be enjoyed together.The very best of bothThe very best of both 
town and country life should be married together in small Garden Cities.””
Ebenezer Howard, 1898
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Garden City Letchworth designed by Richard Barry Parker and Raymond Unwin, �949

Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos represented the best example 
of sprawling apartment complexes for the middle stratum 
of Havana’s society. Camilo Cienfuegos’ residential 
composition reflected the leading design principles of the 
United States and Europe regarding site planning that 
departed from the existing city grid.
The “Neighbourhood Unit Concept” outlined by ClarenceClarence 
Perry who codified Raymond Unwin�s design ofRaymond Unwin’s design of 
neighbourhod, became an eligible model.
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Camilo Cienfuegos exhibited

„You could say that this unit in East Havana is ideal from our point of view because of the 
construction, the urban housing . . . but also because it is the type of construction that was 
beyond our economic means . . .“
Fidel Castro at the UIA, 1963

Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos in �963

1960s

Idealism
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In �963, the CIAM congress (UIA, Union Internacional 
de Arquitectos) was held in Havana and was one of the 
most important international architectural events, which 
focused the eyes of world architects on Cuba during 
September and October, �963.
For the first time a World Architectural Congress was 
held in the American continent, and  more than 2000 
architects, representing 80 countries met in Havana. This 
was also the First International Meeting of Professors 
and Students of Architecture, which was represented by 
77 Schools of Architecture from all parts of the world. 
The 7th Congress of the UIA was an invaluable 
experience: it provided an opportunity for international 
exchange and was of mutual benefit. It was a great 
honor and encouragement to the architects of Cuba that 
an international assembly of architects should be held in 
Havana.

Fidel Castro having a speech at the UIA in Havana, �963

At the top: Architect Osmany 
Cienfuegos, the president of the 
congress and Camilo Cienfuegos‘ 
brother presenting Ciudad Camilo 
Cienfuegos
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Before and after

Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos in �963

1960s

Idealism
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Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos in 2007
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Before and after

Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos in �963

1960s

Idealism
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Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos in 2007
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Interviews
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1960s

Idealism
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Javier Sanchez Vegas is a professor in educational 
science in a small university close to Camilo Cienfuegos. 
But it seems that he is not working there a hundred 
percent as we met him each time during our several visits 
in Camilo Cienfuegos. Each time we got an invitation 
for coffee. During our last visit in Camilo Cienfuegos, 
he even whistled from his balcony to tell us that he had 
found an interesting article about the architecture of the 
60ies in Cuba. We were very happy and again sitting in 
his uncomplicated living room. This time it was relaxed, 
not like the first time when we dropped in. He proudly 
presented us the article, in which Camilo Cienfuegos, of 
course, was also mentioned and got enthusiastic about 
the neighbourhood he is living in. He loves the location 
directly at the sea, which allows him to go for a swim 
almost every day. He is also in contact with almost all of 
his neighbours. We never met him alone. The first time 
we met him he was giving private lessons to some of his 
students as an extra income. Other times we met him 
smoking with one of his friends or drinking coffee with 
some neighbours.
He went into a ramble about his recent travel to Europe: 
Holland, France and Belgium. About Switzerland he 
heard that there are lots of post-modern buildings.
Always dressed in a comfortable way and in house shoes, 
you will never meet him without a journal or book under 
his arms. He feels happy here in Camilo Cienfuegos 
and lives only with his brother in this apartment that is 
quite generous for both of them. Each person has his 
own room and besides they have a small room and of 
course the nice open living room that is connected with 
the kitchen. 
When he was a small boy he used to live with his parents 
and five brothers in Havana Vieja. But then his father 
was given the opportunity to move to Camilo Cienfuegs 
because of their economic situation and because they 
were a large family. They moved to Camilo Cienfuegos 
just after the inauguration in �96�. At that time there were 
seven persons living in the same apartment. We do not 
know a lot about his parents, but we know that two of his 
brothers live in Miami. Unfortunately we forgot to ask him 
whether he is married or not. Anyway it seems that he is 
not, at least at the moment. Though he is happy with his 
situation here in Camilo Cienfuegos. He took leave of us 
with a hug and while we were already walking towards 
the bus, he called out of his balcony: „Let me know about 
the results of your work per email and let’s stay in contact 
anyway!“3 bedroom appartment, 68 m2,

balcony 4 m2, 2 residents
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1                   The professor

Javier Sanchez Vegas

1960s

Idealism
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2                    Top floor residents
1960s

Idealism

Luis and Marta live here in Camilo Cienfuegos since 
1965. They were not the first family who moved to this 
apartment. They got this incredible top floor apartment 
through permuta which means house swapping. They 
explained to us that since the revolution this is very 
common in Cuba. You just have to listen to the radio or 
read the newspapers. You can get information as well 
through mouth-to-mouth propaganda. „You can do it 
legally as we did“ she said „or discuss the merits of your 
home with others at informally arranged places in search 
of exchange.“ 
Differences in location, size and amenities of any house 
swap are made in kind of cash - unofficially of course. 
This is Cuba! „We do not have a housing market!“ They 
told us that before moving to Camilo Cienfuegos they 
used to live in Diez de Octubre. But it wasn‘t nice there 
and it was a very small apartment. And as they were 
living with their two daughters they needed more space 
and what better option can you get than to live here in 
Camilo Cienfuegos, having the sea directly in front of 
you? Marta is a houswife and her husband is retired. 
He was working as an electrician before. He pays ten 
percent of his income as rent. They are both the property 
owners and hold the title to their apartment.
Marta and Luis have lived here since the beginning with 
their two daughters. Now they have moved out and are 
both married. They miss them a lot. 
It was only with the help of their children that they could 
afford to renovate their apartment from inside as well 
as from outside. It cost them over �50 Dollars. With this 
money they painted also the part of the facade which 
belongs to their apartment. As they have a very big 
and fabulous terrace, they closed their little balcony 
to increase the size of their kitchen, which was very 
very small. They proudly tell me that they did all the 
renovations by themselves as there is no maintenance 
and the government does nothing to maintain this 
neighbourhood. Each resident does this for himself. 

3 bedroom appartment, 80 m2,

terrace 40 m2, 2 residents

Luis and Marta 
Lopez Gonzalez
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In this flat lives a big family. The owner of this flat is 
the mother of Pedro (he seemed to be around thirty 
yeras old) who is the person we met in the elevator of a 
Camilo Cienfuegos - high-rise. We began to talk to him 
telling him what we were doing here. Like this we got a 
spontaneous invitation for coffee. We were very pleased 
and entered his family‘s modest apartment. His uncles 
were there and welcomed us. They were quite curious 
about Switzerland as they got to know that we were 
Swiss students. They offered us a very delicious coffee 
and asked us if we want to buy tobacco from them. We 
should buy this, they digged deeper, as a souvenir for 
our Swiss friends. In Havana you find the best tobacco 
ever. It came out that they are tabacco vendors in some 
tourist markets. But we didn‘t buy anything, unfortunately 
for them, because that day we ran out of money.
After finishing the coffe and realising that we were not very 
good clients, we began to ask how long they‘d been living 
here. They said since the beginning in �96�. Their family They said since the beginning in �96�. Their familyThey said since the beginning in �96�. Their family 
came here in the early 60s. They were over �0 people 
at that time living in this quite small flat considering the 
number of people. Generally the generations are quite 
mixed. One of his uncles explained „All your children use 
to live with you, later their husbands too, and then their 
children and  sometimes even the brothers and sisters 
of the husband and so on. (He laughs...).As this families 
grow and the apartments get more and more crowded.“ 
After several explanations we still couldn‘t find out who 
was actually living in this flat and who wasn‘t. It seemed 
that some of the family members live here some of the 
time. Anyway one of the uncles still lives in Havana Vieja, 
where before the 60s all of the uncles were living. One of 
them had the opportunity to move to Camilo Cienfuegos 
with his large family. And now he gets visits all the time 
from his brothers. They are all united in being in love 
with Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos. They told us very 
proudly, that these houses here are all from Pastorita. 
„We should know that“ they said, „especially as students 
of architecture.“ 

3             The big united family

3 bedroom appartment, 80 m2,

balcony 3 m2, 5 residents

1960s

Idealism

Familia
Diez Mendoza
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Alma Pestano Ruiz used to live in Regla (a municipality 
of Havana City) in a house that almost fell apart with her 
parents and 9 sisters and brothers. In �96� her family 
was given the opportunity to resettle to Ciudad Camilo 
Cienfuegos. It was a big difference for them to live here. 
They were fascinated to move into a high-rise. At the 
beginning they were 18 living in this flat of about 75 
m2. They lived together with her aunt and her children. 
Now there are 4 of them living here, which is much more 
generous. She lives here with her father, who is the 
owner of the apartment and her two sons. Her father is 
very sick, so she is the one who looks after him. Her 
mother already died. 
She is the only person working in this household. She 
works in the neighbourhood Via Bahia quite close to 
Camilo Cienfuegos more to the East. There is big Industry 
there and she works there for the public health system. 
Everyday she uses the public buses, all of which she 
hates. Despite the small distance to her work it takes her 
almost always one to two hours a day. The actual driving 
distance is �0 minutes, but waiting for buses which never 
arrive, steals all her time.
She said that she is comfortable with her situation here. 
She doesn‘t have much more to say. It seems that she 
might have liked here life to be elsewise. But she arran-
ged herself with the situation she lives in.

4          From a shanty tow
 to a high-rise

3 bedroom appartment, 74 m2,

3 residents

1960s

Idealism

Familia
Pestano Ruiz
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Rationalism is refered to the 70ies and 80ies, that 
stand for  a period that was much influenced by the 
Soviet  Union as they donated a large-panel factory in 
Santiago de Cuba after a hurricane Flora in �963. It 
was a time when the Ministry of Construction organised 
plans around prefabrication, abandoning traditional craft 
methods of construction. The state at that time looked to 
mass housing to overcome the serious housing shortage 
and to meet housing demands as fast as economically 
possible. Socialism then was the equivalent to public 
housing and prefabrication. In this context Cuba‘s 
largest Housing development Alamar - for over 100‘000 
inhabitants - emerged in the eastern fringe of Havana.

1970s I 1980

Efficiency through             Rationalism
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1970s I 1980s

Rationalism Alamar
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The satellite city

Aerial of Alamar and overlayed masterplan of 1978, scale 1:15 000

1970s I 1980s

Rationalism
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overlay of the satellite-image and the masterplan of Camilo Cienfuego  -  scale �:5000
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The ignored masterplan

Aerial of Alamar, 2007, scale �:�5 000

1970s I 1980s

Rationalism
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Materplan of Alamar, 1978, scale 1:15 000

The masterplan of Alamar from 1978 looked to spatial 
and graphical distinctions: long 4-5 storey buildings in 
double-rows  and slender point-shaped high-risers that 
were ment to shape forms of flowers. It seemed that the 
dispute of engineers and architects let to an oversimplified 
apply of the original plan. Instead of a loose construction 
with a variety of high-risers and lower buildings, just the 
lower building type was realised in a much more dense 
and rational way.
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The utopia of prefab housing

Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos was the main paradigm for many years, that model ultimately ceased 
because of the perception by housing officials and the cuban leadership that mass state-built 
production of a few housing block prototypes was the only way to meet the accumulated housing 
needs. In this context Alamar for over �00’000 residents was born.

1970s I 1980s

Rationalism
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After the destruction in octobre �963 caused by hurricane 
Flora, the Soviet Union donated a large-panel factory in 
Santiago de Cuba. The Ministry of Construction began 
to organize its plans around prefabrication, abandoning 
traditional craft methods of construction.This entailed 
experimenting with a variety of building systems based 
on European and Canadian construction methods. Those 
foreign models were reinterpreted and adapted to local 
conditions.
The production model of houses employed  by state firms 
remained wedded with the panacea of high-tech solutions 
and included IMS technologies from Yugoslavia, a Sliding 
Scaffolding, and the Great Panel 70. One outcome of 
these building efforts was that the surge in construction 
produced an increase in the gross social product during 
this period.
Alamar shows two phenomena of the time. First is 
the partly use of prefab system construction and 
secondly Cubas‘s largest housing development built by 
Microbrigades.
Using infrastructure inherited from the 50s, the 
Microbrigades started in the 70s huge housing settlement 
in the outskirts of Havana with the largest concentration 
of houses in the city, over 25 thousand units. This project, 
often compared to other large settlements in former 
socialist countries, provided shelter for many families but 
lacked infrastructure, services and public areas. In other 
words, it was conceived as a dormitory city, incomplete 
and anonymous with poor architecture and worse urban 
design. Today people who have an apartment there call 
it living in Siberia, they have no feeling of belonging and 
few opportunities compared to other city inhabitants in 
spite of being close to the ocean in what could have been 
a wonderful environmental location.      
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Total housing production
Prefabricated construction

�976 23 %

Construction of prefabricated houses. In the foreground, the ‚barrio insalubre‘ they substitute.

Imported prefab systems
1970s I 1980s

Rationalism

„Cuba‘s technological progress was based in a good measure on European models of advanced 
construction. Cuban housing policies embraced the notion that socialism is equivalent to to 
public housing and prefabrication.“
Patrick Castex
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Large Panel 70 LH

IMS 
Serbian Materials Institute

Large Panel IV

Building height:                                   4-5 stories
Use in Cuba:                                           �.3%

Building height:                                   4-5 stories
Use in Cuba:                                           �0.7%

Building height:                                   4 stories
Use in Cuba:                                           65.4%

Building height:                                   Up to �2 stories
Use in Cuba:                                           8.6%
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1970s I 1980s

Rationalism

Total housing production
Production by Microbrigades

�973 65 %

Microbrigadas - a very cuban invention

Collective elf-help construction with Microbrigades
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In December �970, Fidel Castro outlined the structure 
and organisation of Microbrigades in the national meeting 
of heavy industry. He created the first Microbrigade in 
Havana. In �97�, more than �000 workers were assigned 
to build ��54 housing units in the outskirts of Havana.
The creation of the Microbrigades offered a way for 
popular participation in housing programmes with 
strong government support. In �973 - the peak year - 
Microbrigades built 65 percent of all new dwelings in 
Cuba.
The Microbrigades marked a turning point, giving priority 
again to Havana, but almost always in the outskirts, 
where 70 percent of all such dwellings were concentrated. 
Among them Cuba‘s largest development is Alamar.

The basic principle of the microbrigades was to make it 
possible for those needing housing to directly address 
that need themselves. A group of 33 workers from a 
government-run workplace would leave their regular 
jobs and instead build apartments for a two to three year 
period. Once finished, the workers who participated in 
the building brigade were usually assigned a unit, but 
other workers with housing needs, who might not have 
been able to join the microbrigade, could also receive 
an apartment. Decisions on who received units were 
made in public meetings by the workers themselves. 
Those assigned units became homeowners and their 
amortisation payments were reduced for “sweat equity” 
if they had participated in the construction.
Microbrigade members had an incentive to build as well 
as possible, since no one knew which apartment will be 
his or hers. But they seldom had previous building skills 
and had to learn on the job. By the time they had acquired 
some skills, the building was finished, workers moved 
in, and a new microbrigade was created with unskilled 
workers, starting all over again.

Microbrigades consist of 33 people of which 22 percent are women
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Typical five-storey walk-up of Microbrigade housing in Alamar

1970s I 1980s

Rationalism

„Cuba in the 1970s represented an other housing alternative in the Latin American context. Cuba 
decided to confront its housing demand by using a mixture of state resources and the active 
participation of the future residents of the new housing units. Like that the Microbrigadas were 
born.“
Mario Coyula

Construction systems conglomerate

Alamar consists of a mixture between prefab construction 
and traditional craft or artisan housing. Besides the use 
of different prefab systems, the Microbrigades as well 
were responsible for the different appearances of the 
building units.

DRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



75

Prefabricated Panels used in Cuban construction: Large Panel IV (Cuban version of large French panels, e.g. Camus, Coignet);  IMS (Serbian 
Materials Institute) imported system from Yugoslavia;  Slip Mold and Large Panel 70 imported systems from Scandinavia
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Fallow land

The presence of more than 100‘000 residents in Alamar 
would have justified the construction of a major civic 
center, a central space in the community for recreation, 
cultural functions, and events for the youth of  this huge 
settlement. Neclecting social spaces for young people 
is an obvious oversight here because they represent a 
large segment of Alamar‘s population. Instead isolation 
created a sort of „no man‘s land“.

1970s I 1980s

Rationalism

DRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



77

The vast left over spaces are used as sports fields
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Absence of social spaces
1970s I 1980s

Rationalism

Cuba’s largest new development Alamar presents a 
quite poor site planning, a poor urban design and poor 
construction qualities. A clumsy provision of community 
facilities and infrastructure helped to create a negative 
image, reflected for example in newspapers, where 
a woman told us, that per advertisements for housing 
swaps are often specified “Not in a Micro building of 
Alamar!”.
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The only people who can identify themselves with their 
appartments and Alamar are those who live here since 
the beginning. In these cases often a member of their 
family was part of the microbrigade constructing the 
housing block they are living in. That gives them an 
emotional connection to their apartments. For this the 
microbrigades are a unique phenomenon and socially as 
well as conceptually a success.
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The city out of reach
1970s I 1980s

Rationalism

„Some days I spend two or three hours getting to and from work. It‘s only actually a 15-minute 
journey, but the wait can be dreadful. I can‘t just walk, because I have to go through the tunnel 
under the bay.“
Resident of Alamar who works in Old Havana

People who live here in Alamar call it „living in Siberia“, they have no feeling of belonging and 
few opportunities compared to other city inhabitants in spite of being close to the ocean in what 
could have been a wonderful environmental location.
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Alamar‘s street are drawn by being almost always empty. 
People here arranged themselves having horses as an 
alternative of means of transport or they just move with 
bycicles. Over 100‘000 residents are suffering from the 
bad transport network that is not getting better since the 
early 90s in the „Special Period“.
People complain about being abandoned here in Alamar. 
They feel cut from Havana‘s city center. The fatal transport 
system is part of the negative image Alamar has faced 
during the last years. Statements such as „Alamar‘s 
traffic is a nightmare!“ is just one example reflecting this 
bad image.
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Construction systems conglomerate

Prefabricated Panels used in Cuban construction: Large Panel IV (Cuban version of large French panels, e.g. Camus, Coignet);  IMS (Serbian 
Materials Institute) imported system from Yugoslavia;  Slip Mold and Large Panel 70 imported systems from Scandinavia

1970s I 1980s

Rationalism
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„Cuba‘s technological progress was based in a good measure on European models of advanced 
construction. Cuban housing policies embraced the notion that socialism is equivalent to to 
public housing and prefabrication.“
Patrick Castex
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Interviews
1970s I 1980s

Rationalism

�
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She is too old to work anymore, she said. Now as a 
proud grandmother of thirty-five grand children she has 
other fishes to fry. She feels happy in the circle of her 
family wherever this is. She lives here with her daughter 
and her daughter’s husband. Her son also lives here but 
he is doing his military service at the moment. Two of 
her grandchildren, who are playing somewhere outside 
baseball also live.
Her daughter works as a waitress in a restaurant in Plaza 
Vieja in Havana Vieja. She gets to work everyday by the 
Camello, which is the common public bus in Havana. It 
quite uncomfortable. But there is „nothing one can do“, 
she says. 
In the beginning there were about �5 people living here 
in this apartment. She can’t remember how many. But 
however many! That was in the late 70ies. Her husband 
at that time was participating in the construction of 
this housing block. He was in one of the numerous 
microbrigades. Now he is dead. But his soul remains 
living here. This place is a good one for my family to live. 
We have everything we need.

1               Grandmother with 
35 grandchildren

Elena  Rodriguez

1970s I 1980s

Rationalism
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Johana, the mother, is the owner of the apartment. 
She lives here with her family since the completion of 
this block that was constructed with microbrigades. Her 
father was part of this microbrigade and was then sent 
out of the ministry of transport in the late 70s to build in 
Alamar. That is why they got this apartment. She spent 
her childhood here with her parents and four sisters. Her 
sisters have all moved out early and are all married. They 
all live somewhere else in Havana. Her mother lives with 
one of her sisters. Her father died recently. 
Now she lives here with her husband and her three 
daughters. She works as a restorer of documents in 
Havana Vieja and her husband as a sports teacher and 
adviser. He works in Havana Vieja too and both of them 
use the private transport provided by their employer to 
get to work and back. Therefore they are both endlessly 
grateful, because the public transport is a catastrophe in 
Alamar.
They are very closely connected to this apartment in 
Alamar. Johana, the mother, explains that this apartment 
is like a part of her family story. Her father, amongst 
others, was the constructor of this housing block. She 
is very happy here, because she and her family have 
everything they want here. The kindergarten of her baby 
is just 300m away, and the primary school of her middle 
daughter is only 200m away. Her eldest daughter goes to 
an excellent public high school close to the Parque Lenin 
in the south. However that is quite far away, but luckily 
she can use the private school bus every day so that she 
doesn’t have to take the public transport neither.
150m from here is the Mercado where there‘s always 
fresh fruits and vegetables.There is also a cinema here 
for cultural activities. And you can also easily do sports 
on the several public school places. 
They renovated their home recently all by themselves. 
All deviding walls were originally out of wood. They were 
closets you could open from both adjacent rooms which 
did not reach the ceiling. They replaced them all with 
light panel walls. Now they have more privacy in each 
room. They told us that they were allowed to make any 
changes as long as it does not affect the structure of the 
building.
She couldn’t move away from here, because she is 
really used to all this. Though sometimes she dreams of 
a single family house in Vedado...

2  Attached to their apartment
1970s I 1980s

Rationalism

Familia 
Barbeito Oberto
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This family has lived in this apartment in Alamar since 
�975. They were not the founders of this apartment. The 
owner of the apartment is José Pedro, grandfather of two 
grandchildren. They live together with Amalia, the mother 
of the two children. 
They went to live in Alamar, because it was the only 
option they had. Before moving to Alamar, they used 
to live in Pinar del Rio and not in Havana. A friend of 
theirs organized the flat for them. And they had to move 
to Havana quite quickly because Amalia had found a job 
in an Industry more or less close to Alamar. 
They are not very happy with the situation here. They 
explained me, that there are no nice places to go in Ala-
mar. They think that Alamar is boring and that there is 
no life here. José Pedros‘ grandson is 17 years old and 
studying engineering. He was complaining a lot that in 
Alamar there is nothing for the youth. Not even a place 
to meet, a disco or a cool restaurant or something. So 
it‘s very boring for him. They just accept their situation 
as it is and triy to make the best out of it. But they didn‘t 
get at all depressed ,though they are dreaming about li-
ving in a better place. They showed us proudly their in-
novative home decoration: a stair to nowhere as a nice 
artistic furniture concealed with plants. They explained to 
us that as there are no nice social spaces in Alamar, at 
least they make their space as nice and beautiful possi-
ble. We prefer staying in our apartment than going out. 
Pedro José is retired and has therefore a lot of time to 
decorate his family‘s living space. His grandson loves to 
be with his family that is why he likes staying in Alamar 
for the moment. 
But he would jump at the opportunity to move much clo-
ser to the center of town. He is full of dreams and wants 
to fullfill them. „In Alamar“ he says „that is not possible! 
You are like outside the world here...“

3               Social space inside 
1970s I 1980s

Rationalism

Familia 
Hernandez Alfonso
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She works in Ciudad Camilo Cienfuegos in the restaurant 
of the Casa de Cultura and emphasises that she would 
like most of all to live there. But she and her husband 
appreciate their situation here as well a lot.
These houses are not the usual ones you see in Alamar. 
Although they are immediately adjacent, they have 
the feeling of being in a single-family house residential 
complex. These houses are not from the 70s or 80s as 
the others from Alamar. These houses were built in the 
early 60ies for Russian scientists working for the Cuban 
government in return.
Ana Dalia did not live here with her family until �992. 
They do not know who lived in this house before them. 
What they know is that people still get these houses 
when they are working for the government. 
They got to this house because of connections of her 
husband. He writes for a journal and several newspapers. 
They luckily do not have to use the public transport as 
they have their own car. They love to go to the theatre, 
but outside Alamar, preferably in Old Havana. There is in 
fact a little cinema here in Alamar, but we don’t go there 
often. It’s often empty.
Their children go to the primary school just 400m away. 
There are also several commercial centres very close. 
Sometimes she buys groceries in Camilo Cienfuegos 
before she gets home. Often her husband will also take 
care of the groceries. 
„We have everything we need here! But if we could 
choose where to live, I would say in Camilo Cienfuegos, 
though my husband would prefer Nuevo Vedado.“

4                   Exclusive Alamar
1970s I 1980s

Rationalism

Familia 
Vazquez Borroto
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Optimism Optimism is referred to the Correction of 
Mistakes period in the mid-80ies. The search for new 
solutions of the nation‘s problems at that time led to a 
series of investments in housing. Besides, after the 
long period of pre-fabrication there was a demand for 
new concepts of planning and construction. One of the 
two largest housing projects that was planned in this 
period was Las Arboledas. Planners from North America 
and Cuba cooperated and included the concepts of 
sustainability and user participation and were much 
influenced by the ideals of „New Urbanism“.

1980s I 1990s

Intervention with             Optimism
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1980s I 1990s

Optimism Las Arboledas
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On the edge of the city
1980s I 1990s

Optimism
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The non-completed masterplan

Aerial of Las Arboledas, 2007

1980s I 1990s

Optimism
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Masterplan of Las Arboledas, 1988

The Mastserplan of Las Arboledas was never comple-
ted. It was designed to be a pedestrian community which 
is connected to the larger urban area by bus and auto. 
Apartments are grouped into neighborhood clusters of 
about 50  apartments with public community space in 
front including meeting spaces, small plazas, walkways, 
and green areas. The community is connected internal-
ly by pedestrian paths. A series of finger roads provide 
vehicular access to the interior of the community, while 
protecting it from fast traffic.
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The humanistic approach

„We must find ways of improving living conditions that do not rely on the energy intensive 
technologies of the past. (...) We must develop technologies which fit into healthy, sustainable 
cycles in our environment.“
Huck Rorick

1980s I 1990s

Optimism
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Las Arboledas is located on the outskirts of Havana about 
8 kilometers from the center. The project has been deve-
loped in the late 80s by a group Architects and Planers 
from Cuba and North America. It was orignially planned 
for 20 000 inhabitants, but so far there are only about 
6000 people living in Las Arboledas.
The development of the new neighborhood can be looked 
at as a product of the so-called proceso de rectificacion 
de errores (Correction of Mistakes). This period began in 
the mid-80s through a series of investments in housing 
construction since the need for new living space.

In 1987, Fidel Castro comented on Havanas housing si-
tuation in an Issue of Granma (�5. Juni):

357 000 live in substandard housing
55 000 in housing that is deemed so precarious that they 
are slated for the first available housing
(in shelters or provisionary accomodation)
213 000 in ciudadelas (tenement houese)
50 000 in barrios insalubres (shantytowns)

The standardised production of pre-fab housing was no 
longer seen as the best solution to meet these problems. 
The qualitiy of urban space and individual live condition 
in the large pre-fab neighboorhoods such as Alamar had 
often been criticised. Some Planers developed alterna-
tive concepts for the construction of new neighborhoods 
and Las Arboledas is one of the partly realised examp-
les.

Model for Las Arboledas
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Cuban - American cooperation 

The road engineer, the hydraulic engineer, architects and Huck Rorick

1980s I 1990s

Optimism
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The Planning of Las Arboledas has been a cooperation 
between US and Cuban architects, builders and 
environmental professionals. The Groundwork Institute, 
directed by Huck Rorick and thus personaly connected 
to the University of Berkely, proposed to the Cuban 
government the idea of a joint venture already in 1978. 
The development of a new neighborhood should be taken 
from design through completion of construction, based on 
concepts of sustainability and community participation.

„The objective of the project is to provide people with 
housing and a healthy living environment with the material 
and economic resources available. To do this, we must 
confront the world crises in energy, the environment, 
and economic development. (...) We must find ways of 
improving living conditions that do not rely on the energy 
intensive technologies of the past. (...) We must develop 
technologies which fit into healthy, sustainable cycles in 
our environment. Some may feel they can solve these 
problems on their own and that the problems of the less 
developed countries are not relevant for them. However, 
the major environmental crises are global in nature. The 
wealthy nations cannot solve their problems in isolation.“
The Groundwork Insitute

The Cuban government approved the project and provi-
ded land, construction funds, design support staff, office 
space, and support for the US members of the team while 
in Cuba. The following planning period included lectures, 
seminars, University courses and visits to Cuba and the 
US by project participants. Construction began in 1988.

Beginnung of construction in 1988
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June 8, 1988

Dear Friends,

We recently had some exciting developments with our work in Cuba that I wanted to tell you about.

Almost 3 years have passed since our preliminary designs for the new community of Las Arboledas were appro-
ved. Although the government had made a contract with one of its design agencies to complete the working dra-
wings, progress was agonizingly slow. On one occasion the plans were delayed for over 6 months when I missed 
a plan review trip. My counterparts said they were unable to proceed because they needed my approval and had 
been unable to locate me in Nicaragua, (where I had been) although I was at the time back in the U.S. More than 
once I had thrown up my hands in despair over ever getting the project completed. At the same time, I saw many 
of the ideas we had introduced being adopted by Cuban designers.

Trying to create a complete town in Cuba based on new environmental and social concepts has been exciting and 
exhilarating. It has also been frustrating, depressing and infuriating. It has been filled with promise for wonderful 
new accomplishments and a lesson in problems of under development and socialism.

I sat thinking, after one of the crazy experiences this work has provided me, „What shall I do with all this?“ What 
do I do with what I learned from our frustrations as opposed to the accomplishments. Maybe I should put it down 
on paper for others to learn from. And on an immediate level, how can I break the log jams that have slowed work 
in Cuba. Perhaps a letter to Fidel Castro? I debated with myself whether I should do it. Would it do any good? 
Would it be read? That day I received a call from a friend saying that their agency had been asked to bring a 
housing delegation to meet with President Castro and they wanted me to be on the delegation. So the decision 
was made.

I arrived in Cuba March 2�. I had written a letter to Fidel with a number of my suggestions for improving housing 
in Cuba. Despite advice from my friends, the letter was long. There was too much to say. I handed the letter to 
an aide and asked that he take it to Fidel. I wondered again if it would be read. I also remembered a movie called 
„Waiting For Fidel“ in which film makers had come to interview Fidel and shot some film over a period of weeks as 
they waited, finally having to leave without the interview. It was an entertaining film, but not encouraging to me at 
the moment.

The night before we were to leave we got a call that we should come to meet with President Castro in the next few 
hours. At dinner I wasn‘t too hungry but I ate a lot anyway not wanting to run out of energy. At 9:00 we got in our 
bus and headed to the Central Committee building. There, after having our bags and cameras searched, we were 
taken into a large waiting room. In a while Fidel entered. He was tall and graying with a beautiful young woman 
translator at his side. We were introduced to him and shook hands one at a time. When I was presented he looked 
me in the eye, said „Rorick! Hmm,“ and moved on. The introductions were completed and as we walked out of 
the reception area to the meeting room he said to me, „I read your letter. Carefully.“ „Well what did you think?“, 
I asked. „I liked it. These are good ideas that we should use. And what about this $300 house?“, referring to the 
demonstration houses we had done in Nicaragua.

We talked for a while about the work in Nicaragua. In my letter to him I had emphasized the importance of beauty 
and that this should not and need not be dropped for low cost housing. The $300 house, which is quite beautiful, 
was given as an example of what can be done in severe economic conditions. I find I am still shy at introducing 
the topic, but after many years of work it is clear to me that this is as important as our concerns for low cost 
construction systems, resource conservation, recycling of sewage & water, and other planning issues that we 
have pushed. (...)

Meeting with Fidel
1980s I 1990s

Optimism
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At that point we began the formal meeting. Each of the specialists on the delegation spoke giving some of their 
observations and suggestions. When my turn came I spoke about how to utilize the creativity of construction wor-
kers by integrating design and construction and about possibilities for recycling water and sewage. We discussed 
this a while and then he asked me about Las Arboledas. I said in this regard I wanted to ask him a question, „We 
have had the preliminary plans approved for almost 3 years and we still don‘t have completed working drawings. 
What can we do?“ He looked at me and said, „If you are looking for an ally, you have one.“ I smiled and he conti-
nued, „What do you want?“ „To begin construction,“ I said. „When?“ „In 4 months,“ I replied. „Fortunately we have 
the principal builder for Havana here with us,“ he said turning to Maximo Andion, head of the Havana microbri-
gades. „Maximo, can you do this?“ „Yes,“ was the reply. After exchanging a few more words with him Fidel turned 
to me, reached his hand across the table and shook mine. „It‘s a deal,“ he said.

The meeting continued until after �:00 in the morning. Finally Fidel stood up and said, „We have been talking a 
long time. How would you like to see some of the building we are doing around Havana?“ At that we piled into se-
veral cars and a bus and took off following Fidel to several building sites, a hospital and then Expo Cuba, a large 
exposition being built to display Cuba‘s products. Both projects were being pushed and there were people working 
around the clock. We walked with Fidel across the constructions sites and talked with the construction workers, 
young, old, men & women. The thing that struck me about him from the first moment of meeting and now again 
with the construction workers was his gentleness and the way that he listened, the attention that he paid to the 
people he spoke with. Each person had his total attention and concern. Is the food good? Do you have children? 
Where are they when you‘re working. Do they like the child care? He asked details from people, and at the end of 
the evening he spoke in a way that left it clear that he remembered those details about you.

Finally, about 3:00 in the morning we ended our visit and said goodnight to Fidel.

The result of all this was that I had to return to Havana the next week to organize the work with Maximo Andion, 
the Centro Tecnico de la Vivienda and others. That visit, also exciting, is another story. For the moment I will just 
mention that a full time team was assigned to the design work and preparations of the site were to begin immedi-
ately. I am scheduled to return in June to check progress on the work so that construction of the first buildings can 
start in September.

We have an intense period of work ahead of us. Construction will be done with the microbrigades (non-construc-
tion workers who get time off from their regular work to build housing for themselves and their co-workers). Steve 
Sears will be organizing a group of skilled craftspeople from the U.S. to go to Cuba to teach and to work with 
them. We will use this as a means of increasing community input, incorporating the creativity of the construction 
workers and creating a community that is well adapted both to the building process and peoples lives.

We also want to bring sewage and water specialists to review the plans for the water recycling and sewage sy-
stem. For some of the architectural aspects Sanford Hirshen, Prof of Architecture at UC Berkeley, will come on our 
next trip and will help review the working drawings.

Things are moving rapidly. Our principle limitation now is funding for the Institute. We are excited with the coming 
work and will keep you informed of what happens next.

Yours,

Huck Rorick

Executive Director

Meeting with Fidel, Letter to Groundwork Participants and supporters
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New Self-Help Urbanism
1980s I 1990s

Optimism
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The planing of Las Arboledas has been directly influenced 
by the North American concept of New Urbanism. Peter 
Calthorpe, planer of several US neighborhoods in this 
context  since the early 80s, was  personaly involved in 
the degining process for Las Arboledas.

Huck Rorick and the Groundwork Insititute from California 
took those ideas to Havana, were there was not only the 
demand for a new way of planing but also a chalenging 
economic situation. The Groundwork Institute had dealed 
with the subject of low-budget construction before when a 
300 $ house was invented for Nicaragua. 

We want to maximize the users participation both in 
the design and the construction of the community. This 
participation creates an environment more closely ad-
apted to peoples needs and desires, it is cheaper, more 
personalized and varied.
Huck Rorick

As common in Cuba since the 70s, the builings itself 
were constructed by microbrigades. Furhermore indivi-
dual self-help elements were added such as the ground 
floor patios and gardens and the private outdoor areas.

Masterplan for Calvine, Sacramento, by Peter Calthorpe 300 $ house in Nicaragua, planned by the Groundwork Insitute
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General Structure -
Individual Construction1980s I 1990s

Optimism

DRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



���

carcass of typical building

A basic structure for each building has been developed. 
Most parts of the building are constructed in traditional 
manual contruction. Therefore the design of the facade 
vary from building to building. 

The floor plan is designed as a modular system. The new 
buildings have about the same depth as the existing pre-
fab buildings, yet the method of displacing the linear buil-
ding create a completely different typology.

Individual wall fillings
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Minimum 6’ balkony 
1980s I 1990s

Optimism
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In Las Arboledas every Apartment has at least 6‘ of bol-
kony length. Often the Balkony has been incorporated 
in the appartment‘s innerspace. The amount of private 
open space and the possibility of it‘s incorporation in the 
living space and vice versa was a general proposition of 
the planners. 
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Absence of town centers
1980s I 1990s

Optimism
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Today Las Arboledas does not have an own town cen-
ter. It is just part of the surrounding agglomeration. In 
the masterplan, deisgned for 20 000 people, two large 
town centers were planned. They were supposed to 
consist of a central plaza surrounded by the communi-
ty services such as markets, pharmacies, cafeterias etc. 
The planners meant to increase the intensity of activity at 
low cost, in particular by including outdoor and semi-out-
door activities. The two community centers would have 
been linked by a pedestrian boulevard along which were 
placed the schools, playgrounds, and certain other lower 
intensity public uses as well as some housing.
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A Non-Fullfilled Dream

view towards the project area and one of the latest buildings

1980s I 1990s

Optimism
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The population of Las Arboledas:
in 1988, 3717 people lived in existing pre-fab buildings.
10 years later 15894 people were supposed to live in Las Arboledas,
�2�77 in newly constructed buildings
in 2007, about 5700 people live in the neighborhood, 2000 in new buildings

The realization process  of about 3000 new appartments 
was supposed to take 8-10 years. Today, 19 years af-
ter the beginning of contruction in 1989, only about 400 
appartments and two scools have been built. The cen-
tral main road and the two new towncenters that were 
planned have not been realized so far. The economic 
crisis of the 90s had almost stopped the progress of de-
velopment. Today the neighborhood is growing again but 
only very slowy new housing is beeing constructed.
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Interviews
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1980s I 1990s

Optimism
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oder einheit 4P ? dies hier nur 6P gespiegelt aus arboledas 1
siehe evtl bewohneranzahl

Familia Arias Gonsalez

1980s I 1990s

Optimism

Aurelio Sandoval is the owner of this flat. He lives here 
since �994 with his wife, his daughter and granddaughter. 
This unit here in Las Arboledas was finished in 1993 
and was one the first units of this neighbourhood. He is 
very happy to be here. He likes the environment of this 
place. Before moving to Las Arboledas he used to live in 
Havana Vieja with his family. At that time they were only 3 
of them. They lived in Managua in a single-family house 
and changed their domicile because of his work. He 
worked for the armed forces then, but now he is retired. 
Another reason why they moved to Las Arboledas was 
because of special interests he doesn’t want to specify. 
One reason was that his daughter’s university was close 
and his wife�s office as well, he explained. “Everything is 
close to Las Arboledas” he said. “The supermarket and 
his granddaughters kindergarten are both just two blocks 
away.”
He is very happy to live here and would never like to 
change his residence.

1         Everything is close 
to Las Arboledas
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1980s I 1990s

Optimism 2         From a  one-room apartment 
      in Boyero to Las  Arboledas           
 

Clara Nuñez lives here since �993 and is the owner of this 
flat together with her husband. She was cleaning when 
we droped in and was taken a little by surprise. Though 
she welcomed us and even offered us something to 
drink. We sat in the living room amnd began to talk. She 
explained to us that this building was already finished 
in �99�. She moved here because of her husband. He 
organized the relocation to Las Arboledas. Before moving 
here, she used to live in a small one-room apartment in 
Boyero with her mother. The conditions there were quite 
bad compared to Las Arboledas. She has two small 
daughters. Her older daughter is from her first husband, 
who escaped from the country in the early 90s. Her 
younger daughter is from her husband she is living with 
now in Las Arboledas. He works as an electrician. They 
are happy to be here. It’s calm and peaceful here and 
she likes that especially for her children. When we asked 
her where she would like to live best, she answered 
in a single-family house in Miramar. That would be a 
dream…
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Amalia Delgado Cortes moved to this apartment in Las 
Arboledas in 2002 together with her two children and 
her mother. The construction of this apartment was 
finished in 2000 although they began with it in the early 
90s. “Most of the housing projects of the early 90s were 
almost completely disrupted, because of the economic 
crisis in the so-called “Periodo Especial” she said. She 
explained to us, that the neighbourhood Las Arboledas 
is not yet finished. The construction here is still going on, 
but she has no idea when it will be finished. In Havana 
the pace of constructing mainly in housing is very slowly. 
Amalia is the owner of the apartment. She is very happy 
to live here in Las Arboledas as the environment and 
atmosphere here is much better than in Havana Vieja 
where she used to live before. Especially for her mother’s 
state of health the closeness to nature is very valuable. 
In Havana Vieja they have been living in a deteriorated 
multiple-family dwelling. They lived there under very 
dense circumstances: 6 persons in a two-room apartment. 
They got this apartment here through permuta (house 
swapping). When we asked her how that functioned, she 
told us that this is a highly complex affair and not easy 
to explain. We did not dig deeper. Maybe she got this 
apartment illegally? Anyway she seemed to know a lot 
about Las Arboledas and she really likes it here. They 
have almost the feeling living in the countryside even 
though they are just half and hour away from the centre. 
The apartment looks still very new. They have closed their 
balcony and increased the size of their living room, which 
by now looks quite luxury regarding the generosity of 
space. The only critic is that the super market, pharmacy 
and other public facilities are almost one kilometre away. 
But besides this there is nothing negative to say about 
this wonderful place. She would not like to change the 
place nor her apartment here in Las Arboledas with 
anything else.

3                  From the city center

Amalia Delgado Cortes

to the countryside

DRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



�25DRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



�26DRAFT
© ETH Studio Basel



�27

Pragmatism is referred to the time after �990. In 
the beginning of the Special Period construction had 
abruptly decreased. The construction of large housing 
neighborhoods such as Las Arboledas was almost 
completely disrupted. Besides a new interest in the 
traditional city had led to a gradual return of construction 
in existing urban areas. Even when the number of 
realized tenements went up again in the late 90ies 
most of them were Fill-In projects. It was a time when 
the focus turned to building on empty lots in the central 
city or where buildings had been demolished. The efforts 
were no longer devoted to the construction of new 
neighbourhoods nor towns.

1990s I 2000s

Return to             Pragmatism
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1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism Fill-In projects
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Back to the existing city
1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism

Aerial of a pre-revolutionary part of Havana showing the location of the Fill-In projects we visited
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No masterplan - Fill-In
1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism

Aerial of a pre-revolutionary part of Havana
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04.04.2007, © ETH Studio Basel, Havana, City map, Caroline Welter, Fabian Kiepenheuer

City map

Scale 1:50'000

Housing projects that have been constructed since the 
�990s are mostly not integrated in a masterplan for a 
new housing area. Most of them are fill-in projects in 
the old city but some have also been realized in post-
revolutionary parts of Havana. such as Alamar.

corresponding figure ground plan showing some realised fill-in projects
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No ‘hoods no more

The economic crisis of the Special Period also affected 
the production of housing. After the collapse of the So-
viet Union the volume of construction significantly decre-
ased. Due to the energy crisis especially the heavy-pa-
nel prefabrication plants were paralyzed. Construction of 
housing in Cuba went down from almost 40 000 units per 
year in 1989 to only 20 000 in 1992.

When the volume increased again several influences 
had led to a gradual return of construction in the city:

1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism

Fill-in project in Alamar
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First, the value of the historic centers and their protec-
tion, particularly after UNESCO‘s declaration of Habana 
Vieja as a World Heritage Site,  gave salience to conser-
ving the built environment of bygone areas.
Second the squalor of social spaces in peripheral set-
lelments obliged inhabitants to use the traditional city 
centers.
Third, there was an ongoing debate at that time among 
architects about housing complexesand what the future 
of Havana‘s center meight be. (...)
Fourth, economic analyses about the high cost of in-
frastructure in suburban areas are foremost in planning 
and design circles. (Mario Coyula)

For these reasons the focus turned towards building on 
empty lots in the existing city or where buildings had 
been demolished. There were no longer efforts devoted 
to the contruction of new neighborhoods.

Fill-in project in Playa
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The disregard of existing scales
1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism

Fill-in project in Alamar
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Many Fill-In Projects do not seem to correspond to the 
existing buildings surrounding it. Especcially existing 
scales are often disregarded. Often they also seem to be 
quite randomly placed, ignoring existing masterplans of 
the neighborhoods.

Fill-in project in Playa
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The city of alchemy
1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism
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Due to the persistence of its mixture of styles, Havana 
can be called „the city of alchemy“ (Rigau and Stout). 
Since many fill-in projects are not constructed using 
prefabrication systems but traditional construction 
methods there is, compared to the period of pre-
farbication, quite a large variety of different styles.
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Labour
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1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism
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who is building today

Originally almost all responsibilities for the construction 
of new housing was laid into the hands of the ministerio 
de la construccion. Only a few main ministries such 
as the mistry of sugar or the ministry of agriculture, 
the army and the police had an own budget and made 
there own decisions about the production of housing 
for their employees. due this strongly centralised 
system processes went slow. Therefore in 1984 when 
the insitituto nacional de la vivienda was founded. It is 
now responsible for the distribution of finances and the 
housing space itself from a more local perspecteive.

In �999 23% of state construction was done by the 
ministry of contruction, 2� % by the ministry of sugar and 
29 % by the ministry of agriculture. Looking at all of cuba 
about �/4 - �/3 of the construction of housing is realized 
by the users themselves. Though, in Havana the amount 
of self-contructed housing is very low. In 200� only 366 
dwellings were officially completed by the inhabitants.
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Interviews
1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism
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1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism

In this building lives Marta Garcia Mariscal with her hus-
band, her two sons and one grandson. The apartment 
is a bit small for all of them. Though they like it here, 
because of the location.  Vedado is a very good place to 
live and very centrally. She likes the feeling to live in the 
middle of the city and to have everything close. She is a 
kindergarten teacher and her husband works as a chauf-
feur. Her husband is the owner of the flat and they all live 
here since 1992. The building was finished in July 1991. 
She is very happy here with her family. The location is 
just great and everything they need isn’t more than 500m 
away. They wouldn’t ever change the location. But they 
would like to have a bigger apartment if once possible…

1               In the middle of the city

Marta Garcia Mariscal‘s grandson Miguel
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1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism

Alida Cortes Castillo lives in this house since around 
2002. In �997, in the Periodo Especial, they began with 
the construction. Before that she used to live in Hava-
na Vieja. But as her apartment crumbled down the state 
provided her with construction material to build a new 
accommodation here in Alamar. Her son constructed it. 
During the construction they were living in barracks in 
Guanabacoa that were also provided by the state. Some 
of these barracks were sponsored by Canada. 
She still loves Havana Vieja and loves to go there. It is 
where she feels at home. But the transport is very difficu-
lt. It takes her at least one hour to get there. Sometimes 
the busses don’t even arrive. Nonetheless she is happy 
having a new home again and that the state helped her.
At the beginning in 2002 she lived here with her husband 
and one of her sons. Now it’s just her, living here alone in 
a two-storey one-family house with two bedrooms on the 
upper floor and a kitchen and living room on the ground 
floor. She often meets with friends she got to know here 
in Alamar when she is not working. She works in an in-
dustry close to Alamar. She does not want us to take 
pictures from her, as she does not understand exactly 
why we ask her all these things. We explain her that we 
are just students doing an urban study. But this doesn’t 
seem to make sense for her. So we leave with a friendly 
goodbye.

2               Self-help 
single family house
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1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism

When we entered this apartment, they were just about to 
clean and decorate their flat for a birthday party. The mo-
ther, Alicia Romero, didn’t want to let us in at the begin-
ning. But then she changed her mind and we could enter 
for a short time. Gratefully and a little shy we entered 
the apartment, but we couldn’t sit down anywhere as 
the sofas and chairs were all full of decoration material. 
There were four persons living in this flat: Alicia Romero, 
her husband and their two daughters. She told us that 
they were living here in this flat in Playa since 2000. The 
owner of the flat is her husband. Before moving to this 
apartment they lived in Marianao in a middle standard 
apartment that was very old, small and in a bad shape. 
Here they are much more happy than they were before. 
She explained to us that Playa, where they are living 
now, is a very well location and they always dreamed 
about to live somewhere around Vedado Miramar or Pla-
ya. So this is like a dream that came true for them.

3               It‘s a dream to live in playa

Alicia Romero
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1990s I 2000s 
pragmatism

This family lives here since 2003. The building actually 
was finished in 2002, but then it was closed for a whole 
year for some reasons they don’t know. Cristina Delgado 
and her husband live here with their two children sin-
ce the beginning. They came from the neighbourhood 
Hermano Cruz in Pinar del Rio. Her employer organized 
their change of residence. She works for the tourism de-
partment and gets to work every day by private taxis pro-
vided by her employer. They are very well connected to 
Havana‘s transport system. Her husband, who works as 
an engineer not very far from their apartment, uses daily 
the public transport. Their children go all to school by the 
school buses. 
All the public epuipments are not more than 300m away 
from their apartment. She is very happy living here in 
Playa with her family as it is very calm here and at the 
same time she isn’t far away from the city center.

4              Living in a calm city center

Familia Delgado
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