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0. Introduction

	 This document presents a one year plan to develop the project 
entitled “A self-organizing participative approach, as an alternative 
to preventive human resettlement for the slopes of Galeras volcano, 
Colombia”.1 Participative approach stands for the search of methods to 
engage the local community in the transformation of their own territory 
due to external factors that require actions to be taken. The case hereby 
presented describes the situation of  3 rural communities located for more 
than 200 years in the fertile slopes of the volcano Galeras in the south-
western region of Nariño, Colombia, whose reactivation process has been 
under studies by scientists since 1997. According to them, an 83 km2 area 
inhabited by near of 9000 people from these communities will be severely 
affected in an eruption that can happen in any moment. Governments 
in many countries have opted for proposing human resettlement in 
situations like this, when a risk reduction measure is urgently needed.  
However, the community has resisted more than 13 years to the relocation 
, and the situation does not seem to find a solution.

	 The first section of this thesis plan report serves as a presentation 
of the study case. It displays a preliminary site analysis and the main 
aspects of the affected community, as well as the problem statement, 
research question, objective of the project and personal motivation. The 
second part describes the theoretical framework of the project, as well 
as its relevance, methodology and expected results. Finally, a preliminary 
one year schedule is provided.

1. Project Description

Resettlement as a strategy

	 According to Red Cross International there are currently 15 million 
people displaced by hazard and disasters (IFRC, 2012). Most of them are 
actual victims of disasters who lost everything and need to build a new life 
after the event. However, some others are vulnerable communities settled 
in locations where the risk of a disaster to occur is so high that as a response, 
the governments define plans to preventively resettle these communities 

to a safer urban, rural or suburban locations, either designed from scratch, 
or by increasing density on existing communities. These solutions can 
generate a social disruption reflected in aspects such as the failure of the 
new settlement or the impoverishment of the community among others. 

	 Preventive resettlement of communities has being defined as 
a risk reduction measure by several national governments around the 
world (Correa, 2011). However, when not addressed properly it often 
creates a major problem in terms of disruption of social and economic 
dynamics. An example of this phenomenon can be seen in the preventive 
resettlement of San Cayetano, a small village at Colombia’s central region, 
where mass movements caused cracking of houses and buildings. Local 
governments ordered the preventive evacuation of the village and the 
resettlement to a new terrain people chose among three options in a 
democratic selection process. However, what this measure caused was 
the displacement to a new town of a rural community accustomed to 
temperate climate plantations with the commercial activity provided by 
a nearby highway. This new town is more elevated, then colder, all the 
houses look the same,  and it is completely away from the activity of the 
road. The people have expressed their dissatisfaction through local media, 
but even they are not aware of how could it had been any better.

	 To this point, the main question is, Which are the spatial strategies 
that can prevent the disruption of social and economic dynamics that have 
evolved along with the community when the preventive resettlement 
strategy is unavoidable given scientific evidence of risk?  The case of the 
communities located at the slopes of the Galeras Volcano provides enough 
elements to address this question as a spatial problem but considering at 
the same time its underlying political implications  This thesis project will 
focus in collecting evidence material that outlines an alternative approach 
to this question. 

1  This project is being guided by Ekim Tan and Henco Bekkering. Ir. Tan as research mentor 
from the chair “Design as Politics” is orienting me in finding alternative approaches to people’s 
participation methodology applicable to this case study. Prof. Ir. Bekkering as urban planning 
and design mentor is guiding me towards a concrete spatial outcome for the proposed case. 



3 4

Distribution of the 7935 villagers in risk, seen from one shelter location

Genoy
(3358 people in risk) 

Nariño
(454 people in risk) 

Florida
(2118 people in risk)

Mapachico
(1366 people in risk) 

Briceño and others
(639 people in risk) 

High risk area according to 1997 diagnosis, seen from one shelter location
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Problem field definition

	 These three aspects have been identified as core problems for the 
proposed case:

- Top-down approach (political problem): The  measures conceived 
to be implemented have been defined from the central government 
or from institutions that represent it. The action from the rural 
and   semiurban community is being expressed as protests or civil 
disobedience, but no as an organized project at all.
- Mistrust (Social problem): the community sees the efforts from the 
government as attempts to disposes them from their productive 
lands. No proposal seems to compensate effectively the sacrifice of 
rural people of giving away their lands and starting from scratch at 
an unknown location. 
- Lack of land (Spatial problem): 200 years of parcellation and mini 
parcellation has increased the pressure over the land at the slopes 
of the volcano. Rural families used to own 1 to 3 Hectares before. 
Newer generations can have access to plots of 500 to 700 m2 that 
can hardly produce the livelihood of a entire family. 

Detailed problem definition

1. Physical and social situation (What): After the definition of the 
Galeras’ high risk area by the National agency of mining and resources 
(INGEOMINAS) three municipalities resulted affected as they are located 
(or partly located) within this area. The national government declared the 
State of Emergency in order to facilitate the issuing of funds to resettle 
the three communities. However, the communities have mostly rejected 
the resettlement approach as it can be seen in news media, and in the fact 
that the collective resettlement has not been achieved yet. 

2. What are the spatial characteristics (Where): These communities are 
located in an area known as Circunvalar del Galeras (Galeras Ring Road) a 
touristic circuit that connects several rural villages. Due to their indigenous 
heritage, many of the villagers and peasants have a deep attachment to 
the land, not only because the fertility of the volcanic soil, but also because 
as they say “The land owns us. As we are part of it, we belong to it”.

3. Who is involved (Who): The high risk area affected near to 9000 people 
among villagers and peasant to the north of the ring-road. The strategies 
towards a resettlement have come from the side of the national and 
local government. Even though these processes have been participative 
by definition, the people still claim for a solution that minimizes the 
disruption of their lifestyle. 

4. What is the political system: In the Colombian democracy  system, 
decisions are made in the central government seated at Bogota, 
miles away of this region. Most of the ruling parties are right wing and 
local governments have little ideological differences with the central 
authorities which generate reaction from communities with different 
ideas of government, such as indigenous communities of this zone.

5. What are the policies over the territory (The red tape): Besides the  definition 
of the High risk area and the declaration of State of Emergency, several 
social and spatial plans have been proposed to mitigate the risk. However, 
these plans are far away to constitute a solution the people can trust.

Motivation

	 As a Colombian, I try to keep myself in close contact with the 
difficulties our country has faced throughout its recent history. As 
an architect, I have been interested in the sociopolitical phenomena 
that determines the built environment in general, such as the forced 
resettlement by natural causes that can be prevented if planning actions 
are taken with proper planning. 

	 The Galeras resettlement case has been a major concern in my 
home country in terms of both social policy and regional planning which 
has not been solved after 15 years of discussions. Furthermore, I strongly 
believe that even though this master thesis is not intended to actually 
solve a specific situation from the real world, it does have the capability to 
help me in better understanding a relevant social problem and dedicate 
one year to provide ideas that can be helpful in this or any other similar 
future process in which I can contribute as an urbanist.
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Problem statement  	

	 From the administrative, financial, and even political points of 
view, the resettlement measure seems to be a right strategy in order to 
save lives when the high risk is identified and it is unavoidable like in this 
case. However, it should not be considered as  the only one. As it was 
expressed by a community leader:

 “Since the propositions by the communities at the High Risk  Zone 
are not heard, the only alternative available will be the one of 
the Government that seeks to impose an obligated resettlement, 
which is no more than a forced displacement”. 

High density of mini parcels within the High risk areas

Objective

	 The objective of my graduation studio is to design a participatory 
process  that can turn people’s cultural background into  feasible 
scenarios of strategies within their territory in which the right to life 
can be ensured  not only by reducing the risk of dying by causes that can 
be prevented, but also minimizing the disruptions in the people’s current 
way of living. To achieve this, the main inputs will be the discourses of the 
residents (collected from previous works and to be collected in a field trip) 
and data related with the spatial resources available (shelter locations, 
roads connecting the risk areas to the shelter etc.).

Research question	

How can a participatory process empower  a vulnerable 
community to decide the urban transformations 
required at their own territory for ensuring their right 
to life?  

Sub research questions are:

- What are the cultural characteristics of the Galeras region society that 
can trigger a participatory process within the region?

- What are the set of  actions that the community is willing to support, and 
that can be used in the construction of a participatory Galeras regional 
project in which their right to life is safeguarded?

- What set of theories and approaches about community participation in 
spatial decisions can be applied to the specific case of the communities 
on risk at the slopes of Galeras Volcano in Colombia?

-  What are the spatial strategies that can prevent the disruption of social 
and economic dynamics that have evolved along with the community 
when the preventive resettlement strategy is implemented?

Objective

	 The objective of my graduation studio is to design a participatory 
process  that can turn people’s cultural background into  feasible 
scenarios of strategies within their territory in which the right to life 
can be ensured  not only by reducing the risk of dying by causes that can 
be prevented, but also minimizing the disruptions in the people’s current 
way of living. To achieve this, the main inputs will be the discourses of the 
residents (collected from previous works and to be collected in a field trip) 
and data related with the spatial resources available (shelter locations, 
roads connecting the risk areas to the shelter etc.).
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1/5000

Expected outcome: The case of Genoy 1. Induced Activity: A relocation of 
activities and centralities can be 
proposed instead of a resettlement 
of households. This can activate 
the use of the shelter location as a 
public space. 

2. Self organization: By allowing 
the community to intensively use 
the shelter location, new facilities 
can be built replacing the existing 
shelters, thus activating the neigh-
bouring plots.

3. Spontaneous growth: The new 
centrality will generate more mo-
bility between the village and the 
new location, thus new activity will 
arise around the existing road, and 
new roads can show up.

4. Voluntary resettlement: When 
the new centrality succeed, and 
new urban activity has been acti-
vated around it, the existing village 
can start to move step by step. 

Genoy is a 3500 people municipality 
completely  inside the high risk area. 
It is connected with Pasto directly by 
the Galeras Ring Road that borders it 
to the South. 
For evacuation purposes, a 2 Hectares 
plot was designated to develop a 
shelter location for Genoy inhabitants. 
However, people feel uncomfortable 
when they are obligated to evacuate  
here (about 4 times a year)	
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2. Relevance

As stated above, the Galeras study case has been nationwide discussed 
after defined the high risk zone back in 1997. Three different governments 
have tried to come up with a feasible plan able to permanently move the 
people to a safer place, one they can actually engage. 

This project is relevant in at least three aspects:

Societal relevance: The communities located in the slopes of the volcano 
are constantly demanding for governmental attention to their main 
complaints: There is an increasing impoverishment process related 
with the official declaratory of the high risk area. Touristic activity has 
diminished, local scale businesses have left the area and once the people 
who have agreed with the call for individual resettlement have left the 
area, the loss cannot be replaced by law (the house must be demolished), 
severely damaging the fragile local social network. Furthermore, The 
recent growing influence of indigenous groups adds new complexities to 
the discussion, such as the indivisibility of people and land according to 
indigenous beliefs. 

Scientific relevance: There are considerable scientific research done in 
the field of participatory approaches. However, these work have been 
more focussed on enabling communities to create innovative means 
of production or organization. Few examples of how to transform the 
initiatives from an organized community into spatial transformations of 
the region and the built environment have been broadly analysed

Political relevance: There is no policy that regulates resettlement in 
Colombia as there are in several countries applying this mechanism. 
This lack makes it difficult to generate effective social processes 
when resettlement is imperative. Instead, national regional and local 
governments are applying emergency measures with apparently no 
coordination between them. The community is divided and the spaces for 
debate are being criticized by spontaneous activists that have emerged in 
news and social media with new political agendas.

My personal position: The main ethical struggle in a case like 
this has to do with understanding what right to life mean. In a 
government like Colombia, the state is responsible to ensure the 
right to life of every citizen. Therefore, it makes sense to focus the 
efforts in relocating an endangered community to a safer place, 
away from the risk of being erased by a potential deadly volcanic 
eruption. However, for the communities at the Galeras’ slopes, 
right to life means the right to perform the activities they have 
performed by generations in order to get their livelihood; in this 
case, territory should no longer be understood as a production 
unit, but as a vital component of people’s lives, as part of their 
right to life. Then the role of the planner should no longer be how 
to convince or educate a community in the benefits of a measure 
that detaches them from their root, but how new alternatives can 
arise by understanding the unique dynamics of the people that 
have been building livable territories through their history.
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3. Methodology

The methods that are being used in this project aim to address the above 
mentioned sub research questions:

Discourse Analysis: In order to identify the cultural characteristics present 
on the Galeras Region, the main source of information has been the stories 
found in news papers and magazines since 1997. Interviews with actors 
have been also implemented in order to find  deep reasons why people 
prefer to stay at the territory than moving to a safer New Town.

Political Analysis: In order to find the actions that the community is willing 
to support, or those that have been completely rejected, political programs 
of candidates for Major at the localities can be analysed 1. The data about 
the voting results in the specific communities of study is available from 
the National electoral Authorities and can be used to analyse the support 
from the community to different positions and spatial strategies. 

Literature Review: This is proposed to review existing approaches on 
participation theory by scholars and researchers from different experiences 
engaging local community as the core of a given spatial strategy. The 
resulting set of tools can be evaluated according to its suitability to the 
specific case of the communities of this study case

Research by Design (and design by research): The main findings from 
the site analysis provide alternatives to on-site implementing solutions 
from the other methods. The appropriate implementation of this method 
must end up with simulations of feasible spatial scenarios that address 
the main goal. 

1As an example, the current Major of Pasto proposed a Geothermal energy plant to 
make use of the heat from the volcano. The community of Genoy highly supported this 
candidate during the recent elections. How will this prooposal affect the urban and 
social dynamics of the region?
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4. Theoretical Framework

The following is the literature review paper submitted to the Department 
of Urbanism:
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Galeras National ParkGaleras National ParkGaGaleras National ParGaleras National Par

At Sandona, we just put the first 
stone to building218 #PublicHouses 
at 3.7 million EUR investment

4:54 PM - 1 Nov 12 - Twitter for BlackBerry

German Vargas Lleras
@German_Vargas

6 RETWEETS

Here, we’ll build 216 dwellings in 
El Manzano estate, and attention, 
the first 26 units will be ready 
before May-2013 #PublicHouses
7:15PM - 1 Nov 12 - Twitter for BlackBerry

German Vargas Lleras
@German_Vargas

6 RETWEETS

At Pasto, just signed for 3 projects 
to develop 1914 #PublicHouses

8:42 PM - 1 Nov 12 - Twitter for BlackBerry

German Vargas Lleras
@German_Vargas

6 RETWEETS

218 dwellings

Individual resettlement: 331 people moved (Dec-2010)

Collective resettlement: 4 new settlements (Mar-2013)

3.7 million EUR
335 jobs

1914 dwellings216 dwellings

31.9 million EUR3.6 million EUR

2871 jobs332 jobs

5. Preliminary results

The government approach
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The people and the guiding principles 

	 After analysing the perception and opinions of the people about 
the problem situation, three principles were outlined as baseline for this 
proposal

Principle of life

Principle culture

Principle of territory

Parade at Genoy, High risk zone.

Life preservation must be the ruling objective and the only  reason for any spatial change

Urban changes can only be successful if they are originated by locals’ social and cultural expressions.

The highest Right: Urban changes are only possible within the territory where the community belongs.



33 34

Groups and centralities
	
	 Governments are evaluated in terms of results. In the field of reset-
tlements as a strategy for risk reductions, results are the number of people 
moved to the new settlement or to a safe environment. However, What 
would it happen if rather than moving people, centralities are moved first 
to a safer location within the territory. According to Alexander et al (1975) 
and Portugali (2012) the organic nature of communities can lead to self 
organizing urban process, if the proper conditions are given. In this case, 
conditions can be created by moving to a safer area of the existing city the 
centralities that people identify the most, and providing new connections  
between the expansion/safe area and the current village. 

Parade at Genoy, High risk zone.
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Work in progress... The piecemeal  growth paradigm	
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1. Shelter Areas are evacuation zones located in safe 
areas close to the city and with easy access. Due to 
the size, people can stay no more than few days  in 
a shelter.

2. However, this areas are sub utilized, since evacua-
tions happen 3 to 4 times a year. Given some spatial 
conditions, this land can house existing or required 
centralities for groups in the community.

3. The new functions and the renewed activity in 
the area can lead to a spatial transformation of the 
shelters into facilities suitable for housing resettled 
and proposed centralities.  

4. This new activity can also lead to a generation 
of alternative routes to the one people take during 
evacuations. 

5. The increased traffic in the routes generate condi-
tions for new activity along the paths, as well as for 
new housing and commercial constructions in plots 
adjacent to the centralities

6. With new housing stock in the safe area, the in-
habitants from the high risk zone can move towards 
the safe area in a piecemeal growth process
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entitled “A self-organizing participative approach, as an alternative 
to preventive human resettlement for the slopes of Galeras volcano, 
Colombia”.1 Participative approach stands for the search of methods 
to engage the local community in the transformation of their own 
territory due to external factors that require actions to be taken. The 
case hereby presented describes the situation of  3 rural communities 
located for more than 200 years in the fertile slopes of the volcano 
Galeras in the south-western region of Nariño, Colombia, whose 
reactivation process has been under studies by scientists since 1997. 
According to them, an 83 km2 area inhabited by near of 9000 people 
from these communities will be severely affected in an eruption that 
can happen in any moment. Governments in many countries have 
opted for proposing human resettlement in situations like this, when a 
risk reduction measure is urgently needed.  However, the community 
has resisted more than 13 years to the relocation , and the situation 
does not seem to find a solution.


