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Relocation of population at la Cañada Real: turning slums into proper homes

Cañada Real: the biggest slum in Europe

The economic crisis has led to a worsening of the living conditions in the countries of Southern Europe. 

Unemployment and low wages drove Spain out from the wealthiest countries in the world. A situation 

that worsened any potential problem. The Canada Real Galiana is emblematic of this.

Formed by 16 kilometers of an old drover’s road, the Cañada is the biggest slum in Europe. Anybody 

can reach it by tube, in half an hour from Madrid’s financial center. Divided into six sectors, there are 

just few parts where it seems a normal spanish neighborhood. The sixth of these ‘departments’ is 

considered the heroin market of the city. The three preceding are a big snake of tin houses settled on 

both sides of a dirt road riddled with holes. The scrap yards and other industrial buildings occasionally 

open its huge and heavy portals, signs of activity in the borderline with legality.

There are no public services in this area: the population has electricity thanks to the electric sockets 

used illegally. Messy cables wave in front of all houses, mostly inhabited by more people than they 

should. Sometimes they are shanties, or brick houses raised by those who lived in them. They are 

often immigrants still retaining the skills from when they worked in construction before the ‘property 

bubble’ busted. 

Together with the population from Morocco , Gypsies are one of the largest groups that inhabit the 

area. Children learn from young ages how to live in the narrow street with no sidewalk that runs along 

the Cañada. Many of them have to cross it for kilometers, every morning, to get to one of the two school 

bus stops leading to nearby centers.

In 2014, for the first time, something can change.  Untill 1995, the Cañada was classified as undevel-

oped and protected land. In 1998, a state law requires the Community of Madrid to take over the the 

administration of the area. In 2009, the region and the three municipalities crossed by the Cañada 

reached an agreement to abolish the public use of this old drover’s road
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Besides, it involves conducting a census and researching urban and social alternatives for 8628 people 

living there. Last year, a resolution approved to output the situation, although, for the moment, the 

different administrations do not agree on how to put it into practice.

Madrid is still one of the richest towns in Spain, according to its GDP data. The Cañada appears now 

to be an extreme case of the consequences of the great inequality that is expanding through the whole 

city. 

approaching the challenge

development of the strategy

The mail goal to achieve with this project, is not only to reactivate the area, but integrate it in the urban 

scene, increasing the urban land by adding the basic infrastructure and facilities, in a way that future 

settlements are foreseen. 

The strategy facilitates the occupation of the land, led by a set of basic rules, and keeping in mind the 

possibilities of a progressive self-build process that will enrich the community. Each community is a 

way of life in its own: not only as just a household, but as a productive place and community area as 

well.  

The Cañada Real is understood as a borderline with a particular potential: it is a mixed urban scene 

with the regularities of a linear city. Given this main condition, the idea of a system of community pro-

totypes arises: These constructions are isolated in a first stage, and evolve within the future, consoli-

dating the whole 15km of the Cañada. In the final stage, the borderline remains integrated in the urban 

scene, with facilities and connections for both, inhabitants of Rivas and the Cañada, 

The Sector IV is selected to be the first approach to this regeneration process, that will be applied to all 

six sectors of the Cañada. Each sector has clearly identified characteristics, being the most outstand-

ing the nacionality of the inhabitants - in this case, morrocan and gypsies. 
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NEIGHBORHOOD AND SENSE OF COMMUNITY:

The road runs accross the length of  Sector IV, and at both sides, constructions are protected - or even 

hidden - by high walls, preventing any kind of neighborhood relations - unless people meets on the 

road. 

One of the main goals of the prototypes is to expand the communities to the exterior, opening public 

spaces to the road in order to prevent the exclusion of each neighbor and the insecurity feeling that 

empty streets provide. 

As for the community, the center of the construction is always a courtyard. Depending of the nation-

ality of each community, the dwellings will grow in one way or another, but the main goal is opening 

as well the house to itself, to its center, providing areas that the neighbors will share and so a tight 

community will be created. Besides the courtyard, there are galleries in the lower and upper floors,  in 

order to connect different dwellings, keeping in mind that these communities are in constant growth 

and mix of families. 

Furthermore, housing is conceived as a mixed use: residential and productive. In this manner, the 

economy of La Cañada is reactivated, with appropriated and organised areas for this use (local stores 

and workshops at street level), which will help other inhabitants of the districts around to get closer 

to the“new” district. 
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CONSTRUCTION AND RECYCLIING PROCESSES:

The illegal settlement of La Cañada Real is built almost entirely with wasted materials, being waste 

sorting one of the main sources of the subsisting economy of the inhabitants. 

Using some of these materials without the appropiate techniques might cause unhealthy and unstable 

problems in the constructions, but at the same time, the families can’t afford better materials. 

On the other hand, most of the neighbors of La Cañada are qualified workers in the construction field. 

Regarding the construction project and taking advantage of this fact, each community is given the ba-

sic units (such as bathroom, kitchen, staircase), already built and in proper conditions. The rest of the 

construction, (such as façades, rooftops, and finishes) is built by the families, once they are taught the 

necessary techniques that involve simple recycling processes of materials that can easily be found in 

the surroundings of La Cañada Real. 

Eventhough the main wooden structure and the basic units (aerated concrete blocks) involve a higher 

expense,  the construction will reduce its cost in matters of time, due to the assembly method (dovetail 

for the concrete blocks).

In this manner, the neighborhood becomes a catalogue of different solutions based on low-cost recy-

cled construction materials. Some of them are applied directly (glass bottles walls) and others after a 

small recycling process (pallets). 

Each family decides the materials of their household, so the personality and identity of La Cañada 

remains untouched. 
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budget and construction technicques
In order for this project to be built, the Comunindad de Madrid should take care of the urbanization of 

the Sector IV, including electricity and water supply. As for the land, it is taken into consideration that 

after so many years living in La Cañada, it is ceased to its inhabitants. 

As for the recycled materials. the families will collect them from the nearby dumping sites. 

measurements and budget for hypothetical community [B]

cod. descripction cost
01 DEMOLITION 22.500,00 eur

Demolition of the existing construction, 
02 ADJUSTING OF THE PLOT 14.300,00 eur

Chests, supply connections to sewage system, concrete base
03 FOUNDINGS 6.300,00 eur
04 STRUCTURE 103.300,00 eur

Wooden pillars and beams, aerated concrete slabs
05 FACADES 25.800,00 eur

Aerated concrete blocks in the basic units, walls made with glass bottles  
and cement, walls made of assembled pallets

06 EXTERIOR CARPENTRY 18.600,00 eur
Including the railing protections in the upper galeries, made of bottles

07 INTERIOR CARPENTRY 3.600,00 eur
08 INTERIOR PARTITIONS 4.300,00 eur

Aerated concrete blocks just in the bathroom unit
09 FACILITIES 20.400,00 eur

Photovoltaic modules generate electricity for the heating instalation and 
general electricity of each community

10 INSULATION 700,00 eur
Only rockwool inside the pallets. The aerated concrete has insulation prop-
erties already, and so do the bottle walls. 

11 ROOF 30.200,00 eur
Flat and accessible, flat and non accessible, inclined

TOTAL 250.000,00 EUR
900m2

TOTAL M2 280,00 EUR/M2


