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The site that was chosen for our design implementation was in Medellin, Columbia.  

The neighborhood, knows as Santo Domingo Savio I, is characteristic of a common slum 

condition known as a pocket slum.  A pocket condition was formed due to the 

difficulties of inhabiting the immediate site.  In the case of this neighborhood, the 

surrounding topography was easier to build upon, leaving our site as last resort to build 

on.  Knowing that Medellin has been recently growing in population, we have assumed 

that this land will soon be inhabited.  Our design is meant to alleviate the informalities 

related to this inevitable migration by incorporating the development of a local 

economy for those who choose to relocate to this area.   

Our design is based from a growing technique called Asset Based Community 

Development.  Founded at Northwestern University under John McKnight and Jody 

Kretzmann, it is a new way of looking at community design by considering local assets 

and skills as the ‘primary building blocks’ upon which sustainable future development 

can occur.  Assets that our chosen neighborhood contains were generalized by the 

relative distance associated between us as designers and residents of the site.  Knowing 

this, research into the actual conditions that are within this hillside slum could only be 

taken so far before intuitive assumptions could be made to further the progress of the 

proposal.  The assets that are contained within our site are as follows: 

 

1. Fertile soil 

2. High precipitation levels 
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3. Human labor mentality 

4. Heightened sense of community through religion 

5. Geophysical sloping conditions 

6. Open areas to prompt initial relocation 

7. Edge conditions as economic stimulus 

 

Starting with the foundation of our design, we incorporated the use of a tree species 

called Paulownia Tomentosa, also known as the Empress Tree of Royal Paulownia.  This 

species of tree is naturally fast growing, it produces a straight, column-like trunk, and its 

canopy consists of large leaves.  Hybrids of this species have been generated in parts 

of Georgia to help supplement the timber industry.  These hybrids produce more 

uniformity throughout the trunk of the tree at accelerated growth rate when compared 

to their natural cousins.  We plan on cultivating these trees within the neighborhood to 

be used as both foundational footings and as the main vertical structure for the 

proposed living conditions.  The trees also provide erosion control for the steep hillside 

prone to landslides and an overhead canopy to shade from the intense sun found in 

this region of the world.   

 Waste management has been designed for at both the individual level and the 

community level.  Human waste is separated at time of excretion into urine and feces.  

The urine travels down the hillside and is collected towards the base of the slope.  It can 

then be used as direct fertilizer for the growth of future vegetation.  Fecal matter is 

handled in the individual living units by properly composting this material with domestic 

animal waste, natural materials such as saw dust and food scraps, and existing soil.  The 

process then takes a few months to break down any potentially harmful bacteria 
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before it can be used directly for human food production.  This method, coined 

“humanure,” has been successfully adapted into a community development in 

Brunswick, Georgia called Hostel in the Woods. Opportunities to contain small livestock, 

like chickens and rabbits, will also add to the composting processes so that a natural 

closed-loop can be created.   

 Physical waste is handled by separating the rubbish into useable categories.  

Biodegradables can be used in the composting process mentioned above.  Sawdust 

from the Paulownia timber production can also be used in the process.  Plastics can be 

recycled, and through community micro-financing, a machine manufactured by 

Japan based Blest Company can be purchased, to convert these plastics back into oil, 

gas, and kerosene.  This fuel can then be used as an energy source and second 

economy for the community.  Metals can be gathered to be scraped or used in the 

construction of the housing units, such as aluminum cans for roofing and siding to 

prevent water pervasion of the interior area.  This subject is also a point when our 

assumptions can lead us astray.  We are not acclimated to live in conditions such as this 

and because of that our ingenuity for use of materials could be developed by 

spending actual time with the local and learning what they know about the land.   

 To provide clear and potable water roof will be constructed in a manner that will 

shed the water off towards the downward slope of the hill and then enter a gutter 

system where it is collected and stored at a height substantial enough to create a small 

amount of natural pressure.  This greywater source will then be divided to supply non-

potable water for such uses as toilets, washing clothes, and watering seedlings, as well 

as, potable water for drinking and bathing.  The potable system will be a gravity fed 

and will utilize crushed charcoal timber within a bamboo downspout to filter out 
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impurities.  Once the water has descended the height of the building it will travel down 

the hill into the community Living Machine that supports the agricultural economy.   

 The primary building material that will be used within our design will be bamboo. 

This plant can be grown on site and will provide a variety of applications that can be 

implemented throughout the home design while being made using simple human 

labor.  Bamboo poles will be bundled in different ways to create different size beams 

and girders.  Bamboo rope will be used along with specific joinery methods to create 

strong connections between the tree columns and bamboo girders.   Secondary and 

tertiary supports will be sized and spaced accordingly to the loads that can be 

supported.  Halved poles will be overlapped and tessellated to create the main roofing 

membrane.  The channeling created will direct the water towards larger halved poles 

used to create the gutter system leading into the greywater storage tanks.  The Timber 

Joinery and Bamboo Joinery which is taught to involved leaders of the community over 

the proposed 5 year project span.  This acts as working apprenticeship allowing 

knowledge of building systems to be passed on.  

 The most important aspect of this design is that we are adapting the ‘minga’ 

tradition of community collaboration.  This way of living, stemming from the neighboring 

country of Ecuador, creates a strong community network that coincides with Asset 

Based Community Development, while preserving the existing cultural heritage.  This 

community network is something that already exists in this region.   Our design is simply 

incorporating the network with new applied knowledge and basic technologies to 

better the lives of the inhabitants of this area.   

 To perpetuate this advance in living conditions, a stable economic market must 

also be instilled into the neighborhood.  Our design capitalizes on the growth of the 
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trees, bamboo, fruits, vegetables and herbs, as an asset that can generate financial 

gain and allow for direct bartering with other neighborhoods for goods and services 

that cannot be obtained within the community.  Creating jobs while creating homes at 

the same time.   

 The initial costs for this design include the different varieties of seeds to grow the 

raw materials, the handtools needed to harvest and cultivate the lands, and initial 

allocation of certain waste materials such as the cans needed to complete our design.  

Once enough plants are able to be harvested, they can be sold to generate revenue 

for any outside materials, such as water storage tanks.  It will also be used for future 

upgrades in tools to support the economy.  The main cost in our design is the time and 

involvement of the community, making the greatest asset of our community the 

community itself.   
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