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PERU · LOW-INCOME HOUSING 
Reinhard Skinner exammes the introduction of appropriate construction technology 

in northern Peru. 

P eru, like many developing 
countries, has a long tradition of 
appropriate technologies for 
construction: it has for millenia 

been necessary for those seeking shelter 
to transform the raw materials around 
them into habitable structures, since no 
alternatives exist. Over time these 
technologies were cultivated and refined, 
in isolated villages and colonial towns, to 
a point at which they represented a state 
of the art upon which 'modern scientific' 
construction has only in recent decades 
been able to improve in technical terms. 

At the start of the present century 
North American and European influences 
on town planning and architectural design 
stimulated the expansion of technologies 
based on concrete and steel. This was to 
set the standard for what was 'modern', 
'advanced' and therefore widely accepted 
as 'desirable' almost until the 1970s. By 
then the existing primacy of the capital, 
Lima, had been recognized as politically 
and demographically derived in the main 
from a burgeoning population of inner
city slum dwellers and, perhaps more 
significantly, peripheral squatter or shanty 
town inhabitants. The latter had in 1940 
constituted under one per cent of the 
population of Lima; by 1972, at over 
three quarters of a million, they repre
sented one quarter. 

While this phenomenon brought to the 
fore the need for improved housing on a 
large scale, natural disasters aggravated 
the shelter problem. The United Nations 
had helped the Peruvian Government 
establish the Experimental Housing 
Project (PREVI) in 1968, but it was only 
with the earthquake of 1970 that 
significant state support really showed 
itself. PREVI was to initiate a series of 
innovations, based on traditional tech
nologies, which have continued to this 
day. However, despite promising much, 
they have encountered serious difficulties 
which have limited their uptake. It is 
worth discussing how, through in
sufficient contact and dialogue with the 
social and cultural contexts in which they 
are introduced, technologies which appear 
'appropriate' often fail to generate 
enthusiasm among intended beneficiaries. 

Innovators, Projects and Failures 
In Lima, a prominent NGO has been 
working for several years with residents 
in the shanty settlement of San Antonio 
de Vitarte offering technical assistance for 
upgrading. It suggested a modified sun
dried mud brick (adobe) which permitted 
reinforcement with internal wooden poles 
and avoided the need for increasingly 
expensive cement. Moreover, the tech
nology is a familiar one, based as it is on 
traditional construction. Yet residents 
have steadfastly refused to adopt it, 
conceding only the building of a com
munity hall with the material (1,2). It was 
hoped by the NGO that having 
completed the hall and observed its 
qualities, the poor residents would use it 
for their own homes, but this did not 
happen and, instead, they saved for 
cement to produce concrete blocks. Why 
this apparently irrational response? Quite 
simply, residents identified the traditional 
adobe as denoting rural status which, the 
residents, as migrants in many cases, 
sought to shed in favour of a proven 
'urbanism'. That this means a long savings 
haul to acquire 'modern' materials is not 
considered compelling enough to alter 
attitudes. 

A little further north, near Chimbote, 
USAID worked with the Ministry of 
Housing and the Housing Bank to 
reconstruct numerous villages hit by the 
earthquake of 1970. A study of victims' 
reactions showed that, while the material 
used (adobe blocks stabilized with 
bitumen) was acceptable, the houses 
themselves were not. Some residents 
knocked down internal walls and others 
relocated the kitchen. This reflected a 
more general dissatisfaction brought 
about by a scheme which involved no 
participation in the houses ' design by 
those who were to occupy them. 

Another project which offered 
affordable housing to the rural poor 
was carried out by the National 
Construction Company (ENACE) in 
Piura. Cheapness was to come from the 
use of prefabricated panels of quincha 
(mud and split bamboo) to provide 400 
core houses which would be extended as 
owners desired and income allowed 

(3,4). Numerous problems plagued the 
project but one of the most important was 
the inability to locate enough craftsmen 
skilled in the construction technique; 
consequently work fell short of the target 
by some 40 per cent. In this case, 
acceptability of materials and house 
design were achieved but the assumption 
was wrongly made that technology 
choice was independent of geography. 
On the contrary, in many ways location 
becomes a more important variable w here 
'intermediate' or 'appropriate' technology 
is concerned. 

It is sometimes thought that emergency 
situations are conducive to the 
introduction of new technologies on the 
grounds that desperate people are likely 
to take what would otherwise be 
unacceptable risks . This is not by any 
means always a valid assumption. 
Between November 1982 and June 1983 
a series of floods hit the department of 
Lambayeque which is also prone to 
earthquakes. USAID , the regional 
development corporation and the 
Catholic University addressed the disaster 
with, amongst other innovations, 
improved adobe construction technology 
which was claimed to be both flood and 
earthquake resistant. House reconstruc
tion loans were tied to the use of the 
specified building materials and self-help 
labour was to be provided by beneficiar
ies. Reactions were mixed but generally 
unfavourable. Again location was involv
ed but so was lifestyle; looking at only 
two villages as cases in point, those of 
Tupac Amaru rejected the technology and 
ended up rebuilding with cement while 
Ch6chope's inhabitants adhered to the 
plan. The reason for the difference can at 
least partly be traced to different 
agricultural systems from which they 
made their living. In the former the type 
of crops produced required villagers to be 
in the fields throughout the year, and 
therefore, they had very little time for 
self-help building; cement was a quicker, 
if more expensive, option to mud brick 
production. In Ch6chope, however, the 
agricultural cycle included slack seasons 
when self-help contributions could be 
made (5). 



4. Prefabricated quincha house in northern 
coastal Peru. 

5. How stabilized adobe can be used: a 
model house at ININVI's laboratories. 

6. SENCICO's workshop for fibre
concrete roofing sheet production, Piura, 
northern Peru. (Photo: T. Schilderman) 

7. A MIRHAS settlement project using 
quincha, gypsum and lime in Larena, northern 
coastal Peru. (Photo: T. Schilderman) 

8. A MIRHAS-sponsored prefabricated 
quincha house incorporating bamboo and 
lime in Larena, northern coastal Peru. 
(Photo: T. Schilderman) 
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1. Sun-dried (adobe) mud blocks produced 
by residents of San Antonio for community 
hall - but not their own houses. 

2. National Institute for Housing Research 
(ININVI) laboratories: the pole-reinforced 
adobe walling technology. 

3. Prefabricated quincha panels at the 
ININVI laboratories, Lima. 
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CONSTR UCTION TECHNOLOGIES 

What Chance Success? 
If this all makes depressing reading for the 
advocate of affordable shelter tech
nologies, there is good news to report too. 
The study which revealed the dis
appointments described above also 
covered more successful projects. It 
summarizes common reasons for failure 
as follows: 
1. technocratic and paternalistic 
approaches which deny beneficiary 
participation (the 'top-down' approach); 
2. non-correspondence with local 
aspirations; 3. ignorance of what is locally 
available and what is not, in terms of skills 
and materials; 4. the general assumption 
that housing is a priority when it is often 
second to the need to earn income; 5. the 
speed of projects which are inflexible with 
respect to changing reactions of residents; 
6. introducing innovations during times 
of emergency when the needs and 
apparent preferences of beneficiaries are 
distorted and upon which it is impossible 
to base any enduring policy for tech
nology; and 7. basing changes on rigid 
technological packages developed in, and 
often dependent on, laboratory conditions 
with no possibility of accommodating 
locally desired modifications. 

It is not that poor people are resistant 
to any change. Indeed, where the above 
pitfalls were avoided change was 
welcomed: the National Training Service 
for the Construction Industry 
(SENCICO) successfully introduced 

fibre-concrete roofing to northern coastal 
Peru by combining a simple technology 
with training for employment in its 
production and application (6). Likewise, 
the Movement for Social Housing 
(MIRHAS) adopted an integrated 
community development approach in 
settlements in Piura in which local 
participation and choice were central and 
resulted in the adoption of quincha, lime, 
cane and gypsum innovations (7,8) . 

Bearing in mind points 1 to 7 above it 
can also be suggested that the Peruvian 
experience indicates some more general 
guidelines for the innovator. Firstly by 
drawing up development plans on a 
regional basis, construction can be 
included in policy in a way that reflects 
locally available raw materials and 
associated building skills. This should not, 
however, imply that local needs and 
aspirations for housing will be met by 
using improved traditional methods; 
often, inhabitants will prefer 'modern' 
systems of construction. Secondly, by 
stimulating small-scale production of 
building components, markets can be 
identified and incomes generated in the 
support and dissemination of technologies 
drawing on local resources. Thirdly, 
building components should be 
developed which can be used with as 
much interchangeability with each other 
as possible, thereby offering users a 
broader range of choices which are 
affordable and which avoid the 

promotion of inflexible technology 
'packages' . 

Finally, long-term development 
programmes need to be elaborated in 
place of those which at present are 
essentially responses to emergencies. In 
this way innovation is made on a real and 
'normal' situation of receptivity , rather 
than a temporarily distorted one, and can 
be a contribution to a settlement develop
ment which takes into account the need 
to prepare for and reduce the impact of 
hazards. 

PHOTOGRAPHS BY THE AUTHOR EXCEPT WHERE 
OTHERWISE NOTED. 

*This article draws heavily upon a far more 
detailed book by Flor de Maria Monzon and 
Julio Oliden entitled Tecnologia y Vivienda 
Popular (Technology and Popular Housing) 
published jointly by ITDG and CIDAP, Lima, 
1990. The author was in close contact and 
correspondence with the researchers during the 
studies and preparation of their findings, and 
has received their blessing to write the current 
work; but responsibility for opinions 
expressed, and errors in interpretation or 
presentation of fact remain that of the author. 
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