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CHAPTER TWO Argentina

TYPE

Housing Types in Boca-Barracas

CHARACTERISTICS

COMMENTS

1. Calles y plazas. Streets
and plazas.

Streets and plazas where the homeless
(los sin techos) live.

Local informants said some sin techos lived
in Boca-Barracas. Informal observation
suggested fewer people live this way in
Buenos Aires than in cities in the USA.

2. Asentamientos. Settlements.
Literally ‘settling’.

Initial stage of a villa (cf. 3). Land is squatted
and people construct ‘emergency shelters.’
Community feeling of solidarity is limited.
People act as individuals to resist being
pushed off the land.

To negotiate effectively with the owners, it
is important to organise into a cohesive
group, as for example the housing
cooperative (cf. 9)

3. Villas. Villages.

Villa is the term used in Argentina for infor-
mal, self-built housing areas, along with villa
de emergencia (emergency village) and the
disrespectful villa miseria (misery village).
Initially, structures are built from scrap and
slowly improved with more substantial
materials. The villa eventually becomes an
organised community with political clout and
street addresses. Qutdoor space affords
opportunities for social contact.

Villas date from the 1930s coincident with
the greatest wave of European immigration.
They provide basic shelter for very poor [
families but without security of tenure. Sites
are often built on marginal, low-lying land
and are liable to flooding. Some vilias

are over 30 years old. Boca-Barracas had two
small villas where two GUIC children lived.
The social and psychological impact of living
in such a chaotic environment was apparent
in their behaviour.

4. Casas tomadas. Squatter
houses.

Literally ‘taken houses'. Reliable information
difficult to find.

As in other countries, squatter residents
face problems of lack of basic utilities,
insecurity, etc.

S. Hoteles. Hotels.

Former hotels that rent one room per family.
High rents with several families sharing one
bathroom.

No security of tenure.

6. Conventillos. Literally,
‘little convents’.

Traditional La Boca housing. One family per
room but with the advantage of a shared
interior courtyard.

Tenure same as inquilinatos (cf. 7).
Woodframe construction and oil stove
heating cause high risk of fire.

7. inquilinatos. Tenant houses.

Legal form of tenure introduced by Juan
Peron to replace conventillos (cf. 6), makes
tenants more secure. Rent of whole house
sometimes shared by extended family or
friends.

Currently, to evict a tenant, a landlord will |
refuse to take rent until the legal deadline is '
passed and through no fault of their own

the tenants become ‘illegal residents’.

8. Hogares. Homes.

Homes for children without families, such as
orphans and former street children. Exist in
many forms in Latin America, usually
supported by the Church.

Two GUIC children lived in a Boca-Barracas
hogar for school-aged boys. It was a typical
two-story house, managed by an outspoken
priest and wonderful, caring staff.
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they did not label the situation simplistically as ‘bad’ but
analysed it from a more mature point of view, explaining
the ‘war’ between different drug dealing groups as a
‘struggle to survive.’

‘Don’t worry’, they told the Gringo researcher
(Robin Moore) before setting out on a field trip
through their territory, ‘we’ll take care of you'.
This was their domain and they knew every
square metre of it, who lived there, who their
friends were, and areas to avoid because of

drug dealing and violence.

Pedro and Claudio were two of these neighbourhood
experts. They were best friends who lived in a group
home run by the Catholic parish as part of the Hogar Don
Bosco system.” The traditional masonry domestic build-
ing housed 13 boys ages 9 through 16.° Later in the pro-
ject, the Hogar became a great place for subgroups to
meet to work on projects in the common room in the
front of the building, with shutters opening on to the
street. It was the most neutral meeting place in the
neighbourhood.

Pedro and Claudio were both 14 and therefore ‘se-
nior’ members of the Hogar and as such accorded consid-
erable freedom to come and go and to be responsible for
their own lives. This was a deliberate policy on the part
of the Hogar staff to prepare the members of the Hogar
family to live independently in separate accommodations
after the age of 17. Because of their knowledge of the
neighbourhood and their interest in the project, Pedro
and Claudio soon became key members of the GUIC
group. Pedro’s drawing was an accurate rendition of the
street plan extending for many blocks around the Hogar.

‘Don't worry,” they told the Gringo researcher (Robin
Moore) before setting out on a field trip through their ter-
ritory, ‘'we’ll take care of you." This was their domain and
they knew every square metre of it, who lived there, who
their friends were, and areas to avoid because of drug
dealing and violence. During the trip we stopped outside
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the fire station. La Boca had had a volunteer fire depart-
ment for many years, as the traditional portside houses
in the neighbourhood were timber framed, sheathed in
corrugated iron, and heated by a variety of open oil and
gas heaters. Fires were common and firemen had high
status in the community. As we viewed the fire station,
Pedro explained that he wanted to join the force as he
was a few months away from the minimum age of 15.
There was only one problem: he wore an earring, which
was strictly forbidden by the fire team. He was still
considering this difficult teenage dilemma.

We looked upon each of these carefully selected chil-
dren as a consulting ‘expert’, in the sense of someone
who has acquired special skill or knowledge from experi-
ence: in this case, knowledge of the physical space of the
neighbourhood and an understanding of the community
dynamics. GUIC opened up a new dimension to their
lives. Several of them commented about how good it felt
to be asked for their opinions about their experiences in
the neighbourhood and their ideas for improvement.
Most of them had never been asked this type of question
before — at least not in such a genuine way. After the in-
terview with Pedro and Claudio, one of them thanked us
for the exercise, saying how much he had learned from
answering the questions. The two boys had an impres-
sive capacity to explain themselves articulately. They
were able to analyse aspects of their lives in the neigh-
bourhood, answering questions that no one had asked
them before. Most likely for this reason, like most of the
GUIC children, they expressed a strong commitment to
the project, gave carefully considered answers to the
questions and participated creatively in the activities.

Pedro and Claudio were clearly aware of their knowl-
edge of the neighbourhood. From them and most other
members of the group of 32, we felt we got reliable infor-
mation, often expressed with uncompromising clarity. Al-
though these children felt immersed in a harsh reality,
most of them were able to discriminate the reasons for
their difficult lives and analyse the causes. They knew
they lacked material resources and, at the same time,
they were able to describe unforgettable, fulfilling events
in their lives. We learned that behind the hard reality and
struggle against adversity, there was plenty of logical















limited range of activities; nevertheless, this space was
more than mere square footage. As we discovered
through the initial phase of standardised investigation,
children attached identity and meaning to the vacant
lots. They were spaces with a ‘sense of place’ as defined
by Kevin Lynch in his book The Image of the City."

We decided to continue working on the theme of cre-
ating place from space as part of the community action
programme with the children. As a step towards explor-
ing the development of a governance structure for child-
ren’s participation, we organised a series of participatory
design workshops with the children in a section of La
Boca where the Solidarity Network was already working.
Representatives of the Network said they were interested
in the children’'s proposals, as they had identified the
area as a priority for physical improvement.

Two fortunate coincidences enabled the design work-
shop initiative to be launched and rapidly move ahead.
First, our search for space to work with the children in
the immediate area (nearly always a problem in neigh-
bourhood participatory work) led us to the grandfather
of one of the children in the group. He was the president
of Mutual Esperanza, a neighbourhood housing rehabilita-
tion cooperative'® that owned a large meeting room on
the ground floor of one of their rehabilitated buildings.
He was happy to let us use the space during the four-
week programme. The second fortuitous circumstance
was the availability of the Mdvil Verde group to imple-
ment the programme.

Apart from our research interest in exploring pro-
cesses of creating place, the purpose of the workshop
series was to deepen the children’s perceptions and un-
derstanding of the problems and opportunities in the
neighbourhood through a hands-on approach to playful
environmental exploration, learning, programming and
design. Overarching themes included consideration of
the neighbourhood as a child's habitat, children's rights
and habitat (especially Article 12 of the Convention on
the Rights of the Child), imagining a child-friendly neigh-
bourhood and the extension of the participatory process
into the realm of governance.

A critical artefact at the first session was the
Gulliver’s Map generated during the Winter Festival some
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weeks earlier. Many of the children were at the festival,
which celebrated the winter vacation from school, and
participated with their peers and family members in an-
notating the Gulliver's Map. The huge map was hung on
one wall of the meeting room and immediately provided
a means for the children to see that the much larger area

It was interesting to observe the children from
different parts of Boca-Barracas discussing their
photographs with each other for the first time.
The exhibition and the Gulliver's Mapping

both encouraged a stronger feeling of solidarity
among the group.

of Boca-Barracas contained their immediate neighbour-
hoods and to explore their neighbourhood by identifying
the locations of their homes.

At the first session, children engaged in an exercise
called ‘Place as a Person'® where they had to work in
small groups and role-play different places in the neigh-
bourhood as if these places had human history and
personality. The rich, expressive drawings and dramatic
presentations of the children created an upbeat spirit for
the sessions to follow.

In the second session, with the Mévil Verde staff act-
ing as facilitators, small groups went out into the neigh-
bourhood (the child's habitat) to explore it as a multi-
sensory environment. They recorded smells (noting their
location on paper), sounds (with tape recorders), sights
(with cameras), tactile characteristics (pretending to be
blind) and taste (visiting a couple of Kioscos on the way!).
This research information was brought back, shared and
discussed. In this way, children were helped to more
consciously understand the multi-sensory reality of their
environment and to practice recording (objectifying) it.
The session ended with a decision about specific design
projects the group wanted to work on. Two vacant lots
were chosen for renovation.

With the Mévil Verde staff continuing to facilitate the
process, the third session started with groups visiting
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ing and replication in other neighbourhoods in the city.
His department organised a public exhibition of the child-
ren's photographs, models and the Gulliver’'s Mapping
results in the Recoleta Cultural Centre of Buenos Aires —
the place for local visibility and for best exposure in the
national press.

At the local level, the GUIC project was recognised
by the ‘Boca-Barracas Solidarity Network." Mévil Verde
agreed to partner with GUIC to help implement the
Gulliver's Mapping project and the Neighbourhood as a
Child’s Habitat programme.

Al face value this record looks promising. In reality,
at both city government and local levels there were major
problems. Among the most severe were the attempts at
both ends to coopt the GUIC project. After some excellent
initial cooperation in the supply of base maps and aerial
photography, cooption was deftly achieved at govern-
ment level with promises of further cooperation and joint
programme development. The Urban Planning Depart-
ment took the GUIC project on board, then created an
umbrella initiative called Buenos Aires Ciudad Nueva —
Construir la Ciudad con los Chicos y los Jévenes (Buenos
Aires New City — Constructing the City with Children and
Youth), and added their name beside the names of
UNESCO and Childwatch International. The city had al-
ready conducted an environmental education project
with young people and appeared to be committed to add-
ing new participatory projects to their programme. Read-
ers may understandably assume that it was good that the
Department of Urban Planning promised to continue
working in other parts of the city to add to the GUIC suc-
cess. Whether that happened or not, we do not know as it
was very difficult to track the actions of the city. The
GUIC team, a small group of independent researchers,
lacked leverage in a situation where all the power was on
the other side.

In theory, children’s rights should be non-partisan. In
practice, political conflict was the dominant brake on
progress. Every action was filtered by politics. At the
local level, the mesh was very fine. The political stripe of
newcomers was heavily scrutinised. However, as the
objectives of the Boca-Barracas Solidarity Network and
GUIC overlapped, we were initially welcomed to a meet-
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ing of the whole Network. As a group of independent
organisations, the Network shared the common goal of
working cooperatively for the community using member
resources. Being diverse and decentralised was their
strength but also a weakness. Problems of coordination
of action and reconciling individual political interests
were the most serious challenges they faced. We were
thankful to those who cooperated for the children’s sake,
putting political ideologies to one side and accepting
with humorous tolerance the English accent of one of us
(the ‘language of capitalism’). After contentious discus-
sions driven by a suspicion of outsiders from an interna-
tional project, several members of the Network sup-
ported GUIC, although still with reservations.

This led each group into the challenging phase
of deciding what they wanted to propose for
their site and then developing the design
programme to support the proposal, just as a

professional designer would.

All the Network member institutions were desper-
ately looking for funds to implement their own missions.
At the same time, the Network itself was struggling to se-
cure space in the community and to project itself as a
worthwhile option to the people. In the background one
could notice political aspirations expressed by some of
the community leaders, although it was difficult to evalu-
ate the real motivations behind their actions. Meanwhile,
neighbourhood institutions, cooperative groups, day
care centres, volunteer firemen and the Church, all par-
ticipated in the Network’s activities in an attempt to stay
together and not lose opportunities — or perhaps to ex-
ercise a measure of control over each other’s actions.

In 1998, when the Children’s Hour Aid Fund of the
Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation offered GUIC a
grant to set up a toy ‘library’ in La Boca, it was difficult
for us to decide which institution was best qualified to
implement this international project and administer the
funds transparently. At that stage of the GUIC project we

GROWING UP IN AN URBANISING WORLD

49



50

CHAPTER TWO Argentina

had a pretty clear view of the neighbourhood groups, and
we invited the YMCA to take charge of the project. Sur-
prisingly, the Network leaders claimed their right to the
grant, at the same time expressing their support of
GUIC. It took several months of confusing discussions to
resolve the situation so that the project could be suc-
cessfully implemented. Through this experience, we dis-
covered that without a lot of care, the local struggle for
resources can spoil even very good programmes for
families and child development.

In the descriptions of both the governmental and
local situations, we have omitted much detail that added
greatly to the level of frustration and a sense of wasting
time to no ultimate advantage. One benefit that came out
of facing so many difficulties was that we were forced to
recognise the strength of political barriers to the process
of governance at all levels. Even though the GUIC project
achieved short term success, with good press and public
visibility, in the longer term it could not succeed without
committed political advocates at all levels; and even
then, if their parties were voted out of power, the chain of
governance would still be broken.

Finding ways to have their ideas taken
seriously and to influence urban planning policy
in favour of children’s participation were
enormous challenges. GUIC provided a vehicle
for wrestling with these issues by testing

different types of strategies and actions at local

and city government levels.

An important assumption in the practice of effective
governance is that city government and community-
based organisations are able to collaborate to achieve
common objectives. During the period of the GUIC field-
work, the Solidarity Network was a substantial innova-
tion in governance. Potential for action at the local level
was considerable. The Buenos Aires Department of
Urban Planning was aggressively reinventing itself, em-
bracing the new technology, tackling the capital city's
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long neglected major environmental planning issues, and
launching an environmental education programme in the
city's schools. The problem was that the city government
staff and the Solidarity Network seemed to have little in-
terest in working with each other. Mostly this was be-
cause the party in power at City Hall was different from
most of the political ideologies represented in the Net-
work. This ideological contrast was an insurmountable
barrier to collaboration, even though both sides sup-
ported the GUIC mission and were openly committed to
children. The situation most likely changed as a result of
the political alliance that moderate and leftist parties
formed in their successful bid to wrest power from the
Peronistas in the 1999 presidential election.”™ With the
nation and city controlled by the same alliance, one may
hope for a more fruitful dialogue between City Hall and
the local community — and more substantial interven-
tions supporting children’s rights.

Another — positive — reality is that leaders move
on, taking experiences with them to new positions of po-
tential inflluence. For example, the former director of ur-
ban planning is now dean of a university school of archi-
tecture. The GUIC ally in the labour movement was
elected to the city government. Leaders of the Solidarity
Network have surely risen up the political ranks. Each
may have new opportunities for promoting GUIC-related
issues.

GUIC worked directly with children to help them
speak for themselves and propose changes to their envi-
ronment. In reality, children cannot vote so they will al-
ways be dependent on wise adults to facilitate processes
of democratic participation, to find resources, to open
doors to influence. Even though the Convention on the
Rights of the Child is embedded in the Argentine national
constitution and the new constitution of the City of
Buenos Aires contains strong paragraphs about the
rights of children, an adult lobby and leadership will al-
ways be required to create action.

Where can such trustworthy individuals be found? In
which type of stable, influential, non-political institution?
We discovered that such individuals and institutions did
exist in Boca-Barracas, for example in the Catholic
Church and the Christian Association for Young People
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