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Urban Design Lab
Handbook

Year
2018

Status
completed 

Location
more than 20 cities in Latin America

Client
Banco Interamericano de Desarrollo (BID)

Collaboration
Vienna University of Technology

Latin America and the Caribbean is one of the most urbanised regions in the 
world, and cities continue to grow enormously. In order to respond to the 
challenges this poses, long-term strategies must be developed. How do you 
expand a growing city without losing its urbanity? How can urban growth be 
linked to social, environmental, cultural and economic issues?

The Urban Design Lab (UDL) has acted in more than twenty emerging cities 
in Latin America and the Caribbean as moderators of dialogue-oriented urban 
planning, exploring urban imaginaries and collecting creative ideas in order 
to translate them into design solutions. Each of these processes was unique 
and unpredictable—enriched by the participation of a diverse group of actors 
coming together as co-designers within highly complex urban contexts.

The UDL takes a proactive approach to investigating and testing urban 
planning and design tools. This is achieved by deploying design-based 
solutions in emerging cities and developing real cases with real people. The 
most important lesson that the UDL has taught us is the need for adaptable, 
flexible, non-static planning tools that can catalyze transformative urban 
processes.

The Urban Design Lab Handbook explains the context and challenges of 
twenty emerging cities in Latin America and the Caribbean and offers solutions 
to the problems of urban agglomerations. The handbook encourages readers 
to make use of the toolbox, tailor it to their needs and start similar processes 
in their own cities. Thanks to their high degree of flexibility, the tools may be 
combined in various ways and adjusted to local conditions—thus generating 
tailor-made planning processes.
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"El Cubo": Activation of Borja Yerovi Plaza,  
Quito, Ecuador 

Green El Cubo serves as a transformation hub, communicator, 
cinema and workshop space in Quito. These are detailed 
plans for el cubo, which was presented during the Habitat III 
Conference in 2016.

①   Detailed plan for el cubo in Quito 
②   Final presentation in Quito during the 

Habitat III conference in 2016

①
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EMERGING TOPICS

Security during the night and weekends
During the community workshops, neighbors identi-
fied insecurity in public space as their main concern, 
leading many to avoid going out on the street at night. 
The area is known for drug trafficking and prostitution. 
Even a redesign of the plaza has been unable to 
change that. The area is deserted after office hours 
due to the monofunctionality of the neighborhood. 

Lack in neighborhood communication
Many residents have moved away over the past  
decades, hence the remaining shop owners are not 
organized amongst themselves and lack spaces for 
communication, both with each other and with other 
actors. At the UDL neighbors came together for the 
first time and decided to continue communicating 
after our activities had ended. 

Passive public space
Public spaces are poorly activated in the neighborhood 
and residents are demanding quality public meeting 
points, cultural activities, and a family-friendly envi-
ronment, as well as a more diversified commercial 
offer. The shops and restaurants around Plaza Borja 
Yerovi close in the evening and on weekends. 

Vacancy and monofunctionality 
La Mariscal was originally a residential district. But 
today, ground floors are occupied by commercial and 

tourism-oriented activities while upper floors are left 
vacant or used for storage purposes. These vacant 
spaces have the potential to be re-inhabited, bringing 
back residential uses to the neighborhood. Large  
parking areas that occupy valuable land could be 
turned into residential use.

GOALS 

The main goal of the strategy is to create a secure 
neighborhood through an increase in the permanent 
resident population and an activation of the ground 
floor zones (shops and other commercial use). Further 
goals of the proposal are: 
•   use cultural life to make public spaces more animated; 
•   strengthen the neighborhood’s identity, internal 

organization, and communication; 
•   focus on economic diversity; 
•   maintain the local human scale of the neighborhood.
 

URBAN STRATEGY 

The strategy proposes five interventions on different 
urban scales, both at the spatial and organizational  
levels, and integrating different stakeholders in the pro-
cess of revitalization. Short-term interventions seek to 
animate public space, promote cultural activities and 
enhance social cohesion while long-term strategies will 
address the need to bring residential uses back to the 
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neighborhood, create affordable housing options and 
diversify the commercial offer. As a short-term action 
plan, the “Cube” was a test to activate the Borja Yerovi 
Plaza by means of a market, night activities, public 
screenings and so on. It brought neighbors together, 
enabling them to organize themselves in a better way.

PROJECTS 

Inclusive Housing Project
This project focuses on the rehabilitation of vacant 
buildings and promotes residential use on upper floors. 
This residential use will revitalize the neighborhood, 
adding extra floors to existing buildings and construct-
ing affordable housing projects on empty lots. The pro-
posed mixed-housing strategy involves thirty percent 
of affordable housing and typologies for a diversified 
residential offer, including one that appeals to social 
groups who appreciate living in a central location, such 
as students and young professionals. Ground floors are 
intended for community or commercial activities.

Barrio Cultural
The creation of cultural corridors connecting La 
Mariscal’s main public spaces will allow for an active, 
inclusive, diversified public space capable of hosting a 
variety of cultural activities in the neighborhood. In 
order to establish a visual identity, the facades along 

these cultural corridors are going to be painted by  
local artists. Additionally, a street festival with different 
events taking place throughout the year will be  
established and will keep the process of transfor-
mation alive. 

Activated Urban Spaces
This project includes the following elements: conver-
sion of underused parking lots into cultural venues  
and markets during the evening; transformation of  
certain streets into shared spaces or pedestrian-only 
corridors in the evenings; and the improvement of 
public space quality by providing shaded streets and 
squares. For an animated public life it is essential to 
provide adequate street furniture that allows different 
activities to happen and protects pedestrians from 
Quito’s changeable weather, from strong sun to heavy 
rainfall. 

Connected Neighborhood
This project promotes community engagement and 
enables communication between inhabitants and  
shop owners. A neighborhood agency similar to a  
Business Improvement District will be established to 
communicate interests internally among the neighbors 
and externally with the municipality. Furthermore,  
this agency will serve as a platform to support the  
local economy and social exchange by organizing 
events and opening interaction spaces.

The cube as a  
transformation hub, 
communicator,  
cinema and work-
shop space in Quito.
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