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„The right to the city is far more than 
the individual liberty to access urban 
resources: it is a right to change ourselves 
by changing the city. It is, moreover, a 
common rather than an individual right 
since this transformation inevitably 
depends upon the exercise of a collective 
power to reshape the processes of 
urbanization. The freedom to make and 
remake our cities and ourselves is, I want 
to argue, one of the most precious yet most 
neglected of our human rights.” – David 
Harvey (“Rebel cities: From the Right to the 
City to the Urban Revolution”, 2012)

What does it mean to have a right to the 
city? Which privileges do I exactly have? 
What can I do to use this right wisely? How 
closely is it connected with our personal 
identity and needs? 

In our book we are going to analyse these 
questions above and also the primer 
question: What happens if social housing 
disappears? – Vertical slums, are they a 
solution? 

The worst consequences of the 
disappearance of social housing would be 
more privatisation, less public housing and 
the question what are they people doing 
instead? 

We concentrated on squatted and 
occupied buildings and mostly in vertical 
direction. 
All these impossible cities and informal 
settlements are somehow connected to 
social housing, because everybody needs 
a place to stay and a home, where he can 
feel safe. 
A roof over your head and the surrounding 
of all the loved ones are strengthen that 
feeling. 
In some countries, like the third – world, 
they don’t have such a housing program 
like we have here in Europe. People have 
to sleep on the streets or living each day 
somewhere else. Due to some occasions 
in the past, like the financial boom and 
the following crisis, some buildings stayed 
vacant over the years, without any further 
use. The inhabitants of the city, who really 
need a better place to live, got together, 
formed somehow a community, and 
occupied those buildings. 

They were already socialising in the slums 
and informal settlements, because often 
the residents depend on each other. In this 
act of occupying vacant buildings, they also 
socialise, get together and start to create a 
new way of living. 

This action is in turn connected to the right 
to the city, because they take the city as it 
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is, and take advantage of the situation, that 
buildings are empty and useless for the 
government. They make the city their own 
and create a new form of living in this city. 
To conclude the self-organization and 
creating a different way of living is very 
interesting in some cases and that is why 
we want to take a closer look on vertical 
slums and how the people live the city. 

There were already some attempts for the 
solutions of missing housing possibilities, 
like the German and Dutch contribution at 
the Biennale in Venice, 2010 and 2012. 
The Dutch represented 2010 a work, which 
focused on the empty buildings in the 
Netherland with the title “Vacant NL, where 
Architecture meets ideas”. 
The German contribution in 2012 was 
about sustainable acquaintance with 
the constructional environment: “Reuse, 
Reduce, Recycle”. In addition, they dealt 
with the topic about the social relevance of 
architecture and the possible acquaintance 
with the still existing and how to adapt or 
change it. 

But it is not only enough if architects speak 
about that problem, it is more important 
that we listen to those, who are in such 
a difficult situation and struggling with 
housing problems. We have to generate a 
fundamental change in our society, not only 
in the way we see life, the world or other 
people, also that we accept each other and 
that everyone has the same right, even if it 
is the human rights or the right of housing. 
We have to make up our minds and think 
about a solution to ensure everyone 
access to housing and to the community.

First of all, we gave a short and detailed 
overview about the history of squatted 
buildings, beginning in Germany and then 
going further to the Netherlands, Great 
Britain and Denmark. 
It is really important to gain the necessary 
background information before dealing with 
the topic squatted and occupied buildings. 
Only through the history and the different 
movements in the past, we can learn what 

drove the people to their current actions 
and how the situations and the informal 
settlements turned up today. 
We continued this topic and spread it all 
over the world, because the political and 
social situation differs from country to 
country. Consequently, we determined that 
there are a lot of informal settlements with 
a different history in the whole world and 
diverse reasons why people are living this 
lifestyle.  

We’ve analysed the including case studies 
relating to the physical and commercial 
structure of the buildings, the history of 
almost each country, the self-organization 
and the connection with the media.
The reason for researching exactly this 
topic was, that we consider, we can learn 
a lot from this movements and this new 
way of living with the possibility of adapting 
some strategies to our own social housing. 
In addition, the interaction and response to 
this special way of living is very important 
and also, how we cope with our housing 
situation in Europe now and in the future. 
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Fig. 2.1 Picture of a poster of the squatters



 “The crisis of the community, its 
dislocation, the distress of most of 
its members, went hand in hand with 
the technological progress and social 
differentiation.” 
– Henri Lefebvre 

This quote of Henry Lefebvre describes not 
only the situation before the 2000, but also 
can be adapt to our current situation. 
Most of the people have everything they 
need in their life: a good job, a roof over 
their head, family, friendships. 
If you have everything, you don’t waste 
any thoughts on the situation when you do 
have nothing, and there’s no need to be 
inventive in such occasion. But there’s also 
the other side of the coin. 

In the 1970 to the 1990 people occupied or 
squatted buildings, but not only that they 
have a place, but also to protest against 
the government. The reasons were very 
simple for these riots: political decisions 
like programmes of urban redevelopment, 
need for affordable housing for everyone, 
good infrastructure, higher rents, 
displacement and widespread demolition. 
The “Hausbesetzung” occurred in 
different Europe countries, but especially 
in Germany, the Netherlands, Denmark, 
Great Britain and Austria. 

Germany 
In West Germany, the “Häuserkampf” 
found its most outstanding expression 
in Hamburg and in Frankfurt in the early 
1970s and 1980s.

Both cities were governed by the left-
leaning Social Democrats, who pursued to 
combine a progressive reform – oriented 
agenda with an ambitious programme of 
urban development. 
Many of political groupings emerged at this 
time, especially the K-Gruppen (Marxist-
Leninist and / or Maoist cadre parties). 
Members of this groups were mostly young 
students, which want to mobilise new 
political solidarities and encourage the 
working-class youth. 

Furthermore, there were cities like Berlin 
and Cologne, which feature also some 
squatted buildings. The first space, that 
got occupied in Cologne was a block in 
the Roßstraße in the district of Ehrenfeld. 
The association which squatted the block, 
were founded as an autonomous youth 
centre, with the function to fought against 
neighbourhood gentrification. Due to the 
closing of the institution and the dissolution 
of the Socialist German Student League, 
they turned to the occupation of the block 
in the Roßstraße. 

History of house squatting 
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Also new alliances between the students 
and young workers developed and 
the activists drew their attention to the 
neighbourhood and the urgent local 
conflicts ranging from youth politics to 
migrant housing, homelessness and urban 
redevelopment.
“The right to occupy space became a 
key tactic of protest as both as means 
to achieve specific goals and as the 
expression of a wider desire to reclaim the 
for alternative political ends.” (Alexander 
Vasudevan, The Autonomous City – A 
history of urban squatting, 2017, p.98) 

The primer concern about housing 
shortage and also affordable housing 
for the community emerged a lot of self-
administered youth centres, about 500, 
which depict the “city as a source of 
radical possibility.”   (A. Vasudevan, The 
Autonomous City – a history of urban 
squatting, p. 99) 
In addition, the question about the right to 
housing and the different perspective of a 
shared city life came up. The contradiction 
to this vision was the shift of the cities 
to urban renewal programmes which 
promised regeneration, development and 
growth. Often the renewal plans were seen 
as excuse for higher rents, displacement 
and boundless demolition. Consequently, 
many inner-city residents were transferred 
to newly built satellite towns in the 
periphery of the cities and accommodated 
in ‘concrete stilos’. The buildings, from 
which they were forced to leave often don’t 
get any implemented renewals and just 
stayed vacant.  This phenomenon is called 
gentrification, closely related to the topic 
“squatting” and can happen in every city. 

In Frankfurt, evictions and demolition 
were mundane as rents increased and 
thousands of long-time dwellers moved 
out. A lot of the remaining houses were 
uninhabited and those that were occupied 
were dilapidated and left in need for crucial 
repair. 
There were a few more riots and 
occupation when some investors bought 
up some land on important city axes 

and tried to put their informal plan into 
action. The local residents assembled 
some initiatives for the preservation of a 
mixed functional, architectural and social 
structure in Frankfurt – Westend. Trough 
the distribution of flyers in this district 
the squatters wanted to emphasize their 
reasons behind the occupation and this act 
became a discussing example in debates 
about housing in Frankfurt. 

“Houses, belong to whoever, is living in 
them”. – Proclamation of the squatters 
(A.Vasudevan, The Autonomous City – a 
history of urban squatting, p.101) 

Due to political issues and the different 
political orientation the mood in Frankfurt 
changed quickly, as the increasing number 
of takeovers became part of a national 
movement against housing speculations, 
rent hikes and unrestricted urban 
redevelopment. (see also, (A.Vasudevan, 
The Autonomous City – a history of urban 
squatting, p.101) 

The organisation around housing, living 
conditions, rent strikes and squatting 
enabled new ways for their actions. 
The main issue here was a governmental 
system that allows empty houses to remain 
vacant. That is why most of the students 
occupied buildings to devoted this severe 
issue to the broader community. 
But not every occupation or action from 
the squatter stayed non-violent. Especially 
the RAF and other militant groups at this 
time were known for their very critical 
and violent movements and their private 
war against the government. Frankfurt 
also documented a long list of violent 
methods adopted by city landlords from 
rent increase, forced evictions to diverse 
illegal forms of mobbing the people out 
of their house, like interrupting the water 
distribution, disconnecting the phone lines, 
destroying properties and also abusing and 
threatening tenants. 

The squatters saw that only a letter-
writing campaign and some unknown 
press conference availed to nothing to 
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Fig. 2.2 Picture of some squatters chilling on the street 

and its purpose was to protect the squats 
from the police and evictions.
These measures were necessary, because 
the police tried to stop this occupation not 
only non-violently. In some cases, they 
used tear gas, water cannons, attacked 
the protesters brutally, beating and even 
shooting (in this case the incident was 
redacted from the official reports). 

In the end of the 1970, all this development 
had provoked a new big wave of squatting, 
especially in West Berlin, which served 
as an example for Hamburg where 
low-income residents failed to find any 
affordable housing. The struggles were the 
same: property speculations and uneven 
urban redevelopment. 

Because of the local authorities which are 
afraid of the new movement, it might gain 
a purchase of the city, they convinced the 
Hamburg’s Senate to initiate a so-called ‘24 
hour rule’. According to this rule “no house 
in Hamburg was to be occupied for more 
than twenty-four hours.” (A.Vasudevan, 

get enough public attention. They made 
up a new plan, which constituted the 
breaking into a meeting of Frankfurt’s 
Building committee and protest against the 
committee’s decisions over their heads and 
in the interest of speculators and capital. 
The squatters declared: “We came here 
to show that the days are gone where you 
could freely do what you wanted, serving 
the interests of finance while leaving 
others disfranchised. (A.Vasudevan, The 
Autonomous City – a history of urban 
squatting, p. 105) 

The result of this act was, that a quite width 
of measures were taken to secure their 
occupied house and protect its inhabitants 
from any attempts of eviction. 

Another interesting aspect in this time 
was, that the squatters release an own 
book, in which they described how to 
occupy a building. Defence tactics and any 
other helping advise were added to this 
“Handbook for Squatters”. Also, a separate 
mobile self-defence group were established 
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The Autonomous City – a history of urban 
squatting, p. 110)

All other attempts for occupation over the 
rule were suppressed by the police.

The squatter scene in Hamburg 
represented a mixed section of the city’s 
youth. They included students, apprentices 
and artists, but also runaways and 
unemployed labourers.  

Despite the threatening of the tenants of 
the Hafenstraße in Hamburg with eviction, 
the squatters depicted their own demands 
and insisting that there would be no 
displacement and that negotiations should 
take place over the house’s use and self-
administration. 

They succeeded and received the right to 
stay in the house until the end of 1896. 
The only condition was that building 
inspectors took a closer look at the house 

to produce a report of all outstanding 
restorations and repairs that had to be 
made. 
In this case the investigation showed that 
“the cost of renovating was far less than 
the proposed redevelopment of the area 
under the auspices of the city-owned 
housing association SAGA.” A.Vasudevan, 
The Autonomous City – a history of urban 
squatting, p. 111) 

All these examples show in a way the 
fear of the authorities of self-government 
houses or associations, because they can’t 
control them and that is the reason they 
want to evict them and trying to keep them 
on a short leash. 

Denmark, Netherlands 
Further important “Hausbesetzungen” 
occurred in Denmark, especially known 
is the Freistadt Christiania. Since 1971 it 
is an autonomous housing complex on a 
former military area in Copenhagen and 

Fig. 1.2 City map of Caracas 
Fig. 2.3 Logo of the house squatters 



Fig. 2.4 Picture of a statement of the squatters 

(A.Vasudevan, The Autonomous City – a 
history of urban squatting, p. 78). 
 The epicentre of the whole squatting 
scene in Copenhagen was the youth centre 
Ungdomshuset. 
“We decide ourselves when we want to 
fight.” – famous quote from the Allotria 
house occupation, Copenhagen 

Great Britain 
The situation in Great Britain was 
compared to the other countries much 
easier. Here the legal situation defines 
referred to the law from 1381 that house 
occupation is not a trespass as long as 
there are no property damages. 

These liberal laws found its origin in the 
‘Squatters Right’ of the medieval times, 
which protect the residents from illegal 
evictions occasioned by the landowners. 
 In the period after the second world 
war a thousand of people lived in the 
vacant buildings because of the housing 
shortages. But their occupation contributed 
to keep this law up and was valid until 

the longest and oldest existing squatted 
area in Europe. Another popular example is 
the house on the Ryesgade 58, which was 
a severe location for violent street riots and 
totally blocked with barricades. In this case, 
each floor in the house was turned into an 
independent collective responsible for the 
organisation and management of their own 
space ((A.Vasudevan, The Autonomous 
City – a history of urban squatting, p. 77).
Connected to a former movement, the 
BZ-movement, a subsequent movement 
connects successful the struggles over 
housing to broader social and political 
issues. 

The influencing BZ-Movement was a wide-
ranging movement that enclosed “both an 
autonomous community of squatters and 
a group of activists committed to anti-) 
imperialist and anti-racist struggles in 
Europe” (A.Vasudevan, The Autonomous 
City – a history of urban squatting, p.78). 
Their backbone was “deeply rooted in 
the fight for ‘autonomy’ and the desire 
to create autonomous space in the city” 
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2012. The squatters in London adapt these 
affirmations and shows what it meant 
and still means, to be a squatter. They 
show that the squat is a place of collective 
world-making: a place to express anger 
and solidarity as much as to defy authority 
and live autonomously (vgl. A. Vasudevan, 
The Autonomous City – a history of urban 
squatting, p. 43). 

The tenants in the occupied buildings 
in London were working-class families 
who squatted out of desperate need 
for housing. Otherwise, there are also 
homeless and a growing number of young 
people sleeping in parks or derrys, who 
were just in search for a location to live. 
Basically, the law situation was in Great 
Britain a lot easier than in other countries, 
where the people really had to fight to stay 
in their occupied buildings. 

Where the violence of the police and the 
numerous attempts from the government to 
expulse the squatters, because of their lost 
resources, was common practice. 
In the early 1970s, the needs for housing 
intensified as “neighbourhood gentrification 
and property speculation served to deepen 
an existing housing crisis” (A. Vasudevan, 
The Autonomous City – a history of urban 
squatting, p. 52). 

An increasing number of residents were 
ostracised out of home ownership and 
unable to secure a council tenancy. 
The consequence was rent hikes in the 
private sector combined with widespread 
expulsion, a huge number of uninhabited 
real estate.

Many of them just left empty by borough 
councils on outstanding redevelopment 
strategy, not yet commenced or had been 
abandoned. 

However, the British government adapt a 
law, which allowed licensed squatting, with 
the only condition, that no object in the 
house gets damaged. 
The law was valid until 2012. 

But “Hausbesetzungen” are not the only 
phenomenon that can occur in the cities. 
Another far-reaching movement observable 
all over the world, are informal settlements, 
like slums, barrios, favelas, they exist 
vertical and horizontal. They emerged not 
only as protest against the government like 
in several cases in Europe, but also from 
the lack of affordable housing or housing 
at all, of the capitalism in these third-
world countries, high rents and housing 
shortages.
These settlements will be analysed in detail 
in the next chapter. 
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Fig. 2.5 Picture of a squatted house in the Mainzer Straße



Fig. 3.1 Picture of girl walking through the Dharavi Slum in Mumbai



„Human settlements are like living 
organisms. They must grow, and they will 
change. But we can decide on the nature 
of the growth – on the quality and the 
character of it – and where it ought to go.” 
– James Howard Kunstler 

“Hausbesetzungen” in Europe are not the 
only phenomena that can be seen all over 
the world. The so-called slums, in other 
countries barrios or favelas, sprawl out 
across undeveloped areas on the outskirts 
of the cities or on extremely unattractive 
places in the city. Influenced by the 
upcoming capitalism, higher rents, housing 
shortages, evictions, resettlement and 
many more factors. 

But exactly which attributes define the term 
slum? And why do they still emerge all over 
the world (not only in third-world countries, 
they are also common in the first world)?  
Which impact do they have on society? 
And there is also the question, what can 
we learn from them, are they good or bad? 

Slums are spatial segregated residential 
areas in urban agglomerations, it can be 
understood as an inner - city emergency 
quarter. One feature of the slums is 
structural deterioration, then in addition low 
living standards, poor infrastructure and 
a high proportion if unemployed, welfare 

recipients and informal sector employees. 
Also, the high density is a characterising 
feature for the term slum. 
Slums emerge, especially, in developing 
countries as reception centres for urban 
immigrants against the backdrop of 
increasing rural depopulation. Even in 
industrialised countries, slum expansion 
can occur, as result of the fallowing and 
the desolation of changing urban industrial 
facilities. 

Here you can find unattractive apartments, 
e.g. in the vicinity of railway areas, 
slaughterhouses, highways or polluting 
industries. Steady unemployment and 
the dismantling of social benefits in some 
countries reinforce this process (slums of 
despair). 

Also, in so-called ecological niches, 
e.g. flooding endangered lowlands and 
landslide vulnerable areas within large 
urban agglomerations, it can lead to slum 
development. 

However, the term slum is limited to 
already existing buildings, which has lost 
much of its value and therefore escapes 
formal use. 

The emergence of the favelas in Rio de 
Janeiro, for example, appeared in the 

Informal Settlements  
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late 19th century and was built up by 
soldiers who had no place to live following 
the Canudos war. This war happened 
1895 – 1898 and broached the issue of 
a conflict between the state Brazil and 
a group of settlers who had founded 
their own community in the North-
eastern state of Bahia, called Canudos. 
A lot of unsuccessful attempts of military 
suppression lead to a brutal end of the war 
in 1897, when a huge brazil army force 
raided the village and killed almost all the 
inhabitants.
 
Already before the first favela was 
established, poor residents were pushed 
away from the city and had to resettle 
in the far suburbs. Another reason 
was, that it was unable to find places to 
live, consequently many people found 
themselves in favelas. 

Those settlements were formed prior to 
the dense occupation of cities, because 
of the consistent changing development 
of the countries and of course of the 
world, and the domination of real estate 
interests. In Latin – America the end of the 
slavery and the increasing urbanization 
were crucial for the rural-urban migration. 
Therefore, people from the Brazilian 
countryside moved to the big city of Rio de 
Janeiro.  But they got badly paid jobs and 
in consequence they couldn’t afford urban 
housing.

Many attempts to destroy these hand-
made suburbs failed and according to 
estimation in the year 2010 round about 
11,3 mio. Residents are living in the 
favelas. This makes 6% of the Brazilian 
population, what equates the whole 
population of Portugal. 

The favelas grew so intensely that they 
were seen as a problem for the whole 
society. But the growth was not the only 
problem, it is accumulated with the big 
influence of the drug-related crime and the 
violent and dangerous gang warfare.
The government and the police had 

the pursuit of increasing the problems, 
therefore they had brought the pacification 
into being. This kind of organisation is also 
known as UPP, which means “Unidades de 
Polícia Pacificadora”. 

A wide range of favelas were subdued 
under national control by the collaboration 
of the national agency authorities, army 
and the military police. In some cases, this 
solution worked well and the former conflict 
zone reclaims to be a tourist attraction 
now, e.g.  favela Santa Marta in the 
district Botafogo. This area is much safer 
and open to the wider public now, they 
organized guided tours through the favelas 
and even music concerts are taking place 
in the bars. 

In this contrary situation, the residents in 
the favelas don’t regard the police as their 
‘friend and helper’, because the fear the 
police more than the local drug gangs. The 
gangs provide them at least a possibility 
to earn money, even if it is with drug sell. 
Even in young years as drug dealer it is a 
lucrative and dangerous business, with the 
drug bosses spearheaded like the caring 
and protecting head of a mafia family. 

In conclusion for the slums might say 
that they have two sides: for the rich and 
wealthy population of the cities the favelas 
are a problem, for the people who are living 
there, it is somehow a job opportunity. 
The government and the Executive try to 
control the slums, but this situation inspires 
fear amongst the residents, because if they 
get controlled, it could happen that they will 
lose their jobs. The drug dealer -jobs are 
very lucrative and by the infiltration of the 
police this might stop and people will lose 
their jobs. For them, to be a drug -seller, it 
is a ‘legal’ work from which they can make 
a living.

The terms and conditions of housing 
become more and more an important 
question in our society. Is it an instrument 
of profit-making transforming the cities of 
today into places of fierce displacement 
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less, in this concept he constitutes (p. 
Robert Neuwirth, Shadow Cities: A Billion 
Squatters, A New Urban World (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2006), p.311): 
“They (the squatters) are excluded so they 
take, but they are not seizing an abstract 
right, they are taking an actual place: 
a place to lay their heads. This act – to 
challenge society’s denial of place by 
taking one of your own – is an assertion 
of being in a world that routinely denies 
people the dignity and the validity inherent 
in a home.”

Lefebvre made accessible to the squatters, 
that if they don’t have the place, they can 
take it, because they do have the right 
to the city and that they are a part of it. 
No one should be excluded, because he 
doesn’t have a home or a place to live. 
The crucial thing is to give the people 
this space, even if it is just to legalize 
the squatted buildings. Most of them 
are vacant and out of use, either they 
get demolished or it can serve for the 
community who really needs a place to 
stay. 

This autonomy represents far more than 
just the expression of disaffection or 
obstinacy, freedom or rebellion. It provided 
an opportunity to explore new identities 
and different acquaintance, to experience 
and share feelings, to organise and live 
collectively. 
For a huge number of squatters, the very 
expression of an alternative right to the 
city had become a battle to realise a more 
basic right to be in the city. 

As we revealed so far, the squatters 
created their own world, by taking the 
place they need for living and also that 
they changed it until it fits to their personal 
needs. More and more new waves of 
squatter occurred and over the rushing 
time it is not surprising, that some of them 
adapted the motto: “it is better to squat 
and mend than to own and destroy” (A. 
Vasudevan, The Autonomous City – a 
history of urban squatting, p. 133). 

and inequality, exploitation and poverty? 
What exactly does it mean to occupy or 
squat a building? 
The term ‘to occupy’ determines ‘to take 
or fill up (space or time)’, ‘to engage or 
employ the mind, energy, or attention of’, 
‘to be a resident or tenant of’ and ‘to hold (a 
position, office, etc.). 

Instead the term ‘to squat’ indicates the 
definition of ‘to settle on or occupy property, 
especially otherwise unoccupied property, 
without any title, right, or payment or 
rent’ also ‘to settle on public land under 
government regulation, in order to acquire 
title’. 

Squatting a building can be defined as 
‘living in’, or in different meaning - a 
dwelling without the consent of the owner. 
Authorities all over the world predetermine 
the often informal and sometimes illegal 
spaces set up by ordinary people. 
Everybody can be a squatter and part of 
the wide - spreading movement. These 
people “became squatters in order to 
take control of their own lives and reply to 
basic housing needs,” but they also “found 
in their actions new political possibilities 
for collective self-empowerment 
and autonomous political action” (A. 
Vasudevan, The Autonomous City – a 
history of urban squatting, p. 6) 

The people are looking for alternatives that 
maintain the cultural, social and political 
value of housing as a universal necessity 
and as a source of social renewal. 
A very influencing theorist for the squatters 
was and maybe still is, is Henry Lefebvre 
(16.06.1901 – 19.06.1991). 
He is a French Marxist philosopher and 
sociologist. Very known for his critique of 
everyday life, for introducing the concept 
of the right to the city and the production 
of social space. In addition, he published 
several works like on dialectics, alienation 
and criticism of Stalinism, existentialism 
and structuralism. 
The concept of “the right to the city” 
influenced the squatter scene more or 
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“They wanted to show that it is much 
cheaper to repair and renovate 
apartments, so they tidied up, painted 
and repaired windows. In their opinion, 
the constructiveness of our approach lies 
in what we do with flats” (A. Vasudevan, 
The Autonomous City – a history of urban 
squatting, p.133).

By the process of squatting vacant 
properties, the concerned population were 
forced to discover new forms of self-
organization, tactics and demands. 
This situation wasn’t only common in 
European countries, especially in the 
third world countries like south America or 
south Africa. The people had to get very 
inventive, if they wanted to establish a 
new home for themselves and their family. 
Generate new options how they can live 
together with other families, but also to get 
some privacy. 

The question of ‘what is a squatter’, is 
closely connected with the questions 
of identity and in some cases also the 

question of indigeneity. 

What do we want most in life? We all want 
a place where we can stay and what feels 
like home to us. A place where we will be 
accepted and respected from the people 
we love and all the other human beings 
which come across our way. 

The previous housing shortages and rent 
hikes will not be the last ones, there will be 
a lot more to come, which will bring us in 
new difficult situations. But we have to work 
together and try to fulfil everyone’s need 
reference to housing, first of all. 

Maybe one expression to this situation 
is squatting and actually there is nothing 
wrong about occupying a vacant building, 
when nobody is going to use it anymore. 
Eventually, squatting can be the solution 
and the problem, a history of dispossession 
and displacement and a form of dwelling 
and solidarity. Squatting might be in a way 
violent and bordering, but also a method 
to compose new practices of care and 

Fig. 3.2 Picture of the Dharavi slum in Mumbai
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perhaps subversion.

In contradiction, squatting is for some 
people just an artistic and creative retreat 
from the struggles of the city, but for other 
it is more socially ways of sharing urban 
space and living the city differently. 

In the following, four case studies 
from around the world were analysed, 
connected to the former questions of the 
theoretical frame. 

Questions like: ‘how did the individual 
properties emerge in this country? 
What does the population think about it? 
The history and the development, any 
doubts, struggles? Or even good things?’ 
will be questioned and will be answered as 
good as possible. 
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Torre David
Caracas | Venezuela 

Fig. 4.1 Side view of the Torre David



The Torre David is located in Caracas, 
Venezuela built by the Venezuelan 
architect Enrique Gómez. Officially it is 
called Centro Financiero  Confinanzas. The 
tower is 190 m high and has 45 stories. 
The last 2 storeys don’t really count as 
floors, which is why its described as forty-
five storeys high. 
The origin idea comes from the real estate 
investor and initiator of the whole project, 
Jorge David Brillembourg Ortega, who is 
the cousin of Alfredo Brillembourg. His idea 
was the five adjoining structures and Torre 
David (Edificio A) is the tallest, which would 
house the office of Banco Metropolitano 
de Crédito Urbano and the Brillembourg’s 
own Grupo Confinanzas; combined with a 
ten-storey car park, a luxury hotel lined in 
Italian marble and executive apartments 
with a swimming pool. The complex was to 
cost $82 million. 

It was not only a private project, but also 
a product of the banking boom in the late 
1980‘s. 
Torre David should be the start to 
transform this part of Caracas in a financial 
district, South America‘s Wall Street. 
As a result of the re-election of Carlos 
Andrés Pérez, who instituted series of 
free-market economic reforms, they had 
to sell of national companies, abandoned 
oil subsidies and freed interest rates. 

Inflations and soaring of unemployment as 
well as double petrol prices occurred. 

The Tower rises in the Libertador 
Municipality of downtown Caracas in 1990. 
The property is suited in a prime location, 
because Libertador lies in the western 
part of Caracas, in the heart of the valley, 
between two grand landmarks: the Parque 
Central Complex and El Ávila, a huge 
national park, which looms over the city 
and separates it from the Carribean Sea. 
In this district, the concentration of political 
and financial power was very high, and it 
literal and symbolic distinguishes the city. 
Jorge David Brillembourg Ortega expected 
within three or four years a lack of office 
space and a high demand on it, that is 
the reason why he planned to offer luxury 
offices and hotel space on prime real 
estate. 

The leading architect of the project 
was Enrique Gómez in collaboration 
with Mathias Brewer, led design and 
development, Frank Keleman, construction 
programming and Tegave, a portugues 
company, which is specialized in concrete 
and functions as general contractor. 

The building is divided into five concrete 
structures: Edificio A, also known as Torre 
David, Edificio B, the large parking garage, 

The vertical  anarchy 

Population: 2000 - 2500 People
Floors:   occupied to the 28th of   
  45 floors 
Period:   2007 - 2014
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the 30m high Atrium and the Edificio K. 
The Torre David, is 45 stories high and 
has a helipad on its top. The first 6 floors 
should have served for house hotel 
services, 7th to 26th floor was intended 
for a hotel, the 30.000 m² of the 18th to 
45th floor was reserved for office spaces 
of the Confinanzas Group and Banco 
Metropolitan de Credito Urbano. 
Edificio B is a 16 - story structure with 81 
apartment suites, a swimming pool on level 
6, which is also accessible for the hotel 
guests via a bridge connecting to Edificio A. 
The scheduled completion was 1994, but 
unfortunately at the begin of April in 1993, 
David Brillembourg died. 

In addition, in January 1994 were series 
of bank crisis, which forced the financial 
sector to their knees. Brillembourgs’ own 
bank was also affected by this crisis, so 
the consequence was no leadership and 
no funds for the continuing of the structure. 
The project’s rise was closely connected 

to the boom and bust cycle of politics and 
economy of Venezuela. 
. 
The building shell felt into the hands of an 
assurance company of the government, 
the FOGADE (Fondo de Garantía de 
Depósitos y Protección Bancaria). They 
left the building vacant for over 12 years. 
Later, in 2001, they put the building on the 
market, but it was already too late to do 
something to finish the project.  

So, the Tower stayed uninhabited for 
more than 14 years, but finally in 2007 the 
citizens from different slums in Caracas 
affiliated over social network, but also over 
receiving phone calls and text messages 
to occupy the tower. They were refugees 
coming from the barrios and from other 
squats (e.g. La Candelaria) around the city. 
The people were driven by the tropical rain, 
promise of a better housing closer to jobs 
in the city and the dangerous situation in 
the slums. 

Fig. 4.2 In the heart of the Valley, between the 
national park and the Carribean Sea, lays the Torre 
David, 45 – stories high and originally built for the 
start of the financial boom in the 1980s.



other buildings, but the residents broke 
through concrete walls to create new 
openings.
Before they occupied the building there 
were clean water network, nor electricity. 
They employed a system of water 
distribution, supplied from a city water 
main. The water, first, was pumped in the 
11th floor and then further to the 16th floor. 
The same happened with the electricity, 
they have bootlegged it into the building. 
But fortunately, every household has a 
television and mobile phones.  

Besides all the new created spaces for 
the families, they also established a lot of 
common spaces, which should bring the 
people together in formal and semi-formal 
ways: the church in the ground floor of 
the Edificio A, a basketball court, located 
between parking structure and high-rise, 
the gym on the 28th floor, grocery and 
barber shops, also the stairs are a meeting 
place, because they are the only vertical 
circulation in the Tower. But the residents 
not only socialize with the people in the 

But not only the people from the slums 
populated the tower, also people from the 
middle class went in to flee from high rents. 
The first who came, occupied the ground 
floor level, establishing a communal kitchen 
and setting up tents. After the threat of 
eviction began to subside, initiated by the 
original squatters, they occupied the rest 
of the tower. The tower got cleaned floor 
by floor from the squatters, they were 
removing rubble, evaluating the potential 
to life in the various space in the higher 
levels. 

Due to the ruin over the years, there had 
to be organized new constructions of 
balustrades and created communal and 
private spaces. Because of the absence 
of working elevators, people had to either 
use the stairs to reach their floor, the ramp 
of the parking structure serves as informal 
elevator. The Motortaxi drivers ferry goods 
and people up on the 10th floor or back 
down on the street level. 
The original design indicated no direct 
access from the parking garage to the 
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Fig. 4.3 A landmark for luxury offices and hotel 
space on prime real estate. Originally intended as an 
ascending atrium topped by a glass cupola, open to 
the night sky and barely lit by fluorescent lights.



tower, especially the basketball team. It 
plays against other teams from the barrios 
and the neighbourhood and has also their 
own sports coordinator. Even if they have 
strong community within the structure, they 
do have a connection to the outside world. 

The constructions in the Tower combines 
collective knowledge of the self-built 
incremental housing of the slums and 
barrios with the new techniques and 
strategies, which were adapt to the 
condition of the Tower. Generally, they used 
red clay brick to demarcate the private 
space, but also textures, colours and 
morphologies on the brick. The concept 
of recycling and use things for building up 
something new, like the gym on the 28th 
floor, for which they used the fractions from 
inoperative elevators and air-conditioning 
units, is the standard and very inventive in 
the Torre David. 
Another example for being inventive are 
the removed glass panels of the façade. 
They did this for increasing natural air 
circulation. Also, the constellation and 

design of the brick walls, which are not 
completely closed, assure air conditioning 
and a natural light situation. 
But it is still dangerous to move in the 
complex, there are open elevator shafts, 
holes in the floor, no handrails and 
windows are broken. 

The Torre David works like a mini state 
within a state or as microcosm of mega-city 
itself. 
Each family has to choose a delegate 
who represents the familys’ interests. 
The delegates of each floor choose 
a coordinator. The floor coordinators 
belong to the third circle of the leadership 
structure. They are organizing the space 
and ensuring that the building systems are 
maintained on each floor. 
The second circle acts as intermediaries 
between the Directive and the residents. 
They are the coordinators of such functions 
as water distribution, electrical security and 
facility cleaning.
On top of the hierarchy stands the 
president Alexander “El Niño” Daza and his 

Fig. 4.4 The sports fields, allotted in the building, are 
a favoured meeting point for young and old. Mothers 
are watching their children playing soccer, talking 
and getting together. The youth are playing for fun 
or practising for an important match against the 
neighbourhood team.



innermost circle “La
Directiva”. They are responsible for the 
ultimate decisions regarding many of the 
daily operating policies and the plan for 
future security and growth.
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Fig. 4.5 All the constructions in the tower combine 
collective knowledge of the self-built incremental 
housing of the slums and barrios with new techniques 
and strategies. For their walls, primarily, they used 
red clay bricks and concrete to demarcate the private 
spaces.
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Fig. 4.6 The ground floor plan shows the state before 
the occupation (above) and after the occupation. Red 
are the modifications the residents made to adjust 
the building to their personal needs and privacy, e.g.: 
sports field, walls, new entrance on the street side.



Level 6, post-occupation
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Fig. 4.7 Also in the 6th floor they took measures 
to create new space and units for each family. In 
addition, the units were used for their little shops, 
different features and institutions.
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Fig. 4.8 The section of the tower shows all the 
occupied floors and in the ground floor the changes 
the residents made and how is everything arranged in 
the Atrium.



Families

Delegates 
The delegates represent the 
interests of each family 

Third Circle
Floor Coordinators

President

Homeowner‘s 
association

Second Circle
Communicators

Innermost Circle
„La Directiva“
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Fig. 4.9 The leadership / self-organisation of the 
Torre David is more comprehensible with this 
diagram. It shows the hierarchy more precise. The 
president stands ahead of the whole composition. 
Then he has his inner circle the “La Directiva”. The 
second circle functions as communicators between 
the floor coordinators and the inner circle. The floor 
coordinators get chosen by the Delegates of each 
family. So indirectly each family member has a voice 
to the whole system.
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Fig. 4.10 Due to the long-time vacantness of the 
tower, the residents had to reinstall the water 
distribution. The main water tank is on level 16; 
the water is pumped from the city main to that tank 
weekly. From this point, it gets distributed to the 
apartments tanks, which provide the water for each 
area on this level.
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Fig. 4.11 The electricity has also a long way into the 
building and even more complex. 
They bootlegged it from the city electrical grid over 
a consumption board into the building. The board 
provides it to building breaker, then over this to 
each floor distributor and the last station are the 
apartments. 





Fig. 4.12 Picture of the Torre David by night where 
you can see the different lights of the apartments. 



Kowloon Walled City
Hong Kong | China  

Fig. 5.1 The corridors, also called streets where you 
could find some shops or factories didn’t get much 
daylight because of the irregular extension of the 
complex.



The city of Darkness  

The Kowloon Walled City, also called the 
City of an old district of Hong Kong. It 
was located on the peninsula Kowloon 
and was a largely ungoverned, densely 
populated settlement. Originally it was a 
Chinese military fort. After, according to the 
Convention for the Extension of Hong Kong 
Territory, the New Territories were leased 
to Britain by China in 1898, Kowloon City 
became an enclave. Chinese government 
was allowed to keep officials in Kowloon as 
long as there was no confrontation with the 
defence of British Hong Kong. That’s how 
Kowloon became a diplomatic black hole 
on the map of British Hong Kong. 

The city itself was built in the mid-
nineteenth century and was a proper 
Chinese town. It was surrounded by the 
great lion rock in the north, and by the 
Kowloon bay in the south. Both elements, 
mountains and the ocean, embody the 
yin and yang in the Chinese philosophy. 
Until World War II, the city kept much of its 
original character, but then the Japanese 
invaded the city, destroyed its walls and 
took the granite stones to expand the Kai 
Tak Airport in Kowloon bay for strategically 
purposes.  According to the Chinese 
philosophy, the yin spirit disappeared and 
the aura of the district worsened. 

For a long time, the slums stood for the 

darkest and the most threatening place in 
China. Opium-caves, warring triad gangs, 
huge rats and a terrible drain-system 
were the main problems in the city. The 6 
½ acre large area and its solid buildings 
were home for 33000 people and were 
considered as the biggest slum in the 
world. The buildings were up to 14 stories 
high and many apartments had balconies, 
to add some external living space. 

After World War II, Kowloon City was the 
perfect place for illegal immigrants and 
refugees who wanted to escape famine, 
civil war and political persecution. 

The Kowloon Walled City formed a 
confusing labyrinth. It was difficult to find 
a clear structure. The main axes were 
called “streets” because of some shops 
and factories which you could find there. 
The streets didn’t get much daylight 
because of the irregular extension of the 
complex. If you were inside the Walled 
City, you couldn’t see if it was day or night 
or how the weather was outside. The only 
places which got touched by the sunlight 
were the rooftop or the small courtyard. 
Unfortunately, you couldn’t profit much of 
the sunlight on the roof because the air 
was very polluted and it was very noisy 
because of a nearby airport. There were 
no roads because cars were forbidden 

Population: 33000 People
Area:  2700 Hectare
Floor:  14
Period:   1898 - 1994

41



due to the lack of space and only bicycles 
were allowed. Many alleys were only about 
four feet wide. Because of the complex 
structure of the streets and alleys in the 
city, not every apartment had a clear 
address, nor were they officially implicated 
in the postal system. Therefore, postmen 
of Kowloon City had their own strategy to 
distribute the mail. 

The city constantly developed over the 
years. All blocks had different heights and 
sometimes alternative materials were used 
because the traditional resources were 
short. For example, one block was an 
imitation of an old Hong Kong municipal 
housing block whereas in other blocks, 
people build self-made annexes out of 
bricks, iron or plastic on top of already 
existing apartments. The rooftop of 
every block had several functions for the 
residents. People got up to profit from the 
sun, get a break of the darkness reigning 
inside the city and to get some “fresh” air. 
Furthermore, children played up there and 
people could walk their pet on the roof. 

In reasons of the permanent darkness 
nightingales were popular pets. Apart from 
the recreational function, the roof was 
also used as a dumpsite. People lugged 
up old televisions, broken furniture, worn-
out clothes and bedsprings which caused 
a problem regarding the collection of the 
rubbish. 

The water and electricity supply in Kowloon 
City wasn’t fully developed and you could 
see the main electric wires and water pipes 
lying or hanging in the main alleys. The 
electricity had been tapped illegally and 
water was gained from eight municipal 
pipes. Outside the city were about 300 
wells, where more water could have been 
taken from, but many of them had run dry. 
Many residents paid $12-15 per month 
to workers for carrying six kerosene cans 
full of water every day to their respective 
apartment. In the late 1960s, as the city 
began to grow skywards, providing all the 
apartments with enough water got more 
difficult. The residents installed storage 

Fig. 5.2 The red square shows where the Kowloon 
Walled City was located in Hong Kong.



tanks on the roofs and pumped the water 
into them. Several pipes directed the water 
from the tanks to the different blocks and 
flats. The costs for these installations were 
very high, consequently, in the late 1980s, 
the monthly charges went up to $50-70 
per household. Problems with the pressure 
and pumping difficulties were the main 
cause, why the water supply was limited 
to set times, mostly noon and midnight. 
In order to not run out of water, people 
stored it in their bathtubs and buckets. 
Unfortunately, most of the water coming 
from the tanks was murky and polluted 
and couldn’t be used as drinking water or 
to cook something. Drinking water still had 
to be retained from one of the standpipes. 
Furthermore, many pipes burst leading to 
wet and humid corridors.

The commerce of Hong Kong was hugely 
influenced by Kowloon City’s small 
shops and factories which had very low 
production costs. The district harboured 

stores, manufactories, doctors, prosperous 
textile factories, small supermarkets, 
drug stores and much more. The lack of 
hygiene, safety and working instructions 
kept the production costs low. Many 
factories were located in tiny rooms without 
any windows and fresh air, and the workers 
had to work up to 12 hours a day. Some 
examples were a noodle factory which 
produced noodles for restaurants outside of 
Kowloon City or a manufacturer specialized 
on producing fake products. Illegal actions 
like these could have only been tolerated at 
a place without laws or a higher institution.

From the 50s to the 70s, the Kowloon 
Walled City was controlled and regulated 
by a criminal organisation called the Triad 
or Sun Yee On. All residents and shop 
owners had to pay a fee to the Triad as 
protection money for the regulatory force 
of the Walled City. The Triad was a secret 
criminal MOB of Hong Kong’s mafia. Only 

Fig. 5.3 A picture of the Kowloon Walled City by night 
where you can see the lights in the apartments. Due 
to the space shortage people built always on top of 
the still existing buildings. The result was a disorder of 
the site development and a mix of materials.
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those who paid may continue their work 
in peace. In the early 80s the influence of 
the Triad in the Walled City decreased. 
The Kai Fong Association was founded by 
the government of Hong Kong and acted 
as the opposite of the Triad. It took care of 
sanitation and other welfare problems and 
it helped the office for Chinese affairs of 
the British colonial government. As soon 
as they got more money, they restored 
the pavements and the street lights. In 
1969, district offices emerged and the Kai 
Fong Associations weren’t as important 
anymore. 

The crime rate in the Walled City was 
very high and drug abuse and prostitution 
were no exception in the dark corridors. 
Especially opium and heroin were popular 
drugs. In the 60s the Triad turned the 
school into one of the largest opium 
producing centres. 

Jackie Pullinger is a British protestant 
christian missionary. In 1966, she 
immigrated to Hong Kong and started 

working as a primary school teacher in the 
Kowloon Walled City. But the urge to help 
the countless drug addicts and homeless 
people made Pullinger establish a youth 
centre and a detoxification centre, which 
were both tolerated by the Triad.  The St 
Stephen’s Society, a charity which provides 
the rehabilitation homes for recovering 
gang members, prostitutes and drug 
addicts was founded by her in 1981. 

Besides all the stores and factories, a lot of 
medical infrastructures were located in the 
Kowloon Walled City. Doctors who worked 
there could not work in official medical 
centres because they often didn’t have 
any license or formation. Many medics and 
dentists learned the profession by watching 
their parents or uncles exerting it. Again, 
the lack of safety and hygiene led to very 
low costs of the treatments. 

The buildings were up to 14 stories high. 
The apartments were very small and the air 
was humid and wet. The residents lived in 
very unhealthy and dangerous conditions. 

Fig. 5.4 The apartments were often very small. 
People had to learn how to live on just several square 
meters. On the picture you can see an elderly couple. 
Some of the residents lived their whole life in the 
Kowloon Walled City.
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Some of them spent most of the time in the 
dark because only the flats located at the 
border of the village got some sunlight.

Over the years, many people, including 
whole families lived in Kowloon City. Most 
of the children stayed at home while their 
parents went to work. Sometimes, they 
joined the parents in order to help them 
at their job. In the middle of Kowloon City 
was a small kindergarten which was only 
attended by a small part of the children. 
Some children even went to public schools 
outside of the slum, but unfortunately, that 
wasn’t common at all. 

The city could have been seen as an 
organic mega structure that provided the 
basic needs such as water, light, food 
and space and furthermore fulfilled some 
more requirements of the residents by 
offering shops, a church, a kindergarten or 
employment. 

On the 14th of January 1987, the 
government announced their plans to 
demolish the Kowloon Walled City. A park 
should be constructed on this area. The 
government promised an indemnity of 
HK$2.7 billion in total to the estimated 
33000 residents, and resettled them 
between 1987 and 1989. Some residents, 
who didn’t want to accept the indemnity, 
stayed in Kowloon City until they got 
evicted between 1991 and 1992. On March 
23, 1993, after four months of planning, 
the demolition began. Only the yamen 
building and remnants of the Walled City’s 
south gate were preserved as reminders 
of Kowloon City. In December 1995, the 
Kowloon Walled City park finally opened its 
doors. 

The City of Darkness has often served as 
a setting for films like Batman, mangas and 
video games like Call of Duty. In Japan is 
even a theme park inspired by the Kowloon 
Walled City named Kawasaki Warehouse. 

Fig. 5.8 A lot of factories were located in the Kowloon 
Walled City. Due to the absence of working and safety 
instructions, the production costs were very low. On 
the picture you can see a man working in a noodle 
factory. A little girl stands in the background. Children 
had often to help their parents at work.



Fig. 5.6 The diagram explains the organisation of the 
Kowloon Walled City during the 50s to the 70s. The 
Triad, a MOB of the mafia of Hong-Kong controlled 
and regulated the city. Residents and shop owners 
had to pay a fee to them as protection money.
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Fig. 5.7 The diagram shows the floor plan of the 
Kowloon Walled City. It is difficult to find a clear 
structure. The thinner red lines represent the walking 
lines of the people.
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Fig. 5.8 This picture shows a section of the Kowloon 
Walled City. You can recognize clearly the irregular 
construction of the complex.
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Fig. 5.9 The rooftop was one of the only places in the 
Kowloon Walled City that was touched by sunlight. 
Residents came up to relax and to take a break of the 
darkness. But they couldn’t enjoy it because it was 
very noisy and the air was polluted due to the airport 
near the city.



Ponte City Tower
Johannesburg | South Africa   

Fig. 6.1 Picture where you can see the inside of the 
Ponte City Tower with his hollow core.



Everyone who lives in Johannesburg 
knows the Ponte City Tower. Back in 
the days, when the architect Rodney 
Grosskopf and Manfred Hermer designed 
the Tower for the neighbourhood of Berea, 
he didn’t have the ambition to create an 
iconic building for the city. But due to its 
size of 173m and its cylindrical shape, it 
is a part of the city’s skyline that is hard 
to ignore. Today, it is a symbol for the 
regeneration and revitalisation of the inner 
city. 

However the Ponte City Tower stands also 
for toughness and roughness through a 
time where Johannesburg underwent a lot 
of highs and lows. It was seen as some 
sort of waiting room for admission to South 
African Society. Furthermore, it was a 
place that served the city to try out new 
versions of itself, like if it was a laboratory. 

The idea of the architects was to create 
a circular building, the first cylindrical 
skyscraper in Africa. In Johannesburg, 
several bylaws required that every kitchen 
and bathroom that would have been built 
had windows. To be in accordance with 
these bylaws, the tower was built with a 
hollow core, which allowed daylight to enter 
the apartments by both sides, the outside 
and the inside of the tower. 

The site was very small but the developers 
wanted to build a large number of 
apartments. To solve this problem, they 
decided to build the construction vertically 
in the height. Furthermore, the initial plan 
provided retail stores in the bottom of the 
Ponte and an indoor ski slope at the hollow 
centre on the ground floor. 

In 1975 the Ponte City Tower opened its 
doors. At this moment Rodney Grosskopf, 
one of the architects described the building 
with the big base that spread out at the 
bottom as:” So beautifully done that 
people once upon a time said it looks like 
a wedding cake.” Not everyone had the 
same opinion about the massive structure. 
Immediately after its completion, people 
voted it as the second ugliest building 
of Johannesburg. However, due to its 
furnished flats and a panoramic view over 
the city, people moved already in even 
before the tower was completely finished.

The 400 apartments on the 54 stories 
were “the” place to live at this time and 
up to 3500 people could live there. The 
existing flats were very different; The top 
floors were covered by luxury three-story 
apartments including multiple bedrooms 
and a sauna. The Ponte was designed to 
be a city within a city where shops and 
housing were combined. 

Between heaven and hell

Population: 3 000 - 3 500 People 
Apartment:  400
Floors:  54  
Period:   1975 - Today
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Due to the apartheid the inner city of 
Johannesburg was almost exclusively 
for white people. This explains also why 
the majority of the tower’s residents were 
white. Black South Africans had to live on 
the edges of the city, in communities called 
townships. 

In a black township called Soweto, only 
twelve miles southwest of the Ponte, a new 
revolt against the apartheid had begun. 

On the 16th of June 1976, the situation 
escalated after police murdered at least 
176 students during a peaceful protest 
march. The news about the massacre in 
Johannesburg and the revolt against the 
apartheid went viral. The south western 
townships, a separate municipality called 
“Soweto” destroyed the urban planning 
dreams and international sanctions and 
boycotts forced the economy of the country 
to crash. 

This crash implicated a wave of 
suburbanization. Many white people 
left the city and fled to the suburbs of 
Johannesburg. Black people, who were 
afraid of the poverty and violence in the 
townships took the chance and moved to 
the inner city. 

But according to apartheid laws, non-white 
people still weren’t allowed to live in this 
area of the city. The size and density of the 
inner city made it difficult for the authorities 
and police to control who lived there and 
the “grey areas” emerged. A grey area was 
an area where black and white people lived 
together. 

Some landlords tried to exploit the non-
white people as they weren’t accepted 
everywhere. They offered them apartments 
in the Ponte City Tower, but only at very 
high rents and very poor maintenance. The 
apartments started to get crowded and 
grimy, sanitary installations broke down 

Fig. 6.2 The red square shows where the Ponte City 
Tower is located in Johannesburg.



and trash began to fill the core. Due to 
the decay of the building, life in the Ponte 
became very dangerous. Broken windows 
caused for example many deaths, as 
people fell out of the windows. 

On the 2nd of February 1990, President 
F.W. De Klerk announced during his annual 
State of Nation speech the end of the 
apartheid. Liberation movements and many 
anti-apartheid political parties were no 
longer forbidden. After this announcement, 
exiled political and anti-apartheid activists 
started to return. Some of them found a 
new home in the Ponte. 

But the end of the apartheid wasn’t the 
end of the evolution of the tower. In the 
90s, thousands of immigrants arrived in 
Johannesburg. Most of them came from 
Congo, Zimbabwe or Malawi, others were 
from Nigeria or Pakistan and they often 
landed in the Ponte City Tower. Even 
though the numbers of residents inclined, 
the overall image of the city quarter 
worsened. Almost nobody wanted to live 

there by choice. In 1998, an American 
architect suggested to turn the tower into 
prison. This statement clearly shows how 
decayed the tower and its surrounding was. 

Many of the apartments were abandoned. 
Residents who still lived there tried to 
scrape together the monthly rent. The 
Tower declined more and more. 

Rife with drugs, poverty, gun crime and 
urban degradation transformed Ponte 
into a virtual no-go zone. Criminals took 
over the decayed building and ran it like 
a vertical slum. Criminals and normal 
residents lived next door to each other 
which made it very difficult for the police to 
control the illegal activities. Therefore, law 
enforcement used to overfly the tower with 
helicopters to see what was going on inside 
but the residents kept their curtains closed. 
However, the colours of the curtains told 
you what was inside: black for gangsters, 
red for prostitutes and white for families. 
In the late 80’s, up to 10000 people lived 
there. 

Fig. 6.3 A playground near the Ponte City Tower 
where children are playing.
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The Ponte City Tower was nicknamed 
the “Suicide City” because many people 
jumped off it, on the inside and on the 
outside. 

During the years, the residents just tossed 
their rubbish out of the window in to the 
hollow centre of the tower. This behaviour 
quickly led to a pile of rubbish which was 
up to 14 stories high.  Reports say, that 
when the pile got removed, rats the size of 
cats and dead bodies were found.

In 2001 the Kempston Group, owner of the 
tower, wanted to rehabilitate it and hired a 
management team. All the illegal residents 
had to move and a massive renovation 
programme started. 

Ten years later, almost all the 54 floors and 
eight lifts had been refurbished.  Today, the 
Ponte City Tower is home to 3000 middle- 
and working class people. There are still 
different types of flats.  A 120-square-

meters-apartment, located on one of the 
higher floors, costs about 5100 rand per 
month (279 pounds). A lot has changed 
and the Tower is now far from being 
insecure; it is guarded 24/7 and every entry 
is secured by biometric fingerprint-access 
only.

A local community group named Dlala 
Nje provides tours of the Ponte tower and 
the surrounding suburb of Hillbrow. They 
also organise cultural, educational and 
sporting activities for local children, taking 
advantage of the 2000 square metres of 
commercial space and a swimming pool on 
the ground floor. 

Due to the FIFA World Cup in 2010, 
which played in South Africa, the building 
changed ownership in may 2007. David 
Selvan and Nour Addine Ayyoub under 
Ayyoub’s company had the plan to 
revitalize the Ponte City Tower completely. 

Fig. 6.4 Picture of a man lying in his bed. He lives in 
one of the higher apartments which were completely 
renovated.



The idea was to provide 467 residential 
units as well as retail and leisure-time 
areas. 900 million rand were invested in 
the reorganization of the tower and the 
surrounding areas such as the Ellis Park 
Precinct project. But due to the subprime 
mortgage crisis, the project got cancelled 
and ownership was given back to the 
Kempston Group. 

Ponte, in its refurbished state, stands 
as a symbol for the highs and lows of 
Johannesburg. It represents the city’s past 
as well as its future.

Fig. 6.5 A picture of a family who are living also in the 
Ponte City Tower.
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Fig. 6.6 Side view of the Ponte City Tower which 
clearly shows its enormous size.
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Fig. 6.7 On the floor plan you can see that apartments 
were arranged on the outside of the Ponte City the 
Tower. The corridor was on the inside. It existed five 
different types of flats. On one story you had four 
studios, six one-bedroom-apartments, two two-
bedroom-apartments and one bachelor. In the right 
corner you had an example of a luxury bachelor.
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Common Space
(e.g. shops, restaurants)

Apartments

Luxury Apartments

Fig. 6.8 The diagram shows a section of the Ponte 
City Tower. In the massive bottom of the building 
you can find some common spaces like shops, 
apartments were located in the tower itself. On the 
higher stories were even luxury apartments. 
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Gang 

Residents (e.g. Families)

Fig. 6.9 The diagram shows the organisation in the 
Ponte City Tower during the time where the crime 
rate in the tower was very high. Due to its size it was 
possible that gangs and normal residents like families 
lived next door to each other. Not everybody was 
involved in criminal activities.
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Fig. 6.10 A pile of rubbish was the consequence if 
everybody just tossed their trash out of the window in 
the hollow core. As it got removed, reports say, that 
rats the size of cats and dead bodies were found.



Fig. 7.1 One of the painted walls of a house in the 
Hafenstraße. House squatters used flyers and 
posters as medium to reach the public.

Hafenstraße
Hamburg | Germany  



The squatting movement was also present 
in Germany; The Hafenstraße in Hamburg 
is a good example where people squatted 
in eleven buildings to demonstrate and 
fight against their demolition. 

The mentioned buildings are located at the 
bank of the river Elbe, just between the 
Reeperbahn and the Landungsbrücke in 
St. Pauli, one of Hamburg’s 104 quarters. 
They were built around 1900 and belonged 
to the SAGA, a housing association of the 
city. Some of the appartments were rented 
by the JUSOS, a youth political party, 
whereas the rest of the buildings were 
abandoned. 

In the early 80s, the government 
considered the houses as unhygienic and 
uninhabitable and decided to demolish and 
replace them with new, up to 22 stories 
high buildings. Even though the “GWA 
St. Pauli”, an initiative to help homeless 
people, disagreed with the Council’s 
plans, the company ”Gruner + Jahr” got a 
planning permission. 

During a Sylvester party at the end of 1981 
the abandoned buildings were squatted 
stealthily. People squatted because there 
were no rents to pay, everyone could 
create his own home exactly how he 
wanted it to be, you lived in a community 

and most importantly it was used as a way 
to demonstrate against the political system. 

In the first few weeks of the occupation, no 
external person actually knew something 
about it and thanks to some lodgers, which 
still lived in the buildings, every resident 
had running water and electricity. 

At the beginning, the government accepted 
the unclear tenancy because they didn’t 
want to lose votes for the upcoming 
elections. In spring 1982 the SAGA let 
evacuate the houses but two days later 
squatters reoccupied them.

The SAGA got it a second try by closing 
the ground floor of one building with a 
masonry. This let to discontent and in 
revenge, some unknown people did 
the same with the entry of the SAGA 
headquarter in Altona. After several 
negotiations, the residents of the 
Hafenstraße made an arrangement with 
the government to repair and winterise the 
buildings and to restore the electricity. 

However, it still came to incidents between 
the residents and the police, who searched 
the houses and arrested several people. 
This let to demonstrations and the request 
for serious negotiations regarding the 
buildings. 

House Squatting

Area:   11 Buildings  
Period:   1981 - 1995 
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Fig. 7.2 The red square shows where the Hafenstraße 
is located in Hamburg.

In November 1983, after many discussions, 
a rental agreement that was limited on 
three years got signed.

But the peace in the Hafenstraße didn’t 
stay long. Between Christmas and 
Sylvester of the same year the first 
“Silvester days” took place. It was a mix of 
political get-together, events and concerts. 
During this event, hundreds of policemen 
evacuated the building and arrested many 
people. After this incident, the government 
asked experts to conduct an assessment 
costs for the buildings. The results showed, 
that a complete demolition was the 
cheapest possibility. During the survey, 
policemen cut the electricity, clogged the 
sanitary installations with marbles and 
sprayed irritant gas in to the beds of the 
squatters.

Over the years, evacuations of the 
buildings and demonstrations with over a 
thousand people happened regularly in 

the Hafenstraße. The coverage of these 
incidents by the media encouraged more 
and more people from the autonomous 
scene to come to Hamburg to support the 
squatting movement. “Der Spiegel” wrote 
“jahrelange Auseinandersetzungen, die 
in ihrer Brutalität bis dahin einmalig in der 
Geschichte der Bundesrepublik waren”, 
and in autumn 1984, they published an 
article of some people who lived in the 
Hafenstraße and were likely to be part of 
the Rote Armee Fraktion.

In January 1985, burning barricades in the 
squatted area were meant to underline the 
hunger strike of the RAF-prisoners. Some 
deputies again considered evacuating and 
closing the Hafenstraße down as the best 
possibility. In March, policemen conducted 
an investigation with a suspicion on 
criminal activities. Furthermore, the HEW 
(Hamburgische Electricitäts-Werke) cut the 
electricity because of unpaid bills. 



Fig. 7.3 The squatters demonstrated against the 
political system. They broke the ranks. Some people 
shocked this behaviour.

During all the years, the government paid a 
company to be ready at all time to demolish 
the abandoned buildings when given the 
order to.

In 1986 the squatters tried to counteract 
the evacuations ordered by the state. 
Demonstration in Hamburg, Germany, 
as well as in other countries in Europe 
took place and large police operations 
were more or less common. During a 
demonstration on the 20th of December, 
12000 people walked from the centre 
of Hamburg to the Hafenstraße. 100 
policemen got injured. 

After another evacuation, the squatters 
reoccupied the buildings in summer 
1987. The main focus of the residents 
was to prepare themselves for another 
evacuation, and at the same time, to get 
public relations and find a solution that 
was bearable for everybody. They started 
to maintain and renovate the buildings 
to debilitate the fact that they were 
inhabitable. 

In autumn 1987 the SPD supported the 
squatters with an amount of 250 000 
D-Mark. This money should have been 
used to buy material for the renovation. 
They reconstructed the canalisation, 
repaired doors as well as other broken 
things and built a new roof structure. The 
interior was equipped with old furniture 
and the walls were painted with colourful 
pictures and anti-political slogans. The 
buildings and areas around turned more 
and more in to an alternative, autonomous 
space for free thinkers. 

The SPD tried to introduce a system where 
you get paid proportionally to your effort, 
but the activists regulated the distribution of 
the money their own way. The last payment 
they got was used to organise a party. To 
better control the distribution of the money 
in the future, the government requested the 
residents to elaborate a clear structured 
organigram of the community that lived in 
the Hafenstraße and regulated it. Again, 
the residents didn’t agree. 
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Fig. 7.4 Picture of some squatters in one of their 
houses. The walls were decorated with posters and 
flyers. But it looked comfortable.

The activists tried to attract more attention, 
appeal to the public and find more 
supporters. This happened through the 
radio with flyers and through mouth-to-
mouth-promotion “Radio Hafenstraße” 
aired first during a demonstration, meant 
to support the squatting movement. The 
radio program explained, why the houses 
got occupied. Their goal was to clarify 
the situation by telling the truth, and to 
counteract to the statements of the media. 

In 1987, the government and the squatters 
didn’t manage to renew the rental 
agreement. The squatters started to build 
barriers around the houses and prepared 
themselves for another intervention by the 
police. Steel doors were attached, windows 
were barricaded, and steel wire was 
installed on the roofs. A lot of supporters 
helped and up to 20 people lived in one 
room for weeks to be there if the clash 
happens. On the 23th April 1987, around 
5000 policemen surrounded the squatted 

area but didn’t evacuate the building 
because Klaus von Dohnanyi, mayor of 
Hamburg, didn’t gave the order of eviction. 
Instead, he issued an ultimatum and told 
the squatters to remove the barriers until 
the 18th November. If this would happen, 
he would resign and make sure, that no 
evacuation would take place. 

The residents of the Hafenstraße accepted 
the ultimatum and removed the barriers. 
Later on, von Dohnanyi was honoured 
with the Theodor-Heuss-Medaille for his 
peaceful action.

In 1993 a leasing contract ended but mayor 
Henning Voscherau told the squatters 
that he would renounce evacuation and 
demolition, if the squatters would agree 
the construction of new buildings in their 
neighbourhood. 

After 15 years, the political fights and the 
demonstrations took an end. In 1995 the 



Fig. 7.5 The squatters improvised by the furniture. 
You can see this on the picture of a kitchen.

township decided to sell the houses to the 
squatters. This offer divided the activists in 
two groups. Some wanted clear regulations 
and conditions, others didn’t understand 
why they should now pay for their 
accommodation which used to be free. As 
a consequence, a group of the squatters 
created an association called “Alternativen 
am Elbufer” and bought all eleven buildings 
for a total of 2,2 million D-Mark.

Today about one-third of the former 
squatters still live in the Hafenstraße. It 
is now a hip neighbourhood which has 
become a famous tourist attraction. In 
order to remember the old times, where 
demonstrations and affray where usual, the 
walls of the building are still coloured and 
covered with slogans of the squatter scene.
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Fig. 7.6 On this diagram you can see exactly which 
buildings in the Hafenstraße were squatted.
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Fig. 7.7 The diagram shows the organisation of the 
squatters. Individual people started to live together in 
a community. In this community everyone was equal 
and could express their opinion.
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25) Photo of the 14 storey high pile of rubbish33) Glass House

Fig.7.8 Picture of a squatter who was arrested by 
the police. In the background you can see one of the 
squatted buildings. The government tried to prevent 
an occupation of the abandoned buildings by closing 
the ground floors with masonry. But without success.

Fig. 7.9 Police operation during a demonstration 
in the Hafenstraße. Demonstration attracted many 
participants who supported the squatters. 



Fig. 7.10 Slogan painted on the wall by the squatters. 
It was a clear message to the government, that they 
shouldn’t spend time on making plans how to stop 
the squatting movement but they had better to accept 
them.





Fig. 7.11 Picture of the barricades during 
demonstrations which started on the 23th April 1987, 
also known as day X.





On the first view the case studies seem 
very different, but if you look at them 
in detail, they have a lot in common. 
Especially if we compare the reasons how 
and why it started, the organisation inside, 
the transformation of the buildings during 
the occupation and how, why and when it 
ended, we see many similarities.

The Kowloon Walled City is the oldest 
examples. It was located in Hong Kong, 
China and stretched over a period of about 
150 years, from the mid 19th century to 
1992. At the beginning it was a typical 
Chinese town. However, after the World 
War II, the immigration raised very fast. Up 
to 33000 people lived on only 6 ½ acres. 

The evolution of the Ponte City Tower in 
Johannesburg, South Africa had a lot of 
declines and prosperity. The tower was 
built in 1975 and still exists today. The 
occupation lasted 25 years, from 1976 to 
2001. At the beginning the tower was THE 
place to live in Johannesburg and should 
have been an iconic building of the city. 
But now the Ponte stands for roughness 
and toughness. It was built for a capacity 
of 3500 people. Over the years of the 
occupation the number of residents raised 
up to 10000.

In the 1980s the squatting scene in 
Europe was a big topic. One example is 
the Hafenstraße in Hamburg, Germany.  
At the time of 1981 to 1995 activists 
squatted 11 abandoned buildings in the 
street. Demonstrations, arrests and house 
searches were usual during these years 
and kept the government and media busy.  

The last case study is the Torre David in 
Venezuela, Caracas. About 2500 people 
occupied the building in the years of 2007 
to 2015. The Torre David, also called 
Centro Financiero Confinanzas, should 
have been the first step to transform the 
quarter of the city into a financial district. 

All these buildings were occupied and 
squatted for different reasons. 

After the New Territories  were leased to 
Britain by China in 1889, the Kowloon 
Walled City became an enclave and 
formed a diplomatic black whole. People 
immigrated in order to be untaxed, 
uncounted and disregarded by the 
government or to escape famine, civil war 
and political persecution after the chaos of 
the war’s aftermath. Furthermore, non-
essential working licenses or visa and 
low respectively no rents attracted many 
people to move in. 

Comparison 
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In the Ponte City Tower, the reasons to 
start living there were similar to those of 
the Kowloon Walled City. At the beginning 
of the anti-apartheid movement in 
Johannesburg, the white population fled to 
the suburbs. Black South Africans moved 
in the Ponte because living there was safer 
than in the townships around the city. The 
cylindrical tower turned into a “grey area” 
where white and black people could mix. 
The size of the tower made it impossible 
for the police to control all the residents. 
When in 1990, President F.W. De Klerk 
rescinded the interdiction of anti-apartheid 
political parties and the liberal movements, 
a lot of activists and exiled politicals 
returned to Johannesburg. Thousands of 
immigrants arrived in the city. Most of them 
moved in the Ponte City Tower because 
they needed a home and hoped for better 
living conditions. 

Similar like in the Kowloon Walled City 
people needed a new home and had the 
hope their living condition will improve due 
to the immigration. 

The death of the developer of the Torre 
David, David Brillembourg, in 1993, and a 
national bank crisis in 1994 caused that the 
tower remained unfinished. Thirteen years 
later, people of the surrounding slums 
started to occupy the tower because the 
life conditions and safety were better than 
in the slums. But also people of the middle 
class moved in to flee from high rents. 

The house squatting in the Hafenstraße 
partly started because of the high rents 
in Hamburg. But then, as the government 
decided to demolish the buildings, 
more squatters started to move in and 
demonstrated against that decision. The 
activists renovated the building, created 
new homes and benefitted of the life in a 
community. In fact, the occupation was 
used as a way to demonstrate against 
the political system and governmental 
decisions.In all of these occupied buildings 
reigned non-governmental organisation. 
In half of the cases you could find a self-

organised system which was independent 
of the respective government. In Torre 
David and the Hafenstraße residents 
formed a community and organised 
themselves in a democratic way.  People 
who lived in the Torre David developed a 
detailed democratic system. Each family 
had to choose a delegate who represented 
the family’s interests. The delegates chose 
coordinators who formed, together with 
the tower’s president, the homeowner’s 
association. In the Hafenstraße the 
squatters didn’t have a system with such 
a clear structure as the residents in the 
Torre David did. They took it much easier 
and decided most of the things in the 
community. Everyone was equal and could 
express his opinion. 

Looking at the remaining two cases, the 
organisation differs. The Kowloon Walled 
City was controlled and regulated from the 
50s to the 70s by a criminal organisation 
known as the Triad. Residents and shop 
owners had to pay a fee to them as 
protection money. In the 80s the influence 
of the Triad declined. On the opposite 
was the Kai Fong Associations which 
tried to develop a non-governmental civil 
society. They took care of sanitation and 
other welfare problems.  In the Ponte City 
Tower, you couldn’t find any clear system 
or structure of an organisation. Due to the 
difference of the residents everyone did it 
their own way. 
 
During the different occupations, the 
appearances of the buildings changed. 
Because there was a big lack of space in 
the Kowloon Walled City, people started 
to build their houses on top of the existing 
construction. This vertical construction 
resulted in a special situation for several 
apartments, shops and corridors which 
were located in the core of the structure; 
they were completely in the dark and never 
got touched by the sunlight. In the Torre 
David, residents started to build new rooms 
in order to gain more privacy. Furthermore, 
shops emerged and public places like 
sports fields were built. Like this, the 
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and we can see that people have the 
ability to help themselves out of poor living 
conditions, even if the government refuses 
to support them. 

squatters transformed the unfinished 
tower into their home. The buildings of the 
Hafenstraße were unhygienic and in such 
a bad state, that the government wanted to 
demolish them. But squatters stopped their 
plans, started to move in and renovated 
the buildings to debilitate the fact, that 
they were inhabitable. On the other side, 
the Ponte Tower didn’t profit from the 
occupation. The tower decayed more and 
more, apartments got crowded and grimy 
and trash began to fill the building’s hollow 
core.

As it was the case for Kowloon Walled 
City, the Torre David and the Ponte City 
Tower too, a complete demolition or the 
renovation of the respective building can 
often be seen as the main reason for the 
end of an occupation.

On the 23rd  March 1991, the Kowloon 
Walled City got demolished because the 
government planned to build a park on 
this area. In 2001 the Kempston Group, 
owner of the Ponte City Tower, wanted 
to rehabilitate the building and started 
a massive renovation program. The 
occupation of the Torre David took an end 
because the government decided to finish 
the building. The last residents have been 
evicted in June 2015. The Hafenstraße 
is the only one of our case studies where 
the squatters didn’t have to move. In 1995 
the municipality sold the houses to the 
association called “Alternativen am Elbufer” 
which was created only for this occasion 
from a group of squatters. Today about 
one-third of the former squatters still live 
there.

To conclude, we can say that our four 
examples have much more in common as 
it seems at first look. In every case study, 
the wellbeing of the squatters wasn’t a 
priority of the government. That’s why they 
tried to improve their living conditions on 
their own by building new living spaces and 
developing organisation systems. All four 
case studies clearly show similarities in the 
behaviour and approach of the squatters 
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In summary, the four case studies show the 
consequences of housing shortages and 
the attempt to find a better and safer place 
to live. At first sight the four occupations 
are very different: they are spread around 
the world and occurred during different time 
periods and the main reasons causing the 
occupation differed one from another. The 
Torre David shows the manipulation of a 
building in an architectural way. In Kowloon 
Walled City residents managed to form a 
commercial space which has an economic 
influence on Hong Kong. In the case study 
of the Ponte City Tower in South Africa, the 
relation of the ecological valuation of the 
city is proportional to the life in the tower. 
In the Hafenstraße the house squatting 
provoked a conflict between the squatters 
and the public institutions of the city. Also 
the communication and the role of the 
media is a crucial aspect of the scene in 
Hamburg. They all either wanted to flee 
from high rents, demonstrate against 
the political system or escape from the 
dangerous slums. But if we take a closer 
look, we can also see a big similarity in 
the four cases; the ambition of the people 
to improve their living conditions. You can 
observe, that if many people are facing 
the same problems, they tend to form a 
community to help each other. Referred to 
our examples, this was especially the case 
in the Torre David, where the residents 

created the homeowner’s association 
which looked after the organisation of the 
tower. Furthermore, in the Hafenstraße, 
activists created a group called 
“Alternativen am Elbufer” which bought the 
buildings.

People tried to find a place to live, to find 
a home. Henri Lefebvre reminds us that 
to “habitat and to inhabit” (“à l’habitat et 
à l’habiter”) is a right. A right to a place 
to make a life (“habitat”) as well as a 
right to make that place one’s own (“to 
inhabit”) and express a basic right to be 
and persist in that place and participate in 
the production of a different kind of a city. 
(Alexander Vasudevan: The autonomous 
city - A history of house squatting, p.243, l. 
15-21)

The squatters often distributed flyers to 
inform other people about their situation. 
The New-York house squatting scene once 
had a flyer called “The Squatters Are Your 
Neighbours” and it promoted a similar 
message as Lefebvre: “Squatting creates 
housing. Squatters take abandoned, city 
owned buildings that have been neglected 
for years and turn them into homes.”
(TL, TAM 335 (Squatters Rights 
Collection), flyer, “The Squatters Are Your 
Neighbours”, Kurt Reynertson Papers, Box 
I, Folder I).

Conclusion  
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In conclusion, it is obvious that people 
find possibilities to improve their living 
conditions if the political system doesn’t 
manage to solve the housing problems. 
They create communities because they 
can reach more in a group than alone and 
it is more effective to stand up against the 
government as a large group than if you 
were alone. 

Places similar to the Kowloon Walled City 
or the Ponte Tower still exist today and 
social differentiation as well as actions 
targeting profit make it difficult to solve 
the housing problems. But due to the 
technological progress it became much 
easier to inform people around the world 
about the existing problems and to raise 
awareness. This awareness of the public 
and the consequent discontent often puts 
the respective government under pressure, 
which marks the first step to a change.

“The crisis of the community, its dislocation, 
the distress of most of its members, 
went hand in hand with the technological 
progress and social differentiation.” This 
quote of Henri Lefebvre from his book “Le 
droit à la ville” published in 1968 is still 
applicable today.   

Social housing means to create a place 
to live for people with low incomes and 
to give everyone the chance of a home. 
If social housing disappears, people 
start to team up and try to solve their 
problems by themselves. In our four 
cases, it never exactly turned out as the 
squatters hoped. The government often 
implemented their plans and proposed an 
indemnity to the people which had to move. 
The Hafenstraße is the only exception. 
People managed to stay in the occupied 
buildings and as of today, a third of them 
still live there. Even if in the Hafenstraße 
everything turned out well, this isn’t the 
usual case and can’t be transferred to 
every case of house squatting. 

One reason for the occupation were and 

are still today the shortage of living space 
combined with high rents. The rise in 
the population wasn’t proportional to the 
number of newly created places to live and 
people had no other choice than to live in 
bad conditions.

Another reason is that governments 
construct buildings without looking after 
the well-being of the population. Their main 
goal is to demonstrate their economic force 
or to make their country more attractive. 
The Torre David has these characteristics; 
it should have been the first step in the 
construction of a new financial district in 
Venezuela. The tower was the pride of the 
government, and nobody cared about all 
the people that had to live in the nearby 
slums. However, the government should 
care more about the well-being of the 
population than about the construction of 
superlative buildings. 

Furthermore, the construction of new 
housing complexes should sometimes 
be better reflected. A demolition of an 
old building isn’t always necessary; it’s 
expensive and it takes a long time until a 
new construction has been built. During 
this time all the residents have to be 
relocated which often proves to be very 
complicated. In many cases, a renovation 
would suffice.  

In the last years, social housing became 
very popular and some governments 
already founded institutions whose only 
purpose is to take care of the population’s 
living condition. Cases like these clearly 
show that there are some good concepts 
which try to solve the existing problems. It 
would be great, if other governments would 
follow and create similar institutions.

Implementing new laws concerning 
the occupation of abandoned buildings 
could be another solution to resolve the 
problem of housing shortage.  England 
implemented a law that allowed people 
to squat in abandoned houses, but it got 
abolished in 2012. During the squatting 
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movement in the Netherlands, agencies 
called “Antikraakbureaus” tried to hand 
over apartments in abandoned buildings 
for a cheap rent. The only existing 
condition was that they had to move out 
if the building should get renovated or 
demolished. 

To conclude, we can see that there are 
movements and initiatives which try to fight 
housing shortage. However, several laws 
have to be adapted, and the media has to 
cover more about the subject, in order to 
raise public awareness because housing 
shortage is a problem that not only exists 
in several countries, but in many cities all 
over the world. 

Even if the intention to change something 
exists, it will take a lot of time to implement 
the needed laws and initiatives which will 
help to resolve the problem. This means, 
that the realization of the mission of social 
housing is possible, but it will be a long and 
difficult process.

“Somebody’s gotta tell them, that we are 
not ghost, that we are in this city and we 
are alive!”, 
Jessica Care moore, Detroit-based poet
(Quote in Sara Safransky, “Greening 
the Urban Frontier: Race, Property and 
Resettlement in Detroit”, Geoforum 56 
(2014), pp. 237-48, p.237)
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