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Presentation

The Metropolitan District of Caracas includes five municipalities: Libertador, Chacao, 
Sucre, Baruta and El Hatillo. It is located in one of the valleys, between mountains, 
of the Costa Mountain range, in the northern part of Venezuela.

Caracas is a city founded over four hundred years ago, but it is only during the last 
fifty years that its growth has become evident. The city’s complex risk scenario is 
a result of occupation patterns that have neglected cohabitation with nature rules, 
because of the demand for land necessary to develop urban activities.

To take on the current risk situation requires prevention and mitigation measures, 
as well as preparedness and response actions to deal with any natural event that 
may generate a disaster. For this purpose, an important effort has been made ai-
med in particular to institutions in charge of coordinating response tasks. There are 
still plenty of actions to be performed affecting in particular those measures that 
contribute to reducing the consolidation of risk scenarios and it requires the neces-
sary coordination between the different municipalities part of the District.

The following document includes the actions currently being performed in favor of 
risk management by each municipality. We are determined to continue this work 
necessary to guarantee a safer society.  
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The city of Caracas is part of the Capital District and the State of Miranda. 
It consists of five municipalities: Libertador, Chacao, Sucre, Baruta, and El 
Hatillo. It is located in a valley that covers approximately 30 Km from east 
to west and 5Km from north to south. Jurisdictionally, the so-called Distrito 
Metropolitano de Caracas - DMC (Caracas Metropolitan District) has an area 
of 78,500 hectares (785 Km2).

Although Caracas was founded more than four hundred years ago, its growth 
has been evident only in the last 50 years. The configuration of the valley 
in which the city lies has played an important role in that process: the flat 
areas have made the process of urbanisation towards the east easy; while 
the rough slopes in the south and northwest, known mostly as vacant land, 
have become the only land available for low income groups. 

Despite sharing a relatively small territory, coordination between the different 
administrative units on most town-planning issues is not easy. This is even 
more palpable between the different bodies that try to manage risks in the 
city, actually catalogued as a high-risk city. This categorisation is because 
Caracas is subject, on the one hand to hazards of natural origin such as 
earthquakes, landslides, floods, torrential avalanches, tropical storms, and 

Introduction 1
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technological hazards. On the other hand, it is a vulnerable city from the 
physical, social and institutional point of view. 

Regarding the actions taken for risk management, there have been many 
attempts to coordinate activities on the topic. Nevertheles, due to the 
complexity of knowing what Risk Management means at different stages, from 
discourse to practise, added to the legislation of the issue and to institutional 
dynamics in terms of resources, actors, high rotation of employees and even 
political changes, it has not been possible to sustain these efforts. The daily 
life in the city varies from the actions of the so called development by the 
different management levels that favour risk scenarios, and the isolated 
actions by efforts of the municipal authorities trying to insert measures that 
would enable a change in urban dynamics.
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2.1. THE ENVIRONMENT

2.1.1. GEOGRPHICAL FRAMEWORK

Caracas Metropolitan District occupies one of the intramountain valleys of 
the Costa Mountain Range. Cross-cut by the Guaire River, the main valley is 
located from east to west at a height of 920 meters above sea level. 

In Caracas there are three significant topographical areas: the valley floor; 
the deposits and low foothills, and mountainous hillsides. Today, most of the 
hillsides are occupied by houses built on landslides-prone areas, particularly 
hazardous during rainy season. 

As the Capital, Caracas is the seat of the political powers and of the most 
important educative, cultural, scientific, financial, and health-care centres 
and banks. These functions, reinforced by State policies and the economic 
development model implemented for decades, have brought about the 
concentration of population and goods in the capital, transforming the 
natural physical medium into a complex risk scenario, where today more 
than 4,000,000 inhabitants live.

2Characterisation of the Scenario
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2.1.2. HISTORICAL-CULTURAL FRAMEWORK

History of the occupation

Caracas was founded in 1567. After centuries of slow growth and natural 
disasters, such as the earthquakes in 1641, 1812 and 1900; its growth 
increased just in the 20th Century as a result of the national-wide oil activity. 
This oil-based economy, and the accentuated capital city pattern, where the 
concentration of public expenditure and the level of preferential subsidies of 
services prevailed, has made it more and more appealing for people from the 
countryside who expected to improve their quality of life.

In 1917, the first “barrios” or informal settlements on the hillsides appeared. 
These were initially built with discarded materials but progressively they 
became consolidated houses. By 1926 the area already had 118,000 
inhabitants and 760 hectares had been built on. 

Two factors favoured the growth of the city. On the one hand, the construction 
of roads to connect it with the rest of the country; and on the other, the 
change in the use of land, from agricultural to urban. The latter displaced 
the bourgeoisie towards the east of the city, in “urbanisations” that were also 
favoured by the construction of roads and infrastructure by the State. The 
valley consisted of small towns linked to the city. In the west, the population 
started to settle around the motorways.

In 1941 the city had a population of 269,030 inhabitants and an urban 
area of 2,900 hectares. The Second World War triggered an oil boom, and 
new urbanisations were built. According to Perna1 (1981: p.120) informal 
settlements covered an area five times bigger than in the previous decade. 

In 1950, a Decree defined 
Caracas Metropolitan Area 
but its limits have been 
progresively changed as it 
has continued to grow. This 
Decree was later modified 
in 1969, 1972, 1975 and 
1980. Regarding informal 
areas, in the 1950s the 
government practiced a 
policy of relocation in tall 
buildings called “super-

1. ������������������������������������     Perna, C. Evolución de la Geografía 
Urbana de Caracas. Ediciones de la Fa-
cultad de Humanidades y Educación. 
Universidad Central de Venezuela. Ca-
racas 1981.
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bloques” in an attempt to modify the profile of the city and to replace those 
neighbourhoods. An example of this is the so-called 23 de Enero (23rd of 
January) with 100.000 people in 38 buildings of 15 floors, each with a total 
of 150 flats/apartments.

In 1958 a change in the regime modified the configuration and dynamics of 
the city again. Areas “controlled” by the previous dictatorship were again 
invaded by the low-income population, and the plans of the government 
to counteract the dissatisfaction of the population became an Emergency 
Plan administered by many governmental bodies. This plan aimed to provide 
some neighbourhoods with infrastructure such as roads, steps, drainage, 
schools, and in some cases the construction and/or improvement of houses. 
The city grew vertiginously; it went from an area of 4,000 hectares in 1950 to 
11,500 hectares, in 1966. Informal neighbourhoods and settlements occupied 
approximately 1000 hectares.

By 1971, the “barrios” 
occupied 2,973 hectares. 
Subsequent governments 
promoted programmes 
of “consolidación de 
barrios”  (neighbourhoods 
consolidation) and 
modules. The electoral 
promise of a piece of 

land and improvements in these areas, in exchange for votes, was a very 
important factor that may explain this rapid growth of the city. This urban 
growth put more pressure on the spaces and on the hillsides, thus, landslides 
increased in frequency. 

Over the last few decades the problem has got worse. The services in the 
“barrios” were inadequate, and occasionally they did not cover the whole area 
due to its constant expansion. The problems caused by landslides became 
more frequent. Today these areas occupy more than 5,000 hectares of the 
city and shelter about 75% of the population of the capital. The policies of 
the current government have turned towards these sectors: health, education 
and services, amongst others are continue consolidating risk scenarios in the 
capital city. Most initiatives do not take into account the unsafe condition 
facing the poor neighbourhoods.
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Popular perception of hillside occupation

In general, the population has rarely stopped the invasion of the hillsides in 
Caracas because housing needs have been a more urgent priority. Only some 
urbanisations and neighbourhoods have stopped land invasions within their 
limits as this could cause greater problems in the future.

Inhabitants and neighbourhood makers have started an historic fight and 
have played a fundamental role in keeping the land occupied. As for the 
State, it has maintained its opinion of keeping them and to improve their 
environmental conditions, particularly by helping their direct makers to build 
pedestrian roads, aqueduct networks, sewers, drains, and certain facilities. 

In the north, the El Ávila massif, physically protected from the pressure of 
Caracas by a main arterial route the Avenida Boyacá or Cota 1000, has served 
as a recreation area and as the “lungs” of the city. This is perhaps one of 
the very few respected spaces by the urbanisation process, although its west 
side has been occupied by informal housing since its creation as a National 
Park in 1958.

2.1.3 POLITICAL, REGULATORY AND 
INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

Town-planning regulation and hillside occupation

Caracas Metropolitan District does not have an updated town-planning plan. 
The different municipalities that compose it work with old regulations that 
were formulated by the Oficina de Planeamiento Urbano-OMPU (Urban-
Planning Office) based on plans from the 1970s. Only some of them have 
been partially modified and updated by municipal legislative chambers. These 
legislations indicate the limitations for the occupation of hillside areas; these 
limitations are determined by the use or by determining factors proper of the 
area.
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In the different “cities” of Caracas the limit of urban or developable land on 
the hillsides is included in the different urban-planning modalities defined 
in the Ley de Ordenación Urbanística LOU (Town-Planning Law). This law 
governs urban development and all the plans related to it (Plan de Ordenación 
Urbanística –POU (Town-Planning Plan); Plan de Desarrollo Urbano Local-
PDUL (Urban Development Plan), and respective regulations). These limits 
can also be expressed in land use planning or construction regulations by 
the relevant municipality. It is important to highlight that some municipalities 
have land use regulations and special plans.

The legal regulations governing town-planning processes in Venezuela2 clearly 
establish that any building or urbanisation before its construction requires a 
definition of the fundamental urban variables, protecting the environment 
(environmental variable) being one of them. It also states that these 
variables should be included in the territorial urban plans. The Ley Orgánica 
de Ordenación Urbanística- LOOU (Organic Town-Planning Law) uses the 
expression “Fundamental Urban Variables”, as a generic denomination that 
can be applied to development conditions or characteristics typical of urban 
buildings. These conditions or characteristics refer to both the possible 
activities of localisation in the buildings, and the adaptation needed for these 
buildings to carry out such activities”.

The Fundamental Urban Variables are clearly stated in Sections 86 and 87 
of the LOOU, and its scope defined in Sections 60 and 61 of the Regulation 
of this Law. The aforementioned section 86 lists all variables that must be 
applied when building urbanisations: corresponding use, the space required 
for feeder, arterial and collector roads, incorporation to feeder, arterial and 
collector roads, safety restrictions or restrictions to protect the environment, 
raw population density, expected in the plan; resources, localisation and 
accessibility to equipment according to the relevant norms, and volumetric 
restrictions.

In fact, a specific legal framework covering all the hillsides in the whole 
city does not exist. The tendencies for the occupation of slope areas are 
guided by national laws and regulations, such as the Ley de Ordenacion del 
Territorio3 LOPOT; Town-Planning Law - LOU and its Regulation; Ley Forestal 
de Suelos y Aguas and its Regulation; Ley de Regimen Municipal and Ley 
Penal del Ambiente. All these are town-planning and environmental laws. 

It is also important to mention that a national regulation establishes the 
conditions under which deforestation, land movements, stabilisation of 

2. ���������������������������������    La variable ambiental urbana. No-
ciones y ámbitos de aplicación. Alberto 
Pérez Maldonado.

3. ����������������������������������������       These laws are still in force while the 
one that will substitute it is still in Va-
catios Legis.
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slopes, tree-planting, green areas and everything that is related to land 
protection will be carried out, even in urban areas; indicating values, limits 
and criteria of the application of these norms. The Decree No. 2.212 Normas 
sobre Movimientos de Tierra y Conservación Ambiental (Norms on Land 
Movements and Environment Conservation), Oficial Gazette Nº 4.418 of 27-
04-92. On the other hand, the Ley Forestal de Suelos y de Aguas and its 
regulation, indicate protected areas on the sides of rivers and gullies.

For the municipalities, the special plans and regulations of each locality show 
the areas that can be used for town-planning development. In the case of 
constructions on the hillsides, some regulations establish that usable areas 
are those that have a slope of less than 60%.

Each City Hall must ensure these norms are applied through engineering and 
urban planning offices, in some cases, and the offices of urban control in others. 
In addition, national bodies are responsible for or linked to town-planning 
development at a subsequent level (MINFRA and Ministry of Environment). 
Since the law controls urban development (Town -Planning - LOU), it eliminates 
preventative control for construction but leaves subsequent control in place. 

Administrative autonomy of the city

Risk management in the city must be operated by the responsible body of 
its administration at Local Level; that is the relevant Town Hall, following the 
national regulations and coordinating with other bodies responsible for or 
linked to town-planning development. In reality this management is limited 
by the action of the metropolitan and national levels.

Currently the national level takes priority over metropolitan interests. It is in 
fact a matter of national policies; especially at this time when the priority is 
to build houses. The local level may intervene in local urban management, 
prepare and assist in emergencies, but this task is difficult on hillside 
constructions that sometimes are under the control of national bodies.

Administrative decentralisation of the city

By law, City Halls are autonomous decentralised bodies. They have total 
responsibility for their actions as indicated in the Town-Planning Law (LOU), 
its regulation and other laws that rule urban development. However, since the 
creation of the metropolitan level, there have been many difficulties due to the 
inexactness of its attributions and capability conflicts with municipal levels.
 



17Regional Catalogue of Municipal Management Tools in Risk Reduction and Emergency Preparedness

CARACAS

Metropolitan administration

In the year 2000, the National Constitutional Assembly by mandate of the 
Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela in its Section No. 18 
decreed the Ley Especial sobre el Régimen del DMC (Law on the Caracas 
Metropolitan District Regime), published in the Official Gazette No. 36,906. 
This law aims to regulate the creation of Caracas Metropolitan District as 
a political-territorial unit of the city of Caracas. According to Section 18 of 
the Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, the Metropolitan 
District defined its scope and established the basis of its government regime, 
organisation, operation, administration, competence and resources.

In this law, the territorial 
extension of the Caracas 
Metropolitan District 
was determined; com-
prising the Libertador 
Municipality from the 
Capital District that 
substitutes the Federal 
District; and the Muni-
cipalities of Chacao, 
Sucre, Baruta, and El 
Hatillo from the State of 
Miranda.

Caracas Metropolitan District is organised in a municipal government system at 
two levels: 1) Metropolitan level, comprising an Executive body and a Legislative 
body whose jurisdiction encompasses the whole territory of Metropolitan 
Caracas, and 2) Municipal Level, comprising an Executive body and a Legislative 
body in each municipality part of Caracas Metropolitan District.

The Metropolitan Mayor is in charge of the management and administration 
of Caracas Metropolitan District, and the Municipal Council, made up 
of town councillors, is in charge of the legislative function. Amongst the 
responsibilities of the Metropolitan District, specified in Section 19 of the 
aforementioned law are urban highways, circulation and traffic planning in the 
Metropolitan area, and urban public transport services, in coordination with 
the municipalities that are part of the Metropolitan District. It is established 
that those metropolitan actions must be carried out within a framework of 
local participation and taking into account the opinions and initiatives of the 
authorities of municipal bodies in the metropolitan area. 

GRAPHIC 01 GRAPHIC 01  MUNICIPALITIES OF CARACAS METROPLITAN AREA
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The Law on the DMC Regime in its Article 7, Section 19 specifies the competences 
Caracas Metropolitan Level has, according to Section 178 of the Constitution 
of the Republic and in the Ley Orgánica de Régimen Municipal (Organic 
Law of the Municipal Regime). The law is competent in the following areas: 
planning and urban-zoning, civil architecture and social housing (numeral 
3); civil protection, fire-fighting and fire prevention services, fire brigade, 
and public disasters prevention and mitigation measures (numeral 6). These 
competences allow for the creation of coordination between the municipalities 
located within the area in order to develop actions and risk management 
programmes. This can also be done with neighbouring municipalities. In 
other words, it is responsible for carrying out the planning and town-zoning 
of Caracas and incorporating the risk variable in its formulation.  

The limiting physical-
natural variables and 
occupation characteristics 
that have occurred in 
Cara-cas – limited supply 
of developable space 
and lack of or deficient 
town-planning control 
– have determined that 
occupation, by informal 
housing settlements and 

sectors of regulated urban development, is located on hillside areas with many 
restrictions. This makes the incorporation of the risk factor on the hillsides 
in the formulation of management instruments fundamental, with the aim of 
generating urban reorganisation actions, in order to regularise these chaotic 
settlements where risk analyses guarantee their permanence and make 
easier their incorporation into the formal city. Controlling hillside occupation 
is possible through the formulation and approval of plans and regulations; 
although currently a great part of the occupations is not regulated, causing 
chaotic occupation.

Public property

The majority of the hillsides surrounding Caracas – mainly lands that are 
property of the State – were considered non developable, thus, they were 
allocated to be used as metropolitan recreation parks and protected areas. 
Since these areas were not developed as parks they have been invaded and 
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informal use exceeds 60% in many of them. Some of the protected hillsides 
under auspices of metropolitan parks are mentioned in the following chart:

Institutional presence

The situation of institutional presence can be understood from the following 
text:

“The institutional context where the tasks of urban planning and control take 
place in Venezuela is characterised by the weakness of technical and human 
resources, which is usually associated with budgetary resource problems and 
management discontinuity by national and municipal public employees. Urban 
planning and control are usually carried out through passive mechanisms, 
such as drawing up land use legislations the enforcement of which is reduced 
to urban control. There is limited use of active mechanisms that would allow 
a more determined and rapid intervention in the urban scenario, in order to 
achieve the desired changes by planning, either through urban renovation 
actions, negotiations with land owners or even community organisations to 
start joint recovery or relocation of informal settlements”4.
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CHART 01 METROPOLITAN PARKS IN CARACAS

4. �������������������������������������   Martínez, R. Consideraciones prelimi-
nares respecto a incluir los estudios de 
microzonificación sísmica en la planifi-
cación y control urbano en Venezuela. 
Simón Bolívar University.
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There is little efficiency, comprehensiveness, and coordination in the area 
of risk management. The tendency of the actors (this includes international 
actors) to focus on disaster assistance or reconstruction after a disaster, 
relegates prevention and mitigation to a secondary role. The existence of 
various institutions in charge of this area but whose role and competences are 
not clear, and moreover, the limited coordination between national authorities 
responsible for planning the development of the environment and the rest 
of the public sector, limits the inclusion of the issue of risk management in 
development planning. There are not enough measures that would have an 
effect on preventing the construction of risk scenarios in the new development 
projects, and the corrective measures are not enough in risk scenarios 
already built. It is necessary to correct deficiencies in national services or 
systems for disaster prevention and assistance, and make an effort to make 
the decision-making process in the hands of political leaders internalise a 
binding relationship between risk and sustainable development.

2.2. THE NUCLEUS OF THE SCENARIO

2.2.1. THE AREAS AND THEIR CHARACTERISTICS

The phenomenon of neighbourhood growth has expanded beyond the 
municipal limits of Caracas Metropolitan District towards the regions of Mirada 
and Vargas. From the creation of the first informal settlements in 1917 to the 
complexity observed on the hillsides today, the growth of informal sectors is 
becoming denser – in buildings up to 6 floors high – due to the unfeasibility 
of horizontal expansion in many of these sectors.

2.2.2. THE PHYSICAL MILIEU

Caracas Metropolitan District occupies one of the intramountain valleys of 
the Costa Mountain Range, a tectonic belt parallel to the coast belonging to 
the Caribe Mountain Range. 

The main valley, cross-cut by the River Guaire, is located from east to west 
at a height of 920 meters above sea level, as a rift (tectonic pit) defined by 
the Ávila Fault System. The sediments of the valley are the result of river 
or lake deposits, and side contributions of both colluvial accumulations and 
debris cones coming from the northern side of the El Ávila massif, where the 
maximum altitude is 2,760 meters above sea level. 
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The thickness of the sediments may vary depending on the underlying 
topography, but they are usually around 100 m, with up to 300 m of sediments 
in the depression of Palos Grandes, in the Municipality of Chacao. 

The El Ávila Massif is the northern border of the valley, a horst (a ridge of 
the earth’s crust that has been forced upward between two tectonic pits 
and bordered by faults), with its highest point at Naiguatá Peak (2,760 
m). As a result, the drainage system in this part of the area consists of 
torrents that have left torrential accumulations, the so-called debris cones, 
in Vargas and Caracas, where the population has expanded. The rest of 
Caracas is dominated by a dendritic drainage pattern especially in schist 
areas (schists are metamorphic rocks that come from clay) on the hills in the 
south of the valley. Vegetation has been highly modified due to man-made 
intervention. There are savannahs, deciduous forests (deciduous leaves) and 
trophophilous scrubland, the latter particularly on the hills surrounding the 
valley and as secondary vegetation. The area is influenced by trade winds 
from the northwest and the behaviour of the intertropical convergence zone; 
marking a well defined pattern of cold-dry and warm-rainy periods. The 
annual average temperature is 21.8ºC.

The main structural aspects from the geological point of view, besides 
the tectonic influence, are the presence of anticlines and synclines (folds 
sloped downwards to the interior of the globe). These influence the foliation 
patterns: the most important structural discontinuity in the control of massifs 
made of schistose and gneissoid rocks in Caracas Metropolitan District. 
Landslides are common because the steep slopes follow the foliation planes. 
Moreover, foliation constitutes a path for underground waters, and therefore 
the meteorization process.

GRAPHIC 02 CARACAS METROPOLITAN AREA AND EL AVILA MASSIF
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From the lithological point of view, the area is dominated mainly by a 
discordant sequence of metamorphic rocks on an igneous-metamorphic 
complex. Two of them are particularly important: the micaceous quartz-
schists of Las Brisas, and calcareous schists of Las Mercedes.

The geomorphology let analyse, throughout the identification of the shapes 
and processes in the area, all the agents which have contributed to the creation 
and evolution of the landscape . Thus, in Caracas there are three significant 
topographical areas, each with their morphodynamic characteristics: One, 
the valley floor made up of lateral and longitudinal heterometric material. 
Two, the deposits and low foothills eroded by the action of surface runoffs 
and movement of particles towards the bottom of the valleys particularly 
favoured by the degree of alteration of the schists. Currently these hillsides 
are occupied by houses located in landslides and flooding prone areas. 
Third, the hillsides that surround the valley and have a beam morphology 
and hillsides from structural hills separated by colluvio-alluvial valley floors. 
Current and old landslides show morphodynamics activity, and a surface, or 
sometimes deep, instability on the hillsides. Runoffs that drag particles and in 
general landslides are important shaping actors on the hillsides. Watershed 
processes are therefore evident in Caracas Metropolitan District.

2.2.3. PROCESSES AND ACTORS 
IN RISK CONSTRUCTION

A varied group of actors have contributed to the development of the hillsides 
in the city. First, the community itself looking for housing solutions, and the 
State that promotes consolidation. Varied as well are the methods used to 
create settlements. Some methods worth mentioning are:

n	I nvasions, neighbourhoods on invaded lands without any purchase operation or 
conditioning of the land.

n	I nvasion neighbourhoods with some conditioning of the land.

n	N eighbourhoods formed through the purchase of plots from informal promoters 
or “pirates”. They sold plots that did not fulfil the requirements demanded by law 
on plot sale and they were conditioned in their main layout. 

n	N eighbourhoods, or parts of them, on rented plots. 

n	N eighbourhoods invading communal lands, property of the State or green areas, 
in some cases only with town planning, and in most cases without any kind of 
services or road networks.
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n	N eighbourhoods with housing, from single-family to multi-family housing, result 
of the densification process that neighbourhoods in Caracas have been under-
going recently.

The most common practices in the 
construction and consolidation 
process are cuts and backfills 
of slopes, house construction 
using blocks and cement, zinc 
for the roof, in a progressive 
construction that is regularly 
substituting waste material used 
to start constructions in the past. 
Regarding road networks, first a 
pedestrian road is built and then 
a vehicular road – usually by 
the government in office, which 
later is connected to the main 
road. In the case of services, 
illegal connections are made 
for public services. Mitigations 
work, such as retaining walls, is 
usually built by the national or municipal government. On the other hand the 
embankment of ravines, channelling pluvial water and sewage are built by 
local governments and City Halls during the consolidation stage.

2.3 UNSAFE CONDITIONS:
HAZARDS AND VULNERABILITIES

Caracas is exposed to natural hazards such as earthquakes, mass movements, 
floods, torrential avalanches and tropical storms. In addition, exposition to 
fires and other technological risks in industrial sectors is also important. 
However, the events that are most frequent on the hillsides are landslides.

In Caracas Metropolitan District, 86% of landslides are associated with the 
rainy season (Jimenez, 19945). Considering the impact, 60% of them affect 
informal areas, or areas in “barrios”; about 20% occur in areas connected 
to road network, and only 15% occur in residential areas other than 
neighbourhoods and artificial cuts made for service infrastructure work. 

5. ����������������������������������     Jiménez, V, The incidence and cau-
ses of slope failures in the barrios of 
Caracas, Venezuela. Main and Williams 
(editors), Environment and Housing in 
Third World Cities, Wiley & Sons, Chi-
chester, 1994.
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Risk conditions in sub-integrated habitat sectors are given mainly by 
modifications in the original topography, which implies cuts and fillings 
for housing construction, on unstable plots, with modification of drainage 
patterns and without public services that would ensure adequate water 
channelling outside the slopes, all this together with rain water contribute to 
overpressure of pores, creating favourable conditions for landslides. However, 
the conditions are not only physical or technical, but also educational, social, 
environmental, political and institutional.

2.4. MANIFESTATION OF RISK
Each year during the rainy season, between May and November, the city 
witnesses several landslides that affect the life and property of the settlements 
located in both formal sectors and “barrios” in the city.

Together with the damage caused to the communities in the areas directly 
linked to the effects of the landslides, there are collateral effects for the rest 
of the city such as interruption of the road networks that stops people getting 
to work and goods being distributed, among other things. This affects normal 
functioning of the activities. The different bodies in charge of emergency 
assistance have a record of the cases they anually deal with in the city, 
reporting up to 500 landslide6 events in the different areas of the city.

6. �����������������������������������   Caracas Metropolitan Fire Brigade. 
Planning Area for Disasters (Área de 
Planificación para casos de Desastres).
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The compilations of instruments carried out by the City Halls that are part of 
Caracas Metropolitan District are presented below. Methodologically, these 
instruments have been grouped according to the impact they have on the 
different aspects of the risk configuration process: environment, nucleus, 
state and effects.

The first element to be highlighted is that in Caracas there is a total absence of 
instruments oriented to have and effect over Environment. As the environment 
is understood all those structural aspects that determine risk conditions, 
contemplates the elements related to the regulatory framework and public 
policies, institutional framework and political and cultural surroundings that 
favour the construction of risk scenarios. Despite the efforts made by the 
actors who at certain points in time have taken part at the different national, 
metropolitan and local management levels, there is not, beyond plans, a joint 
vision of the city that would guide the complex dynamics of the capital. In 
practice each City Hall has its own vision for its municipality. 

The nucleus management is the task of the actors and their processes in 
the determined areas in order to affect, with a future vision, risk generation. 

3Compilation of instruments
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This can involve a varied set og methods such as information systems or 
special local urban development plans. Although the majority of instruments 
are grouped under this category, their implementation considers incipiently 
the aspects related to the creation of risk scenarios. Instruments such as 
local urban development plans, regulations, and special plans of specific 
sectors on the hillsides and in areas influenced by gullies should link and 
make discourse and practice coherent in most municipalities to counteract, 
to some extent, the growth of high-risk areas in the city. Information systems 
should be the platform for the decision-making process in the issues of urban 
development and vulnerability reduction in this arduous task.  

Managing unsafe conditions 
implies measures directed to 
correct the pre-existing risk 
conditions on the hillsides 
neighbourhoods. In this sense, 
physical adaptation programmes 
of informal settlements, plot 
regularisation processes, 
regulations that in their 

formulation and applications promote mitigation of risk conditions, are all 
initiatives that are shared by almost all municipalities with their local variants 
in terms of application. Nevertheless, in most cases there are no controls 
that can stop new occupation of the spaces previously vacated. 

Finally, effect management that aims to strengthen local capacities in terms 
of emergency preparedness falls directly to the organisations in charge of 
the response. Early-warning systems and training processes are some of 
the instruments presented by the municipalities directed in great part by the 
corresponding local authorities: Civil Protection and Fire Brigade.

In conclusion, making efforts to consolidate policies from the surroundings 
or environment with joint vision of the city can no longer be delayed. Making 
measures with a future vision, part of the instruments of the nucleus, more 
evident; multiply corrective actions in built risks scenarios; and expand 
response preparedness with the aim of reaching, or in some way reverse, 
through these four management components, the construction of risk 
scenarios in Caracas.
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3.1 MANAGING THE ENVIRONMENT 
Environment management considers aspects related to structural conditions 
of the construction of risk scenarios in terms of the regulatory framework and 
public policies, of the institutional framework, and of the political and cultural 
surroundings that favour risk scenario construction. These are background 
causes that by putting pressure on the nucleus become evident in the city.

The characterisation reflects some of the botlenecks related to the environment 
conditions: continuous growth of the capital city and its increasingly worrying 
degree of consolidation particularly on the hillsides; the weakness of the 
legal framework both in its formulation and application to stop constructions 
on areas considered to be of high risk; the division of the political actors 
who should promote a unified vision of the city; and in general the lack 
of coordination which exists between all the actors that live together in 
the city. The latter, in spite of the great efforts made at different times to 
promote encounters between actors: national entities such as the Ministry 
of Environment, academic entities, metropolitan planning entities, which no 
longer exist, initiatives of different organisation sponsored by the different 
local and metropolitan governments amongst others. Moreover, there have 
been many initiatives to consolidate a vision of the city, unfortunately however, 
these have not been sustainable, and have disappeared after each change of 
government, leaving only a trail of studies on how the city should be.

In this opportunity, for the city of 
Caracas there are no instruments 
that could, somehow, show a 
joint effort of policies towards 
local risk management. On the 
contrary, the surrounding has 
been characterised by favouring 
the consolidation of settlements 
on the hillsides as a result of the 
absence of public policies. Except 
for the Parque Nacional de Ávila, located in the north of the city and protected 
by a main arterial route (Av. Boyacá o Cota mil), the pressure to obtain space 
for housing is occupying the very few hillsides left in the city. 

Due to the absence of instruments that would help to improve these 
background conditions, translated into national polices that definitively 
deconcentrate and decentralise the centre conditions of the capital, the task 
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of starting actions towards the management of this dynamic risk-generating 
variable cannot be delayed.  

3.2. MANAGING THE NUCLEUS OF THE SCENARIO
Managing the nucleus refers to future measures that through actions and 
actors directly affect risk- generating processes.

Knowing the context and managing risk conditions implies having an adequate 
knowledge of that risk. Caracas does not have a unified information system 
that would allow each one of the actors that participate in the decision-making 
process to share the same data. Each City Hall has, in an isolated way, its own 
database, in most cases limited to the area of its municipality only; with little 
knowledge of neighbouring contexts and situations. In this regard, two of 
the six municipalities present instruments related to the generation of basic 
information to make decisions related to risk management. Although there 
are studies that take into account the whole city, their practical application is 
still difficult in local decision-making processes.    

A significant effort in terms of actors and institutional strengthening is that 
instruments that formulate the creation of bodies which can have a positive 
effect on the risk issue at local level have been included. Two of the local 
experiences helped in the creation of an office of Protección Civil (Civil 
Protection) within the municipal structure.

As for the proposed prospective measures, the complex institutional operation 
in six different areas of administration (five City Halls and one metropolitan 

GRAPHIC 03MAP OF HAZARDS BY TORRENTIAL AVALANCHES

Source: El Ávila risk maps project, National Programme of Environmental Management.
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municipal authority) and the pressure of the demand for housing and services 
exceeds the speed of the plans that somehow consider the risk issue in 
their formulation. The presence of special local plans for specific sectors that 
favour the non-generation of risk areas, is often exceeded by the institutions 
themselves, since they, whether by omission or ignorance, allow construction 
on risk areas. 

The application of the regulations in formal areas of the city is difficult. 
The municipalities do not have the necessary mechanisms to be able to 
supervise and control the application of the regulations in the formal city. 
In the case of hillside areas, this control is even more complex. Usually, in a 
city where almost a third corresponds to invasions of illegal construction and 
property, the necessary attention is only given to these areas in case of an 
emergency.

In general, all the municipalities have regulating and planning instruments 
that could affect prospective management. An improvement is that they 
also have an environmental normative framework, valid in the whole city 
of Caracas. This regulation prioritises environmental conservation, protects 
reserve areas, and prevents occupation of hazard areas. However, only 
the coordinated implementation of these instruments and the adequate 
supervision and institutional and community control can guarantee their 
applicability.
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3.3. MANAGING OF UNSAFE CONDITIONS
Managing unsafe conditions implies the efforts destined to correct hazard 
conditions and existing vulnerabilities. 

In this sense, as the population grows and its physical expansion settles on 
the hillsides of Caracas, the programmes of physical adaptation of “barrios”, 
comprehensive improvement programmes, and the special plans have been 
including more and more often elements that try to correct created risk 
situations. It must be said that these are not instruments expressly destined 
to repair or correct these type of situations (these are only aspects or 
considerations within the instruments). Nevertheless, this may be the added 
value of the measures that can remain over time and that traditionally have 
been adopted by local administration. 

This effort, as the instruments for comprehensive 
adaptation of “barrios” show, is particularly evident 
in two municipalities of the capital that have special 
plans and land use planning ordinances for popular 
sectors in densely populated areas on the hillsides 
in Baruta and Sucre, as well as the construction of 
replacement housing for families occupying high-
risk areas.

In the case of programmes of physical and comprehensive adaptation of 
“barrios”, these include work for risk mitigation, structures to stabilise the 
land, channelling for drinking water and sewage corrective measures for 
leaks, amongst others; all these as a repeated request by the community.

With regard to the instruments presented on regulation of occupation and land 
ownership, the achievement of ownership security for the community implies 
a change of attitude towards the necessary implementation of improvements 
in their homes and neighbourhoods in general. The proposals suggested by 
adaptation plans and land use planning ordinances in popular sectors mean 
stabilisation work, channelling waters, security of protected areas, relocation 
proposals, etc; these are the result of a collective vision. The realisation of 
these proposals contributes to the minimisation of environmental risks is 
these sectors.

A special effort is made towards the improvement and conservation of green 
areas and the cleaning of lands and parcels with or without abandoned 



48 Regional Catalogue of Municipal Management Tools in Risk Reduction and Emergency Preparedness

Regional Project of Risk Reduction in Andean Capital Cities

buildings, in Sucre and Chacao. These initiatives contribute to mitigating 
erosive processes and recovering green areas.

Both corrective actions on built risk 
scenarios as well as strategies to 
control new occupations in areas 
that have already been vacated 
and reorganised, are crucial to 
be increased. In addition, special 
emphasis should be placed in 
tackling the underlying causes 
that favour the construction of 
high-risk zones.
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3.4. EFFECTS MANAGEMENT
It compiles those instruments that strengthen, both institutional and 
community, local capacities, in terms of emergency preparedness, recovery 
(recuperation and rehabilitation), and financial protection considerations.

During the last decades many events 
have made the local actors aware of 
the need for emergency preparedness. 
Impacts that are still in the memories 
of the city, such as the earthquake in 
Caracas in 1967, Tropical Storm Brett in 
1993, and the Vargas Disaster in 1999, 
with consequences in both the north and 

the south basins of the El Ávila Massif, and the recurrent events characteristic 
of the rainy season each year make imperative the need for work on 
preparedness for response. 

It is important to consider that in the case of Caracas there is a Metropolitan 
Fire Brigade, attached to Caracas Metropolitan District, that works through its 
different stations in every municipality. On the other hand, there are various 
offices of Civil Protection, which depend on the municipality, that have started 
a coordination process with the Civil Protection Office from the Caracas 
Metropolitan District. This necessary interaction should encourage common 
objectives for Caracas in favour of emergency and disaster preparedness 
that go beyond municipal administration borders. 

The instruments for response preparedness are, 
therefore, products developed by local entities 
linked to the Fire Brigade, Civil Protection and 
other entities that join efforts with the municipal 
authorities to protect the safety of the inhabitants 
before the possibility of having to face adverse 
events in the different municipalities. 

In this sense, the instruments that represent 
these efforts are synthesised in early-warning 
systems, from monitoring stages for each one 
of the six municipalities of Caracas, to community alert systems. Moreover, 
training in terms of emergency plans is given, especially to school pupils; and 
contingence plans to face emergency situations once the effect has taken 



64 Regional Catalogue of Municipal Management Tools in Risk Reduction and Emergency Preparedness

Regional Project of Risk Reduction in Andean Capital Cities

place, operating and making recovery 
easy in the affected settlements. The 
majority of national resources intervene, 
as it is shown in the instruments, through 
an emergency fund that tries to repair 
the consequences of such emergencies.

In terms of economic protection, the 
municipality does not have mechanisms that transfer the economic impact of 
the risk. The initiatives of the insurances are individual for both, private and 
governmental actors. 
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