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The Urban Lab Medellín | Berlin has been founded in 2016 as a collaborative project by Urban
Oasis – Maximilian Becker, Cielo Holguín, Albert
Kreisel, Dubian Monsalve, Nina Pawlicki and
Tobias Schrammek, in cooperation with Habitat
Unit at TU Berlin – Prof. Philipp Misselwitz and
Moritz Ahlert, and the Alfred Herrhausen Gesellschaft, supported by ARCH+ Association.
The Urban Lab Medellín | Berlin is an international „think-and-do-tank“ that brings together inhabitants, students, architects, local authorities

and other urban actors from Colombia and Germany in a process of co-production, with the
objective to jointly research, discuss, design
and build. It aims to develop innovative and inclusive social housing concepts that take into
account the living realities and potentials of informal settlements – the dominant form of urbanization in the Global South and home of one of
every six humans on the planet. Thereby, it tries
to offer alternatives to prevent the city’s massive
relocation plans that affect Moravia. In the same
time, it aims to inspire the worldwide debate on
social housing by providing local solutions for
the global challenges of our urban age.

Urban Lab
Medellín |
Berlin
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The Urban Lab Medellín | Berlin is based on
the principle of co-production and the conviction that cultural exchange and empiric knowledge transfer generates synergies, mutual
learning effects and innovative solutions for
inclusive and sustainable urban transformations. One major goal has been to establish
a constant exchange between the informal
neighborhood of Moravia and Berlin, using
intercultural and transdisciplinary Urban Labs
as working method to gather students, experts
and inhabitants in intense on-site workshops.
Furthermore, academic research and ideation workshops provided a solid foundation for
design studios in the associated universities.
In addition, various formats and events have
been developed to stimulate participation and
integrate multiple local and urban actors in the
process.

Another fundamental goal of the Urban Lab
Medellin | Berlin has been to co-design and
implement urban interventions following
the Design Build approach. This means to
take theory into collective action and thus to
improve the living conditions of the neighborhood instantly, facilitate trust and personal bonds between students and community
members, prove the potential of co-production, and empower the community in shaping
their built reality.
The Urban Lab Medellín | Berlin developed its
own concept of Urban Coding – an alternative model for community-led planning that
aims to unite bottom-up initiatives and topdown planning in a process of co-production
integrating various urban actors, especially
the local communities. The methods used,
findings and experiences have been summarized in a publication which has been promoted
internationally, thus raising awareness and as
a consequence, creating a global impact.
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The starting point of the Urban Lab Medellín |
Berlin was the informal settlement Moravia in
the center of the Colombian metropolis Medellín. Moravia arose in the 1960s, when displaced people from the civil war founded the
neighborhood on the city‘s landfill. Throughout
the decades, Moravia has defended its place
in the city against all odds and has undergone
an extraordinary transformation process, from
a stigmatized slum to a safe, colorful and productive living space with a strong identity.
Like a small city within the city, Moravia contains a well-balanced mix of residential, commercial, educational and cultural spaces
– housing, schools, shops, restaurants, churches, green areas, sports fields – all connected in walkable distances. The diverse public
life stimulates a flourishing local economy and
the short distances illustrate a simple but fundamental condition for livable cities without
traffic jams and air pollution. In 2013, the vast
majority of the inhabitants of El Morro, the former landfill, had already been relocated and
the mountain of rubbish had been turned into
a public park. Whilst the remarkable genesis
of Moravia and its transformation constitute
a positive role model for the potential of informal settlements, the circumstances of the
forced relocation process to the periphery of
Medellín have provoked considerable controversy. Further city plans to demolish and
resettle major parts of the neighborhood
pose an ever-present threat to the habitants

and cause tensions between the city and the
community.
This ambivalent moment in the history of Moravia between new hope and improving life conditions in the aftermath of the end of the drug war,
between effective transformation processes
and growing real estate interests with resulting
gentrification threats was the situation when the
German student of architecture, Albert Kreisel,
first came to Moravia by pure chance in 2013.
Fascinated by the urban fabric, the history and
genesis of the neighborhood and the solidarity of its people, he stayed several months and
started an investigation, later joined by his fellow students Maximilian Becker and Tobias
Schrammek. Their in-depth encounter with the
neighborhood and its residents sparked the interest and intention to return at a later point and
engage more directly in the development of the
area, thus laying the foundations for what was
to become the Urban Lab Medellín | Berlin.
For countless comparable slum dwellings in
the Global South, the history and genesis of
Moravia state a hopeful example. For researchers and experts in urban development, the
vivid neighborhood offers ideal conditions as
urban laboratory to jointly research and analyze the local dynamics and potentials, to co-design and implement urban interventions in a
process of co-production – a testing ground
for local solutions for the global challenges of
rapid urbanization processes.

Throughout the decades, Moravia has
defended its place in the city against
all odds and has undergone an extraordinary transformation process.

For countless comparable slum
dwellings in the Global South the
history and genesis of Moravia state
a hopeful example. For researchers
and experts in urban development,
the vivid neighborhood offers ideal
conditions as urban laboratory
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In 2016, the Urban Lab Medellin | Berlin was
jointly set up by Urban Oasis (Maximilian Becker, Albert Kreisel and Tobias Schrammek),
the Habitat Unit at the Institute of Architecture
at TU Berlin (Philipp Misselwitz, Nina Pawlicki
and Moritz Ahlert) and representatives of Moravia. As a next step, the UPB – Universidad
Pontificia Bolivariana in Medellín (Prof. Alejandro Restrepo Montoya) joined in. The ARCH+
Verein in Berlin agreed to support and host the
platform, while the Centro de Desarrollo Cultural de Moravia stepped in as local institutional
partner. Eventually, substantial financial support from the Alfred Herrhausen Gesellschaft
secured the final set-up and continuous work
of the project. After a preparatory journey to
Medellín in autumn 2016, the platform started
to work with a seminar at TU Berlin and UPB in
January 2017.
The first Urban Lab – Escuela de Primavera
Moravia (Spring School Moravia) – took place
in March 2017. Over 20 German students, architects and artists travelled to Moravia where
they worked together with Colombian students
and local community members in an intense
three-week workshop. The most important
output was the collective construction of the
Escaleras Oasis Tropical – a heavily used but
run down public pedestrian staircase that was
newly built in collaboration between residents,

students, artists, craftsmen, volunteers and
actors from the public and private sectors. A
wide range of cultural events involved the community on various levels. Academic research
and ideation workshops formed the base for
design studios on social housing projects in
Moravia that took place at the universities in
both cities over the next two semesters.
In July 2017 a group of 20 Colombians – half
of them community members from Moravia on
their first trip abroad – travelled to Germany
for the Urban Lab – Sommer Schule Berlin
(Summer School Berlin). During three weeks,
perceptions and ideas on key topics for Moravia were exchanged in various workshops and
discussion sessions. Inspired by the joint analysis of the diverse urban context of the area
around Moritzplatz in Kreuzberg, the collective findings and experiences, several ideas for
precise follow up transformation scenarios for
Moravia were elaborated and led into the next
project phase. The most promising idea – Taller
Tropical Moravia – an urban garden and open
community workshop build in bamboo to offer
space for educational, communitarian and cultural activities – was refined over the next semester. In parallel, the students in both cities
developed concepts and designs for innovative
social housing projects for two different sites in
Moravia that were presented in January 2018.

The Taller Tropical Moravia consists of two elements –
an open structure build in bamboo which offers spaces
for meetings, classes and workshops, and a community
garden for urban agriculture. Both elements are publicly
accessible and face each other in elevated sites on opposite sides of the street.
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In March 2018 a small project team returned
to Moravia to organize the next Urban Lab –
Sembrando Vida (Planting Life). A feasibility
study for the Taller Tropical Moravia was elaborated in an intense week of collective, interdisciplinary work with 50 students from 25 different universities, community members and
local NGO’s. Furthermore, a series of meetings
took place with city authorities, community organizations, foundations and companies to
acquire support, permissions and funding.
Back in Berlin, a design studio at TU Berlin
started in April 2018 in cooperation with the
Natural Building Lab. Based on the concept
developed by the community members and
the feasibility study, a mixed student group of
architects and civil engineers designed and
calculated the bamboo structure for the open
workshop. The designs were adjusted in various online sessions with community members
and related organizations, and presented in
July 2018 at TU Berlin.
After the presentation, a small team from Urban Oasis returned to Medellín to present the
designs to the community and make final preparations for the upcoming Urban Lab and the
building construction. Despite ongoing communication with the responsible city departments over the course of one year, the local
authorities denied the permission to build the

project on the top of the former landfill that
had been transformed into a public park at the
very last moment, when the students and the
bamboo building material had already arrived.
Therefore, the Urban Lab – Taller Tropical
Moravia (Tropical Workshop Moravia) with
about 15 students, architects and engineers
from Berlin started in September 2018 with
manpower and material, but without a project
site. Thanks to the strong local network that
had been established over the course of the
project, an alternative site was found quickly.
Thus, in the three-week workshop, the sustainable bamboo structure was erected in a participatory building process between students,
collectives, volunteers, community members
and local craftsmen.
The opening of the Taller Tropical Moravia at
the end of September 2018 was combined with
the book launch of the Moravia Manifesto.
This 344 pages long publication (Jovis Verlag
Berlin) has been developed over the course
of the project to promote the case of Moravia,
theorize the working methods and present the
outcomes of the Urban Lab Medellín | Berlin.
The first book launch took place in the local
Centro de Desarrollo Cultural de Moravia where it was accompanied by a project exhibition,
a second one was held at the end of October
2018 in the Goethe Institut Bogotá.

The Cocina Popular – a mobile kitchen to host cooking
classes and public events to promote healthy nutrition –
has been built in collaboration with the German designer
Karl Becker.
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Over the course of the last two years, four Urban Labs have been organized, three of them
in Moravia and one in Berlin. About 1000 people from Colombia, Germany and other countries have participated in different stages and
events, including 50 community leaders from
Moravia, 150 students of 12 disciplines, over
25 universities and schools. Three designs
studios took place at TU Berlin, two at UPB
Medellín, as well as a joint seminar between
architecture students from TU Berlin and business students from ESCP Europe. A wide range of public events has been organized in both
cities, including four conferences, a street carnival, four concerts, street theater and dance
events, and countless community dinners. The
project has been presented at conferences in
Bonn (COP21), Mexico (Low Carbon City Conference) and New York (Echoing Green).
A wide network of collaboration partners
has been established in both countries, including the Municipality of Medellín, Deutsche
Botschaft Bogotá, Kolumbianische Botschaft
Berlin, DAAD, Goethe Institut Bogotá, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung Kolumbien, Low Carbon

City, Fundación MUV, Raumlabor Berlin,
Quest, Prinzessinengärten, Box Freiraum, Einstein Center for Digital Future, ESCP Europe,
Parque Explora Medellín, Proantioquia, Argos,
Mensula, Ruta N Medellín, Gatoloko Films
amongst others.
Over the last two years, three building projects have been realized in Moravia within the
framework of the Urban Lab. Each project is
the result of a participatory process between
students, architects and the local community,
regarding the idea, location, design and implementation. Furthermore, the constructions
included manpower and support in materials
and donations of various urban actors, like
NGOs and foundations, the public and private sector. While the Escaleras Oasis Tropical improve the local infrastructure and offer
a new and colorful public space, the bamboo
structure and urban garden Taller Tropical
Moravia provides new learning spaces and
meeting points for the local schools, kindergartens, cooperatives and the whole community. In combination with the mobile kitchen
Cocina Popular Moravia that can be moved

About 1000 people from Colombia,
Germany and other countries have
participated in different stages and
events, including 50 community
leaders from Moravia, 150 students
of 12 disciplines, over 25 universities
and schools.
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around the neighborhood for cooking classes
and events, they promote education on the environment, sustainability and healthy nutrition.
These public interventions prove the potential
of co-production and benefit the whole community – a population of 40.000 people.
The project publication Moravia Manifesto
presents the outcomes of the two-year intensive engagement within the Urban Lab Medellín | Berlin. It is written in Spanish and English.
In four sections, it contains a comprehensive
description of the project, its background and
methods, provides a global context and recapitulates the process, findings and potentials
of the Urban Lab Medellín | Berlin.
Over the course of the Urban Lab Medellín |
Berlin, an own approach of the alternative
planning strategy Urban Coding has been developed, which consist of four elements – decoding, claims, tools and scenarios. Decoding
includes collective analysis, collective actions
and public events in the process of integrating
and understanding the local context. Claims
are abstract socio-spatial demands directed to
city planners, communities and different urban

actors to initiate and guide urban transformation. Tools are a set of strategies showing ways
to achieve the goals formulated in the claims.
Together they build the Moravia Code. Scenarios are design proposals for inclusive social
housing projects in Moravia, elaborated with
the students, and the result of an experimental
application of the Moravia Code.
The Moravia Manifesto is a documentation
that presents the local context, the working
methods and outcomes of the Urban Lab Medellín | Berlin. The developed coding process
proposes an inclusive research and design
approach for holistic planning that involves all
urban actors, especially local communities.
It may serve as a methodology which can be
replicated and adapted in comparable local
contexts in Latin America and beyond. But the
Moravia Manifesto also aims to draw attention
to the unique history and current state of uncertainty of Moravia and its people. With the
Moravia Code, it presents a political tool to foster co-production and empowerment of local
communities, to guide and inspire planning
processes towards a more holistic approach
of social habitat.

Over the course of the Urban Lab
Medellín | Berlin, an own approach of
the alternative planning strategy Urban
Coding has been developed, which
consist of four elements – decoding,
claims, tools and scenarios.
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In spring 2019 a part of the Urban Oasis team
has been traveling to Medellín again to support and document the formalization and activation of the Taller Tropical Moravia. A wide
range of activities are already taking place,
including community meetings, workshops
for kids, adults and elderly, a cooking class
held by the SENA (national education service),
open air cinema, concerts, a weekly lecture
by Eafit University, and many more. In March
2019, a grand opening party has been organized to promote the project and invite people
and organizations from the whole city. A colorful program took place in collaboration with
the Centro de Desarrollo Cultural de Moravia
and local artists, with a market for local cooperatives, concerts, a cooking event, dance performances, DJs and a live street art session.
Furthermore, a co-design project has been
established with community leaders, a local
architecture collective and employees of the
neighboring science museum Parque Explora
to jointly build chairs and tables for the Taller
Tropical. One goal for the following months is
to support these processes and a sustainable
and versatile programming and development
of the project.
Another important topic is the recently released Plan Parcial Moravia, the city’s new masterplan that promotes the urban renovation, or
rather gentrification, of Moravia and aims to relocate about 70 percent of the neighborhood.

The upcoming elections of the city’s mayor
and the local government in October 2019 offer a great opportunity to put the case of Moravia on the political agenda. For this reason a
series of public talks has been started in Medellín in April 2019. Organized in collaboration
with a network of local organizations, universities and institutions (Eafit Urbam, Low Carbon
City, Corporación Región, LA Network, Parque
Explora, Moravia Resiste ), the public debates
aim to inform the neighborhood and the city
about the relocation plan, critically scrutinize
the model of development it is promoting and
start a process of co-producing alternative models of transformation. To conclude the debates, a public event will be held to present the
findings to the mayor candidates. In an ideal
scenario, a mayor will be elected that is open
to discuss and redesign the urban masterplan,
including the construction of innovative social
housing prototypes.
The book launch of the Moravia Manifesto in
Berlin is planned for September 2019. It will
take place in the framework of another Urban
Lab. In the transforming area of the Gleisdreieckpark, students, experts and community
leaders from Moravia will meet again to continue the knowledge exchange and the co-creation of ideas. It will be a great first opportunity
to refine the Urban Coding approach. Its application in the diverse context of Berlin will
show its strengths and weaknesses, a good

One goal for the following months is
to support these processes and a
sustainable and versatile programming
and development of the project.

The book launch of the Moravia
Manifesto in Berlin is planned for
September 2019. It will take place in
the framework of another Urban Lab.
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basis for further developments of the strategy. As following steps, Urban Labs are planned for 2020 in cities on different continents
(Africa, Asia) and with various local contexts,
to refine the methodology and prove its potential as alternative planning method. The goal
is to develop a new planning model based on
co-production and participation that can guide

and inspire urban planning processes in the
manifold contexts of the diverse urban habitats
around the globe.
To stay tuned and for more information check
the website www.urbanlabmedellinberlin.com
and the social media channels of the Urban Lab
Medellín | Berlin on Facebook and Instagram.

Escaleras
Oasis Tropical

Cities

Responsible:
Elisabeth Mansfeld

Alfred Herrhausen Gesellschaft

Authors:
Maximilian Becker
Urban Oasis

Albert Kreisel
Urban Oasis

Nina Pawlicki
Urban Oasis

Tobias Schrammek
Urban Oasis

www.alfred-herrhausen-gesellschaft.de

Design:

Follow us on:
AHG		

Gipfelgold Werbeagentur GmbH

