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Planning 
in Bolivia 

The author, far from his Canadian desk job, 
planting trees in the rock of the Altiplano 

I began by working with a 
development agency, visiting 
small villages in the countryside. I 
then spent two months helping a 
city put together a set of district 
plans through public 
consultation. I was usually 
addressed as inginiero or 
arquitecto and expected to be 
some kind of an expert. In reality, 
however, I was the one who had 
much to learn. Because I received 
support from CIP, I wanted to 
share some of my observations 
and experiences with our 
membership. 

The landscape of this country is 
fascinating: everything from arid 
rocky plains to tropical rain forest 
regions. But because Bolivia lacks 
a taxation system, the roads on 
which we traveled were the 
absolute worst I have ever been 
on. This fact was most trying on 
days when the water was having 
its predictable effect on me! Still, 
the locals relaxed and laughed 
during these trips, seemingly 
oblivious to the roller coaster 
ride. Now, if only I could 
convince Canadian drivers to do 
the same! 

By Chad Townsend 

SINCE FINISHING UNIVERSITY afewshort 
years ago, I always keep my eyes open for "alternative" 
/,earning opportunities. I've usually found these by 
working overseas. After all, no school can really teach you 
how to get along with a group in the strangest of 
situations, how to communicate in an unknown 
language, or how other cultures actually Junction. In the 
fall of 1997, I travekd to Bolivia to volunteer with an 
organization calkd AFS. Although some aspects of this 
experience were frustrating, I /,earned a great deal about 
myself and a Jew things about my profession. 

We planners tend to be a little 
defensive about the necessity of 
our services. One thing that 
Bolivia showed me was that cities 
without Western-style land-use 
planning do not automatically 
descend into chaos. Home-based 
business, for example, is an issue 
many of us have recently studied 
and addressed in Canada. In the 
Bolivian city of Cochabamba, I 
watched people open welding 
shops, grocery stores, and discos 
in their garages on quiet 
residential streets. Still, virtually 
everyone lived in relative 
harmony. There was even a noisy 
market right beside the house 
where I stayed; I swear the 
roosters were engaged in a 
competition to see which one 
could wake me up the earliest! 
But I digress. My observation 
was that where land use 
segregation/regulation was not 
part of the culture, almost 
anything was accepted. It 
certainly made for a most 
interesting streetscape, if not for 
a good night's sleep. 

Part of our research for the 
district plans involved holding 
public meetings. I was struck by 
how similar these were to 
Canadian versions. People were 
asked to think about "the big 
picture" of city development, but 
the discussion inevitably reverted 
back to the condition of the road 
in front of someone's house, or 
the lack of funding for a local 
park. One main difference , 
however, was that I would 
consider these complaints more 
severe and legitimate than those 
I usually get here. 

In general, Bolivia did its best to 
teach me patience. Time 
management in this country is 
not usually a priority: meetings 
almost always occur late and 
most things are left for maiiana 
(tomorrow, or later). This often 
frustrated me, but when I began 
to realize how relaxed these 
people were and decided to join 
them, I enjoyed my time much 
more. Unfortunately, this style 
wasn't as welcome when I 
returned to work in Canada and 
therefore didn't last long. 
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