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The transnational migration from undeveloped nations to 

more developed ones has been the subject of discourse 

worldwide. To leave, enter, and live illegally between 

countries is a crime, and in most countries is subject to 

deportation and detention. Living in an illegal state means 

to live outside the law, hiding, running away, and in an 

ever-changing condition. Illegal migrants have a difficult 

time finding stability and often they rely on unstable jobs 

that are reserved for unlawful aliens. Due to their illegal 

situation, they are often exploited and often involved in 

jobs that could lead them to engage in other criminal 

activities. The life they illegally leave behind is also 

complex. They become involved with criminal networks of 

human trafficking to allow for an illegally exit from their 

nations. It’s usually a long path from their country of 

origin and subject to the dangers entailed in these 

criminal networks. Behind, they leave a life that they know 

well, they are comfortable, but the opportunities are 

scarce. They lack education and resources that the 

governments do not successfully address.  



In 2000 Ecuador went under a severe economic crisis. The 

country faced 60% inflation and the people living under the 

poverty line increased from 34% to 71% (Acosta, Lopez and 

Villamar). Two of the largest impacts were the 

dollarization of the economy and the illegal mass 

emigration primarily to the United States, Spain, and 

Italy. The Ecuadorian migrants, as many other illegal 

aliens, use the remittances as a financial contribution to 

their families back at their places of origin. These 

contributions over the years have help heal the struggles 

of the economic crisis and have helped many families get 

out of the poverty line. The remittances from the migrants 

to their families in Ecuador constitute the second largest 

income for the country, just after oil industry revenues. 

It is estimated that in 2010 Ecuador received 2.3 billion 

USD from the remittances. (Banco Central Ecuador). 

The province of Cañar in the south of Ecuador was highly 

affected by the transnational migration during the economic 

crisis. Cañar it’s an agricultural province of 300,000 

people. The main produces are potatoes, corn, wheat, and 

also dairy products and bovine meat. It is geographically 

located in the Andes of Ecuador. A very green province that 

its oldest structures date back to Incan times. This 



province is particularly interesting in my research as it 

has the largest percentage of migrants of its total 

population. In 2000 the people of Cañar were among the 

least educated individuals in Ecuador and 45% of the 

migrants had only received primary education (FLACSO). Most 

migrants are young adult males, commonly leaving behind 

their children and spouses, highly affecting the 

demographics of the province. The most common destination 

in the United States is the New York City metropolitan 

area. The most common jobs are in construction, factory 

labor and service industry of restaurants, hotels, and 

corporations. An income by an Ecuadorian illegal migrant in 

the US in 2000 was estimated to be around 12,000 USD per 

year (Jokisch). This amount is rather an educated guess due 

to the nature of the income received by the illegal worker. 

In Cañar a typical income of an agricultural worker in the 

1990’s was around 60 USD a month (Kyle); not being enough 

to even cover basic educational and medical expenses. 

The Ecuadorian state, which is highly reliant of the money 

remitted by the migrants, has estimated that the province 

of Cañar in 2006 received 304 million USD (Guarderas, 

Pallares). The overall budget of the province was 436 

million, meaning that remittances constituted 69% of 



Cañar’s income. Although it’s not accurately know it’s 

expected that a migrant monthly contributions range from 

100-500 USD (Nieto). This represents up to half of the 

monthly income that the illegal worker is presumed to earn. 

Considering the monthly salary in Cañar, the remittances 

have strong consequences in the life of the migrant’s 

family. With these contributions, the families are able to 

cover basic needs such as food, water, electricity and 

medicine. 

A geographical impact of the remittances is evident in the 

two-three storey houses that sit on the fertile  landscape 

of the Andes. The migrants have paid these houses through 

the monthly contributions sent to their families. Building 

their houses becomes the primary source of communication 

and a collective effort as the migrants send the funds and 

their design intentions for their families to execute these 

projects. The construction process is unpredictable and it 

reflects the  instability of the source of income  that the 

migrants have. They design these houses with their eyes lay 

on an environment different to the site of their houses. 

The architectural language, the new necessities, and habits 

reflect the environment where they have illegally 

penetrated. In the same way, these houses breach with a 



different language into unknown landscapes. These houses 

are reinterpretations of the US and European suburban 

lifestyles. Attempting at living an unnoticed life in their 

current location, the migrant attempts at redesigning the 

environment they left and reflecting upon the environment 

they wish to recreate, an environment they cannot afford in 

their fugitive state. It’s a way of sharing their 

experience abroad with their families back in Ecuador. This 

is perhaps the most important reason why they migrate, to 

build a “dream house”, a symbol of a better life, for them 

and their families left behind.  

It is relevant to understand the native dwellings found in 

Cañar. They are usually built out of adobe and use local 

wood, stone, and clay tiles. They are organized around the 

challenging topography and the demands of their 

agricultural production. Just like their Incan 

predecessors, the native peasants have mastered the harvest 

in steep terrains. Their houses respond to the demanding 

weather conditions of the Andes’ highlands. The houses are 

usually built dug into the ground and at the bottom of 

hills to protect from strong winds. A Stone base separates 

the adobe from the ground to fight humidity. Each material 

used is carefully selected to serve a specific function. 



Families often divide the house into living and alimentary 

spaces. The living quarters are usually shared and 

communal. The alimentary spaces often revolve around ground 

ovens. These houses do not have electricity and the food is 

often stored on an upper storey in the larger houses or on 

exterior stalls. The hygienic spaces are commonly located 

outside their homes. These houses often lack plumbing and 

the water is collected from natural sources and used for 

agricultural, cookery, and hygienic purposes. Farming 

animals are essential in their daily life and they are 

often placed in small sheds next to the house or out on 

their farming lots but close to their dwellings.  

The houses built by the migrants are usually constructed 

out of  concrete block. It’s the standard material used by 

the higher social classes in Ecuador and mostly a luxury in 

Cañar. These out of scale structures have challenged the 

way in which we visually measure these landscapes by 

erasing the crop lines and replacing their traditional 

homes. They have a significant appearance and are slowly 

populating the rural communities of Cañar. They are 

generally built without any construction permits or 

registered in the building departments. The provincial 

government does not interfere as they recognize the value 



of the economic impact of the migrants’ remittances and the 

construction of these homes. The government has 

acknowledged by serving the new demands of their homes, 

such as electricity, plumbing, and paved roads to urbanize 

and connect to the nearby towns. 

These houses are seen locally as the evidence of triumph; 

it becomes the physical demonstration of the migrant’s 

success abroad. Unlike the traditional dwellings, these 

houses are often situated high on the landscape. They are 

commonly painted with bright colors and elaborated 

ornamentation. The house thresholds introduce new materials 

such as aluminum, glass, and plastic. The volumetry of the 

house does not address the topography, or its climatic 

challenges, but they improvise and negotiate with the 

demands of the terrain. Stilts, set of stairs, and 

underground levels are used to meet the change in 

topography. These houses are designed to imitate the 

standards of US and European homes, providing with large 

social spaces, individual living quarters, and the hygienic 

spaces are part of the life of the dwelling.  

The migrants rarely get to experience their homes, and 

their families left in Ecuador rarely inhabit them. They 

are foreign to these living conditions and they prove to be 



large to their way of life and necessities. However, the 

families at times find a new usage and allocate them to 

serve their agricultural needs for the storing of crops. 

But more often they sit abandoned like trophies reporting 

the success of its owners abroad. They have become the 

inspiration of newer generations of migrants who are still 

migrating in chase of better opportunities. They ignore the 

rough and dangerous path that awaits them. Rarely, the 

struggle to reach there is remembered or perhaps the 

presences of these structures eclipse the suffering and 

longing of the departed migrants. The first 2-3 years of 

their departure are generally used to pay the debt from 

their arrangements to illegally exit and arrive to their 

destination (Nieto). Particularly, the trips to the United 

States have been increasingly exposed to other delinquent 

obstacles such as the narcotrafficking war in Mexico and 

gang attacks in Central America. The migrants reach 

underground networks of human trafficking and get in high 

debts to accomplish these trips. The cost of the trips 

ranges from 6,000 to 10,000 USD (Garces). The migrants get 

the money from illegal loan sharks, known as chulqueros. 

They leave as collateral, land, their modest possessions, 

and even their farming animals (Kyle). When the migrant 

finally arrives to their destination, the first 



contribution to the chulqueros, is the signal of arrival 

and communication with Ecuador and their families. 

The long road between their departure and their destination 

has a strong emotional impact when the migrants arrive to 

their destination. They not only face the status of being 

fugitive but they also need to cope with the transition 

from a rural atmosphere to large urban settings. Even 

though the migrant’s illegal state does not permit them to 

engage freely in their current locations, their 

contributions are highly important both there and back in 

Ecuador. Eleven years after the dollarization of Ecuador’s 

economy, the country seems to be enduring the last sequels 

of the crisis. The urbanization of these agricultural 

landscapes and the construction of these houses have not 

gone unnoticed and are a relevant topic in the Ecuadorian 

economy and politics. Ecuadorian banks and developers have 

seen this as an opportunity to create housing developments 

in the major cities of Ecuador: Quito, Guayaquil, and 

Cuenca. These cities just like other Latin American cities 

grow unplanned and currently face tough social and 

geographical challenges in coping with its size ad its 

demands. These developments are targeted for the lower 

bracket of a growing urban middle class. Developers have 



then included the migrants in this group and have seen them 

as a potential market to sell these homes. This creates an 

additional pattern where the migrant abandons their dream 

of returning to their rural origins and attempts at moving 

back to one of the major cities. The migrant has already 

coped to live and succeed in urban centers. The bus ride 

that separated the rural migration to the major cities has 

now a longer route through Europe or the United States 

where they earn money, finance a home, and then attempt to 

migrate back to one of the major cities. 

In Jackson Heights in the borough of Queens, home for a 

large quantity of Ecuadorian migrants, there are financing 

institutions that allow the migrants to commit to a monthly 

paying system to acquire a house in the major cities. It is 

clearly advertised that the legal condition of the 

applicant in the United States is not taken into account 

when reviewing the applications. It is directly targeted to 

individuals facing this social condition. These 

developments are currently the most active in the 

construction industry in Ecuador. They are defining the new 

edges of the cities as they can vary from 50 units to 1,000 

units. In the city of Quito, the capital of Ecuador, these 

are rapidly claiming vacant pieces of land often situated 



at geographically challenging sites. The prices of these 

homes vary from 25,000 USD to 45,000 USD. These are usually 

apartment houses or townhouses for single families. With 

the financing facilities establish by a monthly 

contribution, the remittances sent to their families are 

now decreasing in its amount. The money now sent to pay the 

loans will slowly start replacing the money that was 

previously allocated for the monthly remittances to their 

families. The monthly contribution for financing these 

homes is around 300 USD for a period of 5 years. In many 

cases the opportunity to furnish the apartments is also 

offered. Large appliances stores are involved in these 

housing offers, facilitating the payment and the delivery 

through additional monthly payments on the same credit. 

These developments are usually private foreign or local 

investments that activate a large sector of the 

construction business in Ecuador. The construction 

materials are locally produced and the design and 

construction teams are also from Ecuador. These projects 

are generally gated communities that provide security and 

privacy to its residents. They include communal areas for 

recreation and leisure. The apartments are generally 

organized as townhouses and multiplied through the site 

creating larger blocks of apartment buildings. The 



circulation between these blocks is generally open and 

visible adding another level of security, something of 

concern, as these developments gather large amounts of 

families unknown to each other. It’s a growing typology 

which its success among its tenants relies on less 

vertically dense structures that rather occupy larger 

pieces of land at the edges of cities. Quito being 

geographically challenged by a large volcano and valleys is 

slowly elongating to neighboring towns to address its 

demand for expansion. Although the design of these houses 

might be closer to the actual spatial need of the migrant, 

they take away the creativity and the communication process 

between the migrants, their families, and the people 

involved in the construction. These apartment houses lack 

the ambition, the struggle, and the perception of the 

migrant. However it provides an identity that the migrant 

lacks abroad. It places them inside a social structure that 

the migrant does not have as an illegal alien or as a 

peasant back in Ecuador.  

The life of illegal individuals in the United States and 

Europe has become an important issue of debate. In the 

United States, the boundaries are the places for tension 

and confrontation. It is estimated from a variety of 



sources that the illegal population in the United States is 

well over 11 million people. It’s 11 million individuals 

facing a state of criminality and searching for ways of 

succeeding to improve their conditions in their current 

locations as well as the conditions of others in their 

places of origin. The remittances have become an important 

economic tool in the developing nations, where it becomes 

one of the primary sources of income for many families. 

Given the constant fear for deportation and arrest, illegal 

migrants fulfill their wishes far from their current 

location. The choice left is to build their dream abroad, 

to allocate their illegal incomes where they once aim to 

return. Meanwhile they need to live tight, act fast, and 

avoid the highly feared deportation. The implications of 

their contributions are rapidly shaping physically and 

geographically the way that towns and cities grow in 

developing nations. This example of Cañar, Quito, and 

Ecuador are comparable to other cases in Latin American 

nations as well as other developing countries. The illegal 

migrants are not only proving to financially boost the 

economy of a country, but their efforts are becoming 

evident as the remittances modify the landscapes. By 

highlighting the system of the construction of these houses 

and their implications on rural landscapes and cities I 



will further attempt at recording and archiving the 

information of these structures. Through this I aim at 

providing a sense of legality to these houses, which they 

lack due to the unconventional process of construction and 

the lack of building documents. It would be important to 

understand the design system and the methods of 

communication by its envisioners (the migrant) and its 

builders (the families). This would not only enrich these 

structures individually but collectively it would allow us 

to understand this social phenomenon and the implications 

both locally and globally.  
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