Tropical Urban Agenda

San José and the large cities in the country will never be leading cities again if fundamental concepts are not implemented about what they are now and what they will become. The Spanish Colony regarded latitude and climate to establish an urban center. Las Leyes de Indias, or “The Laws of the Indies,” stated that in warm climates, streets should be narrow to reduce solar radiation and take advantage of the shade.

Later on, in the English, Dutch, and French tropical colonies, as well as in the banana plantations, climate determined city planning and architecture.
However, this accumulated wisdom was erased by modern concepts and replaced by inadaptable paradigms from other latitudes. Thus, the planning of the tropical city fell into a conceptual void, particularly in densely populated areas where the environment is deteriorated and needs to be improved. 

As a result, the contemporary tropical city has not been studied in depth, and we have yet to consolidate a set of principles essential to it. 

If we go back to considering the human being as the master of any situation, we should be able to make him the crux of every situation. Thus, it would be necessary to establish original planning ideas: City planning and architecture that revolve around him, adapted to his lifestyle and to culture, climate, and specific site conditions.

Our cities need for us to see the big picture, since they deserve —and urgently need— a Tropical Urban Agenda, before they fall into an irreversible situation of vehicle congestion, road chaos, pollution, social conflicts, and great social disparities.

This Agenda should broach the issues of a new city planning enveloped in greenery: a multiple agenda covering environmental and global climate aspects, strategic planning (city planning, transportation, energy, participation, etc.), urban design, architecture, aesthetics, urban culture, and a legal and administrative-oriented agenda as well. 

This Tropical Urban Agenda should conclude in an Urban Master Plan for each city taken into consideration. Fortunately, Costa Rica has updated information to work in an accelerated manner, and if ultimately this Agenda should end up being of national interest, it should be expected that a technical, long-term criteria shall eventually prevail.

A few specific considerations that should be a must in the Action Plan of any Urban Master Plan are the creation of mixed and incentive corporations, to encourage investments in large-scale projects, in order to achieve a constellation of cities developed in a balanced fashion, thus thwarting migration to the Central Valley, favoring covered pedestrian walkways and public transportation (75% of the population travel by bus to San José), reducing dust, heat, noise, and pollution; and promoting a horizontal and vertical use of the land in an intermediate density.

At the macro level, specialization should be avoided to profit from different uses at different times from the various downtown areas, while enjoying the synergy of a rich urban blend.

It’s important to encourage hybrid technologies, using sun, rain, wind, and vegetation in a creative fashion, in a vertical and horizontal landscaping that is environmentally innovative, etc.

The objective is also to create images of tropical cities and buildings that may be charming, new images that enrapture and contribute to increasing the fondness and love of the place. This task may seem daunting, but fortunately, we can draw on local and international expertise, such as that of architect Tai Ken Soong of Singapore, and his concept of an Intelligent Tropical City. Although this concept is designed for a densely populated area, with an intense use of the land and high-tech generalized application, many of his ideas are revealing since they apply to a green city planning. On the occasion of the Second Meeting on Architecture and Tropical City Planning, organized by the Instituto de Arquitectura Tropical (Tropical Architecture Institute), to be held on November 22-24 at the Museum of Contemporary Art and Design in San José, architect Tai Ken Soong and other experts will deliver lectures on these and other topics. 
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