
Tristan Downing (Engineering) – Ecuador, Summer 2013 

This trip was with the EcoHouse Initiative. In a nutshell, we’re a student society, academic 
cluster, and charity that serve as a technical consultancy for the large South American NGO, 
TECHO. Meaning “roof” in Spanish, TECHO is primarily concerned with the construction of 
transitional housing for poor people across Latin America, and generally improving the 
condition of Latin American slums. We also have projects outside TECHO’s scope. 

My trip lasted five weeks, from August 9th to September 12th. My role in EcoHouse is 
Training Director, but my time in Ecuador largely involved helping other teams with what 
they were doing. The total time of our placement was eight weeks; I was there for the middle 
five. Unfortunately this meant I missed the big construction week at the beginning, where the 
other team members went to build several houses with TECHO in a community on the coast. 
In Quito, we spent most of our time in the TECHO office. A general theme of the trip was a 
total lack of reliable internet, but we tried to be as productive as possible. We had several 
meetings with local architects and engineers discussing the materials involved in our 
permanent house design. The general layout of our land in Yachay (a research center being 
established by the government) was also discussed. Also for the permanent house, I built a 
thermal conductivity test rig, where one could test the thermal conductivity of a sample panel 
before using it in the actual house.  

Concerning the transitional house design, one of our primary design goals is to make the 
house enjoyable to live in. To best gauge how to do that, I used Magpi, which is a remote 
data collection program for surveys. I wrote the survey with a range of questions from the 
physical condition of the house, to the amount of electricity use the family had. During our 
many trips out to communities, we trialed this way of collecting data.   

In addition to the EcoHouse work, we also spent time simply as TECHO volunteers, which 
involved going out into the communities on weekends for various activities. The most 
memorable was the stair building. There was a tall, steep slope through a field that was 
treacherous to go up or down. We spent the good part of a day digging stairs into the hillside 
using a variety of tools, but ultimately to success. What particularly stuck with me was how 
friendly and grateful the locals were for our work – they even made us all lunch. Working 
alongside some of them also showed their general hard working nature.  

Towards the end of the placement, we began the construction of our own prototype houses. 
Again, my timing was poor and I had to leave before too much had actually been built. 
However, both houses went up successfully, one being currently used as a center for 
homeless children. 

Finally, it can be hard to go to Ecuador without having a bit of fun. We took a couple 
weekends off to climb a mountain, visit the Amazon, and get some souvenirs at South 
America’s largest artisan market, Otavalo. My poncho still serves me well.  


