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Structure of presentation 

• Theory context: spatial justice and upgrading of informal settlements 
• Research Design 
• Research Context: Medellín, PUI and Comuna 13 
• Case Study: open spaces in Comuna 13 
 
 
 



Informality  

Dichotomy formal / informal, planned / unplanned, legal / illegal - understanding of 
informality as deficient counterpart to the ordered world and devaluation of people in 
situations of informality by notions of a "culture of poverty" and "culture of 
informality" (Lewis 1963, 1966).  
 
Informality as a special relationship between people and space, which is to be 
recognized as an accomplishment in its own rights,  which  speaks  of  skills  of  
community  organisation, physical effort and initiative (Hernandez/Kellet 2010 
AlSayyad/Roy 2004, Beardsley/Werthmann 2008, Brillembourg, Feiress et al . 2005). 
Informality as a practice (Roy 2009a, 2009b) is present in the lives of the urban poor as 
much as in the those of the elite and brings with it specific physical manifestations.  
 
 
 
 



Open Spaces in Informal Settlements 

Open spaces in informal settlements can be described rather as communal areas, in 
certain cases as Commons; they are not public in the classical sense (state ownership) 
but defined through neighbourhood relations and diverse legal arrangements; they 
are self - built or self - organized  and self - managed. Therefore, they have strong 
social, cultural and symbolic significance (Hernández Garcia 2010, Rodriguez Basto 
2010).  
 
Sidewalks and streets are multifunctional, productive spaces and important social 
areas. "La Cancha" as a hybrid between square and soccer field is an important social 
area.  
 



Upgrading and Spatial Justice 

"New Generation" ( Riley et al . 2001) of governmental upgrading programmes in Latin 
America since the 1990s, with focus on in - situ upgrading. Improvement of public 
space and transport infrastructure to establish public space as an engine for broader 
social changes. Good design and citizen participation are defined as further objectives.  
 
Reviews suggest that the following aspects with regards to justice are central in formal 
interventions in informal settlements:  
− Recognition of the residents as producers of their environment and their special 

connection to it.  
− Empowerment of residents in planning, design and production processes as basis 

for sustainable poverty reduction 
− Critical questioning of values and assumptions on which distributive justice is 

based. 
 



Spatial Justice in Informal Settlements 

Adequate distribution of resources (distributive justice) and empowerment 
(procedural justice) are relevant in the context of upgrading informal settlements to  
end decades of governmental neglect and compensate its effects.  
 
Recognition in this context is to be understood as value system on which government 
interventions should be based. Only positive recognition provides a chance that 
upgrading leads to social transformation through which the residents are exempt from 
the necessity to catch up to norm(ality) (Freire 1996, Fabricius 2008, 
Gouverneur/Grauer 2008, Purcell 2008, Robinson 2006). 

 



Production and Use of Open Spaces in the 
Context of Spatial Justice 





Medellín‘s public space in the context 
of social inequality 
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First Steps towards a Redefinition of the City 
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Medellín‘s recent urban transformation: 
exemplary laboratory of urban upgrading 
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Upgrading through Proyecto Urbano Integral 
(PUI) 

"Instrument of urban intervention which combines spatial, social and institutional 
aspects with the aim of solving specific problems of a given territory by the 
simultaneous application of all instruments for the development of this area" 
(Alcaldía de Medellín/EDU 2007).  

− Spatial upgrading is seen as a prerequisite for 
social transformation.  
 

− Contains teams of architects, sociologists and 
technical and environmental engineers  
 

− PUIs subject to Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano 
(EDU ) - EDU reports to Mayor  
 

− Financing outside the regular budget by Empresas 
Públicas de Medellín ( EPM ) 

 



Medellín‘s Comuna 13 
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Diversity of Urban Fabric and 
Settlement Origins 





Parque Ambiental and 
Paseo Urbano Juan XXIII 



Unidad Depotiva El Socorro 



Parque 20 de Julio 



Introduction of new types of open 
spaces and new use regulations 
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Everyday Use of Open Spaces 

Great diversity of uses (at all times of the day and the week) demonstrates the success 
of the governmental intervention in increasing distributive justice.  
 
Low correspondence between the new formal spaces and the everyday spaces which 
are part of the livelihood of the residents, shows the lack of recognition of existing 
everyday spaces and the non-urban use practices as well as of alternative legal forms 
and justice approaches.  
 
Open space is not the most relevant spatial category in the lives of residents: New 
open spaces become everyday spaces only if they are close to the house and support 
already established practices (pedestrian connection, meeting place). Importance of 
community facilities. 

 



Conclusions 

Distributive justice was increased through upgrading programme and the resulting 
open spaces. The government-led initiative has been very effective in this regard, 
showing the benefits of an institutional approach of distributive justice through which 
significant changes can be made in a relatively short time. This approach has, however, 
failed to strengthen other forms of justice, which also have effects on the 
empowerment of people.  
 
Increasing procedural justice was far less effective. Conflicts existed between the 
methods and procedures for more distributive justice and empowerment. Negative 
impact because of political dynamics and objectives.  
 
Recognition of residents’ need to be part of mainstream society was acknowledged.  
Recognition of the social and cultural contributions of settlers to the life and the 
culture of the city has not been reached. Dichotomy between formal / informal 
persists, informality is not recognized as a way of space production in its own right. 
This implies that there is little change in social structures, from which a new concept 
of city arises that appreciates both parts as essential. 
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