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Medellín’s Integrated Urban Projects: 

A Planning Tool to Reduce Socio-Spatial Inequality 

 

Introduction 

 

The second-largest city in Colombia, Medellín, has 2.5 million inhabitants, and the population of 

its metropolitan region totaled 3.9 million as of 2016 (MCV 2017). Often described as a city of 

paradoxes, Medellín is an aspiring global city with an economic internationalization agenda that 

has resulted in recent awards, including the Wall Street Journal’s 2013 Innovative City of the 

Year.1 Medellín has an advanced level of connectivity and urban infrastructure, including the 

country’s only metro system and highest coverage of public utilities (Alcaldía de Medellín 

2011). The city also runs one of several successful municipal-owned utility companies, Empresas 

Públicas de Medellín (EPM) (Furlong 2013).  

 

However, the city is also highly unequal and fragmented: Poverty is concentrated in the 

peripheral hillsides, where residents are exposed to environmental risks, such as landslides and 

floods, and a sizeable population lives in inadequate housing conditions with limited 

transportation infrastructure and few opportunities for education, employment, and social 

mobility. In the late 1980s, Medellín became a notorious hub of the global illicit drug economy, 

experiencing rising violence associated with both drug cartel wars and a national armed conflict. 

Together, that violence, urban inequality, and lack of opportunity led to both material and 

symbolic socio-spatial exclusions, resulting in the territorial stigmatization of residents in the 

hillsides. 

 

Following a series of national decentralization reforms and urban reform legislation in the late 

1980s and 1990s, Medellín began experimenting with comprehensive planning to reduce the 

urban equity gap. This case study examines Medellín’s experiments to improve social equity and 

human security via comprehensive planning instruments. In particular, it examines the Integrated 

Urban Project (Proyecto Urbano Integrado or PUI), a land-management tool implemented 

between 2004 and 2011 by the local government, intended to redistribute public investments to 

underserved neighborhoods. It shows the success of PUIs in enabling the integration of social 

policy, institutional capacity, and physical planning through complex interinstitutional 

coordination. It also argues that improved levels of service and access to infrastructure have 

reduced the locational disadvantage of peripheral neighborhoods where PUIs were implemented. 

Like other large-scale urban development operations, these projects are useful for encouraging 

participation while also enabling efficient implementation and flexibility to respond to local 

circumstances. Yet, PUIs require political leadership, significant coordination efforts, technical 

capacity, and large budgets dedicated to relatively small geographic areas, all of which limit the 

opportunities for policy sustainability and transferability to other contexts. 

 

Definition of the Problem: Medellín’s Urban Crisis and Socio-spatial Inequality  

 

Medellín industrialized early in the twentieth century, which led to rapid population growth and 

a pervasive affordable housing shortage. Since the 1950s, rural-to-urban migration in Medellín 

has also been marked by violent processes of displacement (Roldán 2003). Rapid growth bred a 

dynamic real-estate market prone to speculation, with powerful private stakeholders exerting 
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great influence over changes to urban space (Botero 1996; Hylton 2007). For instance, in the 

1940s and 1950s, the city’s business elite commissioned, paid for, and mobilized a modernist 

master plan, known as Medellín’s Pilot Plan (MPP). The MPP catered strongly to dominant 

classes, paying little attention to affordable housing provision and growing informality (Schnitter 

2007).  

 

In response, Medellín’s urban poor built their homes informally on the peripheral side hills, 

typically on unstable terrain with steep slopes, through processes of land invasion and pirate 

subdivisions characteristic of twentieth-century urbanization in Latin American cities. As service 

provisions were only attached to legal housing, the state did not assume responsibility for 

servicing squatters or informal developments. Low-income residents in the hills had limited 

access to vital services, including utilities, infrastructure, justice, and security (Echeverri and 

Orsini 2010).  

 

Medellín’s rapid growth and its overreliance on government subsidies and internally protected 

markets led to deindustrialization, which intensified in the 1980s and 1990s as the national 

government adopted liberalization policies. Manufacturing decayed, and the city was unable to 

absorb its surplus labor, which then translated into unemployment and informalization (Betancur 

2007). In the early 1990s, despite having the highest regional concentration of wealth in the 

country, Medellín also bore the highest unemployment rates, particularly among youth, a trend 

that has continued to the present (Franz 2017).  

 

The rise of the drug economy and cartel wars aggravated the urban crisis. In 1991, Medellín had 

reached a peak of 381 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants, the highest per-capita homicide rate in 

the history of any city. Violence was also associated with national armed conflict, as well as 

competing insurgent groups and criminal gangs involved in turf wars at the city’s margins 

(Doyle 2018). Criminal gangs with territorial control became distorted security providers, 

imposing curfews and ever-shifting invisible borders in their zones of influence not to be crossed 

by outsiders (Riaño-Alcalá 2006). Well-off residents, in turn, self-segregated by resorting to 

private security, automobility, and fortified enclaves—landscapes that limited their interaction 

with other socio-economic classes and that aggravated the urban divide (Sotomayor 2017). 

 

Socio-spatial Inequality   

 

Medellín’s uneven urbanization process has been mediated by intricate topography. The city is 

nestled in a narrow valley between two Andean mountain ranges, at 1450 meters above sea level. 

Its natural axis is the Medellín River, which splits the city in two large zones, east and west. The 

flatter areas closer to the river have an adequate level of infrastructure, urban planning, and 

service provision, per the city’s MPP. In contrast, hillside neighborhoods present a series of 

locational disadvantages that recent municipal governments have tried to address, including 

restricted access to mobility infrastructure, public space, jobs, healthcare, education, and security 

(Ferrari et al. 2018). With the exception of well-off neighborhoods in the southeast, most of the 

city’s hillsides, which currently house 50 percent of its population, have been urbanized 

informally through processes of self-help and collective action (Echeverri and Orsini 2010). 

Some of the poorest areas in the higher points of the northeastern hillsides concentrate high 

densities in geologically unstable terrains, with altitude variations that reach 2,100 meters above 
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sea level, and slope gradients ranging between 25 and 40 percent (Alcaldía de Medellín 2011). 

Households in these zones are increasingly vulnerable to environmental disasters, such as 

landslides or flooding, and these risks are expected to be aggravated by the effects of climate 

change (Hermelin 2010).  

 

Medellín’s geography of opportunity is highly uneven, with excellent access to jobs, 

infrastructure, services, and resources in the flatter areas of the city and very reduced public 

infrastructure otherwise. Ferrari et al. summarize Medellín’s socio-spatial inequality by noting, 

“The further away from the river and higher up the mountain, the more inadequate living 

conditions are” (2018, 355). There is also a north-south divide, where neighborhoods in the 

south, even those in the hillsides, are not only more affluent, but also more connected to the 

city’s opportunities through premium telecommunications nodes and physical infrastructure 

networks that enable upper-class residents to self-segregate. In turn, low-income residents 

elsewhere experience the city in a much more fragmented way due to discontinuous services and 

infrastructure (Oviedo and Dávila 2016).  

 

The Poblado district in the southeast of Medellín represents the city’s most expensive and 

dynamic real-estate markets, its highest levels of college attendance, and the lowest levels of 

unemployment. By contrast, the Popular, Santa Cruz, Manrique, Villa Hermosa, Doce de 

Octubre, Aranjuez, and San Javier districts present critically high rates of informality, 

unemployment, percent of youth not in school, and low pension coverage. In addition, these 

districts have acute housing deficits, inadequate housing conditions, and very low rates of public 

space per capita (MCV 2017).  

 

In 2016, 37 percent of the city’s housing deficit was concentrated in the upper districts of the 

northeastern area: Popular, Manrique, and Villa Hermosa. Similarly, 32 percent of households in 

these districts feature inadequate housing conditions. Access to public space is also highly 

uneven, with Aranjuez (2.08 m2 per capita), Santa Cruz (2.35 m2 per capita), Manrique (2.51 m2 

per capita), and Popular (2.62 m2 per capita) all offering very limited access (MCV 2017).  

 

 

Possible Strategies and Solutions: The Role of Government Policy in Promoting Equitable 

Development 

 

Decentralization, urban reforms (Law 9 of 1989 and Law 388 of 1997), and a new Constitution 

in 1991 (C-1991) sought to establish innovative mechanisms to balance private and public 

interests in urban development. The transfer of new fiscal, political, and administrative capacities 

to local jurisdictions had at least three important goals: improve governance and planning 

practice, promote popular participation, and reduce inequality. The C-1991 established the right 

to dignified housing and gave municipalities the responsibility of making sure all residents can 

fulfill this right. Along with these reforms, political decentralization has had an important 

implication for cities, as it enabled the popular election of mayors. Elected mayors gained new 

powers and revenue tools to implement wide-ranging reforms, which encouraged fresh 

leadership independent from bipartisan politics, such as university professor Sergio Fajardo and 

journalist Alonso Salazar in Medellín (Dávila 2009). Starting in 1995, national legislation also 
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required mayoral candidates to propose a Municipal Development Plan before elections and to 

be held accountable to their campaign promises (Piedrahita and Gonzales 2010).  

 

Crucially, for planning, new legislation required each municipality with a population of 100,000 

or more to develop a comprehensive official plan (Plan de Ordenamiento Territorial or POT). 

POTs are expected to establish a city’s core planning goals, objectives, and policies, dictating 

measures to manage urban growth and direct future change. POTs also control the social, 

economic, and environmental effects of development, which helps cities better balance benefits 

and charges for developers. POTs are revised every twelve years, which makes them a suitable 

technical and normative tool to manage growth and provide consistency in the short, medium, 

and long terms. Along with the POT requirement, the national government approved a gamut of 

land-management instruments, in Law 09 of 1989 and Law 388 of 1997, to help cities implement 

and achieve the goals of their POTs, including land adjustments, partial plans (Planes Parciales), 

and strategic plans like Medellín’s PUIs. These tools have been key to achieving urban policy 

and facilitating large-scale projects in Medellín (Arbouin-Gómez 2012; Ferrari et al. 2018). 

 

Social Urbanism and Integrated Urban Projects (PUIs) (2004–2011) 

 

During the mayoral terms of Fajardo and then Salazar, social urbanism emerged as a center-left 

political agenda, which saw violence, poverty, and marginalization as interrelated urban 

phenomena. The evident concentration of locational disadvantages, particularly in the 

northeastern area, was aggravated by crime and poor governance. In these spaces, state-society 

relations were uneasy, and governmental institutions—including the judiciary and the police—

had lost legitimacy. Fajardo’s program of government promised a new social contract through 

redistribution of public investments.  

Integrated Urban Projects (PUIs) 

The Urban Development Corporation or EDU (Empresa de Desarrollo Urbano), the city’s 

decentralized agency in charge of implementation, describes Integrated Urban Projects (or PUI 

by their acronym in Spanish) as a large-scale urban development project with the goal of 

“installing simultaneously all of the [social] development tools available to the state” in 

underserved territories (EDU, 2013, n.p. quoted in Sotomayor 2015, 7). As an urban planning 

tool, PUIs encompass physical, social, and institutional dimensions with the goal of addressing 

specific problems within a defined area of the city. PUIs were grounded on a participatory 

planning approach and involved all municipal agencies and decentralized bodies in the planning 

process. PUI projects were designed to be highly visible, creating a rapid sense of 

transformation, and they included mobility infrastructure (such as cable cars, exterior escalators, 

and improvements to the pedestrian environment), a network of nine library-parks, which were 

to offer green spaces, to redefine urban centralities, and to play the role of community centers in 

addition to libraries’ typical services; and new schools, childcare and recreation centers, avenue 

revitalization projects, public spaces, and some housing upgrades. In sum, this policy’s 

implementation had three characteristics:  

 

• a geographic approach to reach underserved areas;  
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• a coordinated policy to plan, consult, build, and manage new operations, services, and 

social programs; and  

• consideration for creating diverse quality places that build on the character and history of 

neighborhoods, with defined new centralities around flagship buildings, where urban 

design, architecture, and civic participation played important roles.  

 

To facilitate implementation, Fajardo restructured the EDU.  Founded in 1994, the EDU had 

been marginal to the city’s planning system and operated just a few public space 

redevelopments. As a semi-autonomous public corporation, though, it was perceived as a flexible 

alternative to local government: its legal status, at the intersection of the public and private 

sectors, provided space to maneuver in dealing with cumbersome bureaucratic procedures, such 

as staff contracts and procurement. Furthermore, it could activate horizontal governance 

networks, both through direct participatory involvement with local residents and via partnerships 

with civic, private, and NGO actors. Thus, the EDU became a prime institutional actor of the 

social urbanism era: It gained powers to plan, buy land, consult, harmonize, coordinate actions 

with other state agencies, network, and execute PUIs’ large budgets (Sotomayor and Daniere 

2018). Given the EDU’s strategic role in the mayor’s agenda, the EDU was allocated an 

autonomous budget, with a CEO reporting directly to the mayor’s office. 

 

Community Visioning, Planning, and Inter-institutional Coordination 

PUIs contain three basic components: 

• social intervention;  

• institutional coordination; and 

• physical upgrading.  

The first component, social intervention, focuses on community visioning and participation, 

which ranges “from identifying problems and opportunities through field trips, to the formulation 

and approval of projects, to the use of participatory design practices such as visioning 

workshops” (EDU 2013). Accordingly, each PUI forges a different identity and place-making 

practice, which supports the diversity and community participation at each site.  

The second component, institutional coordination, has four stages that follow the steps of any 

large-scale urban development project intervention:  

 

1. The planning stage sets geographic boundaries: A master plan for selected area is 

formulated with inter-institutional coordination among different municipal agencies and 

secretariats. Key actors involved in defining the project site include the Municipal 

Planning Department, the Private Secretary of the Mayor's Office, the Departments of 

Treasury and Public Works, and EDU’s executives. 

2. Diagnosis and formulation of required actions include a gamut of programs, partnerships, 

projects, and strategies, which are decided upon in subcommittees in collaboration with 

community actors. After these initiatives are analyzed for financial feasibility, they are 

discussed at the local level through a three-month process of community consultation 
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(Puerta 2011). The outcome of this stage is a detailed plan that establishes the actions, 

responsibilities, timelines, budgets, and parameters for operations.  

3. The development process then translates the plan into urban designs and architectural 

prototypes, which are retrofitted into the PUI Master Plan. Some projects involve 

partnerships with private and nonprofit service providers. 

The third component, physical upgrading, refers to all physical aspects of public works projects. 

Construction and public works operations are managed and contracted out by EDU, which takes 

charge of execution and ultimately becomes the entity accountable to both the council and the 

community. An EDU office is thus set up in every PUI area to manage public works projects and 

to communicate with the community about expected roadblocks, detours, and updated timelines. 

In 2004, a PUI was adopted for the northeastern area (Comuna 1, Popular and Comuna 2, Santa 

Cruz), covering 158 hectares and targeting 170,000 residents with a total investment of US$300 

million (without the Metrocable) in 290 programs. As Figure I illustrates, its flagship project was 

the Santo Domingo Library-Park, which cost US$8 million in 2006. Also that year, a new PUI 

was established in Comuna 13, San Javier, with a budget of US$155 million, covering 700 

hectares and targeting 140,000 residents. From 2008 to 2011, three additional PUIs were 

established: PUI Center-Eastern area (Comunas 8 and 9), PUI North-Western (Comunas 5 and 

6), and PUI Iguaná (Comuna 7). These PUIs maintain the same lines of intervention with smaller 

budgets, while a higher emphasis is placed on environmental recovery.  

 

Figure 1: Spain Library-Park and new public space, PUI at Northeastern Area (Comuna 1, 

Popular) 

 

 
 

Source: Author 
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Figure 2: Avenue improvement project, PUI at Northeastern Area (Comuna 2, Santa Cruz) 

 

 
 

Source: Author 

 

Results: Effects on Social Equity 

 

From 2004 to 2011, Mayors Fajardo’s and Salazar’s poverty reduction policies were formally 

evaluated in relation to two main tools: first, the Quality of Life Index (QLI), and second, the 

Human Development Index (HDI). The QLI evaluates access to basic goods and services 

available to the population. This index has five dimensions: 1) housing and environment; 2) 

public services and sanitation; 3) education; 4) demography; and 5) social security (Alcaldía de 

Medellín 2012). The HDI, in turn, is a people-centered composite tool developed by the United 

Nations Development Program (UNDP), which evaluates potential human development 

according to three dimensions: 1) life expectancy, 2) education and human capital, and 3) income 

per capita (UNDP 2016). Data for both indexes are gathered through the Quality of Life Survey 

(QLS), which samples 27,000 households. Income for the HDI is calculated based on self-

reported personal expenses and an estimation of gross domestic product (Alcaldía de Medellín 

2012). Starting in 2010, the city developed a new Multi-Dimensional Index of Life Conditions, 
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which combines the goals of the HDI and the QLI tools through 15 objective and subjective 

dimensions, becoming the primary tool to evaluate social development, poverty, and inequality 

in the city2.  

 

As Figures 3 and 4 illustrate, QLI data show an important increase in the quality of life and in the 

HDI in areas of intervention. The HDI finds important improvements for the Popular and Santa 

Cruz neighborhoods between 2004 and 2010, on the order of 4.75 and 4.34 units gained 

(Alcaldía de Medellín 2012). The most significant impact was in the index’s life expectancy 

dimension, as violence rates diminished noticeably in both districts. Between 2010 and 2016, the 

Quality of Life Survey also shows improvements in PUI areas that are above the city’s average 

(1.7), particularly in Popular (3.3), Santa Cruz (3.1), and San Javier (2.2).  

 

 

 

Figure 3: Quality of Life Index (percentages), Comunas 1 and 2 (2004-2010) 

 

 
 

Source: Author’s own elaboration with data from Quality of Life Survey (Medellín, 2011) 
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Figure 4: Human Development Index (percentages) Comunas 1 and 2 (2004-2010) 

 

 
 

Source: Author’s own elaboration with data from Quality of Life Survey (Medellín, 2011) 

 

 

Benefits described by residents of the northeastern PUI area during focus groups conducted in 

2012 included: significant savings in commute time and cost; accessibility and quality of the 

services provided by the Library Park; high level of engagement with new soccer fields and other 

recreational venues; improved perceptions of safety and higher trust in state institutions; higher 

capacity to retain good teachers in the local schools; increased community pride and self-esteem; 

and feeling more optimistic about the future (Anonymous 2012). 

 

Present Challenges 

 

Until 2010, Medellín’s urban inequality was the highest in the country. At the time, its Gini 

coefficient was 53.8, more than 27 percent of the city’s population lived below the poverty line, 

and over five percent of residents lived in extreme deprivation (DAP 2012). In recent years, 

however, Medellín’s Gini Index has dropped to 47.8, and extreme poverty has been reduced to 

2.9 percent of residents in 2016, which follows national trends and demonstrates important 

advances in poverty reduction (MCV 2017). Undoubtedly, Medellín’s urban poor have improved 

their quality of life through PUIs and other social investments. However, as Figure 5 

demonstrates, a sharp gap in quality of life remains between the upper-class districts of El 

Poblado (75.34) and Laureles-Estadio (68.91), and the northeastern districts of Popular (33.97), 

Santa Cruz (36.68), and Manrique (37.28).  
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Figure 5: Multi-Dimensional Index of Life Conditions, Comunas and Corregimientos, 

Medellín 2017 

 

 
 

Source: Author’s own elaboration with data from Quality of Life Survey, www.medata.gov.co 

 

 

Analysis and Evaluation: Are PUIs transferable?  

 

Against the most typical forms of large-scale development projects—such as waterfront 

revitalization, business districts, or mega-events—where the goal is to attract tourism and 

external capital to promote urban competitiveness, PUIs are primarily intended to meet local 

redistributive goals and reduce some locational disadvantages for the urban poor. In that sense, 

Medellín’s social urbanism depicts a progressive commitment to redress the complexities of 

decades of state abandonment in Medellín’s marginalized districts. While providing new services 

and infrastructure, PUIs have the capacity to respond to the unique morphology of self-help 

areas, to navigate the complex bureaucratic and institutional barriers, and to convey a sense of 

social inclusion and transformation at the local level. Thus, PUIs can be seen as a tool to promote 

more equitable urban development from which other cities in the global South can draw 

important lessons. The transferability of PUIs, nonetheless, can be highly complex, considering 

the city’s unique precedents, and the technical, financial, and political-administrative conditions 

and institutional strengths under which they were implemented.  

Technical Capacity 

The core ideas underlying social urbanism emerged from previous programs across public and 

non-for-profit sectors. In assembling a policy of social urbanism, the municipality built on the 

lessons learned from those experiences and recruited interdisciplinary teams of experts to 

conceptualize and implement PUI projects. The planning team included academics, community 

leaders, and practitioners with a deep knowledge of local neighborhoods.  
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Political Leadership and Coalitions 

 

Fajardo’s charismatic leadership approach, and capacity to build ample social and political 

coalitions, reduced potential political tensions around PUIs. For instance, Fajardo’s budget and 

his development plan, “Medellín: A commitment for all citizens,” were almost unanimously 

approved in the City Council and ratified by general consensus, even though only two out of 21 

elected council members belonged to his Citizens’ Commitment Movement. Not only did 

Fajardo win approval from economic elites, but he was also able to secure funding and draw 

involvement from economic leaders, managers, and entrepreneurs into his social projects under 

an agenda of corporate social responsibility, receiving significant in-kind and cash donations 

from private local and global foundations (Restrepo 2011). According to Moncada (2016) and 

Gutiérrez-Sanín et al. (2012), Fajardo and Salazar gathered the support of business elites who 

thought social urbanism policies would help them reduce their security costs in the long run.  

Institutional Strengths  

From 2004 to 2011, EPM became one of the city’s institutional strengths. EPM already had a 

history of supporting the urban poor by providing access to public utilities in informal areas, but 

it gained even more relevance with the public when it became a highly profitable municipal 

company for the city.  In 2003, EPM improved its profit margins substantially, and earnings were 

transferred to social investments, such as PUIs. Through PUIs, fiscal buoyancy became highly 

visible to citizens, who received improved services and infrastructure. Between 2008 and 2011, 

EPM transferred a total of US$1.4 billion in surplus profits to the municipality, for an average 

annual contribution of 21 percent of the city’s revenue. This represented per-capita investment of 

US$167.80, higher than the national government’s per-capita investments in the city through 

intergovernmental transfers (US$162) (Alcaldía de Medellín 2011).  

Fiscal Capacity  

In 2003, Medellín received relief from a substantial part of its debt acquired in earlier decades to 

finance its metro system. With debt relief and EPM’s contributions, municipal finances increased 

substantially, from annual revenue of US$583.569 million in 2003, to US$999.342 million in 

2005, to US$1,936.026 million in 2010, enabling strategic planning (Sotomayor 2015). Good 

finances also allowed the Salazar administration to invest 86 percent of its total budget in 

projects and social programs, the highest percentage in the country. EPM’s surplus profits are 

invested in social programs such as education, health, roads and infrastructure, public spaces, 

sports, arts, and culture (MCV 2012).  

 

Lessons Learned: PUIs, Neighborhood Change, and Project Sustainability 

 

The combination of Metrocables and PUIs made an impact on the local economy, and 

particularly on local land markets, such as in Popular’s area of influence of the Spain Library 

Park. As Figures 6 and 7 illustrate, from 2004 to 2007, the number of transactions multiplied 4.7 

times, but between 2004 and 2007, real-estate transactions for residential properties increased 

from 672 to 1,692. Similarly, in Santa Cruz, the number of transactions grew from 584 in 2004 
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to 898 in 2007, while average cadastral property values more than doubled in Popular and 

increased significantly in Santa Cruz, in the same period. These data reflect intense changes in 

the social composition of these neighborhoods and how local markets have reacted to the new 

dynamics of urban development.  

 

 

Figure 6: Real Estate Transactions, Residential Properties, Comunas 1 and 2 (2000-2007) 

 

 
 

Source: Author’s own elaboration, with data from Registro de Instrumentos Publicos, Alcaldía de Medellín, 

Secretaria de Hacienda, Subsecretaria de Catastro. MetroInformacion, 2010. 

 

 

Figure 7: Average Cadastral Property Values (in USD) Comunas 1 and 2 (2000-2007) 

 

 
 

Source: Registro de Instrumentos Públicos, Alcaldía de Medellín, Secretaría de Hacienda, Subsecretaría de 

Catastro, MetroInformación, 2010. 
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Many of these transactions, however, reflect the municipality’s land acquisition to build the 

projects. Indeed, PUIs have produced neighborhood changes, with some signs of displacement 

and gentrification often caused by a PUI’s own development process. Strategic planning often 

means rushed decision-making, given the lack of mechanisms to guarantee continuity and proper 

planning processes. For example, while politicians and planners claim that all land for PUI 

projects was bought following legal standards for compensation, a program of “social urbanism” 

should have properly anticipated in-situ relocation opportunities for all households, as many of 

them were relocated to mid- and high-rise social housing outside their district, thus missing out 

on the benefits that their neighbors would receive.  

 

Gentrification has been moderate to date in Popular and San Javier neighborhoods, as these areas 

still face violence and insecurity challenges that make them less desirable, but it has been more 

pronounced in the lower side hills, particularly in Santa Cruz, given its more central location and 

improved access to a Metro station. For other jurisdictions interested in implementing policies 

similar to Medellín’s PUIs, then, an important first step is to develop sound frameworks for land 

banking and fair acquisitions, guaranteeing that no residents are evicted or displaced by a policy 

that aims to produce equitable development outcomes, regardless of their land-tenure status. 

 

The area-based planning approach can also stir local controversies, as residents of the 

intervention areas will simultaneously receive a number of essential (such as potable water and 

sewerage) and nonessential benefits (such as flashy architecture), while neighbors outside PUI 

zones in similar circumstances may remain deprived in their basic needs. A core goal for the city 

should be to continue building equity and expanding infrastructure and services to other 

neighborhoods that need them. 

 

Lastly, the sustainability of social urbanism policies has proved challenging, as they require a 

large amount of resources and a great deal of coordination, technical capacity, stability and 

political will. Because Colombian mayors cannot be consecutively reelected, new mayors Anibal 

Gaviria (2012–2015) and Federico Gutierrez (2016–2019) have been elected under a promise of 

continuity—yet each has put a new spin on the policy, departing from social urbanism’s core 

social commitments and principles. For example, a recent greenbelt project, implemented by 

EDU during Gaviria’s administration as his flagship project, has been criticized for displacing 

low-income communities from their territories, with a promise of beautification and green 

infrastructure (Anguelovski et al. 2019). Similarly, the present Gutierrez administration has cut 

social investment and reallocated funds to policing and security technologies; a fundamentally 

different social and political project from social urbanism. Some early social-urbanism projects, 

such as the library-parks, are falling into disrepair due to discontinuous maintenance. The EDU’s 

credibility has been affected by these changes.  

 

In sum, PUIs require significant institutional capacity and political commitment to coordinate a 

gamut of multidimensional and inter-institutional actions in a territory within a relatively short 

period of time. After implementation, however, the complexity of the local context and the 

institutional muscle required to administer these operations successfully may render them 

difficult to maintain. Furthermore, municipalities with a strong mayoral system, like Medellín, 

where new mayors are typically inclined to invest in their own legacy projects at the expense of 

previous commitments, may face political challenges to sustain PUI projects over time. 
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