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A B S T R A C T

After being known as the ‘murder capital of the world’ in the 1990s, Medellin has pioneered innovative forms of
city planning and management and was acclaimed the most innovative city in the world by the Urban Land
Institute (ULI) in 2013. Hosting the World Urban Forum in 2014 allowed it to showcase its approach, key
elements of which have been: creation of innovative transport infrastructure linking poorer peripheral districts
to the city centre; culture-led regeneration; strong support of local development from the local business sector;
and a successful municipally-owned utilities company. However, the city is spreading outwards without services
and employment being provided; new low-income developments are replicating high-rise models which failed
worldwide; there is limited intervention in the existing informal areas, many being in highly vulnerable locations
where the level of risk is likely to increase with climate change; development has little regard for topography,
ecological and environmental considerations; investment in accessible and good quality public space is restricted
to some areas; the quality of the public realm does not always support health and wellbeing of the ageing
population. This paper explores the institutional and socio-economic context in which Medellín has achieved the
internationally recognized status of an ‘innovative city’. It questions to what extent social equity, environmental
sustainability and citizen empowerment have been promoted as per the ULI claims when it conferred the prize.
The paper queries the extent to which ‘urban innovation’ is happening in Medellín, which has considerable
implications given its recently found role as a ‘model’ city in Latin America and beyond.

1. Location and physical assets/constraints and demographics

Medellín is the capital of the Department of Antioquia and the
second largest city in Colombia. The city extends North-South for 14 km
in the lush Aburrá Valley contained within two mountain ranges. At its
maximum, the valley containing the city is 10 km wide with 1 km
height difference between the highest point and its lowest. This results
in a very steep topography and a city that is not only surrounded by but
also embedded within its mountain range. Adding to its complexity,
river Medellín runs the length of the city along the valley, fed by ample
sources of water that run down the mountain range, most notably the
Santa Elena and La Iguana streams (Alcaldía de Medellín POT, 2014:5).
The confluence of these three waterways leads to more than 100 ravines
running down very steep hillsides. The Río Medellín constitutes the
main hydrographic source of the Aburrá Valley, making it a natural
drainage for the Municipality of Medellín.

Medellín is also the capital of the Metropolitan region of Aburrá
Valley (Área Metropolitana del Valle de Aburrá) Fig. 1. This is a poli-
tical and administrative region that unites 10 municipalities of the sub-

region: Caldas, La Estrella, Sabaneta, Envigado, Itagüí, Bello, Copaca-
bana, Girardota, Barbosa and Medellín. According to the national
census in 2005, the city had 2.4 million inhabitants but the overall
metropolitan region reaches up to 3.3 million (UN HABITAT, 2010:2).

The municipality of Medellín consists of both urban and rural areas.
The rural area is divided into 5 corregimientos (areas with population
below that of a municipality), which are further divided into veredas
(similar to a hamlet). Altogether there are 54 ‘hamlets’ of rural land.
The urban part of the municipality is divided differently. There are six
large zonas (zones), which between them hold 16 comunas (comunes).
Comunes are subsequently divided into barrios (neighbourhoods), of
which there are 249 in total.

2. Economic, social and environmental conditions and issues

Housing areas and neighbourhoods are categorised by strata or
bands for the purposes of taxation on public services. This is regulated
by Colombian office for national statistics called ‘Departamento
Administrativo Nacional de Estadística’ (DANE). Although strata are a
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device used for real estate taxation, it is commonly used, as DANE
states, as a means to deal with ‘socioeconomic stratification’ within a
city (DANE, 2017). The method for categorising areas is based on a real-
estate classification system to differentially identify the taxation due for
public services and to allocate subsidies and collect contributions in the
said area. The bands used by DANE range from 1 to 6, with Stratum 6
being the highest ratable real-estate. The distribution of strata in the
city is shown in Fig. 2 below. The percentage of the population living in
each stratum is presented in Table 1.

The 2005 population census show the highest rated real-estate
property is in the Southeast of Medellín, where a higher level of college
school attendance is also registered. Lower-rated real-estate coincides
where there is also a higher rate of unemployment and lower college
attendance. This dominates the Northeast and the North-West of the
city. The unemployment distribution reflects how the fringe of the city
is mostly a belt of informal settlements on the higher folds of the
mountain ranges. The spatial distribution of population thus follows a
clear pattern. The further away from the river and the higher up the
mountain, the more inadequate living conditions are. A north-south
divide is also visible, with a more prosperous area concentrated south of
the city.

Until the 1990s public transport was expensive and had been ‘has-
tily put together by savvy businessmen (among them city council
members) and poorly regulated by local and national authorities’
(Martin & Martin, 2015:55). Social mobility had thus many obstacles
because the local population of these neighbourhoods relied on trans-
port to find and maintain employment. On the other hand, the in-
formality of these neighbourhoods meant community links were par-
ticularly strong and dweller associations (Juntas de Acción Comunal)
were created in their early stages to enable, champion and facilitate
their construction. Improving social mobility through improved and
innovative transport was one of the key initiatives taken by recent city
administrations, as is seen in more detail later.

The low-income neighbourhoods higher up on the mountain are
highly vulnerable to landslides and flash-floods, with the level of risk
likely to increase with climate change. Generally, government-sanc-
tioned intervention has been focused to land titling, with limited
though highly visible improvement to services and public space up-
grading and also limited support for home improvement. Larger – less
tangible – questions of mediating climate change or preventing en-
vironmental disasters have yet to be prioritised (UN-Habitat, 2003).

In 2015 it is estimated that 50% of the population in the
Municipality of Medellín lives in accommodation financed through a

self-help process. One result of informal housing is that public space is
‘scarce and of low quality in Medellín's neighbourhoods and even more
so as they become denser….leaving only the street for social gathering
and open air’ (Martin & Martin, 2015:55). Gilbert (2014) estimates that
50% of the Colombian population lives in owner-occupied housing.
This ranges from very ‘luxurious to the most rudimentary of shacks’
(Gilbert, 2014: 256–267). The luxurious housing is generally designed
to high standards and owned through a well-developed mortgage
system. This housing tends to be in gated developments, or in buildings
policed through private security firms, as is evident in particular in the
southern part of Medellín. However, private formal housing finance
does not reach the less affluent housing. Instead, the less affluent formal
areas provide housing through government subsidies to purchase social
housing but the housing is small and relatively basic – a ‘flagship’ ex-
ample of this is Medellín is Pajarito, on the western fringe of the city
(Gilbert, 2014: 256).

So how did the current extent and characteristics of the city of
Medellín come about? The next section describes the historical devel-
opment of Medellín and the evolution of its urban form. This is followed
by a section focusing on planning policy, structures and initiatives over
the last 25 years.

3. Summary historical development and urban form
characteristics

Medellín was founded in 1675 as a gold-mining town and trading
centre. Its spatial origins are similar to most Spanish colonial cities of
the 16th century where a grid system of orthogonal streets radiate from
a central plaza. Despite its origins as a small, merchant town nested
among the mountains and with no obvious port for trading, Medellín
has consistently been an important force for national economy and
politics. It has undergone significant industrial change as well as socio-
political upheaval. Forrest Hylton (2007: 72) explains this transfor-
mation as follows:

Founded as a gold-mining town and trading centre in 1675, Medellín
emerged as the region's commercial capital by the late 18th century; its
merchants profiting from the export of slave-mined gold and the long-
distance overland trade in cheap imported commodities. In the 1880s the
region became the epi-centre of the new coffee boom, tying Medellín more
closely to its rural hinterland: the city's merchant bankers controlled the
credit, pricing, distribution and transportation of the crop, while coffee-
growing small-holders colonized the Andean uplands. These pai-
sas—‘countrymen’: the Antioquians' name for themselves—were united

Fig. 1. Aburrá Valley.
Source: the authors.
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