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No other than the inhabitants of Medellin can
understand the costs of living in an unsafe
city. Who would have thought that these
urban spaces which ensure accessibility to
the public in the daylight hours would
suddenly swallow up its own inhabitants at
night? Who would have even imagined that
neighbourhoods which are markers of
community and belongingness would only
sow the seeds for violence and bloodshed?
Well, such has been the case with Medellin,
the second-largest city in Columbia and the
most dangerous one in the world. The
incessant homicides in Medellin have only
made evident that “Cities, like cats, will
reveal themselves at night”; the extent to
which they are safe havens or violent
territories can only be determined by the
potential threats they pose to their own
people at night when the world sleeps. Like
New York, Medellin is the city that never
sleeps –the only difference being the reasons
for why it doesn’t.  

In the year 1988, [1]Time Magazine termed
Medellin as the ‘Most Dangerous City in the
World’. Two decades ago, nobody could have
denied this fact. The prevalence of drug
cartels contributed to the disreputable image
of the city. In fact, the city had closely come
to be associated with Pablo Escobar –the
drug lord of Columbia. The homicides
witnessed in the city peaked off during his
time. He even erected a prison called ‘The
Cathedral’ (La Catedral) which he did in close
association with the Colombian government.  
The prison, as it is believed, was a way to
prevent his deportation to the United States
so that he finds a safe refuge in his own
country serving a sentence of five years. It
was a measure more to ensure his safety
from his foes than to incarcerate him for the
crimes that he had committed. Such were the
conditions of Medellin, wherein corruption
was at its peak and the streets didn’t provide
a relief to the eyes. 

From Trauma to Transformation: 
Reading Medellin’s Social Urbanism Strategy

(1) Time Magazine in a 1988 article called Medellin the “most dangerous city in the world” due to the incessant
homicides.  

"Cities, like cats, will reveal themselves at night”
(Rupert Brooke)
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Mutilated bodies besmirched in blood were a
regular sight, as homicides increased day by
day. In the year 1992, Colombia noted a
number as high as 84 for intentional
homicides (per 100, 000 people) as reported
by the [2]UN Office on Drugs and
Crime. However, as is indicated by the graph,
the city gradually witnessed a decline in the
number of homicides in Colombia, making it
safer for its people. But the question that
stands is, what had made such dramatic
change possible?

Well, even though many argue that it was the
police encounter of Pablo Escobar that
contributed to such decline, some others do
not agree with it completely. It is true that
his death was the first step in reshaping the
city as Medellín needed a new identity. The
demolishing of the Monaco building where
Pablo Escobar lived was a measure most
needed because “[3]Medellín was sick of
telling the same story of the same villain,
over and over.” 

However, in true terms, Medellín's journey
from trauma to transformation was brought
about by a series of strategic interventions
called ‘social urbanism’. This program was
envisioned by the Mayor, Sergio Fajardo
when the Colombian government established
La Consejería para el Área Metropolitana de
Medellín in the year 1990. This initiative
brought together many academicians, policy
makers, architects and people from diverse
professional backgrounds to engage in a
dialogue on how to tackle the problem of
Medellín's growing homicides and social
exclusivity. The interdisciplinary nature of
the dialogue has made Medellín what it is
today.  
 
Social urbanism was not a mere strategy of
introducing changes in the urban landscape
through investment and innovation. It was an
effort which went beyond the bureaucratic
idea of development. In the guise of urban
development, it actually worked towards
improving the 'social fabric' of Medellín. 

(2) Data from the UN Office on Drugs and Crime indicates the shocking homicides rates in Columbia.
(3) In an interview with The New York Times, Federico Gutiérrez, who was the Mayor of Medellín from 2016-2019
echoed the need for such demolition.
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In fact, only [4]20% of the funds were
allocated to infrastructure. The rest 80%
were devoted to 290 social interventions. The
poor living in the slums (comunas)
experienced greater accessibility to the
urban neighbourhoods, children had proper
schools to attend, both the poor and the rich
community had common spaces called
‘library parks’ to interact with each other and
the whole of Medellín now had healthcare
centres. One might wonder at this moment,
why the provision of these public services as
basic as schools were considered
praiseworthy. 
 
Well, Medellín's transformation needs to be
looked at vis-à-vis its political history –as the
history of violence, fear and inaccessibility. In
fact, many personal stories depict how many
inhabitants never expected this change to
come. They had learned to live in a city
inflicted with violence and terror. Thus, when
the change came, it was definitely dramatic
and unpredictable.

Increased Accessibility (Transport Services)
Improving public transportation system and
providing greater accessibility to the public
was the most important change that the
government introduced as part of the social
urbanism project. 

In 2014, world’s first integrated Metrocable
was introduced in Medellín. Unlike in
countries such as India, Switzerland and
Malaysia where cable cars are used for
recreational and touristic purposes, in
Medellín, these cable cars function as the
predominant mode of public transport – one
which has been built 'out of need'. Another
interesting aspect of this transport system is
that the cable cars do not function
independently but are integrated into the
metro system. This integration was required
owing to a lack of space and the unique
geography of Medellín. Not only is it a
mountainous region but also a densely
populated city.

The plethora of informal settlements that had
existed were not uprooted to make space for
the Metrocable. Instead, the policy changes
sought an alternative –aerial rope transit
system—to allow these poor neighbourhoods
to exist. In other words, Medellín's poorest
neighbourhoods were not isolated but
integrated with the rest of Medellín. This
makes it clear why Medellín's strategy was
called social urbanism. Through this
integration, a striking change has been
witnessed in a neighbourhood called San
Javier which is popularly called Comuna 13.

(4) Rebecca Chau, ‘Social Urbanism: Transformational Policy in Medellín, Columbia’. 

Figure: Medellin's integrated Metrocable system used as public transport
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Two decades ago, this region in Medellín  was
a dwelling of drug traffickers. It was a perfect
place for engaging in criminal activities as it
directly led to a highway called San Juan
Highway through which easy transportation
of drugs and arms was possible. As a result,
violence and drug activities were quite
prevalent there. Inhabitants and tourists
used to avoid this region for the fear of being
murdered. This area also has a history of
“forced displacement of thousands of
residents”. 
 
However, with the 'Integrated Urban Plans'
(UPI) policy, Comuna 13 was integrated with
the rest of the neighbourhoods. Urban
escalators were introduced which allowed
people to cover a large distance in just 6
minutes. The introduction of Metrocable in
this region has made it so much safer for the
general public to travel. Tourists today are
intrigued by Medellín's transformation as this
region now stands as a vibrant area covered
with murals all over. As part of the city tour,
today, tourists do not hesitate in undertaking
a mural tour in Comuna 13.

The construction of the Metrocable has been  
an effective move as it provides affordable
services to the commuters. It is also cheaper
to construct and most importantly, its aerial
nature reduces land acquisition, Medellín's

transportation system is in true terms an
exemplary of ‘public transport’, for it makes
itself available to all. It unites the whole of
Medellín both literally and metaphorically.

Library parks:
Despite clear-cut funding directed towards
infrastructure and social interventions, it is
impossible to distinguish between the two
because, it is through the developments in
urban spaces and infrastructure that
Medellín achieved social inclusivity. Such is
the case with library parks. Library parks are
much more than parks or libraries. These
buildings do have libraries within them but
also galleries, classrooms and spaces devoted
to culture, performances and administrative
work. The reason why they are unique
interventions is because at one level, they
offer educational and cultural resources to
the poor and at another level, they dismantle
the segregationist barriers by allowing all
kinds of socio-economic communities to
interact. In an interview with the New York
Times, Sergio Fajardo described library parks
as the “[5]most beautiful buildings”
constructed in the “poorest areas”. The fact
that most of the funding was devoted to the
poor in Medellín and not to the already
wealthy neighbourhoods such as El Poblado,
speaks volumes about this social urbanism
strategy.

(5) In an interview with the New York Times, Sergio Fajardo, the Mayor of Medellín who worked on social urbanism
project from 2002 to 2004 mentioned how the library parks are the most beautiful constructions –a perfect blend
of indoor and outdoor experience. 

      Figure: Beautiful murals in Comuna 13   
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Educational opportunities
In post-development Medellín, children
receive education. They are no longer
witnesses of homicides and other kinds of
crime but they have a bright future. They
have schools to look forward to & cultural
activities for their growth and development.
This was again possible due to social
urbanism. Over a period of Medellín's urban
development, more than 120 schools were
built. Sergio Fajardo also reduced taxes for
the private schools with an agreement that
they would financially aid the public schools. 

Thus, education became one of those
prominent areas where changes were
brought about. The collective efforts of the
government & the community enabled the
city to receive international recognition. 

In 2019, Medellín won the prestigious award
called the [6]UNESCO Learning City Award

which the then Mayor of Medellín, Federico
Gutiérrez wholeheartedly accepted on behalf
of the city and the people of Medellín.
Realizing the power of education, he stated,
“Only with education do we close the social
gaps and overcome the vicious cycle of
violence and poverty”. Thus, Medellín was no
longer the violent cities in the world, but a
city which was working hard to reduce
dropout rates in schools. 

This became possible through a program
called “At School we Count on You” (En el
Colegio Contamos con Vos) which required
travelling through the slums in pursuit of
out-of-school children. Families of these
children were counselled on an individual
basis & encouraged to send their children to
school. The program was a huge success as it
integrated more than 1,400 children into the
educational setup within five years. 

(6) UNESCO Learning City Award is an award granted to cities which have made tremendous efforts at attaining
inclusive education in local communities.  

      Figure: Drive as part of 'At Aschool we Count on You' to find out-of -school children. 
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Fight Against Climate Change
Interestingly, Medellín's social urbanism
model was not limited to promoting social
inclusivity or creating urban spaces. The
urban spaces served another important
purpose. They were designed keeping in
mind the city’s responsibility towards the
deteriorating environment and the rising
global warming. Years ago, a neighbourhood
called Moravia existed as the dumping
ground of Medellín. This unhygienic and
perilous region soon became the dwelling of
many people as people started building
makeshift camps in this region. Initially,
these camps were made along the dumping
ground but gradually people started living on
this trash. As part of the social urbanism
strategy, this landfill site was then converted
into a garden. What is important to
understand is that this garden is not a mere
recreational tactic by the government, but
it’s a step taken towards fighting climate
change. One can find certain species of
plants and bacteria growing here which have
an ability to absorb harmful gases emitted by
the garbage.

Moreover, the government has also built 30
Green Corridors as part of a programme
called ‘[7]Greener Medellín for You’. The
programme engaged the community and
hired inhabitants hailing from disadvantaged
backgrounds for the purposes of planting
trees. Hence, they were trained by Medellín's
non-profit organization called the Joaquin
Antonio Uribe. The construction of the
corridor and the conversion of the landfill
site are two important measures taken by the
government. It is estimated that these steps
will decrease the city’s average temperature
by 2% and will purify the air by absorbing
particulate matter from the surroundings. 

The urban spaces were not only rendered
green but also more accessible to the general
public. A long 46-mile greenbelt was
constructed for people. The government also
provided public bicycles so that the citizens
live in a healthy and green city. Today,
citizens in Medellín can be seen cycling or
walking along this green belt. There is no
doubt in the fact that this project has
brought back the city to its people. It also
seems that the efforts undertaken by the
government towards environment protection
have eventually paid off as Medellin has
received numerous awards for its urban
design, innovation and policy interventions.
With regards to the environment, it received
the prestigious ‘[8]C40 Bloomberg
Philanthropies Award’, a recognition
bestowed upon cities for their contributions
towards fighting climate change. 

Community Participation
At this point, one may call these dramatic
changes as the ‘Medellín Miracle’ just as
many people do. However, these long-term
collective efforts are not miracles which
happened in a day. Behind this massive
success was a team of professionals hailing
from diverse backgrounds – from social
workers to architects –which were working
together to understand the needs of the
community. It was an extensive process of
planning and community participation which
made this transformation possible. In fact,
the striking feature of this ‘Medellín Miracle’
was its participatory nature. Unlike in other
countries where neighbourhoods are worked
upon as if they are 'objects' to be studied and
transformed, in Medellín, the community
came together to see the change for itself.

(7) United Nations Environment Programme recognises Medellín's efforts for creating a greener Medellín.
(8) Medellín received a world recognition in 2019 when it received ‘C40 Bloomberg Philanthropies Award’ for its
efforts towards fighting climate change
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In the first phase of social urbanism, the
authorities conducted community meetings
within the neighbourhoods to chart out the
plan for housing, relocation and provision of
public facilities. The participatory process
enabled the community to express their
concerns, fears and criticisms. Finally, maps
were prepared and plans were laid out in
alignment with the recommendations
provided by the community. The ‘integrated
urban project’ team interweaved the dreams
of the community with their own visions of
how Medellín must be as a model for their
designs. There were no forced relocations,
but informal voluntary agreements. Some
neighbourhoods were redeveloped and
people were called back after the process
was over.

Conclusion
Today, it is undeniable that Medellín is safer
than what it used to be. The number of
homicides has decreased & urban spaces
have become more accessible to the poor.
Many inhabitants who had flown to other
cities in Colombia have now come back to
Medellín in the hope of receiving better
employment and educational opportunities.

However, still a lot needs to be done for
Medellín to truly achieve social inclusivity &
gender equality. Mere investment into
architecture and public spaces has never
achieved complete results in any city.
Medellín needs more community initiatives,
social and educational programmes and
innovative measures for tackling the problem
of its growing population. Issues such as
gender equality, social inclusivity & violence
are pressing issues of contemporary Medellín
which need to be worked upon constantly.
Social urbanism must not be seen as a point 

of departure rather, as a point of beginning.
It needs to broaden its paradigm and
introduce new initiatives as the lives of the
people need to be improved. And
undeniably,  Medellín is working towards
implementing new policy changes. 

While Medellín is constantly working
towards these problems which have infested
the city, it is not trying to erase its violent
history. The city has not engaged in an act of
‘erasure’, in obliterating the memory of Pablo
Escobar or of what Medellín used to be. On
the contrary, the fact that the two statues
called ‘[9]The Birds of Peace’ stand side by
side in the centre of Botero Square (Plaza de
Botero) indicate Medellín's acceptance of the
past. The one on the left stands damaged as
it was bombed by a guerrilla group, FARC in
1995. It symbolises the violent and traumatic
past of Medellín. 

The one on the right is an identical piece
created by the then Columbian Defence
Minister, Fernando Botero. It symbolises
Medellín's resilience & its ability to bounce
back. The fact that the two statues stand
together speaks volumes about how
Medellín's journey is a journey from trauma
to transformation.

(9) Los Pájaros de Paz (The Birds of Peace) symbolise Medellín's resilience.

Source: Atlas Obscura
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