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Abstract

In urban planning research, studies that investigate the process of reconstruction after
natural disasters in Latin American countries, and the set of resilience coping strategies
organically developed by residents of these areas, are very limited. In Colombia, for instance,
the lack of understanding on how these communities have reshaped the built environment
through grassroots actions has amplified the gaps between the historical development of
urban slums and the principles for the latest top-down participatory urban developmental
strategies. In response, this thesis aims to reveal the process of development of an informal
settlement, Villatina located at the Comuna 8 in Medellin Colombia that has followed a long
process of reconstruction after a major landslide in 1987. The main resilience community
aspects created during the reconstruction are unveiled and discussed against the backdrop
of the outbreak of civil war in the 1990s, which significantly affected the informal settlements

of Medellin.

Following a principle of sequential mix-method research, ethnographic field work was
conducted for a period of six months in the community. Focus groups and interviews with
residents, local leaders, and the local government were performed, and survey responses
were collected. The findings revealed a long history of resilience represented by insurgent
movements of space re-construction and territory protection (i.e. attempts of eviction and
extreme violence) against the government. These movements gave rise to grassroots places
that were built by the community. However, the introduction of a new ‘top-down’ model of
development (social urbanism) applied in urban slums by the local government has halted
community actions and the development of future grassroots places. To understand if the
community has been disempowered by the government, the two types of interventions in
Villatina (i.e. top-down and bottom-up) were compared in order to determine their main
differences. The results have revealed that the underlying factors identified in grassroots
places were strongly aligned with territory protection, community action and place

attachment, which were absent in government top-down places.

These findings can be used to facilitate a discussion on the principles in which the
communities interact and create their own built environment. These can then be used in
slum upgrading programmes that integrate participatory design strategies. To this end,
concepts grounded in planning theories and complementary fields (i.e. sociology and
anthropology) were used to help this thesis to find alternative and progressive routes to

urban development in these urban informal settlements.
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1. Chapter One: Introduction

This thesis begins with an exploration towards understanding how a process of
reconstruction of the built environment in informal communities can occur. The first layer
investigated revealed a deep connection between a process of place re-making and social
interaction which, in other words, provides signs of a resilience process. Nevertheless, there
is a lack of understanding of the meaning of resilience from a bottom-up or grassroots
perspective in Latin American urban informal settlements. In fact, for years the research
conducted in resilient communities after natural disasters has developed frameworks and
informed urban planning policies that are not necessarily grounded in the realities of the
communities but serve first world agendas (Mackinnon & Driscoll, 2012). As a consequence,
the policies integrated in urban developmental projects for the poorest settlements have
integrated principles of citizen participation that aim to create empowerment at the local

level. In other words, these principles set the basis for community resilience.

Although several scholars have criticised such top-down approaches, (e.g., Cooke &
Kothari, 2001, Firedman, 1987; Miraftab, 2010; Sandercock, 2002), to date only a few studies
have been conducted that investigate whether community resilience is something that could
be organically created by these communities or whether it is something created with the
intervention of the top down. Although it is claimed to be of primary importance, research
that understands how resilience is translated by the bottom-up in an organic way continues

to be vague.

In response to this, this thesis aims to understand the essence of a resilience process in
urban informal communities in Medellin, Colombia. The half a century of civil conflict has
shaped Colombian societies that have witnessed the longest civil rebellion led by different
insurgent groups and drug dealers. The most affected by the internal civil conflict were the
marginal communities that settled illegally in the cities. The residents of these settlements
have a long history of social segregation and violence which has portrayed these settlements
as the most violent places in Latin America in the 1990s (Levy and Davila, 2017: 37).
Nevertheless, in parallel with these conflicts, the history of resilience of these communities
to civil wars, displacement, eviction campaigns and geological disasters has not yet been told.
Therefore, the focus of this thesis is to contribute to future understanding of how resilience
might be developed by residents of informal settlements after disasters (landslides), and how

such a process took place in the middle of violence and war.



The case study of investigation is set in the city of Medellin in an informal settlement
known as Villatina, located in the Comuna 8. This community overcame the largest
catastrophe reported in Colombia in 1987, which took the lives of hundreds and affected
more than two thousand residents. The process of reconstruction coincided with the most
violent period recorded in the Colombian history unleased by drug cartels and urban militias.
Although this thesis’ emphasis is on the process of reconstruction after the landslide in 1987,
the development of this settlement cannot be isolated from the impacts of violence
perpetuated by drug gangs, urban militias, and attempts of eviction coming from the local
government. Therefore, these factors are closely analysed in order to understand how the
exposure to both landslides and extreme violence could have influenced residents of Villatina

to create processes of community resilience.

This thesis is developed under the concept of ‘community’ and aims to understand the
actions of Villatina residents during the process of reconstruction as ‘community actions’.
The numerous events that have shaped the space and time realities of Villatina residents can
only be understood through the lenses of community interaction, which have occurred not
along a linear timeline, but have diffusely scattered across a span of 30 years after the
disaster. To address what variables shaped the reconstruction of the built environment, time
in the context of this thesis will be understood as a continuous change of events, in which
different variables can be chosen to measure that change. Nevertheless, in close alignment
with the quantum physicist Carlo Rovelli (2017): “none of the variables that we choose to
measure changes in time can actually account all the characteristics of time as we perceive
it” (p. 176). Therefore, the ceaseless process of change would never be altered, and
attempting to find definite factors that fully describe the events might lead to overlooking
new social conditions that emerge at different times and affect or shape the social and
community interactions. On this basis, the events, happenings and processes that occurred
after the disaster in Villatina will not be understood as absolute, but as the product of a series
of community inter-actions or events that shaped the entire process of reconstruction, from

the social domain until the creation of the physical space.

Finally, this thesis shares a close inquiry with the historian and architect Dolores Hayden,
who in her book Seven American Utopias asked: “How does the liberated self-emerge that is
capable of turning time into life, space into community, and human relationship in to the
marvellous” (Hayden, 1976: 5). However, in the context of this investigation, the researcher

asks how the oppressed and segregated communities after surviving a natural disaster and



a civil war have been capable of turning violent times into hope, space into community

grassroots places, and relationships into community resilience.

1.1 Thesis Structure

The thesis is divided into seven chapters. Chapter two reviews the literature that
addresses the latest findings on resilience and its interconnection with processes of post-
disaster reconstruction of the built environment in Latin American informal settlements. Key
theories of resilience in ecological systems such as those of Adger et al. (2005) Berkes and
Ross (2012), Cutter (2008), Gaillard (2007) and Klein et al. (2011) among others, build the
theoretical background to deconstruct the process of resilience from a top-down rigid
definition, towards a flexible and inclusive problem that is grounded on the ‘everyday magic’
of normal people — as Masten (1990) has claimed. Furthermore, the concept of insurgent
planning is introduced as an alternative to help understand how resilience is created by
residents of Latin American informal settlements. Complementary to this, the top-down-
developed participatory mechanisms used by international agencies and local governments

in these settlements are analysed with respect to the concept of resilience.

The theoretical exploration sets up the background to introduce the research problem
followed by the research questions and objectives presented in Sections 2.4 and 2.5. The
next section introduces the research case study. In Chapter three the research methodology,

phases of the study and methods used are presented.

The next three chapters are structured to answer the research questions outlined in
Section 2.5. Chapter four presents the historical process of development of Villatina — the
main case study — before the disaster in 1987. The sequence of events follows a timeline in
which are outlined the periods between 1980 and 1990, a period when the disaster occurred,
and the outbreak of the civil war that severely affected Medellin urban informal settlements.
The period between 1995 and 2001 presents the double disaster exposure to extreme
violence — caused by the civil war, and landslides — also a consequence of the displacement
phenomenon triggered by the internal civil conflict in that period. Sections 4.5 to 4.8 address
the process of reconstruction and the mechanisms of community action that Villatina
residents developed after the disaster which are revealed through the focus groups
discussions conducted in 2016 and the surveys collected in 2017 with Villatina residents. The
chapter also identifies the main social resilience strategies of place re-making that Villatina

residents developed after the disaster. These components are treated as the conceptual



guidelines of this study, which are investigated in chapters five and six in order to establish

whether top-down interventions have enhanced or disrupted them.

Chapter five explores the present condition of Villatina after the intervention of the local
government using participatory design strategies, also known as social urbanism. The
concept of empowerment is reviewed in this chapter in accordance with the top-down
participatory strategies developed by the Medellin government. To understand if
empowerment has been generated after the intervention of the local government, a place
denominated Campo Santo —a memorial space created by the community after the disaster
— is explored. This place was built by the community during the process of post-disaster
reconstruction and later reformed by the local government using participatory design
strategies. Interviews with Villatina local leaders, residents, 150 survey responses, and
interviews with the local authorities are presented to establish if the community was

empowered after the use of the participatory strategies.

Chapter six presents the main differences across bottom-up and top-down places
according to Villatina residents. This chapter introduces a methodology designed to
investigate the most relevant places in Villatina from a bottom-up perspective (i.e. the most
important places were selected directly by the residents). To develop this methodology, a
sequential design order was applied following both qualitative and quantitative principles
used to validate and triangulate the information gathered. Following scientific social
methods of investigation, the aim was to establish the main differences across a shortlisted
group of the most important places in Villatina. The places were classified according to their
development: bottom-up or top-down. The main differences across the two groups are
categorised in different dimensions and explained by the subjective meaning of each place

obtained from focus group discussions, interviews, and surveys responses.

Chapter seven discusses why the meanings of the spatial form can help to approach
participatory methods in urban informal settlements in Medellin. Additionally, community
resilience is introduced as part of a co-creative model that could help in the construction of
more active and self-empowered communities. Conclusions, recommendations and areas of
future research, and the original contribution of this thesis are outlined from sections 7.2 to

7.4.



2 Chapter Two: Literature Review and Theoretical
Considerations

2.1 Willresilience solve future urban problems? A critical examination
of how this concept has been applied in urban planning

More important than understanding ‘resilience’ as a fixed term that refers to the capacity
of re-organisation of systems to regain a fully functioning state after disturbances (Klein et
al., 2011; Adger et al., 2005; Folke, 2006 in Cutter 2008:600, , Gaillard, 2007: 523; Berkes and
Ross, 2012: 6; Fayazi and Lizarralde, 2013:148) is to unveil the empirical nature of such a
term and its relationship with the human capacity of making sense of and reacting to the
world. In fact, resilience as a social concept was first introduced in psychology research as a
notion that is mainly humanly constructed through the experience of adversity (Luthar et al.,
2000: 544). The early studies that led to this conclusion were derived from in-depth empirical
and systematic examination of the life experiences of patients with severe and moderate
schizophrenia in the early 1970s and 2000 (e.g., Garmezy, 1970; Zigler and Glick, 1986;
Masten et al., 1990; Luthar et al., 2000). The outcomes of these studies led to the
establishment of a unified definition of resilience as a ‘dynamic process encompassing
positive adaptation within the context of significant adversity’ (Luthar et al., 2000: 543), and
it is believed to be a reactionary force created by human beings that aids in the process of
re-organisation and recovery in the face of unexpected disturbances (Luthar et al., 2000:

543).

This holistic understanding of resilience has been widely integrated in different spheres
of knowledge beyond the social sciences to explain the capacity of any system to adapt and
regain a fully functioning state after a major disruption. For instance, in specific natural
sciences research, resilience often refers to the capacity of body cells to react and regenerate
from unexpected cellular degeneration (e.g., cancer) (Ma et al., 2008). In financial studies,
researchers often integrate some principles of resilience research in strategies of crisis
management, financial regulation and development economics in the face of unexpected
events (Walker and Cooper, 2011; Ananda et al., 2013). However, more recently, this
concept has comprised a full body of extended research that has extrapolated studies in
social and ecological systems to understand the human capacity of adaptation after natural
disasters with the aim of informing future city planning policies (Paton and Johnston, 2001;
Wisner et al., 2004; Adger et al., 2005; Berkes and Ross, 2012 Gaillard, 2007; Cutter et al.,
2008; Norris et al., 2008).



The research in social ecological systems — the scientific stream of resilience research
considered to be the most relevant for societies (Norris et al., 2008) — has been widely
applied in practice. The emergence of a new understanding of how individuals are capable
of adaptation after natural disasters and what potential patterns of behaviour could be
abstracted and integrated in international city planning frameworks has become the panacea
of the twenty-first century for developing and underdeveloped countries (e.g., sustainable
development goals (SGDs), United Nations Frameworks, etc). These frameworks that
comprise general principles and city planning guidelines for disaster recovery have been
adopted in several international programmes and applied in countries with problems of
extreme disaster exposure in vulnerable low-income populations. For instance, in Latin
American countries (i.e. Colombia, Chile, Brazil, Ecuador, Peru, Guatemala, Mexico),
programmes such as Disaster Risk Reconstruction (DRR), Climate Change adaptation (CCA),
reconstruction from below, and grassroots interventions through participatory design
planning programmes have been applied (Chambers, 1994; Davidson et al., 2007; Majale,
2008; Hilhorst et al., 2010). Nevertheless, these programmes have been heavily criticised in
resilience research, since the resilience process has been fixed in frameworks that disregard
the social phenomenon and exclude dimensions that are implicit in the process of resilience;
i.e. people-place connections (Brown and Westaway, 2011; Amundsen, 2012; Berkes and

Ross, 2012) and other subjective factors (Brown and Westaway, 2011).

The roots for this oversimplified understanding of resilience in urban practice-
frameworks could potentially be found in research. Scholars have argued that attempting to
create general frameworks that systematically measure generic factors (i.e. cognitive human
constructs) that are believed to be the components of resilience, could induce oversimplified
views of the social phenomenon that occurs when a resilience process is triggered ( Brown
and Westaway, 2011; Amundsen, 2012) and might leave out important aspects that arise as
part of the unique characteristics of the context (e.g., social, cultural, ethnic, etc) (Hilhorst
et al., 2010). According to Gaillard (2007) and Davidson et al. (2007), many of these studies
have not yet understood the multidimensionality of human experience and the capacity of
individuals to adapt according to their localised reality (e.g., cities, towns, neighbourhoods,
etc). Instead, some of these frameworks have insisted in proposing general assumptions that
in some cases disregard the micro-processes that emerge as part of the adaptation process
(Davidson et al., 2007). Interestingly, this claim intertwines with psychology research on
schizophrenic patients back in the 1980s that argued that resilience has a multidimensional

nature and is heavily influenced by life-changing circumstances. Therefore, it depends on the



individuals’ situated realities and exposure to new vulnerabilities (Werner and Smith, 1982;

Masten and Garmezy, 1990).

From this point, a wave of arguments starts to emerge that have criticised the
implications of resilience research in urban planning practices and policies. At the core of
these arguments is the idea that resilience research has been developed in isolation from
‘critical social science literature’ (Cote and Nightingale, 2011), leading to the development of
concepts and frameworks that mistakenly have assumed the resilience of social groups to be
similar to social dynamics (Cote and Nightingale, 2011). This is particularly problematic since
the two concepts, although they could be related, are not essentially part of the same
process. As previously described by Masten and Garmezy (1990) and Werner and Smith
(1982), resilience is a process of a multidimensional nature that depends on the adverse
circumstances that are faced as well as the situated realities and type or vulnerability
experienced. In other words, resilience is triggered by an external adverse event (a disaster).
On the other hand, social dynamics constitute a vast conglomeration of actions that have an
evolutionary nature; are the product of multiple human interactions and, in most cases, are
ruled by cultures and religions among other social constructs (Schelling, 1998). However,
both concepts might intertwine — as previously stated — since the process of resilience might
be carried forward by the same individuals that have evolved under specific social dynamics.
In fact, resilience is believed to be divergent to social dynamics since it prompts unique
processes of adaptation that might even go against social norms (Moreno and Shaw, 2018).
In the 2018 study conducted by Moreno and Shaw in a coastal community in Chile after the
earthquake tsunami in 2010, it was revealed that a disaster could promote feminist
movements among rural low-income populations — recognised as highly patriarchal social
groups — as part of the resilience process. These findings revealed that even in male-
controlled social groups after a disaster, when the resilience process is experienced, the
traditional social dynamics could be altered or changed to give rise to unique micro-

processes of development (i.e. female grassroots movements) (Moreno and Shaw, 2018).

This exposes the problematic assumption of similitude between social resilience and
social dynamics in resilience research put forward by Cote and Nightingale (2011) that tends
to oversimplify how resilience occurs and overlooks the micro-processes that arise — and in
some cases challenge the traditional social dynamics. Furthermore, the lack of critical social
science literature that identifies those micro-processes has led to the development of urban
planning policies and models that often ignore the ‘processes and political changes’ that

occur within the community adaptive dynamics. In other words, the resilience frameworks
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have overlooked the social phenomenon (Cote and Nightingale, 2011). This has transformed
resilience into a vague and normative concept that has been lost in the application of
governance, in social learning, or in the leadership of ideas (Brown and Westaway, 2011),
and has overshadowed the multidimensional nature of resilience that is heavily influenced

by factors innate to the human capacity to adapt in the face of disasters.

Looking at the epistemological side of resilience, Berkes and Ross (2012), Brown and
Westaway (2011), Cutter et al. (2008), Gaillard, (2010), and Norris et al. (2008) have
suggested to shift the topic of resilience towards a more local and in-depth comprehension
of the adaptation process among individuals and communities after environmental stressors.
This idea, in fact, has been prevailing among resilience researchers who investigate how local
and vulnerable communities adapt to drastic changes after natural disasters in developing
countries (Gaillard, 2010, 2007; Amundsen, 2012;Amundsen, 2015; Moreno and Shaw,
2018). These studies have opened the doors towards an exploration of resilience within
communities after disasters as part of a cooperation process instead of a self-centred or an
individually constructed one. In fact, the introduction of resilience as a collective concept has
emerged embracing the multidimensional nature of human response to crisis in a social
manner, implying that resilience has started to be understood as a social construction

(Aldrich, 2012: 13).

From this socially constructed exploration, several researchers have converged to
espouse a principle considered to be fundamental in a resilience process and which could
also be considered intrinsic to our human nature. This principle according to Berkes and Ross
(2012) is closely associated with how ecological systems work, which in the face of
disturbances have the capacity to regain — and sometimes retain —the same function by
working collectively as part of a contributory process (Walker et al., 2004). This process,
according to Berkes and Ross (2012: 8) is, in fact, a mirror of a resilience process within social
groups, however, one of the key aspects is the opportunity to learn and adapt to new
circumstances by working collectively or ‘ecologically’. Furthermore, Berkes and Ross (2012)
and Aldrich (2012) also explained that this process is defined by a network of interactions
among individuals that integrate the system and whose decisive role is part of a collective

consciousness focused on recovery.

Also known in the field as ‘community resilience’ this process has been widely
investigated by scholars in different areas of knowledge in the social sciences (e.g., Tobin,

1999; Paton and Johnston, 2001; Chaskin, 2008; Cutter et al., 2008; Norris et al., 2008; Magis,



2010; Berkes and Ross, 2012; Eiser et al., 2012; Barrios, 2014). These studies have established
some of the main factors necessary to achieve resilience at the community level after natural
disasters (e.g., Paton and Johnston, 2001; Adger et al., 2005; Gaillard, 2007; Norris et al.,
2008; Berkes and Ross, 2012; Eiser et al., 2012). Among the main factors that have been
highlighted in these studies are, respectively, sense of community (community attachment)
(Paton and Johnston, 2001; Cutter et al., 2008; Norris et al., 2008; Eiser et al., 2012), self-
organisation (Paton and Johnston 2001; Cutter et al., 2008; Berkes and Ross, 2012; Eiser et
al., 2012), community participation (Paton and Johnston 2001; Norris et al. 2008; Berkes and
Ross, 2012; Eiser et al., 2012), and coping style or adaptive capacity (Paton and Johnston,
2001; Engle, 2011 Berkes and Ross, 2012, 2013). Considered as the core guiding principles
found in community resilience frameworks, these factors have been applied in human
behavioural research, urban policies, and many developmental projects after disasters such
as disaster risk reconstruction (DRR), climate change adaptation (CCA), reconstruction from
below, and grassroots interventions, among others (Chambers, 1994; Davidson et al.., 2007;
Majale, 2008 Hilhorst et al. 2010). Nevertheless, although it has been posited that these
community resilience components are at the core of any resilience process (Paton and
Johnston 2001; Cutter et al., 2008, Norris et al., 2008) researchers should be aware that if
the focus while investigating community resilience in isolated social groups is just on those
specific factors (i.e. urban informal settlements, rural communities), the micro-processes
occurring at the local level — or what Cote and Nightingale (2011) identified as ‘processes and
political changes’ — might be overlooked (Norris et al., 2008: 144; Amundsen, 2012; Brown,
2014). For example, although Moreno and Shaw (2018) acknowledged resilience conceptual
frameworks their study was not restricted to these. This led to the identification of female
empowerment grassroots actions that emerged as part of a unique resilience process
(Moreno and Shaw, 2018). In other words, the ‘processes and political changes’ that
emerged during the reconstruction process were shown to be an important contribution for
further grassroots movements in patriarchal communities that undergo resilience processes

after natural hazards.

Additional criticisms on the nature of the current resilience concepts that have governed
the studies conducted within vulnerable and isolated social groups (i.e. informal
communities) have been made by a few academics (Brown and Westway, 2011). According
to Brown (2014), the normative concepts developed in research that are later applied in
urban policy frameworks have been manipulated as strategies of governance and politics.

Likewise, Mackinnon and Driscoll (2012: 259), claimed that resilience has been applied as a



‘pseudo-scientific discourse’ that presents a ‘paradox of change’ in which the prevalence of
crisis is emphasised and accepted passively; however, in this context, the responsibility is
placed on the communities that must initiate processes of adaptation (Evans, 2011). In other
words, the naturalisation of crisis at the same time resonates with neoliberal discourses that
support hegemonic modes of thought of global capitalism (Mackinnon and Driscoll, 2012). In
fact, Tobin (1999) questioned the ethics of such hegemonic practices in societies that have
significant social injustices, in which subsidised local and international programmes take
advantage of the marginalised condition of the communities and condemn them to serve the

purposes of neoliberal economic schemes.

Similarly, Cote and Nightingale (2011) suggest to understand resilience from different
levels of political interactions outside of the institutional agendas. Kaika (2017) highlights the
importance of analysing how resilience occurs outside of academic and policy agendas that
have being caught in defective techno-managerial frameworks (IBID). According to Kaika
(2017), to talk about resilience, it is necessary to break from the subordinate positions that
communities occupy. Instead, the “real smart solutions and real social innovation” emerge
in the alternative methods and actions of people that have refused to use the “pre-described
development practices” (IBID: 99). In other words, resilience is manifested in the discernment
and action of citizens towards improvement. The acknowledgement of these actions could
be of crucial importance to understand the differences between ecological systems (i.e.,
systems that discern, act, and adapt creating new forms of resilience) and human-dominated
systems. According to Vale (2014) these systems rely on external human symbols of power
that promote dependency. Since ecological systems reflect a new picture of interactions and
politics that are threaded through a proactive and self-reflective approach (IBID), they could
reveal new indicators that help improve practices and “global socio-environmental equality”

(Kaika, 2017: 99).

2.2 The Mirage of Participatory Design: Empowerment or Patronage

A clear example of how such neoliberal practices occur can be found in the so-called
‘participatory programmes’ that are developed by governments and international aid
agencies. In these programmes, some of the conceptual frameworks and principles
developed in resilience research are adapted and implemented with communities — for

instance, projects that allow participation of citizens in the design and construction of
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projects/buildings in the settlements (Davidson et al., 2007). In fact, in the last decades,
several programmes that integrate citizen participation have been developed with urban
informal communities in Latin America. In Brazilian slums, several programmes have adopted
the principles of community resilience into schemes that allow citizen participation; some of
these programmes have been used as strategies for disaster risk mitigation and been
integrated within urban practices for informal segregated settlements. An example is the
participatory planning method called Plano Global Especifico (PGE; Specific Global Plan)
applied since 1995 in villages and favelas in Bello Horizonte (Kapp and Baltazar, 2012). In this
scheme, the projects are developed by private expert organisations and the communities are
invited as part of an informative process; nevertheless, autonomy or empowerment of the
communities is not generated since all the planning and construction process is top-down or
‘heteronomous’ (Kapp and Baltazar, 2012: 167). In other words, since citizen participation is
institutionalised, any chance of citizen control or autonomy is annihilated by the top-down
planning structures (Kapp and Baltazar, 2012). A second programme developed to promote
citizen participation and empowerment of the community associations in Brazil is known as
Minha Casa Minha Vida Entidades (MCMVE). This programme has been recognised to lead
to positive outcomes, as it incorporates improved spaces of the peripheries into the
regularised city and promotes home ownership (Caldeira, 2017). Nevertheless, Friendly and
Stiphany (2018), and Rizek et al. (2014) identified this programme to be involved with

exploitative and predatory lending practices that favour the government and private sector.

A similar programme can be found in the city of Medellin (Colombia). Under the name of
‘social urbanism’ (SU) since 2007, the local government has implemented an innovative
initiative in urban informal settlements (comunas) that integrates some of the principles of
citizen participation defined by international frameworks. The outcome is the definition of
participatory design strategies (PDS) that have been applied in the last decade with the
residents of the comunas in the design process of infrastructural projects (Echeverri and
Orsini, 2010). The aims of the projects — among other aspects — are to minimise violence and
disaster risk exposure in the comunas and to enable citizens’ empowerment in the process
of space construction through the implementation of the PDS. Nevertheless, a similar
scenario to the PGE in Bello Horizonte is found with the Medellin PDS, in which the false
sense of empowerment is masked by a hegemonic process that ignores the community
structures and local power (Montoya, 2014). In fact, as stated by Montoya (2014), the
participatory strategies contained in the Medellin SU are part of an ideology in which the

local government has grounded its actions in order to justify the transformation of the urban
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space in these settlements. In this way, the government legally regains spatial and social
control. Montoya sees this mode of intervention in the urban space from Lefebvre’s ideas of
the occupation of the urban space, in which the urban space is a social product that is
conceived through dialectic methods, since it is politicised through conscious or unconscious
strategies. In other words, the intervention of the urban space through PDS, inevitably
creates new politics and governances over the improved territory; however, those are not

returned to the residents, instead they are transferred to the government.

A very interesting scenario emerges when analysing how successful PDS could be. As a
general statement, the process of participatory design with low-income communities has
been recognised to be extremely challenging (Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Manzo and Perkins,
2006; Sanoff, 2008). Many scholars have highlighted that the nature of such challenges is
rooted in the sometimes-internal political agenda of such programmes, and the evident
management of the top-down initiatives (Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Umemoto, 2001;
Miraftab, 2010). Research in these participatory processes has thoroughly examined the
flaws of such practice defined by Cooke (2001) and others as ‘induced participation’
(Vallance, 2015), which refers to the participation that is controlled and managed from the
top down. It is believed that the participatory nature of such programmes, for instance the
SU in Medellin, is to create a sense of ‘empowerment’ among disadvantaged groups.
Nevertheless, several studies conducted in different socially isolated groups that have
received aid through participatory design strategies — either after a disaster or just as part of
a local developmental project — have revealed that the sense of empowerment of these
groups has been disrupted. This is because the local capacities (or local resilience) are
ignored, creating inequalities, impositions and dependency of the social groups on the
benefactor (i.e. local government, or external organisation) (Arnstein, 1969: 216; Mehretu
et al., 2000; Williams, 2004; Gaillard, 2007; Harvey, 2008; Hilhorst et al. 2010: 1112; Marcuse,
2009: Varley, 2013).

This focuses the discussion of PDS into a political domain since the main aim of such
strategies is to promote and encourage ‘empowerment’ (Echeverri and Orsini, 2010).
According to Miraftab (2010), the concept of empowerment in top-down projects that
develop under the umbrella of participatory programmes in urban informal settlements are
often laden with political agendas of control. The misleading benevolence of such
programmes often hides the purpose of fitting political intentions that favour private sectors.
An example of this was exposed in the study conducted by Faranak Miraftab in Cape Town,

South Africa, with the ‘community-based strategies for post-apartheid waste collection
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programs’ — where the communities were falsely dragged into such programmes as
volunteers; however the underpaid or unpaid labour of poor people in the townships was to
fit with the cutting costs of the state’s agenda (Miraftab, 2010: 240). In this case, the hidden
agenda responded to the state’s mode of control and manipulation by using symbolic and
ideological metaphors ingrained in the concept of community participation. Similar cases are
seen in programmes in which poor communities are involved in participatory projects in
order to be relocated to other areas of the city. While the communities are dragged into this
false mirage of citizen participation, the local government and private contractors share
mutual benefits and profits through the construction of new private developments (i.e.
condominiums, shopping malls, etc) — a clear form of gentrification (Clark, 2005). A more
aggressive and clearer example of this was seen in the phenomenon named ‘favela
gentrification’ in Rio de Janeiro after the world cup in 2014 (Cummings, 2015: 81), in that,
after the investments in urban infrastructure and tourism, new opportunities for land
speculation and commercial development were created. However, the participation of the
residents was reduced to a minimum. As a result, several favelas were razed since they did

not fit the plans of the new developments (Cummings, 2015).

Although the focus of this research is not on this type of anomaly of participatory agendas
(i.e. gentrification), it is important to reveal the problematic nature of induced participatory
programmes and the consequences of misusing participatory strategies when these are
permeated with secondary agendas that usually seek social, spatial or financial control. In
fact, this research is more aligned towards understanding whether such strategies, such as
PDS, can indeed generate empowerment and allow the creation of community resilience

under heavy neoliberal urban practices, such as SU Medellin.

2.3 Conceptualising Resilience in Urban informal Settlements

This research builds upon the notion of resilience as a multidimensional concept (Luthar
et al., 2000) and proposes to overcome its oversimplification (Brown and Westaway, 2011,
Brown, 2014:113) by moving beyond the static concepts and factors that for more than two
decades have governed the understanding of resilience in planning and urban matters. To
do this, an integrated novel and parallel exploration of resilience is proposed that
acknowledges the processes and political changes that occur within the communities
(Brown, 2014); in other words, an investigation of the unique and localised factors that
emerge after disasters in social isolated groups, for instance, the urban informal settlements

(Gaillard, 2007: 539). Furthermore, in close agreement with Brown’s idea of demystifying the
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term ‘resilience’ that has been heavily entrenched ininflexible definitions (Brown, 2014:114),
it is considered of imperative importance that this research introduces a more flexible
understanding of resilience, by creating ‘creative alternatives’ that could significantly open
important debates for the up-coming ‘uncertain futures’, and could ultimately help in finding

alternative routes to resilience in urban informal settlements.

The idea of understanding resilience from a more creative perspective comes from a
plethora of claims in urban informal settlements research that has indicated the need for a
thorough examination of the micro-processes that occur at the local level in these
communities (Lombard, 2014). Furthermore, it has been of central interest to shift the
perception of these settlements as being chaotic (Huchzermeyer, 2004) towards a more
positive view that recognises the resourcefulness and ingenuity of these communities that
are capable of initiating processes of resilience after disasters (Roy, 2005). In fact, previous
research has described urban informal communities as highly dynamic and resilient groups
that reflect their ingenuity in the ability to adapt multiple times after adverse circumstances,
such as natural disasters or evictions (Dovey and King, 2011, 2012a, 2012b). Nevertheless,
these settlements are often seen as parallel societies that are outside the urban norms, often
defying the societal order (Turner, 1972; Perlman, 1976; Castells, 1983, Gilbert and Ward,
1985; Brand, 2002; Lombard, 2014; Hernandez and Becerra, 2017, etc.). Consequently, any
intent of internal resilience process in these settlements is often cast as unworthy or having
an insurgent nature and is therefore rarely integrated in urban planning frameworks

(Holston, 1995; Caldeira, 2000; Miraftab, 2005; Lombard, 2012).

2.3.1 Informal Planning and Insurgent Planning

Research conducted in informal settlements in Latin America has widely documented the
process of development of these communities. It has been argued that the transformation
of the built environment in these settlements is mainly bottom-up through grassroots
mobilisations deeply rooted in community self-organising practices, leadership, and self-
building (Turner, 1972; Gilbert and Ward,1985; Watson, 2009; Caldeira, 2000; Gough and
Kellett, 2001; Hernandez et al., 2010; Anguelovski, 2012; Lombard, 2014; Hernandez and
Becerra, 2017 ). The organised actions of these communities to build their physical
environment is sometimes understood as rebellious actions against the government that
constantly threatens these communities with eviction. Several discourses in urban planning
theories have illustrated these actions as radical planning (Friedmann, 1987), insurgent
citizenship and insurgent practices (Holston, 1995; 2008), insurgent urbanism (Sandercock,

1998), and insurgent planning — invited and invented places (Miraftab, 2005, 2009, 20123,
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2012b) — which is characterised by counter-hegemonic and transgressive grassroots actions
(Shrestha and Aranya, 2015). In essence, all these concepts refer to the celebration of citizen
participation that challenges centralised capitalism and develops alternative channels of
development, socially constructed and transformed by the communities (Holston, 1995). The
idea of insurgent planning has a core ideology of inclusion of citizens through grassroots
actions, which defy the state’s attempts of eviction or marginalisation from general

participation in the making of cities.

The insurgent actions of residents of urban informal settlements have been distinguished
in two categories in the work of Miraftab (2005, 2009) as ‘invited” and ‘invented’ spaces of
citizenship. In the former, community grassroots actions are supported by allies such as
NGOs or donors to help them cope with adverse situations. The second refers to the
collective actions directly initiated by the community to confront the authorities. These
spaces of citizenship — although introduced by Miraftab as counter-hegemonic actions of
informal communities to defend their territory and create mechanisms of negotiations with
the state — are worth exploring in the physical domain. Investigation of how the existence of
both spaces, invented and invited, could give rise to the creation of community grassroots
places in which the community creates shared meanings of citizenship, could add to the
understanding of place-making in urban informal settlements. Understanding that, the
materialisation of invited and invented places in urban slums represents the internal capacity
and organisation of marginalised communities for creating innovative channels of
development rooted in their own insurgent movements (Castells, 1983; Holston, 1995),
which helps them to claim inclusion and preserve their collective history. In fact, it could be
argued that through this understanding, future planning theories and policies could have a
more intimate connection with the history of conflicts and social movements of these
communities that have struggled when claiming their right to the city (Castells, 1983: 319;
Lefebvre, 1967).

Besides arguing that research that explores how informal settlements in Latin America
initiate the process of resilience after major disruptions in the built environment, such as
natural disasters, is urgently needed (Berke and Campanella, 2006; Cutter et al., 2008;
Lombard, 2014; Roy et al., 2016), Davidson et al. (2007) and O’Hare and White (2013) argued
that the abstract concept of community resilience remains difficult to apply in urban planning
policies in Latin American countries in these communities. Furthermore, the projects
developed in these settlements by local governments and external organisations have often

failed to explore how these local groups develop organic strategies of resilience in the
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aftermath of disasters and how these strategies evolve over time (Hernandez and Becerra,
2017). Consequently, the top-down interventions through participatory programmes like
PDS after disasters tend to dislocate the internal processes of resilience that might develop
in the communities, creating further implications for their social structures that, in the long
term, could deter participation and active self-organisation (Brown and Perkins, 1992;

Davidson et al., 2007; Sengupta and Sharma, 2009).

Nevertheless, as argued above, to conduct this type of research in urban informal
settlements, it is imperative to recognise the highly active and political social nature of these
communities. Therefore, using the conventional routes of resilience research that strictly
recognise specific ‘resilience factors’ might constrain the research, and neglect the
opportunity to explore the micro-processes that occur at the community level in their socio-
cultural context (Brown and Westaway, 2011; Amundsen, 2012; Cote and Nightingale, 2011).
Consequently, the researcher intends to stretch the concept of resilience to use it as a
bridging concept (Brown, 2014), to help understand an extremely relevant and understudied
subject in Latin American informal settlements. For this, the literature in insurgent planning
in informal settlements could trace the route to understand how community resilience after

disasters unfolds in these settlements.

Magis (2010: 235) argued that resilience comes from the ‘everyday magic of the ordinary’
and highlighted the idea that the internal normative human resources that are embedded
within individuals and communities are part of the representation of resilience. Additionally,
Cote and Nightingale (2011) suggested the examination of resilience through the lenses of
the sociocultural contexts and powers embedded in the communities, which would help
capture the underlying heterogeneities in the social dynamics that give rise to resilience.
These two interpretations of resilience open the door for ‘insurgent planning’ literature (IP)
as a vehicle to understand how resilience might occur in Latin American informal
settlements, since IP could be considered part of the everyday magic that constitutes the

reality of these communities.

To use IP as a conceptual support to explore how resilience works in informal settlements
after natural disasters, it could be helpful to initially position IP as an emergent counteracting
force of informal settlements against the oppressive capitalist modus operandi of the local
governments. IP works through grassroots actions and social movements organised directly
by the communities. The outcomes could be significant, however, as the most prominent

and relevant for this study are the self-building and planning actions that have allowed the
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communities to assemble their own neighbourhoods; in other words, the actions, previously
mentioned, defined by Miraftab as invited and invented spaces. The uniqueness of how
these processes occur has been described by Castells as the representation of the ‘singular
pattern of behaviour’ of these communities that at the same time behave in divergent ways
and have diverse social effects (Castells, 1983: 328). By this, Castells cautions us against
assuming an absolutist position that could be entrenched in homogeneous discussions of
how the grassroots processes occurs. In fact, although Castells recognises that these social
movements are part of a homogeneous phenomenon, there are very different forms of
mobilisation that are locally-based and respond directly to history and social reality (Castells,

1983: 328).

2.4 Research Problem: Re-scaling PDS and Community Resilience in
Medellin Urban Informal Settlements

According to Cooke and Kothari (2001:4), all forms of induced participation introduce in
one way or another a malformed definition of empowerment since the top-down has its own
agenda and interest in normalising or legalising the settlements. The problem with such
programmes is their hidden neoliberalist approach which, according to MacKinnon and
Driscoll (2012) in the context of austerity, which tends to produce low income communities,
these urban policies are often permeated by reinforced neoliberalism and influenced by
expert knowledge. As a result, these policies reproduce the social and spatial relations that
generate inequality ( Davidson et al., 2007; MacKinnon and Driscoll, 2012). In other words,
the instances in which the PDS are defined by external experts and policy makers are
inadequate strategies underpinned by a notion of ‘adaptive management that subordinates

communities’ (Mackinnon and Driscoll, 2012).

In principle, it could be argued that although induced participation might introduce
hidden agendas that serve the local government’s purposes of legalising informal
settlements, on the other hand, these programmes also introduce latent improvements in
the settlement’s infrastructure (e.g., access to public services, transport, community
facilities, among others) (Caldeira, 2017;Anguelovski et al., 2018). However, the ambiguity
of this matter directs the research inquiry of this study towards understanding, in the first
place, whether PDS are indeed the best solution in these communities (Montoya, 2014).
Furthermore, understanding that urban informal communities have developed internal

micro-processes of adaptation —also recognised as insurgent planning (Miraftab, 2005) —and
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that these processes are part of a bigger structure of grassroots actions, it is imperative to

investigate how community resilience in these settlements occurs.

In fact, it could be argued that for the case of Medellin informal settlements a unique
process of resilience was developed, which was not only triggered by natural disasters, but
also by the long history of crime and war in which these settlements have evolved (Wisner
et al., 2004). Nevertheless, only a few studies have investigated how exposure to natural
disasters is perceived in Medellin informal settlements but have not identified how the
process of resilience after natural disasters might be correlated with violent crimes. In the
work of Francoise Coupe conducted in the settlement ‘Villatina’ at the North Centre of the
city (Comuna 8) after a massive landslide in 1987 — recorded as the most catastrophic
disaster in the country (Coupe, 1993, 1997; 2007) — it was identified that residents associated
the cause of the disaster with the criminal events that were affecting the settlement.
Although the technical reports confirmed that the cause of the landslide was due to water
accumulation in the base of the Pan de Azucar Hill (Alcaldia de Medellin, 1987), residents
believed that the landslide was caused by a dynamite explosion triggered by the rebel group
ELN (Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (The National Liberation Army). In this context, the
arguments of Coupe tend towards an understanding of natural disasters in Medellin informal
settlements as not separated from the violent events in which residents have evolved. In
fact, in her work, Coupe asserts that both types of disaster are co-related; therefore, any
process of adaptation arises as a response to both (Coupe, 2007). In this line of ideas, to
understand how the process of community resilience might occur in Medellin informal
settlements after a natural disaster, violence needs to be considered in parallel to the
investigation of natural disaster and understood as a second disaster that influences, equally,

the community resilience process triggered by a natural disaster.

Although natural disasters and civil war conflicts constitute two different types of
phenomenon, in the work of Wisner et al. (2004: 10) a clear relationship between them was
provided. Wisner and colleagues claimed that civil wars and conflicts clearly could
exacerbate natural extreme events; for instance, mass displacement to urban areas and
other violent conflicts could generate new risks (exposure to crime, unfamiliar hazards in
new urban environments, etc.) (Wisner et al., 2004:24). Furthermore, violent confrontations
at the same time undermine the local environment and prevent new sustainable practices
from emerging (Wisner et al., 2004:25). From this perspective, clearly there is a strong
association between civil conflicts and natural disasters — as was identified by Coupe (2007).

Nevertheless, perhaps the most detrimental aspect of these two interrelated phenomena is
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the limitations that it poses in the implementation of recovery programmes, since violent
conflicts could make it very difficult to apply participatory methods of citizen empowerment
(Wisner et al., 2004: 25). This could clearly become a major problem for the implementation

of PDS.

With the implementation of PDS in informal settlements in Medellin, the question that
emerges is to what extent the local organic grassroots strategies of development that are
commonly developed by slum residents during self-building processes are considered and
integrated by the local government. Years of research conducted with residents of these
types of settlement across the globe have indicated that residents of informal settlements
organically develop strategies of place-development through self-building processes (Turner,
1972; Perlman, 1976; Castells 1983). In the Latin American context several scholars have
documented how the process of self-building occurs (Castells 1983; Gilbert and Ward, 1985;
Brand, 2002; Lombard, 2014; Hernandez and Becerra, 2017) and some studies have even
demonstrated that the strategies developed by residents could be considered as
demonstrations of grassroots actions that give rise to political grassroots practices (Castells,
1983, Caldeira, 2000; Holston,2008; Friedmann, 1987, 2011; Anguelovski, 2013 (b)).
Furthermore, it has been extensively argued that slum residents might ground their
grassroots strategies of development under principles recognised as part of a process of
community resilience (Dobson et al., 2015), such as place attachment, community
attachment, community activism, and sense of belonging, to name a few (Brown and Perkins,
1992; Davidson et al., 2007; Foland and Lewicka, 2007; Gaillard, 2007). Therefore, it could be
assumed that Medellin slum residents have organically developed strategies of place-
development that are grounded in community resilience principles, although these have not

been clearly identified.

Furthermore, examining the PDS projects applied in informal settlements in Medellin
from a practical perspective, one may wonder if indeed these massive infrastructural
projects have contributed to the reduction of violent crimes and improved the high exposure
to natural disasters — as it has been claimed (Echeverry and Orsini, 2010). These doubts are
grounded on simple ethnographic and demographic observations of the current situation of
these settlements, in which a contrasting scenario of impressive PDS new-built projects next
to houses that are close to collapse generate reservations about how PDS strategies operate.
For instance, it has been estimated that 180,000 families live at risk of landslides and floods
(Alcaldia de Medellin, 2014) in these settlements. Furthermore, between 2017 and 2018,

new forms of violence caused by drug gangs started to emerge in some of these settlements
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(Martinez, 2017); the gangs are using public spaces (also known as plazas) to trade drugs,

causing confrontations with the police.

Research conducted by scholars in Colombia and other countries has described some of
the positive impacts of PDS developed projects, among them studies conducted by Montoya
(2014), Echeverry y Orsini (2010) and Brand (2010). These have highlighted the usefulness
and replicability of the participatory strategies in other countries with similar problems in
urban slums. Conversely, a critical stream of research has questioned the mode in which PDS
are conducted and developed and makes a claim for a further inspection of these strategies,
as they seem to consider imported ideas of participation that could be disregarding the
locality and capabilities of urban slum residents (Montoya, 2014; Hernandez and Becerra,
2017). Furthermore, the recent recognition of Medellin as a resilient city that promotes
community resilience through PDS developed projects, has enabled researchers to questi