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For the past fifteen years, the city of Medellin has been actively work-
ing on rebranding itself, changing its image ofviolent crime and drug

trafficking to a more welcoming and safer place, better in tune with its

of Barcelona, Barcelona environment. Thanks to many social urbanism and “urban acupunc- ture”
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Case Study 6.3 Figure 1 TheMedellin GreenBett.
Photo: Municipality of Medellin

projects targeting the urban poor and to the construction of new
infrastructure, Medellin received the award for “Most Innovative
City of the World” by the Urban Land Institute in 2013.

Announced in 2012, the future Metropolitan Green Belt (73 km,
US$249 million) is part of this process of urban reinvention and
urban resilience. Conceived as a planning strategy to consoli-

date the metropolitan territory in a balanced and equitable way, the
greenbelt is meant to restrain unregulated growth* and sprawl in the
hillsides around the city, protect water basins and forests key to the
region’s biodiversity and to climate control, and, most importantly,
reduce risks of landslides during extreme weather events (Agudelo
Patino, 2013). Risks of climate disasters exist in Medellin because of
a prolonged rainy season with a high prevalence of torrential down-
falls and an increase in frequency of extreme rainfall events. Experts
predict that extended dry periods will make the unstable soil along
the steep slopes even more treacherous, while intense rainfall will
increase the incidence of landslides. Today, 180,000 households are
located on hillsides and ravines that are at risk of mudslides and
other climate-related disasters.

4 From 1955 to 2013, the population of Medellin almost tripled from 500,000 to 3 million residents, a growth driven by industrialization and internal displacement from armed

conflicts.
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The greenbelt is based on three levels of intervention and will affect
230,000 residents (see Case Study 6.3 Figure 1) who live above the
1,800 meter altitude set by the project, not all of which are consid-
ered “high-risk.” The first level is a Protection Zone (in green) that is
the “Green Belt” itself with natural habitat preservation, ecolog- ical
restoration of hillsides, recuperation of rural corridors, natural and
community tourism, carbon sinks protection, and rural habitat
improvement. The second level is a Transition Zone (in yellow), close
to the greenbelt, with the highest concentration of residents living in
conditions that often lack basic amenities and that have expanded
beyond the city limits. This Transition Zone will receive new metro-
politan parks, farming projects, education gardens, bike paths, and
risk mitigation measures (see Case Study 6.3 Figures 2 and 3). The
third zone is a Consolidation Zone (in orange), meant to “re-conquer
the Valley,” with the creation of longitudinal parks, the construction
of high-rises for new residents, structural intervention and habitat
improvement projects, land entitlement, and a network of public ser-
vices. At the heart of the Green Belt, the municipality is also planning
a Clean Mobility Corridor (Alcaldia de Medellin, 2013). This project
has strong potential to protect the city against more extreme and
frequent weather events and to regulate uncontrolled growth on the
slopes.

However, the construction of the Green Belt is also raising planning
controversies related to sociospatial equity. First, because the munici-
pality is planning to relocate thousands of households living on unsta-
ble terrain from the Zone of Transition to the Zone of Consolidation,
community concerns have emerged (see Case Study 6.3 Figure 4).
Most low-income residents do not want to be relocated and would
prefer alternative solutions to risk management (interviews in 2013 and
2015). For instance, in Comuna 8, where the municipality is planning
to relocate 6,600 households (but possibly up to 39,200 households),
residents are opposed to the idea of being evicted from the houses
they built during the armed conflict and being moved into city-built
tower blocks far away from their original settlement. Controversies
over relocation also highlight the political nature of risk assessments
and maps since discrepancies exist between different sources of
assessment — the Risk Zone map of the city, the Geological Aptitude
Map (a map of geological risks associated with different land types),
and resident-produced estimates of the number of households in
“non-recoverable risk areas.”

Second, decisions over which communities have to move away
from the greenbelt highlight spatial inequity in urban development
and relocation. Higher-income neighborhoods (El Poblado, Cedro

Case Study 6.3 Figures 2 and 3 Renderings of the Medellin Green Belt.
Source: Global Site Plans
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Case Study 6.3 Figure 4 Thethree zones of the Medellin Green Belt.
Source: Urban Solutions Platform

Verde, Alto de las Palmas) seem to be able to further expand toward
the top of the hills in South East Medellin even though they have
expanded beyond the city border. Gated communities such as Alto
de Escobero, which is next to important reserves of native forest, are
continuing to grow without a mention of their need for resettlement
(Arango, 2012). In contrast, the municipality is planning to move res-
idents from lower-income neighborhoods (Comuna 8).

Third, although the future system of longitudinal connectivity and
mobility — to be built along with the Green Belt — linking new
mobility projects such as bike paths, hiking trails, and a monorail
system to the city’s current urban transit system will create new
environmental benefits for the city’s residents, it could bring new
forms of environmental privilege. Low-income residents fear that
this monorail will attract tourists and wealthier residents benefit- ing
from easier connections to new recreational areas and parks such
as Park Arvi (Interviews 2013 and 2015). Additionally, the
Metrocable and other forms of public transport would stop before
the furthest extent of these communities, and there is no plan to
improve access to the city for the most vulnerable residents. By the
same token, low-income residents would lose access to green
space around the Pan de Azicar Mountain on which they rely for
their livelihoods and sources of fresh food. Even though the Pan de
Azucar is farmed by many residents, public officials see it as

an important ecological resource to preserve and transform into a
recreational area.

Last, low-income residents from communities impacted by the Green
Belt are concerned about a lack of meaningful engagement with
affected vulnerable communities and a lack of recognition of their
land-use and planning experience. In Comuna 8, using the three pil-
lars of social and ecological function of property, direct participation
of citizens in decision-making, and equitable distribution of costs and
benefits of urbanization from the 1991 Constitution, residents have
prepared a community development plan asking for the municipality
to articulate the Green Belt project with their Declaration of Needs
and Wants, including integral barrio-upgrading projects, food secu-
rity and urban agriculture, risk management with the construction of
proper sewage systems and retention walls, and housing and trans-
portation improvements. Yet, to date, the dialogue between residents
and the municipality has not produced tangible results and solutions.

In sum, the Green Belt project reveals that, although green infrastruc-
ture offers much resilience and climate adaptation opportunity for
cities affected by climate impacts, such efforts may produce accel-
erated cultural, economic, and physical displacement for the most
vulnerable residents while overlooking needs for social cohesion,
community recognition, and livelihood protection.
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