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Community Urban Gardens in Alto Fucha, Bogotá: 
A Strategy for Social and Ecological Cohesion

Introduction. Alto Fucha is an area of Bogotá, Colombia, 
located southeast of the city in the district of San Cristóbal at 
more than 2,800 metres above sea level. The area is crossed 
by the Fucha River and surrounded by the eastern hills that 
are part of the Reserva Forestal Protectora del Oriente. It 
is composed of seven neighbourhoods, with around 5,400 
inhabitants. Over the years, the Alto Fucha community has 
fought fiercely for their right to the city, to decent housing, 
and the right to remain in the territory where they have lived 
for generations. Its people are notable for their efforts to pre-
serve Alto Fucha’s significant ecological capital. The river 
and reserve offer immense value in terms of ecosystem ser-
vices, including rich biodiversity and deep cultural heritage. 

In recent years, the inhabitants of Alto Fucha have felt a per-
manent threat of dispossession due to the decisions of some 
public actors and private companies that seek to change the 
use of the land for the benefit of the tourism or real estate 
sector, under the argument of the risk of landslides. This 
has generated uncertainty about the community's right to 
remain on these lands that they have inhabited over the years.

In this context, some local stakeholders have advocated to 
consolidate the Alto Fucha into an Eco-territory, through 
which residents could sustainably inhabit the hillside areas 
of the Reserve while mitigating the risk of landslides. The 
purpose of the Eco-territory approach, utilizing Nature-based 
Solutions, was twofold.  On one hand, the residents wanted 
to address societal challenges of social justice, cohesion,
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participatory planning, and governance. On the other 
hand, they wanted to tackle climate challenges of adap-
tation (addressing for instance, landslides and flood 
regulation) and mitigation (preserving the carbon 
sequestration mechanisms of the original ecosystem).

Brief history. In 1976, the Eastern Hills were declared a 
Protected Reserve, an agreement that was elevated to a 
national decree the following year. In 1991, a law for the spa-
tial development of cities was required, which was followed 
by a set of political, administrative, and planning actions in 
1997. These actions had the goal of establishing instruments 
to guide and regulate the spatial development of the territory, 
with strategies that would align socio-economic develop-
ment with the environment and historical-cultural traditions. 

In 2000, the Bogotá Land Management Plan defined the hills 
within the Main Ecological Structure as the Eastern Forest 
Protective Forest Reserve Zone, which must be protected 
based on a special management plan. In 2003, functions 
were assigned to execute the resettlement plan for fami-
lies located in non-mitigable high-risk areas in Bogotá. In 
2005, the Eastern Forest Protective Forest Reserve was rede-
fined, its zoning and use regulations were adopted, and the 
determinants for the ordering and management of the east-
ern hills were established. In the same year, a collective 
action annulled this decree. It gave rise to the 2013 Council 
of State Ruling, which contemplated the creation of the 
Adaptation Strip of the eastern hills and the legalisation of 
the neighbourhoods located there (Consejo de Estado, 2013).

The Adaptation Strip is an area extracted from the former 
Reserve. Some neighbourhoods, such as Alto Fucha, are no 
longer considered part of the forest reserve. Instead, they 
became a transition and buffer zone between the consoli-
dation space of the urban structure and the Reserve itself. 
In 2015, a resolution established the partial legalisation of 
the Alto Fucha neighbourhoods, meaning many households 
had to leave the territory due to flooding and landslide risks. 
Parallel to this process, megaprojects were proposed for the 
territory, such as the Alto Fucha Linear Park and the Sendero 
de las Mariposas tourist trail. Simultaneously, some real estate 
licenses were also reactivated. Such plans put pressure on 
the territory and ignored citizens' opinions and proposals.

In reaction, the inhabitants of Alto Fucha created var-
ious social and collective organisations. Although the 
community faced various adverse economic and social 
conditions, they remained organised and joined forces to pro-
tect themselves and their environment, convinced of their 
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positive contribution to the world's environmental challenges.

An example of these organisations is the Colectivo Huertopía, 
an initiative to promote Ecoterritorio as an action of resistance 
to public planning and resettlement policies that do not consider 
the identity of the community, its connection to the territory, 
socio-economic and decent housing conditions, and the right 
to the city (Sánchez, 2019). Thus, Huertopía creates, promotes, 
and manages community and family gardens on sites where 
homes were relocated due to landslides, using these spaces as 
a strategy to reduce risk while asserting the community’s right 
to the territory through the preservation of collective memory.

Implementation, Analysis and Evaluation. Since 2015, 
the community gardens have provided an opportunity to 
recover the land where the remains of the displaced families’ 
homes were located. This idea, being easily replicable, man-
aged to have a great reach within the neighbourhoods of Alto 
Fucha. Initially, the Huertopía vegetable garden was created 
as a multi-purpose Nature-based Solution (NbS) to address 
both societal and climate-related challenges. Huertopía 
became the learning place for neighbours who wanted to 
organise and create other vegetable gardens themselves. 
According to the IUCN, “Nature-based Solutions are actions 
to protect, sustainably manage and restore natural and mod-
ified ecosystems in ways that address societal challenges 
effectively and adaptively, to provide both human well-be-
ing and biodiversity benefits.” (Cohen-Shacham et al., 2016, 

Figure 1. Image of the inhabitants of Alto Fucha in a protest during the visit of the 
mayor Enrique Peñalosa in 2018. The mayor wanted to make a tourist trail that 

would cross the hills from south to north, impacting the local ecosystem and priori-
tizing real estate capital over the informal neighbourhoods. 
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p. 5). The IUCN develops its conceptual framework consid-
ering the concepts of ecosystem-based approaches, human 
well-being, and biodiversity benefits and addresses seven 
social challenges: climate change mitigation and adaptation, 
disaster risk reduction, economic and social development, 
human health, food security, water security, and environ-
mental degradation and biodiversity loss (IUCN, 2020).

The Huertopía community gardens are a hybrid type of NbS, 
combining green and blue infrastructure with natural and 
semi-natural features. The project is implemented in medi-
um-term temporal and neighbourhood spatial scales. The 
societal challenges addressed by the NbS are climate adaptation 
and mitigation, urban regeneration of the informal settlement, 
social justice and social cohesion, and participatory planning 
and governance. It aims to promote community-based man-
agement of landslide risk associated with increasingly intense 
and frequent precipitation under climate change, while foster-
ing environmental education. Other sub-objectives include 
environmental education through living classrooms (social), 
increase in community tourism (economic), and maintenance 
and increase of wildlife and biodiversity (environmental).

There are a few associated costs, funded exclusively and vol-
untarily by the community. Such costs include their time in 
the implementation and maintenance of the orchards in pub-
lic spaces and an initial financial investment of 40 USD 
per square meter. For the implementation process, a few 
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tools were utilized: social mapping, participatory design, train-
ing workshops, environmental awareness education campaigns, 
and an agroecological structured approach. The most signifi-
cant challenge of the project lay in resolving competing land 
uses between community gardens and housing (in the case of 
relocation, due to the socio-political context described above). 

The ecosystem services strengthened by the NbS implemen-
tation include:
 

a) compost, native seeds, medicinal plants and 
horticulture – vegetables such as lettuce and 
chard and tubers like potatoes - (provisioning 
service);
 
b) flood risk reduction, landslide containment, 
carbon sequestration, and cooling effect (regulat-
ing service); 

c) contemplation, education, internal peace, 
recreation, and solidarity among neighbours (cul-
tural service); and
 
d) habitat for species, with an increase of pol-
linators such as bees, butterflies and birds 
(supporting service). 

By 2021, eight community gardens had been strengthened 
with stakeholder input, training and mingas (working days 
based on an ancestral form of community organisation) 
to establish skills in the neighbours leading each garden. 
In this way, the community gardens became a space for 
meeting and exchange, which organically led to the pro-
motion of the Alto Fucha community garden network. 

Little by little, the network expanded. The family gardens were 
linked and strengthened in green patios or terraces, resulting 
in the installation of 21 vegetable gardens in homes distrib-
uted throughout the Alto Fucha territory. The installation 
of the gardens was accomplished directly with the families 
and the leaders who energised the community gardens (as 
it was difficult to count on institutional help during the pan-
demic), creating support from the network of local knowledge.

After the reinforcement campaign, it is uncertain how 
many of the improved home gardens are still active. This is 
a major constraint as all the work has been done on a vol-
untary basis. Monitoring this type of work requires time 
that community leaders often lack, as their efforts are fre-
quently devoted to more urgent matters, such as engaging 
in dialogue with institutions. However, it is important to 
recognise that most people in the home gardens have been 
involved to some extent in activities to defend and care for 
the Alto Fucha. Collecting updated data through a quar-
terly virtual survey or new visits is being considered.

At the same time, six of the eight strengthened community 
gardens are still active and have their own dynamics of work-
ing with the community. Each one has expanded its working 
group, reaching out mainly to children and adolescents. 

Figure 2. Image of a couple showing their planting box for 
home gardening. 
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Likewise, their work has expanded from the garden to the 
broader neighborhood, through pedagogical, artistic, and sports 
initiatives, as well as dialogue with institutions, in response to 
the persistent problem of dispossession affecting the inhabi-
tants of Alto Fucha. The discontinuation of two community 
gardens was due to internal problems of the leading group, 
primarily due to its unilateral decision-making structure.

Each of these efforts to establish community and home gar-
dens has contributed, among other things, to alternative land 
uses beyond the residential and commercial patterns typical 
of urban dynamics, thereby facilitating ecological transition 
within the urban area. To corroborate this, the urban edge was 
analysed with the methodology of the Main Agroecological 
Structure, which was applied by Bryan Sotomonte, a mem-
ber of Huertopía. This analysis made it possible to identify 
the ecological connectivity between the different vegetation 
covers of the territory (small gardens, orchards, and water 
corridors) and the main ecological structures of the city 
around the territory (the river and the reserve) (León, 2014). 

As of 2023, there are eight community gardens, nine-
teen family gardens in open spaces, and at least fourteen 
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home gardens or green terraces. In addition, the ecological 
corridor around the Aguas Claras or La Pichosa stream con-
tains fifty or so gardens or living fences within residences and 
three areas where ecological restoration has been carried out. 

All this contributes to a wide variety of native species within 
the neighbourhoods, as well as paved corridors for biodi-
versity conservation, landslide risk mitigation, and climate 
change adaptation (van der Hammen & Andrade, 2003).

Conclusions. In Alto Fucha, community gardens are nature-
based solutions that can provide several co-benefits. An urban 
community garden can be a source of food, a recreational 
area, a habitat for flora and fauna, or it can regulate water 
runoff and absorb carbon from the atmosphere. In addition, a 
garden can also have an urban cooling effect, provide shade, 
and be a means for environmental education, socialisation 
and social cohesion, relaxation, and mental health relief. 

While providing food, these NbS projects can increase the  
nutritional balance and overall health of people while reduc-
ing the cost of food for families. Moreover,  especially in 
Alto Fucha, it seeks to be a place for landslide risk mitiga-
tion and climate change adaptation to remain in the territory.
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Additional Data 

•	 Population Density:  4,907.45 people/km2

•	 Per Capita Gross National Income (GNI): 21,890 USD 

(Upper-Middle Income) [2023]

•	 Gini Coefficient:  53.9 [2023]

•	 Human Development Index (HDI):  0.788 (High) [2023]

•	 Type of Climate Intervention: Hybrid            		

(Adaptation & Mitigation)                   
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