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Toward Care and Stewardship:
Care, Well-being, and Mental Health

as Ecosystem Services Provided by Bogotá's Critical Ecosystems
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City Population     8,002,000

City Area 1,775 km²

City GDP 119 billion USD

Climate Zone         H (Highland / complex mountain 
zone)
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Introduction and Analysis. Bogotá’s recent master plan, as 
established by Decree 555 (2021), is organized around the 
groundbreaking concept to address women’s unfair burden of 
unpaid care work. The city’s master plan, or plan ordenamiento 
territorial (POT) includes the creation of 45 “Care Blocks” 
by 2035. Built around the concept of a 15-minute city, each 
Care Block is organized around a central “Care Center” that 
aims to enhance women’s access to city services in their 
respective neighborhoods, providing programming to enhance 
professional development, wellness promotion, and income-
generation. Bogotá’s Care Block system aims to break the cycle 
of female caregivers’ time poverty and help women accomplish 
their personal and professional goals. This case study explores 
how Colombian institutions might formally value care and 
well-being as a legitimate ecosystem service provided by 
vulnerable ecosystems. 

Background and Context. The capital city of Bogotá was 
founded atop a high Andean plateau, surrounded by wetlands 
and an extensive páramo ecosystem. Bogotá became a central 
relocation hub for those fleeing violence during the FARC 
conflict, and rapid urbanization put pressure on both city 
services and surrounding ecosystems. Today, wetland areas 
cleared for informal settlements are some of the most vulnerable 
to the effects of climate change. Wetlands themselves provide 
valuable ecosystem services as they are important sources of 
carbon sequestration, filter water, and reduce the frequency and 
intensity of floods.  

All this puts the people of Bogotá at high exposure to 
climate impacts; however, the burden of these impacts 
is disproportionately distributed. Given their historic 
marginalization, women and other socially vulnerable groups 
face lower capacity to deal with all that a changing climate 
brings. Full-time caregivers in particular face unique stressors, 
such as high rates of illness, limited opportunities to pursue 
secondary education, low levels of free time, and virtually no 
economic autonomy. 

Existing Plan and Policy Analysis. In 2017, Columbia issued 
a national payments for ecosystem services law (Law No. 870), 
along with an accompanying policy document from the national 
planning department council (CONPES 3886, 2017). While 
this law does not establish a national payments for ecosystem 
services (PES) program, it creates a national framework for 
PES programs and issues requirements for publicly-funded 
PES schemes. The policy document also presents guidelines 
for the design and implementation of these programs. Since 
this law was issued during the peace agreement, Law No. 870 
states that any publicly-funded PES must be implemented in 
municipalities prone to conflict or areas where illegal crops are 
grown. Colombia currently has over 15 PES programs funded 
through a mixture of government entities and the private sector. 
The presence of this law aids in the framing to propose care 
and well-being as legitimate ecosystem services that should be 
valued and quantified. 

In addition, under Bogotá’s care block system, a recent 
initiative was implemented to increase job opportunities for 
thousands of disadvantaged women, all the while greening up 
the city. Mujeres que reverdecen, or “regreening women,” is 
a social program that gives jobs and environmental training 
to women with little to no income or education, and those 
who are part of ethnic or sexual orientation minority groups. 
These women receive training in gardening, urban agriculture, 
and the maintenance of green spaces. Participating women 
receive conditional cash transfers. Not only does this benefit 
the women involved, but it also preserves ecosystems and 
maintains and creates green spaces throughout the city. 

To-date, these two concepts – payments for ecosystem 
services and the urban care block system – have not yet been 
merged. However, there is an opportunity to use payments for 
ecosystem services to scale up existing care block initiatives, 
like Mujeres que reverdecen, as a means to enhance both 
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existing ecosystem services and social well-being of vulnerable 
populations. In doing so, this could legitimize reciprocal care 
as an ecosystem service. 

Seeds of Change: Towards Climate Justice, Action, and 
Accountability. Climate change cannot be addressed without 
also confronting the social challenges the most vulnerable 
populations face. This policy transformation seeks to enhance 
Colombia’s natural ecosystems, while empowering women 
and other vulnerable groups in the country to enact meaningful 
change. 

To best ensure that social justice and climate justice go hand-
in-hand, it is necessary to leverage the existing programs and 
policies that Colombia has already put in place. These include 
Colombia’s Law No. 870, Bogotá’s Care Block system under 
its plan ordenamiento territorial (POT), and the Mujeres que 
reverdecen that exists within the Care Block implementation. 

By leveraging and harmonizing what already exists, targeted 
policy interventions can: 
•	 Uplift and recontextualize the overlooked value of critical 

ecosystems through the framework of care, just as Bogotá 
has already done for its caregiver population; 

•	 Empower caregivers and other marginalized groups to lead 
local environmental stewardship; and 

•	 Train and fund caregivers to create local networks of 
environmental guardianship that allow for rehabilitation 
and growth of target populations like men who perpetuate 
toxic masculinity, at-risk youth, and formerly incarcerated 
populations. 

With all this in mind, there are multiple scales in which certain 
seeds of change might take place: 
•	 Local scale: Funding and expanding Mujeres que reverdecen 

through payments for ecosystem services within a care 
framework, creating pathways for more at-risk members 
of society to engage with nature as a means towards both 
rehabilitation and enhanced ecosystem services. 

•	 Regional/national scale: Use scaled-up local initiatives like 
Mujeres que reverdecen to strengthen local biodiversity, 
and leverage the flexible nature of Colombia’s PES laws/
guidelines to pursue private partnerships and/or direct 
private funding towards new and existing PES schemes.

•	 Global scale: An emphasis on bottom-up, community-
led approaches to environmental care and biodiversity 
protection is missing on a global scale. To address this, a 
portion of the Loss and Damage fund should be directed 
towards payments for ecosystem services in biodiversity 
hotspots. 

•	 Columbia University scale: Support pedagogy that builds 
year after year to ensure that these important projects are 
not forgotten. To do so, creating a pipeline for both the 
students and local stakeholders involved to keep these 
conversations going is key. Building the capacity on both 
ends to offer internships, capstones, or other opportunities 
where students can continue to collaborate with the 
organizations under study will have long lasting impacts. 
Lastly, a portion of tuition (primarily from Columbia 
University’s Climate and Society students) should be 

allocated towards payments for ecosystem services programs 
in Colombia.   

Action Deep Dive. This overview envisions the expansion of 
care centers and the use of payments for ecosystem services to 
fund Mujeres que reverdecen and programs like it in urban areas 
across Colombia. This will (a) further enhance existing ecosystem 
services, and (b) reach other target populations, like at-risk youth, 
and formerly incarcerated people – which helps reduce the existing 
burden on women to protect ecosystems. 

Success would be measured by:
•	 The amount of people reached by the program
•	 The establishment of a PES framework for sensitive ecosystems 

(beginning with wetlands as a key opportunity)
•	 The validated valuation of ecosystem services and payments 

that reflect ideas of care
•	 The adoption of care centers in cities across Colombia with 

sensitive ecosystems 
•	 The delivery of PES to local implementing organizations
•	 Improved biodiversity, 
•	 Improved flood protection from key ecosystems, 
•	 Improved heat exposure and air quality impacts, 
•	 Improvements within the ecosystems 
•	 Improved mental health outcomes for participants 

Numerous studies have shown that green spaces reduce stress, 
enhance well-being, and combat mental health problems. By 
taking this into account, the mental health benefits associated with 
nature should be legitimized as ecosystem services. 

Articulating Benefits and Trade-offs. Within the existing 
national legal structures, the PES law (Law No. 870) would be 
a logical first step to set up the framework for a care-based PES. 
To ensure success, a compatibility assessment around this law and 
its application to mental health/well-being/care would need to be 
performed. 

At an international level, financiers for PES could include the 
Green Climate Fund and  future Loss & Damage allocations. 
Private sector donations and commitments to net-zero would also 
be applicable for scaling payments. 

Figure 1: One of Bogotá’s Care Block centers. (Jaad Benhallam, 
2023)
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Healthy ecosystems play a large role in climate change 
mitigation. Allocating money towards PES could be a part 
of executing Colombia’s current nationally determined 
contributions (NDCs), which consists of a ~51% reduction in 
GHG emissions by 2030.  

A possible tradeoff or unintended consequence could be if an 
ecosystem is evaluated in terms of its current health, it may not 
be of much value due to decades of degradation. Therefore, 
ecosystems must be assessed for their potential value and seen 
as an investment. It is critical to note that these vulnerable 
ecosystems may be undervalued both currently and into 
the future, which has environmental, social, and economic 
ramifications. Reframing ecosystems as an investment 
opportunity is key.

Governance and Engagement. With the existing PES legal 
framework implemented in 2017, there are already several 
scattered PES initiatives across the country, such as Yo protejo 
agua para todos (YPAT). YPAT can be used as a localized 
model to develop this care-based PES program. 

Given Colombia’s ongoing issues with corruption, it is crucial 
that these payments are handled transparently (i.e., avoid the 
movement of payments through different levels of bureaucracy 
to evade corruption), go to the people who are doing the caring 
work, and that program participants decide how payments are 
allocated/distributed. Therefore, the creation of local councils 
that receive these funds and then democratically decide how 
to allocate them across community needs will be paramount 
to the program’s success. It is also recommended that each 
council is paired with an ecological consultant to best advise 
on how to assess the ecosystem services and what stewardship 
and care work needs to be done. 

The voices of women and other vulnerable groups partaking 
in this initiative must be centered and heard by the funders, 
whether that be local, national or international, and private 
sector. 

Wetlands and other critical ecosystems are formally designated 

as extended care centers either through rezoning them as 
such (i.e., under any current “care block” zoning within the 
territorial master plan), or creating a new zoning category. 
Each current care block could be linked to an “ecosystem care 
block” to create a connection for a Mujeres que reverdecen 
extension program to be implemented. 

Spatial Scales and Outcomes. The initiative begins at the 
local Bogotá level, where the care blocks are already part of 
the recently implemented territorial master plan. The critical 
ecosystems of Bogotá, such as the wetlands, are sites for 
piloting. The program can then be expanded nationally, to 
include other fragile yet crucial ecosystems (i.e., mangrove, 
rainforest, páramo). 

Temporal Scale and Outcomes. Because these ecosystems 
have been undervalued for generations, and because the 
climate is undergoing rapid and unprecedented changes, it is 
highly likely that these vulnerable areas will (a) be undervalued 
to begin with, and (b) will continue to experience extreme 
pressures from climate change, which may undervalue them 
further across time despite the PES/care initiative. As such, 
any kind of methodology/valuation related to the health 
of the ecosystem must be presented within a context of a 
compromised “baseline” and a risky future. 

When evaluating success on ecosystem restoration through 
this program, improvements in the environment may not be 
seen immediately. However, these efforts will not be in vain. 
By protecting these ecosystems now, the most severe climate 
impacts may be avoided. Researching methodologies to 
determine future damages avoided by enhanced ecosystem 
preservation will be crucial to better quantify the long-term 
benefits of this initiative.  

It should also be noted that the rapid encroachment of 
wetlands and other crucial ecosystems by settlers is rooted in 
histories of conflict and double displacement. By designating 
ecosystems as sites of conservation and care, we are taking 
away land that could otherwise be used as space for people to 
live. As a result, this intervention will need to be paired with 
concurrent interventions prioritizing sustainable densification, 
fair housing rights, and housing justice.  

Gaps and Opportunities. While it’s unclear how it may fit in 
at this time, insurance could be used to create more formalized 
valuations of ecosystems as a means towards their protection. 
Insuring critical ecosystems – perhaps via wealthier citizens 
who also benefit from their ecosystem services – could protect 
against future climate risks that cannot yet be predicted, but 
have the potential to further degrade the ecosystem and its 
services. 

Preconditions for This Work. Payments for ecosystem 
services must be large enough to offset opportunity costs of 
using the land for development, as well as provide a stable 
and sufficient source of funding to execute desired community 
projects (based on council desires).
•	 Intentional efforts to limit the definition of care within the 

care system to ensure the program’s rapid launch within a 

Figure 2: An urban community garden in one of Bogotá’s Care 
Block centers. (Jaad Benhallam, 2023)
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four year administrative term. 
•	 Many iterations of existing payment for ecosystem 

services schemes are not available to informal landowners 
– however, in designing the PES to hand money over to a 
council. Also, PES schemes have left out key groups from 
the governance process, and path that avoids this should 
be charted. 

•	 Insufficient international funding supporting frameworks 
uplifting both biodiversity and care. 

•	 Corruption and short political terms 
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Additional Data 

•	 Population Density: 4,508 people/km2

•	 Gross National Income (GNI): 6,870 USD (Upper-
middle Income)

•	 Gini Coefficient: 54.4

•	 Human Development Index (HDI): 0.788 (High)

•	 Type of Climate Intervention: Hybrid
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