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the children can help them develop one of the most effective forms of social capital: Mo-
tivational motives. The last three forms of social capital are also developed among the 
adults through multiple daily activities carried out in the central courtyard (celebrations, 
care for the neighbor´s dog and plants, etc.). The central courtyard also promotes the 
form of capital called self-interest: If the residents decide to participate in information 
exchange and comply with the established norms, it is because they are interested in 
benefiting from the contribution from other members. Self-interest is closely related to 
a form of social capital called obligations and expectations, based on the idea of reci-
procal altruism.

The other shared spaces more or less promote the different forms of social capital ex-
plained above. The laundry area - washing and drying - promotes forms of social capital 
as information channels (people meet and talk while washing and tending clothes) and 
norms and effective sanctions (leaving wet clothes in the drying area too long or stealing 

Figures 6 and 7: Vecindad Labradores 23 (left), Vecindad Gorostiza 36 (right)
Source:	 Own survey, photos by the authors

Total Area: 535 m2 approx.
Total of homes: 15 / 48m2 in two floors
Central courtyard: 2.20 x 43 m,
approx.+80 m2

Density: 3.7 inhabitants /dwelling

Total Area: 1,200 m2 approx.
Total of homes: 22 / 75 -150 m2 
Central courtyard: 5 x 30 m approx.
Density: 4.2 inhabitants /dwelling
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the neighbor´s clothes can cause conflicts). On the other side, shared common services of 
hand wash and toilets force the development of norms and effective sanctions (neighbors 
have to find an effective system of cleaning and maintenance). 

Erosion of social capital
The same spaces that promote social capital can destroy it. If the residents do not com-
ply with the rules, the central courtyard will become a space for social conflict. Conflict 
can be inherited through generations. Practical problems in vecindades were related to 
disorder and lack of maintenance. As the only available free area, residents tend to use 
it as a storage area. On the other hand, they tend to agree that other neighbors break the 
established rules in order not to have to fight them and to be in the position to break other 
rules themselves: They allow the neighbor to have a pet in order to be allowed to have 
plants. In the long run, this situation can cause widespread discontent.

The same is true for the other common spaces and services. In practical terms, residents 
manifested multiple unconformities towards shared services: They were not sufficient; 
there were people who tried to appropriate the services for their own benefit; there were 
people who tried to monopolize the laundry tubs, there were people who listened to music 
that was too loud and the women were spied upon in the bathrooms. 

The sizes of both private and semi-public space (central courtyard) affect the group dyna-
mics. The highest level of cohesion among neighbors was observed in the vecindad with 
more space and less density per square meter while the vecindad with less private and 
semi-public space was the most contentious. However, even in the case of Labradores 23, 
where the spaces are bigger than in Tripoli 910, greater cohesion was found in the latter 
community. This means that although there is a direct relationship between the type and 
size of spaces with forms of social capital, there are other variables influencing the for-
mation of social capital. Such variables determine the forms and levels of social capital 
and are closely related to group dynamics. 

The situation was quite variable concerning to private space. The size of the homes oscil-
lates between 12m2 and 150 m2; the same space can homes between 1 and 6 inhabitants. 
However, in the vecindad with the homes of 12m2, a high degree of social decomposition 
was observed. The collected testimonies speak of violations to children, fights and mas-
sive presence of drugs in vecindades with similar spatial layout. 

4.3	 The potential of collective housing for promoting sustainability

Sharing services (washing laundry by hand and toilets) is a sustainable practice. On one 
hand, it takes less construction material to build a common laundry washing area than to 
build laundry rooms for each family. Due to the fact that others are waiting to use the ser-
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vices, one is forced to use the service quickly and efficiently. However, any sustainable 
practices that are now being carried out were implemented consciously. Some neighbors 
have already turned common services into private services and other neighbors are awai-
ting the opportunity to do the same. This indicates that actions aimed at low consumption 
were inherent to poverty and lack of resources. However, the potential of collective hou-
sing for sustainability is very high. 

Some residents of vecindades had a very strong feeling of being excluded from society by 
the mere fact of living in a vecindad. This fact provides favorable conditions to create a 
supportive environment able to influence choices so that needs may be imposed on wants 
and allows moving from emotional buying to rational buying. In this way individuals 
could decide themselves about going against a destiny that is already written. Given the 
current low purchasing power of these groups, the major impact of sustainable practices 
would not be on the level of consumption, but in patterns of consumption. On the other 
hand, the productive potential of social capital can address the implementation of sustai-
nable practices as comprehensive practical support for sustainable development. 

Some sustainable practices may be taken individually; such is the case of friendly envi-
ronmental behaviors as the use of efficient light bulbs, minimizing water consumption, 
etc. However, there are also sustainable practices based on an inherent dependence on 
a community as car pooling, sharing of property or sharing of goods and services. The 
implementation of both variants would promote a fully sustainable community.

Sustainable practices can be classified in three major groups: 

●	 Environmentally friendly behaviors, such as using efficient light bulbs, minimizing 
water consumption, using dry bathrooms, collection and storage of water, imple-
menting a system of water treatment, using cloth bags instead of plastic bags for 
daily purchases, turning off lights, reusing/recycling practices (paper, furniture, 
clothes, waste), using solar panels  to minimize the use of fossil fuels, increasing 
green areas to recharge groundwater, consuming and if possible growing organic 
food, etc. 

●	 Sharing of services such as common kitchens, communal refrigerators and/or free-
zers, car pooling, child care, catering services, bathrooms, laundry rooms, guest 
rooms, indoor and outdoor areas. 

●	 Sharing of goods such as tools, food, clean products, entertainment games and fur-
niture for parties and events, etc.

Figure 8 shows how the sequence of events for reduction in consumption towards su-
stainability could operate. Every social action will have an immediate economic and en-
vironmental impact. For example, in a community where it is not necessary to display 
an economic status, unnecessary purchases will be reduced leading to less individual 
acquisition. Less consumption will have direct and indirect impacts in the energy used for 
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production, assembly, transportation and disposal, which will lead to environmental and 
economic sustainability. Less consumption will have also a direct impact in the savings 
of residents.

It is understood that all sustainable practices will be counterproductive if the economic 
surplus gained is used to perform an action even more damaging in environmental terms 
than the actions performed before. In this context, it is important to highlight the funda-
mental role of a shift in values and moral consideration as part of the implementation for 
any sustainable development project. A critical issue is also being able to identify the 
specific potentials of each community. Not all sustainable practices can be implemen-
ted successfully everywhere. Sustainable practices should take into account the specific 
forms of social capital present in every case:  Sharing of goods requires a higher level of 
trust than recycling products. Sustainable practices must also consider socio-demogra-
phic characteristics and vulnerability of the members of the group or community as well 
the beneficial impact of each practice: In places with high presence of social capital, it is 
feasible to implement more common practices; in a sunny place maybe it would be better 
to start installing solar panels than to implement a recycling program and so on. The im-
pact of the implementation of sustainable practices should be evaluated very carefully. In 
the case of vecindades, the fact that only a few residents have a car is a good opportunity 

Figure 8:	Sustainability cycle
Source:		 Design by the authors
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to implement car pooling practice. However, if residents perceive the use of the car as 
very beneficial, there is a risk that people who currently use public transport would be 
tempted to purchase a private car. Finally, in the case of vulnerable groups as vecindad 
residents, linking social capital with government authorities and the capacity of action 
in the community plays a very important role in obtaining the necessary financial and 
political support to carry out any project.

5	 Conclusions and recommendations

Common areas and spaces
Collective housing should be not only a worthwhile living alternative for low income 
people, but should also be an attractive living alternative for the middle classes. It is 
essential to consider spaces for house common services in the initial design. The central 
courtyard promotes so many forms of social capital that it can be called the social space. 
However, it is necessary to establish rules and mechanisms to enforce the rules in order to 
avoid conflicts among the neighbors. The central courtyard must be reserved for pedestri-
ans. As for the internal spaces, it is imperative that each member of the community has 
access to private space and distance from the group if required. For the efficient control 
and management of common goods, it is advisable to concentrate in one central space in 
which all items and facilities that a neighbor might need, e.g. tools, certain cooking ingre-
dients or blankets. To avoid the “tragedy of the commons”, it is necessary to set clear and 
strict rules for the management, care and recovery of assets and resources. In the case of 
shared services, it is advisable to set fees according the frequency of use (e.g. fees for the 
use of washing machine). As for the common freezing service, it is desirable to provide a 
minimum of exclusive and secured space for each family. Detailed operating rules must 
be set according the specific priorities and customs of the members of the group; this 
implies the existence of several sustainable models. 

Sustainable practices
The fact that marginal groups experience being excluded from society provides favorable 
conditions for creating supportive environments that can have positive influence upon 
levels and patterns of consumption. Furthermore, these groups have great potentials for 
inter-group cooperation because they share common necessities and interest. In low in-
come groups, the emphasis is more in changing patterns of consumption than in levels of 
consumption. However, the impact in the daily life must be much more significant: That 
they will have much more by having less. 

Before implementing any sustainable practice, a comprehensive project for the commu-
nity should be considered. Without a comprehensive plan, sustainable practices means 
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promoting the consumption of green inputs without any real benefit except for the seller 
of the “green” inputs. Group dynamics and forms of social capital are key components to 
decide what sustainable practices should be implemented in communities. Furthermore, 
each sustainable practice requires specific conditions for operation. The active compo-
nent of social capital must be used towards sustainable development and not to increase 
consumption. This is because it is fundamental to include the discussion around a change 
of moral values, ethic, behavior and attitudes. 

One of the main prerequisites to implement the largest possible number of sustainable 
practices in a given community is to attract new generations not to adopt sustainable 
practices as an isolated practice but as a way of life. Figure 9 shows a summary of the 
major results.

Figure 9:	Main results
Source:		 Design by the authors
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Abstract
For decades, spatial segregation in Santiago de Chile was characterized as a result of 
socio-economic stratification together with the growing gap between the rich and poor 
populations in Chile. Nevertheless, in recent years this “classic” pattern of spatial segre-
gation has changed scale in Santiago. Housing investment in homogeneous poor sectors 
of the city has generated geographical proximity between residents of different socioe-
conomic stratifications. Consequently, interaction between different neighbouring groups 
has developed from this changing pattern of residential location. The open socio-envi-
ronmental conflict and direct confrontation, the apparent social integration and recently, 
a community practice of closure of passages and streets – where this last form leads to 
a new changing urban pattern from spatial segregation to territorial confinement – is a 
product of geographical proximity.

This research paper presents the methodological framework and characterizes three case 
studies as part of an ongoing investigation: three housing developments in the communes 
of Peñalolén, Huechuraba and Colina and their respective environments. Consequently, 
they are examples of colonization of peripheral contexts of urban poverty by gated com-
munities. The central hypothesis guiding the research is that this “fence pattern” of terri-
torial confinement is the expression of a new pattern of spatial segregation in Santiago de 
Chile. This fact is associated with a sense of communitarian insecurity constructed and 
anchored in representations of class, gender and ethnicity. 

1	 Introduction

Spatial segregation is a paradigm of the development of cities, in the context of Latin 
America as a whole. Its impact on the quality of urban life is closely related to the valuati-
on of social diversity in public space. Consequently, this purpose justifies investigation at 
the societal level to clarify phenomena and processes that keep coexisting inhabitants of 
cities in diversity, dignity, tolerance and equal rights; fundamental conditions for impro-
ving the quality of life in cities (Galleguillos 2007a). The new phenomenon of closure 
of passages and streets by communities has appeared in the last decade (2000) and does 
not correlate with local observed risk, either in the neighborhoods in question or in the 
Chilean cities in general (CIPER 2010; Sabatini et al. 2000). 
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For a deeper understanding of these phenomena, the methodological framework includes 
a characterization of three housing developments: Peñalolén (Parque Violeta Cousiño), 
Huechuraba (El Carmen) and Colina (Piedra Roja) and their respective environments. 
Examples of colonization of peripheral contexts of urban poverty by gated communities, 
these housing developments for the middle and upper classes show three types of spatial 
confinement. In the first case the perimeter fence surrounding an inner community is a 
response by the wider community. In the second case the perimeter fence is part of the 
building project. The third case consists of a complex consisting of several gated commu-
nities. The methodological approach applied in this study comes from Grounded Theory 
(Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss 1970). 

The central question guiding the research is whether this “fence pattern” of territorial 
confinement represents a new pattern of spatial segregation in Santiago de Chile. This 
question is associated with a sense of communitarian insecurity constructed and anchored 
in representations of class, gender and ethnicity.

The persistent poverty and spatial segregation to which many of suburban residents of 
major Latin American cities are exposed, the discrimination in the provision of urban 
infrastructure and private incentives and the harsh conditions of city life, have highlighted 
the necessity to reflect upon the social impact of urban development. Consequently with 
these issues, in a context of increasing uncertainty (Bauman 2003, 2011), the role of 
community systems in the production of spatial confinement in Santiago de Chile beco-
mes a central point. The main product is the theoretical and methodological contribution 
in the field of social production of space from the Chilean accumulated experience to the 
international knowledge towards the main goal of improvement quality life and integrati-
on the poorest population to urban life.

2	 Theoretical approach 
2.1	 Fence pattern of public space or territorial confinement

The pattern of closure of public space coincides with Bauman’s definition of territorial 
confinement (2003, 2011). It also has two logics of construction, the first being external 
territorial confinement by the construction of walls to contain poor communities (due to 
pressure from the surrounding community). This involves building market forces and 
the political powers that support them, the media and the sense of insecurity associated 
with victimization (Bauman 2003, 2011). Television and the media contribute greatly 
to strengthening and perpetuating socio-spatial segregation by feeding into a sense of 
perceived danger and insecurity regarding “outsiders”, thus motivating territorial confi-
nement of our cities (Bauman 2003, 2011). 
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On the other hand, the auto confinement construction comes from within. The communi-
ty (lower, middle and upper classes) perceives a risk of invasion from outsiders. Closed 
communities are separated from the rest of the city by protective walls, fences and a 
compact monitoring system to control entrances and exits. This causes residents to feel 
“safer”, thus the territorial confinement for our cities sets a climate of separation and 
distrust which criminalizes the difference, comprising fenced and protected perimeters 
(Bauman 2003, 2011). 

2.2	 Victimization as an engine for territorial confinement 

Currently, insecurity is the argument for many closure interventions in public space, and 
is linked to victimization. Victimization explains the sense of insecurity as perceived, and 
the subjective probability of the occurrence of a menacing act. The expectation of a crimi-
nal act is determined by experience (personal victimization or direct), or other comments 
and information that appear credible (indirect victimization) (Gibson et al. 2002; Tapia 
2007; Lüdemann 2006; Haubrich and Wehrhahn 2011). 

The sociological context unmasks victimization as a social process of segregation, spatial 
confinement and vulnerability. Consequently, ideologies do their work in the discussion 
of what it is, what it is not and what it seeks to hide. Victimization is a complex social pro-
cess linked to processes of capital accumulation and control of power hegemony, which 
involves the continuing need for legitimacy of the state and society (Tapia 2007). It 
brings together the history, the social and ideological discourses around a person or social 
group in particular. This construction sets a concrete profile of victim and aggressor.

The legitimacy of institutions of power deals with mediating pretexts on behalf of victims 
(Tapia 2007). Thus, the State decisively implements social control through anticipated 
interventions. Under the name of social mobilization and prevention, an attempt is made 
to create a scenario of security measures such as co-production between the state and civil 
society (Haubrich and Wehrhahn 2011; Dinges and Sack 2000). Victimization is a 
hidden, but effective component of social control. Through fear imposed by a particular 
person or by the state, social control is introduced by appealing to a sense of individual 
and collective responsibility of citizens. Public safety, from a critical combination of 
socio political, police and criminal measures, aims to deepen and strengthen the imple-
mentation of social control (Haubrich and Wehrhahn 2011). 

According to Tapia (2007) there is a social structure that facilitates the victimizing con-
frontation. Victimization corresponds to a conceptual model derived from social conflict, 
utilitarian and postmodernist approaches as well as the offender’s personal controversy. 
In the utilitarian model, the victim is sacrificed and resigned as a function of the social 
group that will benefit from the advantages of this position. In the postmodern concept 
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there is diversity depending on culture and context. Ultra-liberal postmodernism defends 
the perpetration of deaths, injuries and misery, under arguments for world order (regional 
wars, etc.). Postmodernism and moral relativism advocate a tolerance of victimization, 
victimization by choice and victimization by subject (group behaviour against poor urban 
neighbourhood contexts) (Tapia 2007, p. 8). 
 
Thus, victimization justifies the elimination of the other undesirable (either personal or 
institutional enemy). It appears as a labelling of the weaker and disadvantaged. To blame 
the victim is victimization just the same. To be in control their reactivity strips the victim 
of his representation, his rights and autonomy as a person, leaving only pain and suffering 
(Tapia 2007, p. 8).

2.3	 Community, territory and alterity

Ontologically, community comes first and the process of individualization and perso-
nalization can only occur within a community. Thus, the field of action and efficacy of 
the communitarian world is daily life, which develops in space situational contexts of 
world life, and the communitarian world has its own rules of production and reproduction 
(Martínez 2006). The community is composed of individuals who share a common 
being in a shared world. A community is not a collective subject, but is a “community of 
others”, an aggregate that is built on the principle of alterity.

The reality of the community is its “map” (Bateson 2004), and the map is not the ter-
ritory, but the interpretation and representation that the community has of this1. Each 
community lives in its own map. Communication flows and coexistence is based on the 
acceptance of other maps, the emergence of empathy, sharing moments and visiting the 
maps of others. Insecurity and victimization deny the maps of others. The anticipated pu-
blic space risk evaluation is immersed in a complexity of perceptions, interpretations, and 
manipulations of the individual and the communitarian map (Martínez 2006).

Pierre Bourdieu (1996) explains this distinction by proposing the existence of a set 
of schemes to act, think and feel associated with the community and the social position 
from which subjects perceive the world and act on it. These schemes are supported by 
community differentiation processes in terms of the conditions and needs of each class 
(Bourdieu 1996). 

Community space is always local, intersubjective and complex, and places individuals 
in society, assigning them identity, validation, recognition, belonging, territory, language 
and culture. This determines the spatial and temporal context of people and their com-

1	 The broken windows approach says that the presence of physical and social deterioration is a visible sign of the lack of 
social control, and this encourages crime and the fear of citizens to leave home (Wilson and Kelling 1982).
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munities. All human practice occurs in a “here and now”, which is also the product of a 
history, relationships and influences of other contexts, places and cultures. Consequently, 
community practices shape the social environment, they affect it physically. In this sense, 
the community contributes to reproducing and solidifying social spatial constructions. 
The sense of community regarding neighbours is based on the principle of alterity and 
streamlines around insecurity, posing an equivalence between the sense of insecurity and 
a sense of community: the communitarian sense of insecurity (Martínez 2006). 

2.4	  Urban ethnicity 

Alterity studies address the analysis of the discourses of power, their representations of 
each one and the images of the ideological burdens that legitimize the status quo in power 
relationships. In this way, they offer a field of valuable analysis and an essential contri-
bution. The effort focuses on the deconstruction of imperative categories of natural and 
innate inferiority of the other (Camus 2006). In this sense, alterity is directly linked to 
ethnicity.

The concept of ethnicity refers to a process of identity closure (Camus 2006; Bauman 
2003, 2011). This process operates against a person, negatively labelling them according 
to cultural, gender and social class stereotypes (Garner 2010). It refers to the association 
of the poor, dark-skinned male, possibly immigrant and inhabitant of poor urban areas, 
as the stereotype of the offender, and therefore not a subject of trust. Yet the poor, dark-
skinned female, possibly immigrant and living in poor urban areas is admitted into the 
privacy of residential neighbourhoods in the capacity of a domestic servant. However, 
her status is unlikely to ever progress beyond a subordinate role2 (Molina 2001; Acuña 
2011; Aguerre 2011).
 

3	 Methodological approach 

The theoretical and methodological approaches used are intersectionality and grounded 
theory. They provide the line of argument that the classical models of societal oppressi-
on do not act independently. The forms on ethnicity, gender, religion, nationality, sexu-
al orientation, class or disability discrimination, are created and strengthen each other 
(Molina 1997, 2001; Garner 2010). This methodological approach is used to examine 
how different categories of discrimination which are socially and culturally constructed, 
intersect, forming an oppressive system that reflects multiple discrimination (Crenshaw 

2	 Racialization, a concept closely related to ethnicity, was applied by Irene Molina in 1992 to explain the Suecia 
phenomenon of ethnic spatial segregation (Molina 1997, 2001). Molina defines racialization as a process that leads 
individuals and institutions in a given society to think, act and discriminate based on an ideology of race (Smith 1989; 
Molina 1997, 2001). The belief in the legitimacy of such biological differences has placed much of humanity in social, 
political, economic and cultural oppression and subordination (Molina 1997, 2001).
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1991, 1998; Knudsen 2006; Fanon 1952; Graham 1990; Dorlin 2005, 2007; Viveros 
2009).
 
The intersectional approach in sociological theory examines the different categories of 
socially and culturally constructed discrimination, their interactions on multiple, simulta-
neous levels, and their contribution to systematic social inequality. Intersectionality sug-
gests forms of oppression that intersect with each other forming an oppressive system 
that reflects multiple forms of discrimination. Therefore, it is useful for a proper under-
standing of processes resulting from the intersection of structural pathways (Crenshaw 
1991, 1998; Knudsen 2006) and illuminates the multiplicity of factors which affect the 
understanding of the phenomenon of building boundaries (Fanon 1952; Graham 1990; 
Dorlin 2005, 2007; Viveros 2009).

Grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss 1970) provides the methodo-
logical platform to discover, develop and test theories, eventually emerging to explain 
the phenomena under study. It is based on a systematic process of production, data ana-
lysis and reciprocal relationship. In the grounded theory methodology model sampling 
is theoretical-empirical, and is carried out in a dynamic schema to produce information-
analysis-new sample/production of information-analysis-new sample, etc. The criterion 
for terminating the process is saturation, this means, when there is no new information 
and we have an essentially interpretive model. It is a complementary approach to the 
triangulation of information sources (Kromrey 2007). 

4 	 The housing question in Chile

The history of housing in Chilean cities is quite extensive. In twentieth century Chile 
housing became one of the most important political issues, to the extent that virtually all 
governments gave it special attention, albeit with varying degrees of success. Although 
housing conditions for the poorest improved over the years, the problems were never sa-
tisfactorily resolved (Molina and Galleguillos 2006). Pinochet’s authoritarian regime 
(1973-1989) used the social housing issue as a political tool, implementing a wide range 
of social housing programs, questionable as to their construction quality and resultant 
quality of life. 

The extensive eradication of camps that the regime initiated in 1979 had the objective 
of providing the families involved with solid, permanent housing. However, for political 
and economic reasons (high land prices) poor families were systematically transferred 
from areas of high income earners to peripheral areas of cheaply-priced-land, where they 
settled in small lodgings, with the dual purpose of eradicating pockets of poverty in high 
income areas, and breaking up the existing organization of poor inhabitants. Between 
1979 and 1984 more than 26,000 families were moved from a total of 65 camps to per-
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manent social housing. The evaluation of this project leads to the conclusion that a series 
of social, economic, political and environmental problems were generated as a result of 
intentionally exclusive urban planning (Molina 1985).

4.1	  Case studies

This ongoing research is carried out in three developments of the communes of Peñalolén 
(Parque Violeta Cousiño), Huechuraba (El Carmen)  and Colina (Piedra Roja) and their 
environments. The following criteria determine the choice of these developments: 

●	 The three communes are sources of real estate activity.   
●	 They are gated communities and colonization examples in peripheral contexts of 

urban poverty.   
●	 Of the three closure models, the first closure is a response of the wider community, 

in the second the perimeter fence was a part of the real state developer offer, with 
un-gated, communal areas within. The third case is a complex of gated communi-
ties structured around a public space. 

These developments represent three types of real estate offers addressed to middle and 
upper classes.

4.1.1	 Parque Violeta Cousiño, Peñalolén 

The municipality originates from the subdivision of the municipality of Ñuñoa, during the 
process of Communal Reformulation of the municipalities of greater Santiago, between 
1981 and1985. With an area of 23 km2, Peñalolén is one of the largest municipalities in 
the metropolitan region, being at the same time one of the areas with the highest demo-
graphic increase, with a population now surpassing 250,000 inhabitants.

The municipality of Peñalolén, originally a poor urban area with complex social problems 
and defined as one of the poorest in the metropolitan region, has now been quite signifi-
cantly developed. A few years ago, it became a host community for people coming from 
camps that were eradicated from the metropolitan area; approximately 14,000 people 
were introduced from other communes between 1982 and1985, including other arrivals 
(Molina 1985). 

Over the last few years, this commune has been subjected to a great deal of real estate in-
vestment in housing for the middle and upper classes, something that has transformed the 
socio-spatial structure, now that it is host to a large number of inhabitants with medium 
and high incomes. Developers, together with the liberation of land markets have initiated 
a process of transformation that has provoked a rupture in the urban socio-structural mor-
phology: the spatial segregation “pockets of poverty” in large areas of the urban space 
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that established great distances between the rich and the poor have begun to erode. To 
confirm this fact, a paradox: the areas between the middle and upper class neighbour-
hoods occupied by the homogeneously poor became highly attractive to developers who 
saw the advantages of living in an area of adequate geographical distance and better 
environmental surroundings compared to other sectors and to the contaminated centre 
of Santiago. The suburbs have started to represent lucrative opportunities for real estate 
development (by the means of lower land prices) and they seek to meet the demand of an 
expanding middle class that has access to mortgage loans3.  

Only in the 90s more than 12,000 homes were built in Peñalolen by private investment. 
From this urban development in the municipality, poor populations have been isolated 
and socio-spatially segregated, which is the main problem of the urban commune. The 
socially heterogeneous characterization of the commune, has nothing to do with the ge-
neration of coexistence in diversity or social mix, but rather refers to the socio-economic 
differentiation of the population with socio-spatial fragmentation in areas socio-economi-
cally homogeneous (Galleguillos 2007a).

The social structure of urbanization in Parque Violeta Cousiño is for the middle classes. It 
has a high degree of physical and structural fragmentation of public space because more 
than 90% of the passages in the district have been closed with fence gates. These security 
measures are privately financed in full by residents of the neighbourhood.

The illusion of social integration
 In the first few years following temporary and later permanent relocation, it would ap-
pear that inhabitants and in particular women, perceived and valued the benefits to their 
quality of life of a socially heterogeneous urban structure. This is surprising considering 
the serious conflicts that they experienced for almost two years; the rejection and hu-
miliation from several surrounding residential complexes, and the uncertainty and the 
demands of their temporary housing space. However, satisfaction was measured based on 
spatial indicators; street space, neighbourhood space, infrastructure, identification with 
the neighbourhood and with the surroundings, rather than using emotional or social indi-
cators (Galleguillos 2000 and 2006). Women principally valued the major reduction 
in the travel time to work, given that the temporary housing enabled them to find jobs 
close by. Travel time for shopping was also reduced, owing to the various possibilities of 

3	 The Comunal Reformulation of the Metropolitan Region, derived from the regionalization process and culminating 
in the dictation of the Decree Law No. 1-3260 of 6 Mar 1981, created 17 new communes in the province of Santiago.   
These included Peñalolen, a commune homogeneous in poverty. In 1981 Peñalolén had a population of some 110,000 
people, many of whom lacked many basic and social services. More than 10,000 lots and homes were not urbanized 
(Galleguillos 2007a). The relocation of squatters from other communes to Peñalolén was a practice intended by the 
military regime to homogenize the population socially at the beginning and end of that decade. Thus, eradication of 
populations occurred. These arbitrary measures generated an uprooted population, undermining the legitimate right to 
housing (Lefebvre 1972, 1984) and sharpened spatial segregation (Galleguillos 2007a).
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a diverse and functional urban structure, with enough commercial outlets, services and 
much better communication. 

The percentage of respondents that said they had made new contacts in the temporary 
location over the last two years was quite marked. The situations and places where they 
established the contacts (central places within the small camp) confirms the tendency of 
the residents from large conglomerates of poverty to “stay behind the invisible boundaries 
of the population”, with all that this means for quality of life. In this case the small camp 
structure favoured contact beyond its boundaries, with residents making new contacts that 
also had the purpose of improving their socioeconomic situation (Galleguillos 2006).        

In the provisional small camp the inhabitants of Esperanza Andina (now the Población 
San Carlos, near to Parque Violeta Cousiño) crossed their boundaries, establishing ef-
fective contacts with neighbours from adjacent middle and upper class residential neigh-
bourhoods as well as other neighbours from Esperanza Andina itself. This produced a 
positive effect in the labour and economic situations of the inhabitants, some of whom 
obtained service jobs in local supermarkets or private households, etc. The theory ac-
quires significance due to its diverse structure and geographically reduced conglomerate 
of poor inhabitants that enabled these contacts4. However, this process of social integra-
tion was then faced with a new, extremely limiting component which has become very 

4	 The seizure process, the assertion of dignified housing and participation in planning and management of the permanent 
housing of the people from the Esperanza Andina estate between 1992-2000 contained several aspects that converted 
this into a case of great importance in the history of illegal squatting in the city. Particularly interesting is the resultant 
movement of the poor, compared to previous seizures originated in Chile. The group of people who led the occupation 
of land in Peñalolén were exemplary in their organization. They created committees where men and women partici-
pated actively, with an organization based on the formal distribution of functions and tasks. This process was in great 
part led and directed by women, who began the generation of self confidence and the rights movement in Chilean 
society, similar to other societies worldwide. These, apart from being classist are noticeably patriarchal (Molina and 
Galleguillos 2006).

	 But, the owners of the houses within the Valle Oriente community did not welcome the social proximity of the settlers, 
which produced a conflict between classes in Peñalolén, triggered by the negative reactions of the wealthier neigh-
bours. Four protection officers were put in place by those living in the Valle Oriente residential complex, through 
which they revealed their complete rejection to the temporary transfer of families from the Esperanza Andina seizure 
to a place adjacent to their residential complex. Meetings were held between the settlers, the mayor and the residents of 
the Valle Oriente complex “affected” by the proximity of the camp, the settlers wanted the best solution for everyone 
involved. However, the residents of Valle Oriente proposed solutions that did not contemplate a coexistence, but instead  
sought a distancing of the settlers with a transferring of “them towards the hill”, where “they would be better off”. The 
settlers felt so humiliated and exhausted by the events and effort involved in the transfer of their huts, so much so that 
they became willing to accept the construction of a “really high” wall, so that the neighbours would not be obliged to 
see the poor and so that the problems would end (Galleguillos 2006).

	 Owing to the vulnerable position in which they found themselves, and with the imminent risk of eviction, the inha-
bitants placed a priority on a collective organization of the land occupation movement, implementing a strict system 
of rules and routines with a high level of internal discipline. The significant status of female leadership was widely 
acknowledged and legitimized by the community, who actively participated in the structural organization of the camp, 
assuming all level of duties. This active participation was in fact one of the requirements established by the movement 
in order to continue to form part of the community. (Molina and Galleguillos 2006).   
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widespread in cities: the closure of public space, streets and passages, in order to improve 
safety within the city.

On one hand, the residents of the area – in favour of the gate –, stated that they felt more 
protected with their streets closed off. In this way, the socio-spatial diversity remains “be-
hind bars” and the neighbourhood is an expression of the insecurity of its residents. What 
is clear is that the gates hide a longing to establish homogeneous communities behind 
them and protect themselves from “other” poor people. The development of the security 
in the community of Parque Violeta Cousiño in Peñalolén was based on the control of 
the accesses to the point where the condominiums remained isolated from the rest of the 
community, as much in design, with intricate passages, as in more drastic solutions such 
as the fencing off of their perimeters in the complexes that were most exposed to Avenida 
Grecia. The closure of all of the passages leading to Avenida Grecia, concealed – in quite 
a visible way – a feeling of fear concerning the area directly opposite these new com-
plexes, the area of Peñalolén Alto.

The closure of passages in various communes of Santiago is a method of finding an im-
mediate solution to a sense of insecurity in the area. It creates an illusion instead, increa-
sing socio-spatial segregation, social conflicts and divisions generated by the fencing off 
of the streets. It brings an apparent security to the neighbours, but contributes to the gene-
ration of social resentment in a vicious circle, which is difficult to overcome. Besides, the 
fences augment the feeling of insecurity when one is outside of them:

“Anyone who continues along Avenida Grecia, after crossing Tobalaba, can see 
how the residents seek to privatize the adjoining streets with gates. The munici-
pality is fully aware of the illegality of this, but has turned a blind eye and al-
lows this violation to one of Chileans most basic rights: Free movement within 
the streets that belong to the city as a whole. At night, things get worse as the 
number of entrances are reduced and to enter these housing developments it is 
necessary to travel 15 blocks. I refer to the Violeta Cousiño housing complex“5.

4.1.2	 Gated community El Carmen de Huechuraba 

The urban project of Carmen de Huechuraba is located in the northern part of Huechura-
ba, in a quadrant apart from the rest of communal activity. This neighbourhood was devel-
oped under President Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle in the context of the continuity of the neo-
liberal economic model. The value of land on the periphery of the city in the 1990s was 
very low, which encouraged profit maximization of real estate investing, holding large 
real estate projects whose offer was devoted to the high socio-economic segment, with the 

5	N eighbour: URL: http://www.reclamos.cl/reclamo/2009/jun/municipalidad_de_pe_alolen_privatizaci_n_de_calles_y_
pasajes. Accessed 19 Aug 2012.
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promise of an exclusive lifestyle transformation of the social structure of the community. 
Currently the population of the Carmen community is of the upper-middle social class, 
mostly professionals with borrowing capacity. It was established about ten years ago as 
a community united in the common desire to access a comfortable, safe and exclusive 
lifestyle (socioeconomic status C1: medium-high), which has given rise to a strong social 
fragmentation in the commune. El Carmen de Huechuraba, is located on an area of 140 
hectares, with homes ranging from 140 to 250 m2 of construction, on plots of 400 to 700 
m2. The isolated location from the rest of community activity, along with its management 
and security system, allows an interior landscape of houses without security railings.  

Huechuraba was founded in 1981 but officially started as a territorial administration in 
January 1992. The district master plan is in the approval process. Development is regu-
lated by the Santiago Metropolitan Master Plan (PRMS) and the Master Plan of Conchalí, 
which do not fit the reality of the current communal urban growth (Municipality of Hue-
churaba 2003).

4.1.3	 Urban project Piedra Roja (Colina) 

Piedra Roja is a 1,300 hectares mega-project with twenty years of development, in the 
Chicureo Valley, in the commune of Colina. It includes the construction of 12,500 houses 
for a homogeneous socio-economic population, commercial equipment, health, educa-
tion and sports facilities and cultural services. It has an estimated population of 100,000 
people with families of two to three children on average. Piedra Roja is projected as a 
self-sufficient city in time, oriented to recreation in a natural and safe environment. The 
project has a defined service strategy, a navigable lagoon of eight hectares, an extensive 
network of bike paths, a golf club and over 30 m2 of green area per inhabitant with in-
novative landscaping concepts: A yacht club, a mall and the highway Juan Pablo II to 
join Piedra Roja with La Dehesa in ten minutes. Furthermore there are several schools 
and a shopping centre with a supermarket, employment areas, etc. Two main entrances 
communicate directly with this neighbourhood, the Northeast Radial Highway connects 
directly to Vitacura, with the Juan Pablo II Highway connection to La Dehesa. It has 
controlled access, and the project promises security, privacy, independence and access to 
nature and calm while enjoying the benefits of a comprehensive urban development with 
a large commercial development, and educational and recreational facilities, typical of a 
traditional neighbourhood.6

5	 Discussion

Like most Latin American mega-cities, Santiago de Chile’s expansion has been accom-
panied by spatial segregation, which has been explained as a process and product of 

6	 URL: http://www.piedraroja.cl/ ; http://www.colina.cl/. Accessed 5 May 2012.
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socio-economic stratification and the growing gap between rich and poor in Chile (Bähr 
and Riesco 1981). The facts show that in Santiago’s case this segregated socio-spatial 
structure was caused by urban policies of eradication and the intention of founding new 
communes to standardize the population for social order. Until the beginning of the last 
decade (2000), the resulting urban structure was geographically characterized by physi-
cal distances between neighbourhoods of different socio-economic groups, large areas 
of poor, homogeneous social developments, stigmatized by informality, crime and vio-
lence and a restricted access to infrastructure (Molina 1985; Galleguillos 2000, 2004, 
2006, 2007a, b). 

The new pattern of spatial segregation, which fits the concept of territorial confinement 
(fence pattern of public space) first coined by Bauman (2003, 2011) has been generalized 
to most large cities in Latin America (Plöger 2006a, b, c). Meanwhile, over the past two 
centuries and on a macro, worldwide level insecurity has gained importance in the debate.  
Since the eighties, Latin America has entered an age of insecurity (Davis 2006). Accord-
ingly, trends forming a societal insecurity syndrome can be recognized. For example, in-
security in Peru is not justified by the terror of the 1980s and 1990s, but by the probability 
of the unpredictable (Reyna and Toche 1999). The trend in the scientific debate also 
points to a supposed causal link between a general change in society and the emergence of 
insecurity. This argument relates to processes of individualization associated with “flex-
ibility”, which produces insecurity (Bauman 2003, 2011). In another line of argument, 
there has existed in public debate since the 1970s the growing sense of insecurity among 
the population that appears as common sense when viewed alongside the crime factor. 
The potential uncertainty directly impacts on both those affected by crime and potential 
victims (Wehrhahn and Haubrich 2010).

Chile, compared with other countries in the region, has a low rate of violence, less than 
the global rate (measured by the murder rate). This is despite a growing phenomenon of 
social polarization by the precarious living conditions of large numbers of the population 
due to the implementation of programs of deregulation and flexibility (CIPER 2010). It 
is interesting therefore that the Santiago metropolitan area has the highest perceptions 
of insecurity and socio-spatially differentiated power (Paulsen 2008; Briceño-León 
2008; CIPER 2010). 

As a result of the investment in homogenous sectors of urban poverty, a change in the 
spatial segregation pattern has come about (Sabatini et al. 2000; Sabatini and Cáceres 
2012; Galleguillos 2004, 2006, 2007a, b). This scenario brought various kinds of im-
plications for all socio-economic groups involved. Furthermore, in an objective, public 
and verifiable form, the last decade saw the beginning of an increase in a new exclusive 
behavioural pattern characterized by community practices of territorial confinement. This 
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was characterized by the progressive closure of passages and streets, associated with 
geographical proximity. 

There is no direct correlation between the development of crime and the perceived sense 
of insecurity in society. In this case and according to Wehrhahn and Haubrich (2010) 
the sense of insecurity is widespread and appears to be of greater importance than the 
actual threat. This is evident in the study that processed information CIPER Chile and 
unified criteria used by public prosecutors North Central, East and West of Santiago, and 
the police, to map the three most common types of burglaries in the Metropolitan Region 
(CIPER 2010)7. Comparing the map of 2009 with the previous years, it became clear that 
with minor modifications the main crime centres remained the same. Offenses are repea-
ted in the same places year after year and the most dangerous areas of Santiago are still 
readily apparent. The causes, among others, point to an action of generalized stigmatizing 
exacerbated by television and mass media (CIPER 2010).

In Chile, further explanations are needed as to what brings thousands of residents in the 
most populated communes of Santiago to organize the closing of over 800 streets and 
passages 8, in spite of this being an illegal act (roads closed by residents concentrated in 
Maipú, Peñalolén and La Reina)9. At the same time this perception has no consistent cor-
relation with objective risk indexes in Chile (Paulsen 2008; Dammert et al. 2003)10. A 
territorialization process of the crime phenomenon is evident, which extends beyond the 
points indicated in studies such as CIPER 2010. This territorialization lowers the symbo-
lic capital of the people who are already subject to socio-spatial segregation, and incre-
ases the symbolic capital of those most favoured by socio-economic order of the state.

Due to those findings, territorial confinement expresses the new fence pattern of public 
space as a form of spatial segregation that acquires a socio-economic stratification in 
the city of Santiago. External territorial confinement in the case of poor communities, 
constructed by the community outside, but also auto confinement, typically motivated for 
reasons of security (Bauman 2003, 2011). The media in Chile applies a representational 
model of poverty and exclusion. The symbolic management of communication of this to-
pic helps to streamline the process of territorial confinement powered by the community’s 

7	 The deficiency in the systematic collection of data and reports, as well as the low credibility and objectivity of crime 
statistics that guide the police is a serious hindrance in the systematic evaluation of this phenomenon (CIPER 2010). 

8	 In high-income sectors the phenomenon is not so marked. In Providencia there are only 13 cases of closure of passages. 
In Las Condes public passages differ (there are 47 in the commune) from private passages (35). In Vitacura, one of the 
districts with the highest rates of direct victimization, only 34 entrances to passages are gated fences. In the commune 
of Santiago only 10 public passages and streets have been authorized for closure, from 1998 to date (El Mercurio 12 
Jan 2010, 2 Oct 2009).

9	 El Mercurio 2 Oct 2009
10	 On 16 September, the Fifth Room of the Court of Appeals of Santiago, with the case of the street Manquehue of Cerril-

los, confirmed the position of the Contraloría General de la República in that the streets or passages are national goods 
for public use, so they cannot be closed (El Mercurio 2 Oct 2009). 
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sense of insecurity, while most examples of external confinement lower the degree of 
control that poor communities have on their representations and public identities.

However, the resulting urban lifestyle between new and old residents is determined by 
a dialectic of fear and insecurity. New residential neighbourhoods arising to satisfy a 
middle class market have begun to be established in close or direct proximity to boroughs 
originally characterised by housing projects for the poor, with poverty perceived as a thre-
at and characterized by means of separation with the use of walls and fences. The original 
inhabitants of the neighbourhood live fully aware of the painful and humiliating process 
associated with this segregation. Despite the perception that this proximity excludes the 
possibility of community integration, poor inhabitants often perceive this structural chan-
ge of urban social morphology as providing certain advantages.   

Towards social mix
In the Latin American context as in general, discussions concerning methods of impro-
ving the quality of life in cities have now become relevant. Particular reference must 
be given to socio-spatial diversity, also termed socio-economic heterogeneity or “social 
mix”. There are various ways of understanding socio-spatial diversity such as in the 
context of interactions between generations, different ethnic groups or between rich and 
poor within a community.  However, understanding this concept is now a vital tool in 
strategic planning, generating the possibility to save the city as a whole from a process 
of social segmentation. Similarly, promoting new connections and networks that support 
community cohesion in the reduction of conflict and its causes, counteracts the process 
of self-segregation (living behind walls and bars) and in general promotes the sustainable 
use of urban space. In this sense, the focal point of discussion is the possibility of creating 
spaces of social diversity, synergetic in nature, which enables residents to experience a 
certain quality of life. 

Through effective media education policies this situation of fear and insecurity can be 
reversed: with technological advances that increase interactivity and convergence, the 
media becomes a powerful tool for social participation and empowerment, yet is un-
derutilized by the public, at least in Chile. With public participation, on the one hand, 
self-regulation of individuals and communities would be encouraged, and on the other, 
co-regulation initiatives – in which citizens and state institutions cooperate in regulating 
the media – would be enhanced. This would then present the opportunity for people and 
communities to negotiate their identities in public space and thus have greater control 
over their social inclusion processes.

Insecurity can be approached from the perspective of solving a potential social problem, 
on the assumption that the insecurity decreases with the inclusion of a person or commu-
nity in the neighbourhood. This approach offers theoretical and methodological ways to 
analyze and understand this phenomenon, towards the search for solutions for breaking 
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the vicious cycle of insecurity, segregation and social exclusion (Wehrhahn and Hau-
brich 2010).  

An optimal situation of social integration would be where there was no social differenti-
ation, “social diversity without exclusion”, where the outer limits of the areas occupied 
by each group is diffused. This vision encompasses previous concepts where urban are-
as were made up of streets and public spaces where people from different social back-
grounds could interact, near to residential areas.

6 	 Conclusions

The persistence of the process of disarticulation that the majority of the Chilean inhabi-
tants from preferential neighbourhoods from large cities are exposed to the blocking of 
relationships between neighbours, the discrimination between the rich and the poor in the 
allocation of urban infrastructure and private initiatives, and the harshness of the living 
conditions in the city that in recent years has been aggravated by an increase in violence 
and crime, present the unavoidable  issue of the social impact of urban development. 

Similar to the majority of other Latin American mega-cities, Santiago (Chile) has not es-
caped a process of expansion, accompanied by socio-spatial segregation and subsequent 
exclusion, a phenomenon that has occurred for decades, and that since the second half of 
the 70s has mainly affected inhabitants belonging to low socio-economic groups. 

Events illustrate that this process has been consciously provoked and supported by urban 
policies. The result is a socially fragmented urban structure in the homogeneous sectors, 
which make up the boroughs. The inhabitants of homogeneous poor sectors principally 
on the outskirts of Santiago are faced with restricted access to urban infrastructure, social 
stigmatism, crime and violence. These are factors that perpetuate the vicious circle of po-
verty and the precarious standard of living, stifling the efforts of inhabitants in achieving 
improvements to their quality of life.
   
For decades, spatial segregation in Santiago de Chile was characterized as a result of 
socio-economic stratification together with the growing gap between the rich and poor 
populations in Chile. Nevertheless, in recent years, this “classic” pattern of spatial segre-
gation changed scale in Santiago. The housing investment in homogeneous poverty sec-
tors has generated geographical proximity between residents of different socio-economic 
stratification. 

Consequently, a community practice of closure of passages and streets is a new form of 
interaction between different neighbouring groups. The way has been paved for open 
conflict and direct confrontation, apparent social integration. This form leads to spatial 
confinement as a product of geographical proximity. Three examples of spatial confine-
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ment are presented as part of an ongoing investigation to study the role of community 
systems in the production of spatial confinement in Santiago de Chile.

Both in the Latin American context and in general, socio-spatial diversification has be-
come of great relevance, particularly in discussions surrounding the need to reduce se-
gregation and its subsequent social exclusion, by means of measures that promote so-
cio-spatial diversity or a “social mix” as the central objective of a strategy for socially 
sustainable urban development. Awareness in relation to the perception of urban space, 
from the point of view of those affected, especially according to their degree of satisfac-
tion with housing, constitutes a critical tool in establishing social structure, in achieving 
sustainability and socially balanced urban development. What the city needs is not fences, 
but bridges that help overcome issues of crime, security that should be considered in the 
design of the cities; this should be complemented by public policies that quench the fee-
ling of vulnerability with concrete solutions for its citizens. 

In terms of future planning, it is critical to consider the need for acknowledging the areas 
of great differences between neighbours in an intensive urban lifestyle. It should be pos-
sible to accommodate these differences and for this, the public spaces avenues and streets 
of large cities should be equipped well enough to allow people from “outside” to coe-
xist in a peaceful, respectful and dignified way. The differences between groups should 
be able to be expressed openly across the formation or constitution of affinity groups. 
Social and spatial differentiation should not be exclusive, but rather a matter of social 
awareness and collaboration. Urban life generates social contradictions and differences, 
representing the challenge of a coexistence differentiated by its history and sociological 
feeling of community.
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Abstract
The present work aims to analyze the relationship between rapid economic growth, priva-
tization of public works and social segregation by exploring the case study of Santiago’s 
recent developments in road infrastructure. Until the end of the 1970s, Chile was placed 
in the middle of the development scale among South American countries. After the radi-
cal introduction of neo-liberal market economy measures under Pinochet’s dictatorship, 
the macroeconomic growth of Chile stressed an unstoppable demand for new roads and 
motorways (highways) especially in the over-urbanized area surrounding the capital city. 
As early as the late 1980s, just after the re-introduction of democracy, private investors 
made great demands on the government/state (Estado), calling for the extension and im-
provement of road infrastructure in order to enhance the booming economy and maxi-
mize profits. The Chilean government and its agency (ministry) for infrastructure MOP 
(Ministerio de Obras Públicas) was unable to accomplish such a task, especially due to 
many other pressing demands with direct social impact such as hospitals or local roads 
in far-flung and isolated regions. The solution was to privatize the planning, the construc-
tion and the running of major motorways in central Chile, a logical step as the private 
sector was well accustomed to free market orientated mechanisms. But the changes in the 
road network brought long lasting polarization problems to a head, especially regarding 
socio-spatial segregation.

1	 Historical relationship between road infrastructure and segregation
1.1	 Santiago’s first century: from military fortress to colonial city

As almost all societies in Latin America, Chile is a social product whose roots lie in 
the violent conquest made by the Spaniards. At the beginning of the colonial period the 
Captaincy General of Chile was actually a compound of several military outposts rather 
than a proper colonial territory. All the major settlements were in point of fact military 
strongholds. This situation was a response to the Mapuche tribes that constantly defied 
every attempt to conquer the territories located south of the Maule River.1

1	 The Maule River was the former southern frontier of the Inca Empire. For the Incas it was also impossible to get 
beyond this natural border mainly because of the fierce resistance of the Mapuche. For the Spaniards the military situ-
ation was not better than under the period of Inca domination; only by establishing a special military unit (The Frontier 
Army) could the constant menace of the Mapuche be kept under control (Villalobos 1995, pp. 35-44). 
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Santiago was actually founded by the conqueror Pedro de Valdivia but the location was 
indeed a former Inca settlement (De Ramón 2007, p.17). The Spaniards also used the 
Inca road-system along with other Inca facilities such as the “tambos”2 to accomplish 
the conquest of the Chilean territory (Greve 1938, pp. 145-146). During this first period 
(from the middle of the 16th century to the beginning of the 17th century) Santiago was a 
fort where every citizen was compelled to defend the city. This was not only because of 
the severe menace of the Mapuche who had destroyed the city twice during the 16th cen-
tury, but also due to the fact that almost all the white population were military personnel 
who had come to Chile as a result of the minor civil war in Peru (1544 and 1548), unrest 
which cast Peruvian territory into political instability until at least 1554 (Prem 2008, p. 
85). The strict social and rank segregation within the city walls was the starting point of 
later segregation patterns; the commanders and principal political personnel lived in the 
very centre of the city, officials of lower rank and foot soldiers occupied peripheral loca-
tions (Bähr and Mertins 1995, p. 12). 

1.2	 Towards a colonial city structure

The great Mapuche rebellion in 1598 was followed by a relatively long period of peace 
during which urban society became increasingly complex by incorporating a mestizo-
population and pacific Indian population. At the same time there was a small but socially 
important migration of Spanish officials and artisans that swelled the city periphery (De 
Ramón 2007, p. 57). Gradually Santiago’s society became more and more sophisticated; 
urban life was strictly normed and every social group had to fit into its specific space in 
the city. Description of the complexity of the spatial and social relationships of the diffe-
rent social groups during the colonial period requires a very judicious approach, which 
can then shed light on past realities that we hardly comprehend. Carlos Reboratti 
(1999, p. 40) alludes to the importance of the multiple urban or geographical scales on 
which social phenomena occur. He speaks of at least three different scales: the micro and 
medium scales, which are used especially in anthropological studies, and the macro scale, 
which plays a crucial role in sociological approaches. 

The complex socio-spatial image of Chilean society during colonial and pre-industrial 
times permits a classification of at least four levels:

●	 the microcosm of the colonial house,
●	 public space,
●	 urban space,
●	 the peri-urban and regional scale.

2	 “Tambo” is a Quechuan word for a lodging facility; the “Tambos” with their food storerooms served as relay or post 
stations for Inca messengers.
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By analyzing travellers’ reports3 and historical data we can infer that on each scale roads 
play a significant role by establishing social barriers. The roads had a dialectical function 
in the space-configuration mechanisms. On the one hand roads were a means of commu-
nication between the different social groups; on the other hand roads were impassable 
barriers or set strict limits.

The colonial socio-spatial configuration of Santiago and its surroundings
Based on the available historical evidence and findings we can reach the conclusion that 
the social and spatial structure of colonial Santiago de Chile was fairly complex, but also 
very strict. Absolute freedom of movement was limited to men of the upper class. All 
other groups had to comply with a very strict and limited use of space. A “disciplinary” 
use of space in Foucault’s sense (2008, p. 839) prevailed at all spatial scales, from the 
microcosm of the colonial house to the entire urban area. There was a pattern that could 
be called a babushka model.

Every time when a person from the lowest social strata wanted to leave a certain area or 
escape from its influence (Figure 1), he or she was automatically subjected to a higher 
level of segregation or social control. This clear use of the space ensured that the socio-
spatial structure of the city remained without significant change over centuries, at least 
from 1620 to 1840. The rigid socio-spatial configuration was actually a reflection of the 
long-lasting productive structure of the country; only after a radical change in the main 
emphasis of production, and especially in the trade policies, was the capital city to begin 
to adopt new socio-spatial configurations:

3	 Travellers’ diaries give us an accurate view of the socio-spatial configuration of the city of Santiago during the late 
colonial and early republican period; among others, the author drew on the work of Frézier (1982); Graham (2003); 
Lafond de Lurcy (1911) and Pöppig (1960). 

Figure 1:	Proposed model for the late colonial and early republican city 
Source:		 Design by Oroz 
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“Viewed from the economic point of view, the independence of Chile meant 
for the nascent republic the definitive elimination of all institutional barriers 
of the colonial period that prevented the connection to the world economy.” 

(Cariola and Sunkel 1982, p. 25)

Nonetheless the socio-spatial structure of the city during the colonial era was, indeed, the 
basis for later segregation patterns with upper classes in the centre and lower classes at 
the periphery.

1.3	 The traditional segregation pattern in Chile and Latin America: 
the connectivity factor

During the decades of the 1840s and 1850s Santiago adopted the traditional segregation 
pattern for the capital cities of Latin America (Gormsen 1981, p. 293; Borsdorf 2003, 
p. 40). The shift from a predominantly agrarian economy to an economic structure based 
on mining set in motion a strong wave of migration; women moved to the periphery of 
major cities and men went to the mines. On the other hand, openness to foreign markets 
meant the arrival of many foreign businessmen, changing not only the production spec-
trum in the city but also some of the social structures (Salazar 2009, p. 133). And in fact 
the booming economic activities brought about an unstoppable migration from the coun-
tryside to the city. Parallel to these developments some speculators started to develop new 
neighbourhoods (De Ramón 2007, p. 142) by establishing new roads to peripheral areas 
of the city, especially to the west and the south. There was no kind of further development, 
each and every settler simply built his own hut using the clay soil. This resulted in the 

Figure 2:	A “conventillo” in the late 1890s; the traditional unit of a slum, established by 
	 land speculators

Source:		 Photograph by G.H. Olds, National Library Chile
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houses standing below street level, exposed to winter flooding. These slums were the 
origins of the so-called “conventillos”: that consisted of a long corridor or courtyard with 
very simple and unhealthy4 housing units arranged along their sides.

The principal City Mayor appointed in 1872, Benjamin Vicuña Mackenna, had a clear 
vision of what the city was and how different social groups should interact:

“Vicuña Mackenna wanted to isolate the city of Santiago, he thus built four axes or 
roads that would define the scope of the city. This line means a kind of segmen-
tation between the civilized world and rude, uncivilized life [...] As long as these 
groups continued to live in barbarism, they would be condemned to the periphery.” 

(Wehner 2000, p. 82)

Vicuña Mackenna’s idea was to create a clear limit (he also named it a sanitary barrier). 
But in fact this new road, part of which was to bear his name decades later, served in 
effect as an ideological barrier to separate social classes; even today this great avenue 
serves to distinguish the normal city from the upper-class city. 

During the first third of the 20th century there was a little armistice in the fight between 
transportation systems and social cohesion. The street-car system of Santiago was maybe 
one of the most sophisticated in the whole of Latin America. In fact Santiago inaugu-
rated the first tram in 1858 (Peña Otaegui 1944, p. 484) and, after several decades of 
operating horse-powered trams, the tram network was electrified using German vehicles 
and technology. By 1930 the network coverage was such that all districts, rich and poor, 
had an adequate transport service. After World War II a gradual decline of all electrical 
public transport systems (trams and trolleys) began. By 1965 there were only a few lines 
operating trams in Santiago (Morrison 2008, p. 11).

1.4 	 The housing demand and new limits

During the 20th century and especially after the 1920s the state-driven industrial boom 
was concentrated mainly in the capital city. The attraction of the concentration of indus-
try accelerated the already unleashed rural-urban migration (Wilhelmy and Borsdorf 
1984, p. 159). By 1940 not even the state and private developers together could meet the 
demand for housing. There thus began a steady movement that redefined the poor peri-
phery of the city. People were tired of waiting for incomplete and inefficient solutions 
and proceeded to occupy land illegally. Between 1940 and 1952 the area devoted to 
housing grew by 40% and only two of the 17 communes of the time retained their predo-

4	 For more information about the unhealthy conditions of the first conventillos see the work of Romero (1984, p .62) 
regarding the smallpox epidemics during the years 1872 and 1876. 
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minantly rural character (Espinoza 1998, p. 74). This movement reached a climax with 
the largest illegal land acquisition, the so-called “toma de la Victoria” on October 30th 
1957, which gave rise to the settlement of the same name. These slums were by that time 
called “poblaciones callampa” (literally, mushroom settlements, because of their rapid 
growth) and were the product of well-coordinated actions, organized so that each family 
was assigned a place and a specific strategy. But coordinated action was not sufficient to 
ensure the quick completion of definitive solutions or systems of basic services like water 
and electricity.

The territorial expansion of the slums to the south of the city and to a lesser extent to 
the east and west was defined in terms of its scope and its separation from the rest of the 
population by the road infrastructure. On the occasion of the organization of the Football 
World Cup of 1962 a fledgling road plan for the city of Santiago was established; this plan 
culminated in the complementary plan of 1969 with its two long axes and the city ring ex-
pressway. And it was precisely this city ring that in the late 1960s served as an ideological 
demarcation between the formal city and the informal and poor periphery. Furthermore, 
this very same plan was the basis of the present urban highway system.

2	 The highway lobby and its allies in the 1950s and 1960s

One of the most important factors contributing towards the adoption of a new model of 
urban development, especially in regard to understanding the city and its transport issues, 
was the paradigm shift from a purely European paradigm to an American paradigm. By 
the late 1920s the influence of the garden city model was considerable, especially in new 
neighbourhoods that attracted the young professional class.5 Young professionals felt the 
influence of the Anglo-Saxon model in terms of both lifestyle and urban planning. By 
this time, a period of transition between the late 1920s and the end of World War II, the 
urban transport system had a distinct European stamp. There then followed a subtle shift 
towards the U.S. model, which finally prevailed after World War II. Tram technology, 
mainly from Germany, was replaced by trolley buses imported from the U.S. This was 
certainly not only for political reasons. The simple fact was that Europe was not able to 
export anything to Chile in the wake of the massive wartime destruction of its industry 
and Chilean industry was not able to tackle this challenge itself.

But one of the most powerful movements for the adoption of a new paradigm concerning 
the urban transport system was the so-called “highway lobby” (Miralles-Guasch 2002, 
p. 105). The actions of this lobby must be understood within a much larger framework. 
They were part of a hegemonic shift towards creating a clear area of influence whose 
main function was to produce suitable conditions from which to confront the enemies 

5	 This was the first neighbourhood shift of a portion of the upper class as described by Bähr and Mertins (1995, p. 111).
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of the Cold War: The early policy of the Eisenhower administration towards the Third 
World in general and towards Latin America in particular was, roughly, twofold. In the 
security sphere, the policy could be summarized as one that stressed military pacts and 
military aid to support governments that were aligned with U.S. interest in the Cold War. 
In practice, this meant governments that were actively opposed to all perceived, real or 
not, communist threat (Porzecanski 2005, p. 6).

The battle against communism included strengthening economic partnerships and, if 
possible, favouring American industry. Within this framework President Eisenhower’s 
administration sent a group of experts on public transport to Chile in 1958. In a working 
symposium the group proposed the strengthening of roads, especially expressways that 
were then virtually non-existent (Pávez Reyes 2006, p. 263). Shortly after the visit of the 
technical delegation, and in accordance therewith, Henry Ford II visited the country to 
promote the construction of auto assembly plants in Chile. Likewise, at the hemispheric 
level, the IDB was created in order to finance, among other things, road infrastructure 
projects.

2.1	 Internal combustion vehicles instead of trains

At the same time that the expansion of the road network was being promoted, traditional 
systems such as rail and tram languished (Thomson and Angerstein 2000, p. 257). 
From the late 1950s but intensified from the early sixties a comprehensive investment 
program for roads was driven at both national and local levels. One of the focuses of this 
program, the idea of which dated back to the 1920s, was the construction of a Pan-Ameri-
can highway (Börgel 1965, p. 14). The efforts put into expanding the road network were 
accompanied by a greater availability of vehicles with combustion engines. Although 
the construction of new assembly plants was completed, in the population there was but 
little acceptance of American cars. The cars were seen as being too big, with high levels 
of fuel consumption, and were considered bad taste compared to European models. The 
Chilean upper class preferred European models and the middle class could not access the 
American models. So, while it was the Americans who started the business, eventually 
the Europeans – with their cheap and sober models – won the war for the automotive 
market. Both the banks and the state created a series of credit facilities for the middle 
classes in order to facilitate their purchase of cheap cars, usually a Citroën 2CV or Fiat 
600. The American assembly plants focused on the production of pick-ups and trucks. In 
the end it was only the use of the truck-chassis for low cost buses for urban transport that 
saved such plants from bankruptcy.
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2.2	 City planning: the equivalent of road planning?

The first serious efforts towards modern urban planning took place at the end of the 19th 
century. Many of these projects were undertaken by teams of municipal city planners. But 
none came fully to fruition, although there was substantial improvement  to drainage sy-
stems (Pérez et al.2005, p. 73). These early efforts faced huge bureaucracy because they 
were “products” made by subordinates without any decision-making power. A different 
approach was taken in the early twentieth century. The idea now was to have internati-
onal proposals, such as the one (1913) by the Ernest Coxhead planning office based in 
California (Martínez Lemoine 2007, p. 9). All these plans diverged somewhat from 
the Spanish tradition of the checkerboard and proposed elevated bypasses and diagonals.

Eventually one of the plans from the first third of the 20th century could be realized in 
part. The Viennese architect and planner Karl Brunner was smart enough to be heard 
by the authorities, who adopted his plan as a basis for the future growth of the capital 
city (Brunner 1932). Brunner also outlined strategies for the future use of expressways. 
And certainly Brunner’s actions not only had an effect on the area that best illustrated 
his plan, the central district near “La Moneda” (the seat of government), but had a long-
term effect in terms of influencing planners who later would take charge of structuring 
the city, the best example being the architect and planner Juan Parrochia. Parrochia was 
not only the chief planner of the PRMS-Plan of 1960,6 but also the driver of the subse-
quent Transportation Plan of 1969, which provided the structural basis for the future plan 
of urban highway concessions. The original plan of 1969 considered not only enabling 
expressways (also called corridors), but was also a plan which gave great importance to 
coordination between different transportation systems like metro and light urban trains; 
however the subway was only developed into a real network many decades later and the 
light railway was never seriously considered. 

All in all the privileging of the use of internal combustion vehicles received a final boost 
during the military dictatorship when import tariffs were reduced and the local market 
opened to automobiles that had been assembled abroad. This was closely related to the 
brand new economic model imposed by the dictatorship.

3	 From socialism to neo-liberalism
3.1	 The coup and the shift of paradigm

The election of Dr. Salvador Allende Gossens in 1970, the first socialist politician in 
Latin America that came to power through democratic elections, was a great event from 

6	 The PRMS 60 (Plan Regulador Metropolitano del Gran Santiago), developed in the Ministry of Public Works MOP 
in 1960, was the first wide-spectrum instrument that came to regulate the entire metropolitan area of Greater Santiago. 
This first instrument and its successive updates determined the present zoning and road structure of the capital city.
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a political point of view. The government of Allende tried to deepen the system changes 
that had already been initiated. But he could control neither certain destabilizing actions 
of his political allies nor the increasing polarization of Chilean society. The very turbulent 
period of President Allende’s government ended in 1973 in a violent military coup, which 
was supported by conservative groups and the political right. The new government had 
no plan with which to address the serious economic and financial crisis. During the first 
two years the government fought the crisis unsuccessfully. Then a small but influential 
group of economists from the Pontificia Universidad Católica, most of whom had taken 
doctorates in Chicago, presented a plan called “el ladrillo” (the brick) containing a series 
of measures aimed at reducing the size of the state and favouring the action of private 
entities:

“After a severe economic recession in the years 1975-6 (produced by the application 
of the shock treatment), there followed years of economic improvement. In 1978-81 
the Chilean economy continued to grow rapidly, and many economists in Chile and 
abroad began to talk about “the Chilean Wirtschaftswunder”. The strongest suppor-
ter of the neoliberal plans inside the military junta was General Pinochet himself.” 

(Silva 1991, p. 395)

Early promising results led to the formulation of the so-called seven modernizations, 
which ultimately represented the axis of the military government’s (1973-1990) program: 
labour reform, pension reform, municipalisation of education, privatization of health in-
surance, the internationalization of agriculture, the judicial reform and the restructuring 
of political-administrative structures through the creation of new regions instead of pro-
vinces. With the exception of the political-administrative and the judiciary reforms, all 
other reforms aimed at shifting the burden of activities to the private sector.

3.2	 Housing in a neoliberal context

The social housing system promoted by the military government was successful in giving 
fast and efficient solutions for a growing number of families. However, for the military 
junta and their economic and political creed dwelling was not a fundamental right of the 
people, but a commodity that must be acquired through family savings. The paradigm 
shift was verified through the subsidiary role taken by the state, with the state focusing 
on supporting demand and not supply. This revolutionary step ensured long-term success 
in terms of coverage and housing deficit reduction, unique in all of Latin America. State 
subsidies, construction by private companies, and the requirement for affordable amounts 
of savings was, and still is, a successful formula that has fought the quantitative housing 
deficit. However, the germ of social unrest underlay the sense of government achievement 
produced by the figures related to the housing policy. The government was not able to see 
that solutions should be comprehensive and not reduced to the mere delivery of houses.
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The resettlement policy: a formula for polarization
Utterly at variance with the neoliberal policy of the military government was the planned 
resettlement policy for populations living on land that had been illegally seized. At a 
time when everything was to be governed by the laws of the market, many shanty-town 
residents were relocated in peripheral areas with no opportunity to appeal to the laws 
of the market in finding their new location. The most important factor that determined 
who or which family was moved was the social composition of the respective commune 
(Rojas 1984, p 72.; Hidalgo 2004, p.230). Thus families living in predominantly poor 
municipalities were relocated to another part of the same municipal territory while fami-
lies living near exclusive neighbourhoods in rich municipalities were moved to distant 
parts of the city. 

The end result of this policy was the creation of large urban ghettos, especially in the 
very south and the very west of the city (Figure. 3, districts of La Pintana and Pudahuel). 
The “social cleansing” carried out by the military government nipped in the bud the 
symbiotic relationship between rich and poor. Many people who worked as gardeners 
or as domestic help could not keep their jobs because of the great distances and the poor 
connectivity involved. The physical distance also increased the social distance. People 
had “decent housing” in the words of the government, but they lost their “social capi-
tal”, to apply Bourdieu’s terminology (1983, p. 191). Contact with rich sectors implied 
not only access to jobs, but also facilitated health benefits and educational chances. All 
that disappeared at a stroke. The new neighbourhoods in the far periphery of the city 
offered very small but solid houses, sewage systems and drinking water, yet those same 
neighbourhoods lacked a number of positive urban features like parks, schools, security 
services (police and fire-fighters), shops and, above all, sources of employment. Summa-
rizing, it can be argued that although the subsidy allocation system was based on market 
oriented factors, the policy of relocation of families characterized a centralized system 
more typical for totalitarian governments. 

3.3	 Privatization and concessions of public works

Where market oriented factors did operate without a counterweight was in the outsour-
cing of activities that were formally performed by state entities, like the Ministry of Pu-
blic Works MOP (Ministerio de Obras Públicas). From the 1980s a growing number of 
services (such as bridge repairs and maintenance of major roads) were conducted by 
private companies. The economic success shown by the privatization process in the areas 
of health, pensions and education paved the way for more private participation in state 
activities. Along with the privatization and outsourcing of many functions, this took an 
intermediate form (concessions) by which the state maintained ownership of the property 
granting private consortia the operation of some activities. The first step towards the 
implementation of this new mechanism was the partial concession of some operative 
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activities at the major ports of Chile. After the devastating earthquake of 1985, which 
destroyed the port facilities of San Antonio (the most important commercial port in the 
country), the authorities considered applying the same mechanism to rebuild and to run 
some activities at the port. The concession ensured that the reconstruction would cater for 
operational needs. After a few years the concession model showed great improvements, 
so the government decided to begin developing a comprehensive legal standard in order 
to apply the concession mechanism in all possible areas. The military government began 
with the foundation through a decree (decree N° 294 of 1985), but this was insufficient 
to address the complexity of concession mechanisms. The discussion and optimization 
of the regulatory mechanisms took several years and were finally condensed into a new 
law (Ley de Concesiones y Reglamento de Concesiones de Obras Públicas), the law 
and regulations governing public works concessions of 1996. The concession of ports 
was followed by the application of the same mechanism to the operation of airports and 
intercity highways.

4	 The new urban concessioned motorways
4.1	 Technical justification

The huge profits achieved by the concessioned intercity highways triggered in the late 
1990s discussion about the concession of urban expressways with the aim of turning 
them into high standard motorways. The concessioned sections would be the corridors 
identified in the 1969 MOP master plan, that is, the ring expressway (Americo Vespucio), 
a north-south axis (central highway) and an east-west axis (Costanera Norte).

The promoters defended their project with two key ideas. On the one hand they referred 
to the concept of “social profitability”, which is the key concept of all major projects ap-
proved by the Ministry of Planning (MIDEPLAN), and on the other hand they alluded to 
the possibility of increasing the average speed of the road network in the city.7 In the case 
of road infrastructure the Ministry of Planning applies the so-called VANS (valor actual 
neto social – present net social value), which is calculated by measuring the amount of 
fuel and tires used, taking into account the characteristics of the network. The more fuel 
and tires that can be saved, the greater the social return and hence the greater the technical 
justification for the project. All calculations pointed to the construction of the highway 
system achieving significant savings from the standpoint of the Planning Ministry. The 
other major argument is related to increasing the average velocity in Santiago, or at least 
halting its permanent decline.  In an article published in 2006, a group of economists8 
emphasized that if the highways were not built the average speed would drop from 25.1 

7	 In addition to the criteria mentioned above, the reduction of fuel used would necessarily imply that there would be a 
parallel reduction in CO2 and ozone emissions; given the levels of contamination, any measure that leads to lower pol-
lution would be welcomed by the public.

8	 These authors are known supporters of the neoliberal system and have relationships with the economic right through 
foundations such as the CEP (Centro de Estudios Públicos) and the “Andes University”, an entity funded by the Opus 
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km/h to 19 km/h (Cabrera et al. 2006, p. 416). But a study commissioned by the United 
Nation Development Programme and carried out in 2009 by the British consultant agency 
Steer Davies Gleave (Steer Davies Gleave 2009, pp. 95-125) showed that even with the 
new motorways, the average speed dropped anyway to 19 km/h after only three years of 
the new system.

4.2	 Economic justification

While there is no official economic justification, each concession tender must be suffici-
ently attractive in order to engage the best suppliers in terms of quality of construction 
and project management during the operation phase. As a BOT type concession (Build-
Operate-and-Transfer), the award process gives no importance to the final amount of 
work involved. The standard imposed by the public works ministry is high, so that the 
company must balance its investment in works with the operational costs. But ultimately 
these are tasks that would generate much cost to the state, so that the incentives are also 
high. The incentives are given through fee algorithms. Through these algorithms opera-
tors secure gains over time. Rate adjustments can greatly exceed the inflation rate.

5 The impact of the new motorways: two study cases
5.1 Introduction and methodology

Dei and the political right. For further information about the close relationship between the extreme conservative 
Catholic groups and entrepreneurs in Chile see Mönckeberg 2003.

Figure 4:	Headline in El Mercurio: Up to 174% rates rise in the most used sections of high- 
	 ways during the last five years. Far more than the cumulative inflation over the 
	 same period, which touched 28%.

Source:		 El Mercurio, 18 Mar 2011
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The opening of the first urban motorways in 2005 raised several questions about the 
impact of these new works on the urban structure and segregation patterns. From the  be-
ginning there were a number of “curious features” (which were the initial impetus for this 
research) that indicated that the impact would probably be considerable. The highway 
runs right through the urban tissue, in poor areas through high embankments, in affluent 
neighbourhoods underground or screened with green buffers to mitigate the motorways’ 
impact. The average ratio of entrances and exits between rich and poor sectors is 3 : 1.  
But none of these rather formal aspects necessarily explain the most profound changes 
in and impacts on the urban structure. Nor is it clear whether this type of construction 
automatically affects current segregation patterns. It was therefore very important to de-
sign an appropriate methodology to shed light on the impacts of such construction works 
on the city and its socio-spatial structure. This methodology should aim to elucidate the 
research question: To what extent do new urban motorways produce relevant changes in 
segregation patterns in Santiago de Chile? For this purpose a dual approach that com-
bines different qualitative analysis tools was used in carefully chosen study areas.

The available quantitative information, mainly related to the demands of road capaci-
ty and flow of motor vehicles, did not explain deeper phenomena; it only showed the 
amount of journeys, origins and destinations, and the extent to which the road infrastruc-
ture was capable of coping with these demands. The impact on the people and on their 
behaviour towards the highway, as well as family decisions driven by the construction of 
the motorways, could only be elucidated using several qualitative methods, in line with 
the triangulation recommended by Punch (2005, p. 241). It was decided to use three 
successive methods:
●	 blank map method,
●	 foto self-elicitation,
●	 interviews.
The first method allows the development of a spatial awareness for the quarter under re-
view, identifying places through different features with either positive or negative marks. 

Figure 5:	The same motorway crosses two different urban areas; underground through the 
	 upper middle class quarter of Providencia (left), and across Pudahuel, a poor area

Source:		 www.costaneranorte.cl (left); Photo by Oroz (right)
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The second method (Clark-Ibañez 2007, pp. 167-196) deepens awareness of the neigh-
bourhood using actual tours and taking pictures of relevant places. The participants use 
disposable cameras to record the places and routes. The third method is intended to achie-
ve a global view and compare the two previous methods. 

While the original plan for the motorways envisaged six different concessions, the 
construction of these original projects was not simultaneous. A simple array, but with 
very specific variables, was used to determine the most appropriate case study. Acceso 
Sur seemed to be the most interesting example (Table 1).

The start of the research coincided with the outbreak of the conflict over the project “Ac-
ceso Sur” in the south of the capital city. This allowed us to define an area in which social 
actors were coordinating actions to deal with state agencies, like MINVU (Ministerio 
de Vivienda y Urbanismo Ministry for Social Housing and Urban Planning) and MOP 
and with the concessionaire “Autopista del Maipo”. Therefore, the effort was focused 
on finding a representative section with clear recognizable boundaries within the area af-
fected by this new highway. Finally the quarter “Santo Tomás” was selected; this quarter 
is clearly defined by its boundaries with wide avenues. Moreover, the people of this area 
immediately demonstrated that they were receptive to giving their view of the problem.

The project had always been intended to contrast two different realities. The idea was 
thus to find a sector that was heavily fed by the highways and that could demonstrate the 
profound changes that have occurred in the development of the city. The idea of using the 
case of the Chacabuco area suggested itself at the very beginning. The Chacabuco Pro-
vince is nowadays the most natural expansion area for Santiago (especially for the upper 

Source:	 MOP 2006 / 2007; own survey

Table 1: Factors for selection of case studies

Factor

Motorway

C
os

ta
ne

ra
 

N
or

te

Ve
sp

uc
ci

o 
N

or
te

Ve
sp

uc
ci

o 
Su

r

Ve
sp

uc
io

 
O

ri
en

te

A
ut

op
is

ta
 

C
en

tr
al

A
cc

es
o 

Su
r

Construction phase 96 %* 93 % 93 % 0 % 90 % 7 %
Citizen participation M L L U L H
Social explosiveness H M L U L H
Effect on surroundings H H L L L M
Effect on urban fabric M L L U L H

* Percentage reflects the progress of construction (data: MOP)
  Factors: H (high), M (medium), L (low), U (unknown)



Gonzalo Oroz392

middle class). Chacabuco is located immediately north of the city and separated from it 
by a medium-altitude mountain range. In this area there has been an explosive increase 
in housing developments for the upper middle classes, especially for professional young 
couples. On the other hand, Chacabuco was not a sector that was being directly impacted 
by the new motorways. In this sense the choice of this area as a case study departs from 
the spirit that inspires the research. However, by 2006 the explosive economic success 
achieved by the Costanera Norte highway, which feeds the traditional upper class up-
town in the very east of the city, caused both real estate and motorway operators to bring 
pressure to bear on the authorities in order to accelerate the bidding for new works that 
would feed the Chacabuco area. These motorways were not considered in the original 
plan presented at the end of the past century. Currently the Chacabuco area is fed by three 
different motorways: Carretera San Martín, Costanera Norte and Radial Nor-Oriente. The 
latter involved an investment of 270 million US dollars and required the construction of 
three tunnels through the northern mountain range (Gerdau Aza 2008, p. 2). Thus the situ-
ation changed between 2007 and 2008 and the inclusion of the Chacabuco area in the in-
vestigation was fully justified. It was necessary to choose one of the mega-developments 
in Chacabuco, examples of “walled cities” in the words of Borsdorf and Hidalgo 
(2004, p. 111). This task was somewhat paradoxical because it was not possible to apply 
variables to choose the most relevant example; it was necessary to simply select the one 
that could be described most fully. Upper middle and upper class groups are not likely to 
give any information to strangers, even in the interests of scientific research, so the focus 
was put on one complex where more people might be willing to give information. The 
chosen project was the development named “La Reserva”. The website description of the 
project is a remarkable summary of its characteristics:

“A unique project, with a remarkable development that provides residents of La 
Reserva not only with landscapes, views and an environment of great beauty, but 
also with a sense of extreme comfort. In addition La Reserva has better access and 

better connections to and from Santiago.” (www.lareserva.cl)

Because of time constraints and possible results as well as the lack of critical mass, in the 
case of La Reserva the research was carried out using the method of in-depth interviews. 
This limitation was one of the variables recognized at the beginning of the investigation, 
but because of the quality of the interviews the case study was considered absolutely 
valid.

5.2	 Research development

Having defined the study areas, we proceeded to contact the neighbourhood’s leaders, 
especially in the case of the “Santo Tomás” area. With their support a pretty big list of po-
tential participants for the various workshops and interviews could be drawn up. Talking 
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first with the neighbourhood leaders, who had the full confidence of the residents, allo-
wed the process to be accelerated and helped determine a schedule of activities related to 
the research. In the case of Santo Tomás, an average of 12 people participated in each of 
the four workshops designed for on-site data collection. 

In the first activity, which was more guided, the participants tried to identify different 
parts of the quarter by using adjectives (good, bad, dangerous, nice, friendly); their re-
cords were then transferred to a sheet of paper and the locations were fixed by circumscri-
bing the areas on a blank map. The analysis used three scales (the quarter, the municipal 
area and the city as a whole), using different sets of blank maps. This activity was very 
strenuous and lasted over three hours, but allowed the four groups of participants to de-
monstrate a clear awareness of the spatial configuration of their environment. 

Between each workshop data were analyzed in a preliminary way. Analogous to the first 
workshop, in the activity devoted to the explanation of the photo tours four groups were 
formed. Each group should define a clear theme to give a coherent account about the 
neighbourhood in which they live. Public space, quality of space in general, environmen-

Figure 6:	One group identifying locations and routes within the Santo Tomás area in the com- 
	 mune of La Pintana

Source:		 Photo by Oroz
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tal problems, the neighbourhood and children, crime and public safety, public transport 
and connectivity with the rest of the city, and the effects on the quarter of the construc-
tion of the motorway. The fact that groups were formed to follow a path – we may call 
it a thematic path – was a reflection of the decision that each route could be defined and 
maintained by the group members. The groups were given one week to complete their 
routes. At the end of the week the cameras were collected to develop the negatives. A 
new meeting was set up for a final workshop to analyze the photos carefully. Each group 
would be confronted with their “product” and would write down on paper their thoughts 
and impressions about each route. All activities were closed by a final discussion panel. 

For the analysis of the situation in “La Reserva”, as mentioned above, it was very difficult 
to engage participants in more complex activities, such as the work with blank maps or 
the photo self-elicitation activities. To perform these activities requires an active commu-
nity with strong ties among its members. In the case of these housing developments, resi-
dents are quite isolated from each other, have recently moved to the area and hardly know 
each other. In this project we were able to contact people individually. Many did not agree 
to be photographed or recorded, but who were open to an interview when the interviewer 

Figure 7:	Family Cárdenas Stuardo at home in La Reserva. This young couple agreed to give 
   much information about their decision to switch to a new neighbourhood

Source:		 Photo by Oroz
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wrote down their answers to the questions; in other cases there was a telephone interview 
essentially because of claims of lack of time for a face to face interview. Only in one case 
was it possible to contextualise the interview. One couple of young professionals were 
willing to speak without any restriction about their decision to move to the new develop-
ment and about all that it implies for their change of life.

5.3	  Results

At the end of each of the workshops and each interview, the principal issues were scored. 
This record served as a preliminary framework for evaluating the material collected on 
site. The evaluation of the written record and the recordings – still not completed – has 
taken several months due to their volume. In general we see that the construction of new 
highways has indeed had an unexpected impact in both the areas that they traverse and 
in how the city expands. In the case of residential quarters, especially in areas where no 
mitigation measures have been taken, the highway has multidimensional effects. Some 
of these effects are interrelated and were more or less expected when the study began. 
However many of the indirect effects of highway construction were not foreseeable at the 
time of initiating the investigation. The effects of these projects were diverse, depending 
on the phase of construction progress.

5.3.1	 Pre-construction stage

This phase was important only for those cases where construction work directly affected 
an adjacent residential area, such as the “Santo Tomás” quarter. The effects were mainly 
at the level of social cohesion. Since it is not mandatory to carry out public participati-
on processes, people learnt about the project through informal paths of communication, 
which produced a high degree of uncertainty and misinformation, and finally created a 
feeling of vulnerability vis-à-vis the government and concessionaire counterparts (MIN-
VU, MOP and the concessionaire). Another factor that further exacerbated the situation 
was that once the approval of the project was known in the community, the project was 
not reported to the community, but only to a few people. This tactic was widely rejected 
by the community, which condemned it as a “divide and rule” policy. For sectors that are 
fed by motorways but are not directly impacted by their construction, no relevant effects 
were observed at this stage of project development. 

5.3.2	 Stage of construction

For those construction projects located immediately adjacent to densely populated areas, 
the construction process was surrounded by controversy from the beginning. In the case 
of the “Santo Tomás” quarter, barely four feet and a thin wooden fence separated the 
houses from the construction activities. The impacts observed during the construction pe-
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riod can be divided into four areas: connectivity, environment / health, economy and so-
cial area. With regard to connectivity, the whole “Santo Tomás” quarter suffered a decline 
in connectivity both internally and with the rest of the city. The street under which the 
highway was built was closed to traffic. The streets serving the internal communication 
of the neighbourhood were destroyed by the weight of cement mixer trucks, since they 
were designed to carry only light vehicles; trucks also often obstructed narrow streets and 
passages, sometimes causing serious disruption at the time of a medical emergency or du-
ring a fire in the quarter. Regarding the health and environmental problems raised we can 
mention that parallel to the construction activities small landfills began to emerge. There 
was also clandestine burning of bituminous material. These two aspects are closely rela-
ted to the lack of control exercised by the municipality. These clandestine activities are 
attributable to the construction company and were in addition to permitted impacts such 
as construction noise. At a more subtle level, the investigation revealed that there was a 
very significant increase in nervous diseases as a product of both the direct impacts of the 
construction activities and of the uncertainty generated by the lack of transparency of the 
negotiation policies. This situation was compounded by citizen resistance to the construc-
tion work, which was manifested through demonstrations and the burning of shovels and 
machines at night. This represented an unprecedented case in the short history of urban 
motorways in Santiago. One of the most impacted issues was internal social cohesion. 
The government agencies negotiated separately with different groups of residents, some 
of whom achieved very good terms of compensation. Many received amounts well above 
the market value, but others were not even considered for any compensation. The inequa-
lity of the negotiators’ actions produced divisions, grudges and feuds between groups and 
among neighbourhood representatives. But the most important division created was that 
between the community as a whole and the government, as the adequately compensated 
neighbours left the quarter. Those who for one reason or another remained were labelled 
as conflictive, even as criminals.

From the economic point of view, the value of both plots of land and buildings suffered 
some deterioration because of the construction activities. This decline was not very signi-
ficant as the area was already heavily depleted in value. A significant deterioration in the 
economic capacity of the residents was produced by the worsened connectivity, which 
led to the necessity of making longer and more expensive trips. Moreover, the impact of 
future projects or the construction of new motorways in the northern area of Santiago 
was at an enterprise level rather than at the level of individual decisions. Projects under 
construction speeded up some real estate investments, but did not produce an influx of 
families to this area.
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5.3.3	  Completed projects

Many of the problems described for the construction phase remained unchanged after 
conclusion of the building work. Despite the many announcements by the authority that 
the problems arising from the construction of the highway would be solved, virtually 
no effective mitigation was implemented. Thus housing blocks immediately adjacent to 
construction were demolished under the promise to build a park for the community, but 
today, almost a year and a half after the motorway was officially opened to traffic, in the 
devastated area there is only a large dump. These broken promises moved the neighbours 
to sue the state for approximately three million Euros. (El Mercurio 24 April 2011).

But there are also a number of problems that did not exist before the construction of the 
motorway, problems that are attributable to what might be called the “membrane effect” 
of the motorway. The motorway has become a sort of one-way membrane that allows 
unwanted effects or menaces to pass. The clearest example of this is the explosion in drug 
trafficking in the quarter. Drug cartels use the highway to access the market – the quarter 

– quickly from other parts of the city, likewise the motorway gives them an excellent way 
to quickly escape from a police check. 

Since the motorway is not intended to serve the quarter in terms of improving connec-
tivity, due to the high cost of using it, this piece of infrastructure has become a barrier 
for the neighbourhood. But, as mentioned above, impacts in neighbourhoods such as the 
study area are multidimensional and not limited to pedestrian or vehicular connectivity. 
In a summary table at the end of this section the effects on the various dimensions of 
neighbourhood life are noted.

In the case of housing projects north of the city, the operation of motorways consolidated 
the trend of exodus of many upper middle class families. For those who already lived in 
suburban developments, the construction of these roads also involved important changes. 
For this group the changes were rather positive: the value of their land and homes has 
increased significantly and travel times to administrative and service centres decreased 
significantly. Another point to note is that the construction of highways to the north at-
tracted a number of educational, health and trade services, which has resulted in the grea-
ter independence of the Chacabuco sector from former centres of the metropolis. 

But the most recognizable impact was the impetus provided to make the decision to aban-
don traditional centres and to buy a property in the well-equipped suburbs. The spatial 
distance has no importance when the time gap is affordable. Additionally, families who 
decide to move – if they have sufficient means or see this as a business opportunity in the 
long-term – access higher safety standards through the gated communities.
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6	 Conclusions

The urban motorway concession proved to be excellent business; it is not for nothing that 
after a few years of operation the state called for tenders for new projects originally not 
considered in the motorway plan. However, the impact of the urban motorways has been 
enormous, though certainly not in terms of the original targets. The decrease in average 
traffic speed has not been stopped, but the rate of change in the city structure has received 
a huge boost. Moreover, the implementation of the urban motorway network involved the 
creation of two coexisting road networks. One old, poor quality and extremely congested 
road network that is free to use, and one high standard road network with exorbitant 
charges designed primarily for high-income users.

It may also be noted that the impacts of the highways have been mainly in two dimensi-
ons: on a micro-scale and on a metropolitan dimension. Micro-level impacts are related 
to the neighbourhoods or quarters that have been directly affected by the construction 
of a new highway. In these cases, in poor areas neither the concessionaire nor the aut-
horities have invested in adequate mitigation measures. The process, which was very 
mismanaged by the authorities, resulted in a serious deterioration in the quality of life 
for residents, also reducing the self-esteem of the people who see themselves as victims 
of an unjust system. Further this has deepened a widespread feeling of exclusion, which 
is the most extreme and negative stage of urban segregation. The construction of a piece 

Figure 8:	Table summarizing impacts in high-income areas, at the bottom the impacts on low- 
	 income areas

Source:		 Own survey
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of infrastructure in front of their houses, something they do not use and that has caused 
and continues to cause a host of problems, is an open wound for the community and for 
this area of the city. The impact caused in other sectors of the city is very different. Those 
new neighbourhoods that are fed by these infrastructure projects but that do not have 
to deal with negative externalities, profit from efficient connectivity and an increase in 
goodwill. But in this case the projects also underpin exclusion phenomena. It is a diffe-
rent type of exclusion, a voluntary exclusion, but it also erodes social cohesion as a whole 
and precludes contact between different social classes. Since Santiago is an extremely 
polarized city from the perspective of the socio-spatial distribution of its inhabitants, the 
balance of the impacts of these new works of urban connectivity is far from positive. It 
is worrisome that the authorities – especially those connected to ministries with planning 
responsibilities – are not able to detect the number of deficiencies that the current model 
of urban motorways have. The many problems have only been covered very sporadically 
in the press and have not caused the model to be contested, as this research suggests is 
necessary. Indeed the model has been praised in other countries of Latin America and is 
intended to be extended to other major Chilean cities. It should, however, be subjected to 
profound changes to ensure that urban motorways in the future are not limited to being 
just what they are today: good business.

Perhaps the most important conclusion of the present study is whether these construction 
works have changed the existing patterns of segregation or not. And there is indeed a ma-
jor change, but it does not affect all social strata equally. In the case of the lower classes 
urban motorways have an “amplifying effect”, exacerbating segregation phenomena and 
even producing the clear exclusion of some groups (Figure 9).

In the case of the upper classes there has been an abandonment of the traditional model 
of expansion. The expansion cone from the traditional centre has disintegrated and the 

Figure 9:	Spectrum of segregation and social distance
Source:		 Design by G. Oroz
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location of new upper class settlements is not characterized by fragmentation as sugge-
sted by Borsdorf (2003, pp. 37-49), but is associated with ancient consolidated towns 
or settlements in the far periphery of the city (Figure10).
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ISBN 978-3-923887-56-9.                                                                                         12,00 € 

Band 115
Gal legui l los  Araya-Schübel in , Myriam Ximena: Möglichkeiten zum Abbau von Se-
gregation in Armenvierteln.  Die Frage nach der sozialen und ökonomischen Nachhaltig-
keit urbaner Ballungsräume am Beispiel Santiago de Chile. 2007. VIII, 226 S., 6 Tab. und 
19 Abb. ISBN 978-3-923887-57-6.                                                                             15,00 €
   

*= vergriffen



Band 116
Sandner  Le Gal l , Verena: Indigenes Management mariner Ressourcen in Zentralame-
rika: Der Wandel von Nutzungsmustern und Institutionen in den autonomen Regionen der 
Kuna (Panama) und Miskito (Nicaragua). 2007. VIII, 390 S., 14 Tab. und 44 Abb.
ISBN 978-3-923887-58-3.                                                                                       18,00 €
   

Band 117
Wehrhahn,  Rainer (Hrsg.): Risiko und Vulnerabilität in Lateinamerika. 2007. II, 314 S., 
13 Tab. und 50 Abb.
ISBN 978-3-923887-59-0.                                                                                       16,50 €
   

Band 118
Kle in,  Ulrike: Geomedienkompetenz. Untersuchung zur Akzeptanz und Anwendung von 
Geomedien im Geographieunterricht unter besonderer Berücksichtigung moderner Infor-
mations- und Kommunikationstechniken. 2008. XI, 244 S., 89 Tab. und 57 Abb.
ISBN 978-3-923887-60-6.                                                                                       15,50 €
   

Band 119
Sterr, Horst, Christoph Corves und Götz von Rohr  (Hrsg.): The ToLearn Project, 
Learning how to Foster Sustainable Tourism in the North Sea Region 2009. III, 168 S., 
6 Tab. und 23 farbige Abb.
ISBN 978-3-923887-61-3.                                                                                       15,00 €
   

Band 120
Sandfuchs, Katrin: Wohnen in der Stadt. Bewohnerstrukturen, Nachbarschaften und 
Motive der Wohnstandortwahl in innenstadtnahen Neubaugebieten Hannovers. 2009. X, 
282 S., 30 Tab. und 44 Abb.
ISBN  978-3-923887-62-0.                                                                                       16,20 €
   

Band 121
Oppel t , Natascha: Monitoring of the Biophysical Status of Vegetation Using Multi-an-
gular, Hyperspectral Remote Sensing for the Optimization of a Physically-based SVAT 
Model. 2010. XXII, 130 S., 34 Tab. und 62 Abb. davon 24 farbig
ISBN  978-3-923887-63-7.                                                                                       14,50 €
   

Band 122
Mössner, Samuel: Integrierte Stadtentwicklungsprogramme - eine „Vertrauens-Konstel-
lation“. Beispiele aus Frankfurt a. M. und Mailand. 2010. X, 202 S., 5 Tab. und 6 Abb. 
ISBN  978-3-923887-64-4.                                                                                       14,50 €
   

Band 123
Sandner  Le Gal l , Verena und Rainer Wehrhahn (Hrsg.): Geographies of Inequality 
in Latin America. 2012. II, 402 S., 22 Tab. und 64 Abb. 
ISBN  978-3-923887-65-1.                                                                                       17,50 €




