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Abstract: Informal settlement has become one of the critical ways of producing space and accessing 

affordable housing, particularly in the context of the global South. Much of the established literature 

on the shaping of public space focuses on cities of the global North, and little is known about how 

public spaces are being shaped in more congested and less formal cities of the global South. This 

paper engages with the challenge of understanding the shaping of public space in informal settle-

ments with a focus on exploring the spatial structures and increments of change in a case study in 

Medellin (Colombia). This is primarily an urban design exploration, which deploys direct observa-

tion, extensive urban photography, and field notes as key research methods. This paper contributes 

a critical case study, which has experienced forms of informal and formal transformations. The spa-

tial structures and increments of change are explored in the selected case study and further dis-

cussed in the context of the relevant literature. This paper argues that much of the shaping of public 

space in informal settlements can be considered as “unfinished” in the sense that their “incomplete-

ness” enables a degree of flexibility for possible adaptations in relation to individual/collective 

needs and desires. The article also reflects on how producing mixed morphologies can be considered 

as an attempt that may possibly facilitate future forms of formalisation and/or upgrading by ena-

bling a degree of visual resemblance with what is considered as the formal city. The findings of this 

study can inform the related upgrading practices by providing a better understanding of how public 

spaces are being shaped in informal settlements. 

Keywords: informal settlement; spatial structure; urban form; informality; incremental urbanism; 

public space; urban morphology; upgrading; built form; South America; informal urbanism 

 

1. Introduction 

Informal settlements accommodate about one billion people worldwide [1]. Devising 

solutions to the complex issues of housing quality, tenure security, proximity to work, 

and safety has been a challenge for the urban poor [2]. Nevertheless, informal settlements 

are also hubs of innovation and vibrant urbanism [3]. Scholars have pointed to a number 

of common myths and/or misconceptions concerning informal settlements [4,5]. Urban 

designers and architects can play a key role in steering the capacities of informal settle-

ments to overturn the process of urban segregation [6]. While the morphological analyses 

of informal settlements are important as a basis for incremental upgrading efforts, the 

micro-scale morphologies and incremental adaptations of informal settlements have re-

mained underexplored [7,8]. Using a case study research design and deploying non-par-

ticipant direct observation, extensive urban photography, and field notes as primary 

methods, this study engages with the challenge of understanding the shaping of public 

space in informal settlements with a focus on Comuna Nororiental in Medellin, Colombia. 

The aim is to contribute to how the built environment professions can become more effec-

tively involved with the processes of upgrading informal settlements by providing a bet-

ter understanding of how public spaces are being shaped in informal settlements. 

Informal processes of settlement may produce seemingly irregular and/or unfinished 

public spaces. Nonetheless, an informal settlement is certainly not less logical than what 

is considered as a formal city [9]. Ribeiro [10] sheds light on how movement patterns and 
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access networks are interrelated in informal settlements. There is also emerging literature 

engaging with the typologies, morphologies, and incremental adaptations of informal set-

tlements. Studies have put forward different typologies based on proximity to job concen-

trations [2], growth processes [7], and the relations between informal and formal morphol-

ogies [11]. Other typologies have also been developed in the context of informal settle-

ments to explore their spatial visibility [12], public/private interfaces [13,14], and incre-

ments of change in relation to informal codes or rules [15–17]. Exploring the morphologies 

and incremental adaptations of informal settlements has become an emerging area of re-

search [18–20]. The shaping of public space is closely associated with how urban morphol-

ogies and incremental adaptations work in informal settlements. 

Informal settlements can be considered as laboratories to study incrementalism, as 

they have largely emerged and evolved through incremental processes of self-organisa-

tion and informal adaptation. Incrementalism entails a capacity to make use of what is 

available as a basis to diversify urban economies [21]. The incremental change incorpo-

rates a stepwise process of adaptation, which is often associated with spontaneity and 

improvisation [22,23]. Greene and Rojas [24] outline the following three phases of incre-

mental housing in informal settlements: obtaining access to the land, constructing a basic 

shelter, and improving the housing condition. Rudlin and Hemani [25] (pp. 69–71) break 

the process of informal settlement into four stages, namely occupation, appropriation, 

transformation, and consolidation/saturation. Drawing on case study research in Jakarta, 

Yogyakarta, and Bandung in Indonesia, Suhartini and Jones [26] provide a better under-

standing of self-organisation in the context of urban kampungs. While there is also emerg-

ing literature on the morphogenesis of informal settlements [27–29], the shaping of public 

space has remained understudied in informal settlements. 

Public space has been among the key areas of concern in urban design thinking, re-

search, and practice. Public space has been considered as a key part of the public realm 

[30] (p. 320). Mehta and Palazzo [31] (p. 2) refer to public space “as a physical manifesta-

tion of the public realm and public sphere”. For Banerjee [32], public space is an integral 

part of the urban commons. Researching public space cuts across different disciplines. 

Studies by Jacobs [33], Whyte [34], Gehl [35], and Carr et al. [36] are among the key early 

contributions in this regard. Much of the established literature on public space focuses on 

cities of the global North, and little is known about how public spaces work in more con-

gested and less formal cities of the global South. The significant role of public space as an 

arena of contestation has remained underexplored, particularly in the context of the global 

South [37]. There is only emerging research exploring informal settlements with a focus 

on public space [38,39]. Drawing on the definition of urban design as the “shaping of ur-

ban public space” by Dovey [40] (p. 7), this article explores the shaping of public space in 

informal settlements with a particular focus on their spatial structures and incremental 

adaptations. 

Public space in the context of informal settlements is generally provisional and con-

tinuously in processes of adaptation through forms of appropriation. The network of ac-

cess is often the primary public space in informal settlements. Lofland [41] refers to three 

realms, including private, parochial, and public. The access network in informal settle-

ments can be appropriated in a variety of ways and depending on how control is exer-

cised. Lynch [42] discusses five spatial rights, namely the rights of presence, use/action, 

appropriation, modification, and disposition. Public space can become dysfunctional in 

informal settlements due to excessive appropriations and/or escalations of incremental 

adaptations where implicit/informal processes of control fall short of preventing the emer-

gence of slum conditions [16,22,29]. The appropriation of public space for more or less 

unplanned activities/uses is related to what has been referred to as “loose space” [43]. This 

is also related to the making of what is called “insurgent public space” [44]. Van Oostrum 

[45] explores public space appropriations in the context of urban villages in India and 

China. This article begins from the view that a better understanding of the shaping of 

public spaces in informal settlements can effectively inform the development of more 
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spatially grounded, contextually responsive, and tailored design interventions in these 

settlements. 

Building upon the emerging urban design research on informal settlements, this pa-

per focuses on the challenge of understanding the shaping of public space in informal 

settlements by drawing on empirical research from a single case study in Medellin, Co-

lombia. Following an exploration of the relevant literature as part of the introduction sec-

tion and a discussion of the research design and methods, the selected case study is ana-

lysed by investigating its spatial structures with a focus on the access network, building 

density, functional and formal mix, public/private interface, and loose parts in relation to 

the shaping of public space. Informal adaptations are also explored as part of the case 

study analysis to identify the micro-scale increments of change in the study area. This 

paper concludes by outlining the key research findings, discussing them in the context of 

relevant literature, and pointing to the related implications, limitations, and future re-

search directions. 

2. Research Design and Methods 

This study adopts a qualitative approach and focuses on a single case study in Me-

dellin, which is the second-largest city in Colombia and the capital of the mountainous 

province of Antioquia. This study is part of broader research on the morphologies and 

incremental adaptations of informal settlements [46]. Data richness and accessibility to 

fieldwork were among the key criteria for the case study selection. Most pockets of infor-

mal morphologies in Medellin are located on the urban fringes along the eastern and west-

ern hillsides to the north, with only a few linear pockets located along the river [19]. Co-

muna Nororiental is located between the river and the escarpments in the northeast of the 

city. Figure 1 shows the location of the selected study area in Medellin. 

Multiple research methods were deployed to explore the shaping of public space in 

the selected study area with a focus on spatial structures and incremental adaptations. 

Given that informal settlements are among the challenging urban environments to re-

search, the attempt was to use unobtrusive methods during the fieldwork. The data on 

spatial structures and incremental adaptations were primarily collected through a mix of 

non-participant direct observation, extensive urban photography, and field notes. The se-

lected study area was explored at two scales. The spatial structures were analysed at the 

neighbourhood scale with a focus on the urban morphologies, including access network, 

building density, and functional mix. The street-life density, public/private interface, and 

loose parts were explored at the street scale. 

 

Figure 1. The study area in Medellin, Colombia. Satellite image (left): Google Earth. Photo (right): 

Hesam Kamalipour. 
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3. Case Study Analysis and Results 

The city of Medellin has been transformed from the home of the Medellin Cartel in 

the 1980s and the homicide capital of the world in the 1990s to a booming city in the 21st 

century [47]. A rapid process of urbanisation since the 1950s has resulted in a fivefold 

growth of the population within about 3 decades [48] (p. 176). This has resulted in the 

emergence of large pockets of informal settlements on escarpments and peripheral lands 

through invasions and pirate developments [49]. Comuna Nororiental incorporates dif-

ferent forms of informality and accommodates one of the first core-plus housing projects 

in the 1960s, which started with the provision of 397 extendable units on the steep hillside 

in proximity to the river [50] (pp. 229–242). As Samper [51] (p. 78) argues, this project is 

particularly important as it shows the role of the state in initiating the urbanisation process 

in Comuna Nororiental and generating a path for the future. 

The city has experienced several place transformations since the mid-2000s by adopt-

ing an integral approach to the upgrading of informal settlements, development of urban 

infrastructures, and investments in public space, facilities, and education to address the 

challenges of socio-spatial inequality and violence. One of the key strategies known as 

“PUI” (Integral Urban Project) has been undertaken across disciplines, institutions, and 

scales. Comuna Nororiental has undergone through the PUI, incorporating public space, 

transportation, facilities, housing, and environmental improvements [52,53]. Figure 2 

shows different aspects of this project in Comuna Nororiental. A cable metro was intro-

duced in 2004 and integrated into the existing metro system to improve mobility within 

the reference area and connect the urban poor to the formal city [54] (p. 49). The cable 

metro has then become a key corridor along which the other projects were executed. The 

shaping of public space in the study area is further discussed with a particular focus on 

the spatial structures and increments of change. 
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Figure 2. The integration of public facilities, transport, housing, and public space in the PUI. Photos: 

Hesam Kamalipour. 

3.1. Spatial Structures 

The coverage of the study area is about 60 percent, with a number of private open 

spaces located within plots. The building height mostly ranges from 2 to 3 storeys, with 

only a few one-storey buildings in the study area. The morphology produced through the 

process of semi-organised development incorporates several urban blocks ranging from 

 
Insertion of public facilities in different parts of the area 

 
Insertion of a cable metro system that is integrated with the metro system of the city 

 
Insertion of apartment blocks along a linear open space surrounded by the painted houses 

 
Provision of public open space in proximity to the cable metro stations 
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about 70x70 m to 100x100 m, surrounded by a network of car access, forming an irregular 

grid. Lots are often loosely defined, with some narrow laneways providing access to the 

areas located deep within the urban blocks. Due to the steep topography of the area, mul-

tiple points of entry to certain buildings have become accessible at different levels (Figure 

3, left). Most buildings incorporate setbacks, which work as a threshold between public 

and private territories (Figure 3, right). Setbacks generally vary in depth from about 0.5 m 

to 3 m. 

 

Figure 3. Multiple entries at different levels (left); setbacks facing the streets accommodating vehic-

ular and pedestrian flows (right). Photos: Hesam Kamalipour. 

As Figure 4 (top) shows, the main streets are generally wide enough to accommodate 

cars as well as pedestrian flows. The access network incorporates a mix of a quasi-formal 

grid and a number of narrow laneways and dead ends. The area includes an average block 

perimeter of about 250 m. The lateral streets parallel to the contours are often busier than 

the uphill streets perpendicular to the contours, as the steep topography can constrain the 

flows of movement (Figure 4, top). The uphill laneways are often pedestrian-only. They 

connect lateral streets or form a dead-end providing access to residential units. The con-

necting laneways vary in width from about 1 m to 3 m (Figure 4, lower left, lower middle, 

and lower right). Physical traces of territorialisation associated with safety concerns 

and/or personalisation are often visible throughout the area, where many buildings have 

been fenced off from the public realm (Figure 5, left). 
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Figure 4. Lateral streets are often busier than the uphill ones (top); the pedestrian-only parts of the 

access network, including dead-end laneways (lower left), wide pedestrian-only laneways connect-

ing streets (lower middle), and narrow walk-up laneways (lower right). Photos: Hesam Kama-

lipour. 

The study area is primarily residential, with several shops located in different parts 

of the settlement. Most of the shops are located along the lateral laneways where move-

ment flows are usually more than the other parts of the settlement. The functional mix is 

mostly vertical in the buildings accommodating a mix of visit and live. The buildings lo-

cated along the main streets consist of a ground-level shop and 1-2 upper-floor residential 

levels (Figure 5, middle). This is a particular form of vertical mix, which provides a socio-

spatial possibility for enabling a direct connection between what can be considered as 

private and public territories through the ground-level shops as well as surveillance from 

the upper-floor residentials. The steep topography along the uphill streets has given rise 

to another variation, which includes a vertical mix of a first-floor shop, a residential unit 

at the ground level, and another residential unit on the second floor (Figure 5, middle). 

This enables somewhat convenient access to the residential unit located on the ground 

floor and more visibility for the shop located on the first floor. 

The existing shops vary in terms of size and their relation to the public space and 

residential units. The shops located along the lateral streets often occupy the whole 

ground floor level, with residential units starting from the first floor (Figure 5, right). In 

this case, the residential units on the upper floors become physically accessible by means 

of internal/external staircases from the adjacent public space. Shops may also occupy the 

first floor of the buildings located along the uphill streets, accommodating pedestrian and 

vehicular movements (Figure 5, middle). Compared to the shops located at the ground 

level, the upper-floor shops are usually less accessible from the adjacent sidewalks. There 

are only a few stand-alone shops within the area. 
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Figure 5. Fenced-off buildings in relation to public space (left); a vertical mix including residential 

units and shops (middle); an upper-floor residential unit with an internal staircase (right). Photos: 

Hesam Kamalipour. 

The public/private urban interfaces vary along the laneways. Based on a typology of 

public/private interface in the context of informal settlements using the criteria of connec-

tivity and proximity to the public space [13], most of the public/private interfaces in the 

study area can be considered as setbacks. There are also several impermeable and con-

nected public/private interfaces. The impermeable interfaces are generally found at the 

ground level of corner buildings with blank walls (Figure 6, left). The public/private in-

terfaces connected to the public space can be found at the ground level of residential units 

accessible from the public realm (Figure 6, middle). The porous public/private interfaces 

are not common within the settlement. An example of this type can only be found in some 

of the existing shops at the ground level (Figure 6, right). The setback condition works as 

a socio-spatial threshold accommodating loose parts and a diverse range of temporary 

activities, including storing, drying clothes, and parking vehicles, to name a few. A some-

what similar condition can also be found in some parts of the city where buildings incor-

porate a setback from the public space. 

 

Figure 6. Different types of public/private interfaces based on Kamalipour [13]: impermeable (left); 

accessible (middle); porous (right). Photos: Hesam Kamalipour. 
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Various loose parts and activities take place along the edges of the public space 

within about 1m from building frontages (Figure 7). The loose parts in the context of the 

studied area mostly include parked vehicles, which temporarily occupy a part of the pub-

lic realm in proximity to house fronts (Figure 7, left). The physical traces of home furniture 

are often visible in front of some of the houses located in proximity to local intersections 

(Figure 7, middle). The other prevailing loose parts in the study area are the stored mate-

rials and paraphernalia resulting in a temporal appropriation of public space (Figure 7, 

right). Stored materials are often less temporary than home furniture. Physical traces of 

certain activities, such as drying clothes, are not generally visible in the public space. 

Building construction materials mostly include reinforced concrete, bricks, and cin-

der blocks (Figure 8, left). Temporary materials such as galvanised sheets and wood can 

also be found in a number of buildings located in proximity to steep creeks (Figure 8, 

middle). Figure 8 (right) shows the juxtaposition of a building with temporary materials 

next to another building, with a mix of relatively permanent materials at the lower levels 

and somewhat temporary construction materials on the upper floor. Buildings with rela-

tively temporary materials often do not exceed more than 2 storeys (Figure 8, right). 

 

Figure 7. Different loose parts include construction materials (right), furniture (middle and left), 

and parked vehicles (left). Photos: Hesam Kamalipour. 

 

Figure 8. Construction materials: a building with temporary materials next to a building with a 

vertical mix of temporary and permanent materials (right); an informal structure with temporary 

materials along a creek (middle); a house with durable construction materials (left). Photos: Hesam 

Kamalipour. 

3.2. Increments of Change 

Adding multiple rooms is among the most common increments of change in Comuna 

Nororiental. It refers to the addition of multiple rooms in one go (Figure 9, left). The mul-

tiple-room addition often starts with relatively permanent materials from the beginning. 

It may also take place using temporary materials or a mix of both permanent and tempo-

rary materials. Construction materials generally need to be stored in locations close to the 

house before the commencement of the construction process. Physical traces of stored ma-

terials are often visible in different parts of the area where there is leftover space available 

in proximity to blank walls or under external staircases (Figure 9, upper right). The 
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required construction materials are generally stored in proximity to the related house 

fronts (Figure 9, lower right). 

Adding verandas, balconies, and/or roof terraces is a key increment of change. Ve-

randas often appropriate parts of the public space to create a semi-private space (Figure 

10, left). The added verandas are often located along the main streets. Most of the balco-

nies providing the possibility of surveillance are also located along the streets (Figure 10, 

middle). Adding roof terraces is among the most common increments of change in Co-

muna Nororiental. Roof terraces are likely to be replaced by multiple rooms in the future 

as the required resources become available. Adding a roof terrace is about enclosing the 

existing rooftops to provide a horizontal enclosure by building half-walls and/or a vertical 

enclosure for an already horizontally enclosed roof terrace by adding a temporary roof 

with galvanised sheets (Figure 10, right). Verandas, balconies, and roof terraces provide 

possibilities for accommodating a diverse range of somewhat temporary activities, includ-

ing storing materials and drying clothes, among others. 

 

Figure 9. Adding multiple rooms: adding permanent rooms (left); storing materials against a blank 

wall (upper right); storing material in front of a house (lower right). Photos: Hesam Kamalipour. 

 

Figure 10. Extending the existing structures by adding a roof terrace (right), a balcony (middle), or 

a veranda (left). Photos: Hesam Kamalipour. 
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Adding external staircases is another increment of change, which may take place 

without adding multiple rooms to the existing buildings. This increment takes place 

where a single-unit building is divided into more than one unit with separate points of 

entry. This is an attempt to use the already available resources to generate more income, 

often through renting. A key investment here is to provide an external staircase and a 

separate entrance (Figure 11). 

 

Figure 11. Dividing units by adding external staircases. Photo: Hesam Kamalipour. 

Another increment of change is about adding shops, which is a simultaneous change 

in terms of both functional mix and public/private urban interface (Figure 12, left). This 

increment of change takes place where the use of a building at the ground level changes 

from living to a mix of visiting and working. It can also transform the relations between 

private and public territories. This increment provides the possibility of generating more 

income through renting or creating jobs without transforming the overall building den-

sity. It can also contribute to street life by attracting pedestrian flows. 

Changing from temporary materials to more permanent ones by replacing or repair-

ing the construction materials is another increment (Figure 12, right). This increment of 

change can be followed by painting and/or rendering. It can also contribute to the con-

struction quality and appearance of the buildings. The change from somewhat temporary 

to relatively permanent materials can also be considered as a form of informal upgrading. 

 

 

Figure 12. Enabling a mix of living, visiting, and working (left); from somewhat temporary to rela-

tively permanent construction materials (right). Photos: Hesam Kamalipour. 
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4. Discussion 

The spatial structures of the selected case study were analysed as part of this research. 

The materiality of place in Comuna Nororiental mainly includes a mix of informal build-

ings and quasi-formal access networks. The study area mostly includes 2-3 storey build-

ings. Vertical densification in informal settlements is by and large linked to the availability 

of the required resources as well as the extent to which the existing building structures 

can accommodate further additions [22]. The grain sizes in Comuna Nororiental are found 

to be generally larger than those in informal settlements elsewhere, such as the grain sizes 

in a case study in Pune, India [22]. Such differences are generally associated with the shap-

ing of places over time. Comuna Nororiental has partly emerged through a process of 

semi-organised development with a loosely planned access network and a fairly limited 

mix of different grain sizes. Nevertheless, grain size does not necessarily predict building 

height. A comparison of the relations between building heights and grain sizes in the 

study area analysed in this paper and a case study in Pune, India [22] shows how the 

average building heights can relatively be close to each other in informal settlements with 

different grain sizes.   

While the study area is primarily residential, a specific pattern of functional mix is 

found in proximity to the intersections and/or along the main laneways. The functional 

mix predominantly incorporates a mix of upper-floor residentials and ground-floor shops 

where greater exposure to pedestrian flows is more likely. The key point here is that in-

formal settlements do not merely include residential units. This is in line with previous 

studies that documented how functional mix played out in informal settlements 

[18,19,55,56]. In addition to functional mix, certain practices such as painting building fa-

çades and/or personalising the public/private interfaces along the visible edges of build-

ings can lead to the emergence of formal mix, which is also associated with forms of ex-

pression along the edges of public space.   

The access network accommodating the flows of movement, among others, primarily 

includes an irregular grid that emerged through a process of semi-organised develop-

ment. This can be considered as an anticipatory process of shaping place and public space 

through which a quasi-formal network of access has been produced. In a study exploring 

the relations between formal and informal morphologies, Dovey and Kamalipour [11] il-

lustrate how access networks may include informal and formal conditions across different 

contexts. While informal settlements may share some morphological similarities in a 

global context, different patterns of access network can be found across different informal 

settlements. For example, the access network in Comuna Nororiental is different from the 

access networks found in case studies in Pune, India [22] and Abuja, Nigeria [28]. The 

width of laneways also varies in relation to how the access networks have emerged and 

become consolidated. Comuna Nororiental incorporates a mix of wide streets accommo-

dating cars and a number of narrow laneways. The width of the main streets can also be 

linked to an anticipatory process enabling car movement. The main laneways accommo-

dating a high level of pedestrian flows are generally wider than the minor laneways per-

meating the urban blocks. 

The access network is a primary public space in the study area. The way the access 

network works in informal settlements seems to be aligned with what Lofland [41] refers 

to as “parochial” realm since the public space in informal settlements can be characterised 

by a fairly strong sense of communality. It can also be considered as what Altman [57] 

calls “secondary” territory, which incorporates a degree of control by inhabitants. Draw-

ing on case study research in Medellin, Colombia, Schwab [58] (p. 161) outlines that set-

tlers are quite actively involved in the use and production of the comuna open spaces. The 

access networks in informal settlements are subject to a range of appropriations. While 

such appropriations can impact the performance of public space, the right of way is often 

protected in informal settlements [16]. The temporary appropriations of laneways are 

found as one of the key characteristics of public space in informal settlements [22]. Limited 

traces of excessive appropriations are found along the edges of the main streets in 
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Comuna Nororiental. Loose parts in the study area generally take place in proximity to 

the edges of the public space. The extent to which the public space in formal settlements 

is subject to a range of appropriations can be linked to multiple factors, including the den-

sity, size, shape, and accessibility of the public open space. 

The setback interface is found to be a common type of public/private interface along 

the main streets of the study area. The availability of a transitional space between the pri-

vacy of the inside and the publicity of the outside is particularly useful in informal settle-

ments as it enables the accommodation of a range of loose parts and activities [13,55]. In 

compact informal settlements incorporating a mix of somewhat small grain sizes and nar-

row laneways, such transitional spaces are likely to appropriate parts of what is consid-

ered as the public space, particularly along its edges [22]. The setback types of public/pri-

vate interface are more likely to take place where parts of the access network become wide 

enough to enable such spatial appropriations. This may explain the prevalence of the set-

back type of public/private interface with somewhat limited encroachments onto the pub-

lic space in the study area where grain sizes are relatively larger, and streets are relatively 

wider than the other more compact case studies of informal settlements [19]. The preva-

lence of the setback type of public/private interface can also be linked to how the mixed 

morphologies might also resemble the image or the assumed appearance of what is con-

sidered as the formal city. Incorporating a transitional space between private and public 

territories is a characteristic that is often considered to be integral to certain housing de-

velopments in the context of the formal city.   

While the public/private interfaces across the study area mostly enable a degree of 

connectivity between private and public territories, there are also some impermeable in-

terfaces in Comuna Nororiental. The impermeable public/private interfaces are generally 

located along the laneways, accommodating a relatively low level of street life and/or on 

one side of corner buildings with limited access due to steep topography. The critical role 

of the public/private interface in enabling or constraining social and economic exchanges 

by controlling the degree to which private territories are connected to and/or close to the 

public space in informal settlements has been highlighted elsewhere [13]. Possibilities for 

economic and social exchanges can generally be enabled by accessible and/or porous pub-

lic/private interfaces and constrained by impermeable interfaces. Buildings in the study 

area have an accessible public/private interface at least on one side to enable a degree of 

connectivity. 

A mix of formal and informal processes is at play in the formation and transformation 

of informal settlements. As such, public spaces in informal settlements are continuously 

being shaped in relation to the needs, expectations, and desires of many, including the 

inhabitants. Certain increments of change, such as multiple-room addition, extension, 

spatial division, and material replacement, have been identified as informal adaptations 

in Comuna Nororiental. The increments of change are mediated by what is called “infor-

mal codes or rules” [16]. They also rely on an anticipatory process as they typically need 

to take place over a relatively short period. The selected case study has also been, in part, 

transformed through a cutting-edge and internationally recognised upgrading project fo-

cusing on public space, transport, and facilities, among others. Given that public spaces 

in informal settlements are being shaped through processes of formalisation and infor-

malisation, one of the key lessons here is that even the implementation of major upgrading 

projects is unlikely to put an end to improvisation, adaptation, and self-organisation pro-

cesses. 

5. Conclusions 

This paper has engaged with exploring the shaping of public space in the context of 

informal settlements by drawing on case study research in Medellin, Colombia. The at-

tempt has been to provide a detailed account concerning the shaping of public space with 

a focus on exploring the spatial structures and increments of change in the selected study 

area. This paper also contributes a critical case study, which has experienced forms of 



Sustainability 2023, 15, 3781 14 of 17 
 

informal and formal transformations. This section points to some of the key lessons and 

concludes by reflecting on the related implications.  

One of the important lessons from Comuna Nororiental is about how adopting mul-

tiscale thinking can inform the upgrading and integration of informal settlements. The 

approach of the PUI includes the insertion of public facilities along with the development 

of public spaces in proximity to the cable metro. The related projects range from the micro 

scale, which includes the insertion of certain buildings such as library and school, to the 

meso scale, which involves the provision of a public open space network and environ-

mental improvements, and to the macro scale, which includes the cable metro and its con-

nectivity to the existing metro system. Adopting a multiscale approach is associated with 

understanding informal settlement as a way of shaping place and public space across mul-

tiple scales that cannot be effectively explored and addressed in isolation from the related 

contexts. Enabling connectivity between the cable metro and the existing metro system is 

particularly important as it has provided possibilities for forms of integration into the 

broader city. The development of public facilities and urban open spaces through a num-

ber of interrelated projects has also provided opportunities for chance encounter and so-

cial interaction in public spaces. A key point here is to think about developing a sophisti-

cated approach to the upgrading and integration of informal settlements that works across 

different scales and goes beyond merely focusing on housing. 

Producing mixed morphologies can be considered as an attempt to enable a degree 

of visual resemblance with what is considered as the formal city, which may possibly fa-

cilitate future forms of formalisation and/or upgrading. As Huchzermeyer et al. [59] ar-

gue, adherence to the patterns reflecting the layout of the formal city is related to the land 

availability and the expectation of a forthcoming upgrading. Medellin incorporates large 

pockets of informal, formal mix, and informal mix morphologies [19]. Informal morphol-

ogies are mostly located along the hillsides and close to the urban fringes. Pockets of 

mixed morphologies, to some extent, resemble the appearance of what is considered as 

the formal city. Such resemblances are, in part, related to how the constructed images of 

the formal city can be imitated through anticipatory processes of semi-organised devel-

opment. Such morphological resemblances to the formal city may also provide possibili-

ties for design interventions without wholesale demolition. It has been pointed out that 

introducing change is more challenging in more consolidated informal settlements [60] 

(p. 171). Possibilities for major urban transformations are likely to become more con-

strained as informal settlements become more consolidated. 

Much of the shaping of place and public space in informal settlements can be consid-

ered as “unfinished” in the sense that their “incompleteness” enables a degree of flexibil-

ity for possible adaptations in relation to the individual and collective needs and desires 

of inhabitants. Incomplete forms or objects are considered as one of the key characteristics 

of what Sennett [61] calls “the open city”. Drawing on the progressive conceptualisation 

of place by Massey [62] and the notion of “place as assemblage” by Dovey [63], this article 

argues that public spaces in informal settlements are in states of becoming in the sense 

that they are in continuous processes of adaptation enabling them to maintain their open-

ness, flexibility, and looseness, among others. As such, they are not static and do not have 

single identities. Becoming unfinished can be understood as a way of making, unmaking, 

and remaking places and public spaces in informal settlements. Their incompleteness can 

then be considered as an asset for managing a range of uncertainties associated with how 

forms of urban informality play out by enabling possibilities for change and sustaining 

resilience. 

The identity of place and symbolic capital of informal settlements can change in the 

processes of urban transformation through which certain images are being made, un-

made, and remade. In the case of Medellin, design interventions are particularly associ-

ated with the adaptations of place identity in relation to the constructed images of infor-

mal settlement. As Brand and Dávila [64] (p. 658) point out, the aesthetic experience pro-

vided by the cable metro entails a symbolic value, which also gives rise to a sense of 
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integration into what is considered as the formal city. The area has partly been opened up 

to the gaze of international tourists as well as the formal city, which may contribute to the 

alteration of place identity and image, particularly along the corridor of the cable metro. 

A study by Kamalipour and Dovey [12] has shown how certain forms of visibility, such 

as public overview, emerged in relation to the development of the cable metro in Comuna 

Nororiental. Nevertheless, as Perlman [65] (p. 30) argues in the context of researching fa-

velas, there is often little doubt regarding the distinctions between the informal settlements 

and other parts of the city even after extensive projects of upgrading as their visual mark-

ers are by and large unmistakable. 

6. Limitations and Future Research 

A number of limitations were identified in the process of data collection and analysis. 

Exploring private spaces and the seemingly impenetrable parts of the access network was 

avoided during the fieldwork. Since the interior spaces of buildings were not accessible, 

it was only possible to explore the functional mix where some physical traces indicating 

different uses were visible from the public space. Although the access network largely 

appeared to be permeable on aerial images, certain parts of the access network did not 

seem penetrable on the ground primarily due to a range of socio-spatial clues, which dis-

couraged further explorations on the ground. While urban photography was quite useful 

in addressing the possible gaps of direct observation, it had limitations regarding how 

much could actually fit in the frame, particularly in certain parts of the study area, such 

as narrow laneways. This study is primarily based on empirical research for which inter-

national fieldwork was undertaken in 2015. It was not entirely possible for the researcher 

to access the related data before and/or after the fieldwork. Thus, the collected data are 

limited to the duration of the fieldwork. Undertaking a longitudinal exploration remains 

a limitation of this study and a task for future research. Future studies can investigate the 

relationship between the production of forms and meanings in relation to each other in 

the context of informal settlements. Comparative studies across different places can also 

explore various types of public space in informal settlements with a focus on how they 

are being shaped in a global context. 
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