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Abstract: The production of urban space in Latin America turns out to be a social product resulting
from a historical process in which natural space undergoes significant transformations. This paper
analyses how the urban history of Ibagué (Colombia) is related to three historical processes crossed
by nature, identifying common aspects with other Latin American cities: nature as a limit to urban
growth (conquest and colony), nature as an artifice of urban space (modern city), and nature as a
transition zone between the city and the countryside (metropolitan edge). Methodologically, the
article is approached from the historical perspective proposed by Fernand Braudel as the longue
durée. To this end, an analysis of primary sources was carried out. These sources allowed us to see
how urban space was constructed and planned throughout history. The primary sources emphasized
written sources: chronicles of the Indies, royal ordinances, municipal decrees, pilot plans for urban
growth, and urban development plans. Visual sources were also used: maps, sketches, engravings,
and photographs to construct an image of the city and its relationship with nature. The results
showed the importance of urban planning by considering the relationship between urban space
and nature as two inseparable elements and providing elements for reflecting on contemporary
environmental problems.

Keywords: nature; natural resources; urban spaces; Ibagué; Latin America; urban planning;
urban dynamics; territorial discontinuity; city; urbanization; territorial limits

1. Introduction

The Spanish empire’s founding of cities in Latin America was marked from the middle
of the 16th century by a dense articulated growth from the historic center. From the historic
center, a homogeneous growth was to be regulated in which the relations between the
center and periphery, as geographical places, defined the social relations of its inhabitants.
This model, which responded to the Greek idea of growth in a grid and the configuration
of the Roman forts, was regulated by different ordinances throughout the 16th century and
was widely specified in the laws dictated by Philip ITin 1537 [1]. This model favored growth
from the main square towards the outskirts and sought an orderly and dense expansion
towards the city’s outskirts.

This grid city project found its main ally in nature, which became the physical container
that regulated the city’s expansion. The rivers and hillsides near the historic center served,
for a long time, as fixed limits to regulate urban growth and could only be crossed in
most Latin American cities from the end of the 19th century, when, to overcome obstacles
required by the cities, all bridges began to be systematically built (Figure 1). The image
shows how the city began to take shape, starting from the Plaza Mayor (yellow area) and
following the edge of the Chipalo and Combeima rivers, which determined its urban layout.
Similarly, the steep slopes served a long time as a limit to the growth of many cities in the
foothills of the Andes mountain range.
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Figure 1. Water resources have been a determining factor in the history of the urban layout of the city of
Ibague. The image shows how the city began to take shape, starting at the Plaza Mayor (yellow area) and
following the edge of the Chipalo and Combeima rivers (yellow area), which determine its urban layout,
which determined its urban layout. Source: made from [2] (p. 29).

Using nature as a limit to urban growth was decisive in defining the shape of the cities
as they grew along the edges of the mountains or the different water sources. The densifi-
cation of the historic center was a constant in most cities. This meant that city planning
and access to public services became easier. Until the first decades of the 20th century, in
Latin America, the city was synonymous with the continuity of the urban sprawl. What
remained outside the so-called urban sprawl were small hamlets or agricultural estancias
intended to supply urban demand.

From the first half of the 20th century, as a consequence of the demographic explosion
that began in the mid-19th century [3], nature was made invisible by the local administra-
tions, either because they sought to cover a large part of its natural tributaries in order to
place new streets and avenues over them, or because the traces of trees or orchards existing
in the colony were disappearing from the city to give way to an increasingly intervened
nature, in which newly planted trees and gardens were planted, configuring a new land-
scape. By this time, the model of the dense city was in crisis, and the leading role played
by the main squares came into competition with new urban centers. Thus, an increasingly
dispersed city appeared, in which the development of new means of communication, roads
and railways, allowed the integration of the peripheries with the historic center.

These changes, which have taken place in most Latin American cities, are expressed in
interstitial spaces similar to those pointed out by José Manuel Naredo [4] when he stated
that a large number of urban forms appear that metastasis in different places, losing the
notion of continuity brought from the center and becoming more like an archipelago, where
the natural limits become the places on which most local policies are focused. Here, nature,
distant from the idea of purity attributed to it in the 16th century, comes to be considered a
cultural artifice, a transformed nature, or, as Milton Santos [5] (p. 98) described, “nature
becomes another: it changes its appearance, it changes as a whole. The peripheries cease
to be places of exclusion to represent a new urban imaginary understood as a return to
nature” (translated from Spanish).

Nature becomes a value, or, according to Henri Lefebvre, “nature-space disappears
irreversibly. Certainly, natural space was and remains in part the common starting point, the
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origin, and the original model of the social process, perhaps the basis of all originality. Of
course, it does not disappear purely and simply from the scene. It is still the background of
the painting; as decor and more as a setting, it persists everywhere and in every detail. Every
natural object is valued and becomes a symbol (the most insignificant animal, the trees,
the grass, etc.). Source and resource, nature obsesses us, like childhood and spontaneity,
through the filter of memory” [6] (pp. 39—40) (translated from French). This filter of memory
makes it possible to observe the relationship between nature and the city as a process of
changing valuation throughout history, as proposed in this article. The article is structured
in five sections. Section 1 deals with the way in which nature becomes a limit and a
source of supply for the city, not only because of its direct dependence on its resources but
also because its topography and water resources shape the boundaries of urban growth.
Section 2 analyses the process by which the city subjugates nature, not only to use it as
a support for urban growth but also to exert permanent control over it. In Sections 3-5,
a case study is developed, analyzing the process by which nature, long relegated to the
role of the city’s sewer, recovers a fundamental role in the face of the urban environmental
crisis. In this context, the city no longer densely expands towards the periphery; instead,
the interstitial spaces [4] take up a large part of the urban territory. Within this new spatial
logic, the protection of nature becomes a constant in the new residential complexes.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Case Study: Ibagué (Colombia)

The city of Ibagué is located in the center-west of Colombia, in the foothills of the Cen-
tral Mountain Range and the upper part of the valley formed by the Chipalo, Combeima,
and Coello rivers, with an approximate area of 140,588 hectares, according to the 2000 Land
Use Plan. In the Colombian urban context, Ibagué appears as an intermediate city. The
population growth dynamics of the last three decades project it as one of the Colombian
metropolises with the most significant growth in the coming years, going from a popula-
tion of 54,347 in 1950 [7] to a population of around 515,000 inhabitants, according to the
2005 census and a projection of 600,000 inhabitants by the year 2025 [8].

Starting from the common history that Ibagué shares with many Latin American cities,
the article is approached from the Braudelian proposal of the longue du-rée [9]. This is a
theoretical perspective in which, unlike the short times or times of the event, Braudel [9]
proposes the notion of longer times for historical analysis: the times of civilization. In this
study, it is applied to the times of Latin American urban civilization. The proposal on the
city-nature relationship is inscribed in this temporality to analyze how the city of Ibagué
adapted to the obstacles of the geographical environment in a period that generally begins
with the arrival of the Spaniards in the New World.

It starts from a global to local analysis. Much of the processes of the city in Latin
America are addressed and transferred to the case of the city of Ibagué (Figures 2 and 3). The
starting point is the way in which nature has been a determining factor in the urban growth
of Ibagué. Charles Tilly’s research [10] (p. 702) constitutes a reference point according to
which urban historians have become the most important. He states, “In principle, urban
historians have the opportunity to be our most important interpreter of the ways that global
social processes articulate with small-scale social life”.

2.2. Methodology

The methodology used is of a historical and geographical nature, which implies an
analysis of the spatiality of the city over time. It starts from the question of the image
that has been constructed of nature and the city throughout history, intending to generate
interpretative elements to understand the environmental problems experienced by a large
part of the cities in Latin America. Figure 4 shows a sketch of the methodology based on the
territorial analysis of the Latin American city applied to the case of Ibagué from a historical
perspective.
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Figure 2. Location of the Tolima region and the city of Ibague. Source: made by the Agustin Codazzi
Geographic Institute IGAC). Bogota [11].

Figure 3. Aerial view of the city of Ibague in the Magdalena River Valley. Source: https:/ /glx-gov-esri-
co.hub.arcgis.com/apps/22c21604d7654cf38116827da3e41701 /explore (accessed on 26 July 2023) [12].
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Figure 4. Methodological outline.

The analysis of visual sources on the territory has a special relevance. In this perspec-
tive, the study refers to the construction of images of the city of Ibagué and its relationship
with nature over a long period of time and thinking about visual representations from the
disciplines of history and geography and their application to urban studies [13-15]. The
article gathers images from different periods: pictorial works, photographs, engravings,
maps, and images that complement other sources used to think about territorial planning.

Although the research focuses on the case study of the city of Ibagué and its rela-
tionship with nature, this research responds to a constant in many Latin American cities.
The study addresses the form of territorial planning established by the Spaniards in these
territories until the first decades of the 19th century. Later, this territorial organization
would be given via urban processes common to many Latin American cities [3].

The analysis of the sources is based on the fact that many of the local policies obeyed
ordinances established on a larger territorial scale, as is the case with the ordinances of the
Indies and their application in Latin American territories or with the Colombian land-use
plans and their application in the pilot plans established by the city of Ibagué over time.
The way in which some local sources of the city of Ibagué—press, chronicles, minutes, and
decrees of the Municipal Council, or pilot plans—conceived nature within urban planning
is analyzed.

Similarly, historical geography, as the dominant sub-discipline in this article, attempts
to show that urban planning, as a historical process, has linked nature to the city. Therefore,
the analysis of this process has served to study current environmental problems and the
need to link nature to new forms of urban spatial planning.

3. Results
3.1. Nature as a Limit and Resource

The founding of cities in Latin America was determined from the first decades of the
16th century by the need to establish control over a nature that was unknown and that
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fulfilled the dual function of being an obstacle and a resource for the process of conquering
the territories of the New World; it was an obstacle because there was no knowledge of
it: rivers, forests, fauna, and flora were unknown, nor was there any knowledge of the
inhabitants of these territories to whom an untamed nature was attributed and of whom
it was doubted whether they even had souls. But nature was also considered a necessary
resource for the survival of the populations. For this reason, some chroniclers, such as
Pedro Cieza de Leon [16], stressed the importance of knowing nature and describing the
customs of the inhabitants of the new world.

From the first laws of the Indies, both Charles V and Philip II emphasized the impor-
tance of certain natural conditions for the foundation of towns and cities, as can be seen in
the ordinances of Charles V in 1523 on some principles for settlement, which stated: “When
laying out the site. .. Try to have water nearby, and that it can be brought to the town and
estates, diverting it if possible, to make the best use of it, and the necessary materials for
the buildings, valuable land, culture, and pasture, which will excuse the much work and
costs that follow from the distance. . . in the case of building on the banks of a river, arrange
the settlement so that the sun rises first on the town rather than on the water” [17] (p. 46)
(translated from Spanish).

Ordinance 35 of 1573 also established all the advantageous factors to be considered in
those places to be founded or settled that would guarantee that the foundation would last:
abundant natural resources, sufficient water, stone, and wood for building, climate “not
unhealthy”, ease of defense [18].

The city of Ibagué, as a result of these ordinances, was located both on the site of
the old city founded in what is now Cajamarca and in its current settlement, around an
area rich in natural resources, including the surrounding rivers, Anaime and Vermilion, in
the former, and Combeima and Chipalo in the latter, as well as the mountains near these
cities for their wealth of gold, timber, and other vital resources, both for the functioning
of the city and for fulfilling the fundamental mission of sending precious minerals to the
metropolis (Figure 5).

{

|

Figure 5. Ibagué in Humboldt's sketch of the Quindio Road, 1806. Source: Luis Angel Arango Library
Map Library. AP2121 [19].

Even though the wealth of natural resources was a condition for founding and popu-
lating, many cities in Latin America grew at the expense of the gradual disappearance of
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the nature surrounding them. Nature was necessary as a resource, but within the Spanish
logic of the culture of conquest, one could say, as Georges Foster [20] calls it, that nature,
like all elements alien to Spanish culture—religion and traditions—is subjected to the con-
struction of an increasingly artificial urban space. The nature of a large part of the territory
surrounding the colonial city was intervened to make way for the sowing of agricultural
products or raising livestock. Similarly, the rivers became, from the founding period on-
wards, the recipients of all the city’s filth, and all the native vegetation disappeared from
the settlements, giving way to completely artificial public spaces. This idea of the city as a
cultural artifice is imposed on the old traces of trees and rivers, leaving them as the limit of
its growth.

Since colonial times, tributaries such as Los Piojos or the Combeima River in Ibagué
became natural limits to urban growth; their landscape reflected the life of a city that until
the end of the colonial period was still at a fairly slow level of development as were the
lives of its inhabitants, which were still defined at the end of the 19th century as calm and
silent, as evidenced in the press of the region of El Tolima: “It can be assured that the only
noise to be heard here is that formed by the waters of the Combeima, which, in spite of
nature, move lazily” [21] (p. 6) (translated from Spanish).

3.2. The Triumph of the City over Nature

Even though nature became the main limit of urban growth regulated by the laws
of the Indies, these laws made little reference to how the edges of the cities were to be
occupied, or they were only mentioned in the fortress cities, in which the walls or other
forts were a decisive part of the city’s defense. The areas furthest away from the city center,
ejidos and dehesas, were only mentioned as areas for future urban expansion or as spaces
integrated into the city for grazing and feeding the animals that passed through the city or
served as a bridge between urban and rural areas.

This denial of borders as planning elements in the founding of towns meant that the
urban form was configured with the historic center or main square as a reference point.
The main square was a large open space that took on life and importance due to the weekly
market, the collection of water from the city’s central fountain, and the different political
and religious events that were held there. In addition, the main square was the stage where
a large part of the inhabitants’ daily life took place and where the city’s administrative
center was located (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Aguateros Bolivar Square. Source: Photo Daniel Camacho, 1922 [22].
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The squares and small squares fulfilled a similar function to the main square, integrat-
ing the new spaces built in the city but without taking nature into account as an integral
part of the city, believing that the natural elements surrounding the city were sufficient to
maintain the environmental balance: “Water, a line of mountains, a volcano or an isolated
hill, a ravine or simply the forest were, moreover, close enough and formed an integral
part of the urban visual realm, favored by the low height of the buildings, to introduce
variables rich in colors, textures, and movement. They were natural elements integrated
into the urban environment, examples of the qualitative differences between the natural
and man-made environment. It was only necessary to look up or walk a few hundred steps
to perceive this difference” [23] (p. 318) (translated from Spanish).

With some local variations, this idea of the city remained in force in many Latin
American cities throughout most of the colonial period. It only underwent its first changes
at the end of the 19th century, a period in which, following the example of some European
cities, nature began to be given a place in the city, understood as a domesticated nature, as
can be seen in the creation of some avenues and, especially, in the appearance of the park
with gardens and trees, following the French model.

In Ibagué, the image of the colonial city surrounded by nature outside the city is
still quite visible in the first decades of the 20th century, as can be seen in Juan Lozano’s
chronicle of the city in 1935: “... The seven lamps of architecture have not lit their lights in
our land, but the landscape there has an inimitable softness. As soon as the plain is finished,
Ibagué sits on the first superimposed hills, first in slow steps, then steeper and steeper, of
the mountain range; it thus participates in the vision of the burnt plain, which is like a
sea of gold, the patriarchal scenery of the oteros, and the nearby shelter of the towering
peaks that the snow eternally crowns. A river, sometimes sweet and sometimes turbulent,
runs through the outskirts of the village, and its meadows are fertile and green under the
changing light filtered by the branches of the trees” [24] (p. 8) (translated from Spanish).

This image of the city refers to a city surrounded by abundant nature and in whose
interior a deserted landscape of squares, small squares, and streets was still dominated
by local architecture without much ornamentation. In the newspaper La Crénica [25], the
squares and parks are referred to as completely wild and treeless places: The only square
in the city, where Plaza de Bolivar is today, had the natural soil of the earth, which made
it difficult to arrive to the square to go to the Sunday market—the big market—from 6 in
the morning to 3 or 3 in the afternoon, and to the daily market, which closed at 8 in the
morning.

Nevertheless, at the same time, the city was moving towards modern life, as reflected
in the transformation of the old Santo Domingo square (later called San Simoén) into
Murillo Toro Park, as a place where a domesticated nature began to take shape through
newly planted trees and gardens. The idea of the park emerges as a place for meeting
and socializing, in which nature is manipulated in a way that is in keeping with the
ornamentation of the place. The notion of the park is understood as a sign of progress that
replaces the old idea of the main square or the small squares that dominated the colonial
space of Ibagué. In the newspaper La Hoja on 14 October 1893 [26] (p. 12), the transition to
modern life is mentioned in this way: “We are assured that we will soon have a park, in
what is now the small square of San Simén. An idea of progress that is well suited to the
aspirations of a cultured people” (translated from Spanish) (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Plazuela Santo Domingo and Parque Murillo (Riou engraving). Source: Charles Saffray and
Edouar Andre, 1971 (p. 109) [27].

The main square was transformed into Bolivar Park, expelling the weekly market
and the domestic animals that used to pass through it, facilitating the planting of gardens
and trees which, to this day, define the landscape of the place and of the new avenues of
Ibagué. In the 1912 census, the role played by nature in the modernization of the city was
emphasized, highlighting the presence of gardens and trees in the parks and small squares:
“The main square, currently embellished by a complete grove of trees, will soon be a park
dedicated to the liberator. One block from the square is the Murillo Toro Park, a small and
cheerful garden where national gratitude will erect a bronze to the eminent tribune and
statesman of Tolima. ..” [28] (p. 285) (translated from Spanish).

3.3. The Urban Edge as a Reference Point for Environmental Planning in the City

Taking into account Osvaldo Sunkel’s [29] assertions that the environment is the nat-
ural biophysical environment and its successive transformations, as well as the spatial
deployment of these transformations, it could be affirmed, in this perspective, that environ-
mental history is the history of biophysical transformations and their relationship with the
transformations that human beings develop in this space. Within these transformations, the
city, according to Lewis Mumford [30], is the expression of the greatest territorial artifice
since the domination of technology over nature allows the city to grow by overcoming the
obstacles that topography or the different water sources impose on it. This fact, together
with the new way of traveling through the territory by car in Latin American cities, changes
the idea of order that had been established from the main square, making possible the tran-
sition from a dense city, such as the one established in the colonial period, to a fragmented
and diffused city in which population logics emerge marked by multiple urban centralities.

Nature, which was understood as an artifice within the city, is used on the periphery
as a place for those marginal inhabitants, most of whom are newly arrived from the
countryside, who find in their condition of limit the possibility of a dwelling in places that
later urbanists will call as belts of misery or subnormal neighborhoods. These slums, which
survive on the banks of the rivers and ravines of the city, coexist with many other sectors
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of the city in which nature is used to clean a city that still has not installed an efficient
public sewerage system. In the Minutes of the Municipal Council, published in 1918: “One
of the main causes for which the population lives so unhinged, is in doubt, the system of
flowing waters. And here, one can refute the pilgrim argument of some, who say that via
such a system, the cleansing of the city is performed perfectly and that such an assertion is
still convenient, which is simply absurd; let us see. While it is true that the water running
through the pipes makes the toilet of the upper part of the city because, by the same decline,
the current drags all the trash, it is no less true that such garbage is attached to it, within the
city, in the same main square, where water runs almost to the level, and so they look every
day, the pipes clogged by garbage, and great puddles in the camels, which it constantly
damages. . .There is more: in some houses, they take the water from the pipes to wash
the toilets, and after passing through them, they return to their course loaded with fecal
matter. ..” [31] (translated from Spanish).

Unlike other Colombian cities, especially Medellin and Bogotd, which since the first
decades of the 20th century had implemented some elements of urban planning, especially
prospective plans, Ibagué was a city that was being built on the idea of responding to im-
mediate needs. In the aforementioned Minutes of the Municipal Council, it can be evidenced
that the municipal authorities, like the Ornate Society, were responsible for planning urban
development. Within the planning of urban development, nature constituted a form of
embellishment and played a leading role in the management of parks and streets near
the historic center; this fact is evident in the reconfiguration of a new urban periphery, as
evidenced in the pilot plan of 1935 [32].

In 1935, although a contract was signed with a Bogota firm of engineers to design the
city’s first pilot plan, this plan was never implemented. Much of the ideas raised in it were
questioned because of their inviability in the city. According to the chronicles of the time,
this plan was intended for an imaginary city and not for Ibagué. Despite this, the plan
based the articulation of the city of Ibagué on the new policies of urban growth. The urban
historian Andrés Francel [2] rescues, within this plan, the articulation of elements such as
topography and vegetation to the new planning policies of the city, showing how some
natural elements were taken into account in the design of the urban edge that began to
urbanize around the creek or ravine El Sillén (Figure 8). In this regard, he stated: “Instead
of real estate developments, the generation of forests was proposed to take advantage of
the characteristics of the soil and the topography of the ravine. The city was endowed with
a large public space that it lacked and required in the future. The forest was generated on
the strongest slope of the ground to stabilize the soil in a strip ranging from 120 to 300 m
wide” [2] (p. 18) (translated from Spanish).

Mirador

Avenida El Jardines Bosques =
del Café Silksn  del Sillén del Silldn chel Silldn KS
k4
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Averms) Armchair])
== £ ikl

il

Figure 8. Altitudinal distribution of vegetation in the Sillén landscape, 1935. Source: made from
Andrés Francel, 2017 [2] (p. 75).

Chronicles of the time show that most of the ideas contained in the 1935 pilot plan
were not taken into account, and serious prospective planning was only carried out in 1966
when the city had grown rapidly as a result of population migration caused by bipartisan
violence and the attraction of the city as a place to live since the mid-twentieth century.

In the pilot plan of 1966, the city of Ibagué begins to think not only from the dimensions
of an intermediate city in the Colombian urban context but also from the need for planning
that focuses on future urban space evolution. This plan proposes the design of roads and
growth areas surrounded by a green belt that referenced the conservation of the hills that
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bordered the city. It also specifically proposes the need for policies to conserve the banks of
the rivers and streams that run through the city. However, it was not contemplated to keep
the rounds—that is, the margins of the rivers—since they were gradually invaded and then
converted into permanent settlements with the consent of administrations and complacent
lobbyists, who had endowed them with the infrastructure of services.

In the implementation of the pilot plan of 1966, although some ideas aimed at articu-
lating nature to the city failed, according to Carlos Martinezz Silva, the idea of thinking
of nature as an important element in the city’s planning took on much strength from
that plan [33]. The role of nature is evident in the process of arborization in the road
development of the city in the later decades and the conservation of the vegetation of the
northeastern hills of the city. In this pilot plan, the urban edges no longer constitute a fixed
limit of the built or built part of the city but an integral part of it. Wild nature begins to
stop being conceived as the fixed edge of the city to become an interface between the new
urban-rural dynamics that characterize contemporary spatiality.

4. Discussion
The Redefinition of Urban—Rural Dynamics as a Return to Nature

The monographic report of the Inter-American Development Bank (BID), derived
from the Emerging and Sustainable Cities Programme (2015), shows the importance of
water resources in the history of Western cities. The report states: “The vast majority of
Latin American cities have also been born next to a water source, and their morphology
has always been related to the evolution of water flow. But, since the middle of the last
century, the accelerated and unplanned growth of Latin American cities has meant that
most of these water bodies, which were in many cases the very origin of the locality, have
become backyards or directly sewers” [34] (p. 11).

Despite the importance of the relationship between water sources—water resources—
and the city, or urban space and nature, they have not always been integrated into urban
planning beyond specific actions. In this respect, Emir Espinosa states, “Rivers have his-
torically been at the center of the foundation of Latin American cities. However, their
enhancement has long been seen by politicians and authorities as a one-off or even orna-
mental urban intervention, without understanding their capacity to articulate the urban
fabric and mobility” [35] (p. 1). This fact implies a double effort in urban planning. In the
case of the city of Rosario in Argentina, the IDB report states: “Reversing the degradation
of a river (or a stream, ravine, lake, waterfront, among others), recovering the quality of its
water or making its banks habitable seem unmanageable tasks after decades of neglect and
mismanagement” [34] (p. 11).

Faced with these processes of recovery or integration of nature into urban planning,
projects have been promoted to reduce damage to nature in urban space, especially prioritizing
the recovery of bodies of water, water accumulation on the surface [34] (p. 11), as is the case
with the reception of the guidelines proposed by the World Health Organization, where it states:
“Joint intervention in water management, risk prevention and the creation of public green
spaces in urban stretches of rivers or coasts is not only a priority, it is a profitable investment
and an opportunity to regenerate the urban fabric of cities” [36] (p. 14).

From this perspective, policies to protect urban edges or linear parks around rivers
and streams have been promoted in most Latin American cities. There are actions in linear
parks in Brazil, such as multifunctional spaces with the potential to provide alternatives
to drainage and urban water problems [37]. In Colombia, it is worth mentioning the
development plans of most cities, which have developed nature protection actions as a
constant policy since the last decades of the 20th century. The Ibagué Pilot Plan of 1966
envisaged: “The development plan of a large city and its region must include a type of
green zone (...) which allows another form of expansion of urban crowds in general (...) this
green zone allows the fullest contact between man and nature (...). We are referring to the
large green zone, outside the city limits (...), a forest belt which totally encloses it. In the case
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of Ibagué, each green belt would be formed by the banks of the Chipalo and Combeima
rivers, both with their respective tributaries” [38] (p. 75) (translated from Spanish).

In the Colombian case, it is also important to point out that the processes of urban
land occupation have occurred as a contrast between the real city and the formal city. That
is to say, on the one hand, there are the norms established by land-use plans and, on the
other, how the different social actors appropriate space in the city. This is explained by
the fact that while a large part of the urban peripheries were occupied illegally, it has only
been in recent decades that planning offices have issued new regulations to protect the
edges of cities, which for a long time were delimited by the banks of rivers and streams
that surround the cities.

In Agreement 116 of 2000 of the Ibagué Land Use Plan (POT), the protection of
riverbanks and peri-urban edges is contemplated for the first time. This plan states:
“Specific Identification and Regulation for Areas of Conservation and Environmental
Restoration in the Rural Soil of the Municipality of Ibagué. The strip of the 30 m side
and side of the streams of rivers and streams and the 100 m radius of the water births,
where environmental recovery and improvement projects should be located and prioritized,
coordinated and concerted with the environmental authority and the rural population,
through reforestation, isolation and management plans. Main use: Protective forest, natural
regeneration, works for recovery and erosion control. Compatible use: Protective forestry
activities—production with native species, contemplative recreation, extraction of trawling
material. Conditional use: Reforestation activity, induced revegetation, access roads veredal,
agroforestry. Prohibited uses: Intensive agricultural exploitation, parceling for housing
construction, urban expansion areas” [39] (p. 29) (translated from Spanish).

The provisions of agreement 116 show the greatest importance of nature in territorial
planning, not only for the sake of its conservation but also because it remains the clearest
physical boundary between rural and urban. Thus, the different water resources become
a brake on urbanization, not only because of the restrictions imposed to build close to its
edges but also because from them, the rural world begins to be defined, relating it to farms
or the protection of native ecosystems. Article 4 of the same POT states: “The territory of
the Municipality of Ibagué, as defined in Law 388 of 1997 and by its own characteristics, is
classified into urban, rural, and urban sprawl. Law 388 of 1997, due to its own characteristics, is
classified into urban, rural, and urban sprawl. Within these classes, the categories of suburban
and protection may be established” [39] (p. 89) (translated from Spanish).

Within the POT, urban is defined as the area within the urban perimeter; rural is
defined as the municipal area outside the urban and expansion perimeters. It follows
that a fundamentally physical delimitation marked the boundary between the urban and
the rural world: the point up to which the last building or settlement bordering a given
water resource reached. This definition assumes that the city, as a synonym for the urban,
continues its expansion and growth in a dense manner from the historic center, as is typical
of the colonial period. But it does not take into account that modern cities, including Bagué,
have focused their development on the model of spatiality in which the territory begins to
reproduce itself in an increasingly dispersed manner (Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Historical evolution of the urban growth of the city. It shows the city’s expansion to the
northeast, in the direction of Honda, and to the southeast, in the direction of Bogota. Source: made
from Findeter, 2016 (modified, 2017) [40].

This dispersed city model, evident in Latin America since the mid-20th century,
indicates a change in how the urban is named, where the definitions included in the city’s
development plans are insufficient. The definition of the urban as synonymous with the
city or as opposite to the rural world, a definition based on population or housing density,
as reflected in POT 2002, has been rethought for more than a century by the social theory
on urban space, bearing in mind the growth of European or North American cities. Horacio
Capel [41] summarizes the definition of the urban. At the same time, the border between
the city as synonymous with the city and the countryside has been addressed by Georges
Duby in his work La Histoire de la France Urbaine, where he writes: “With all evidence,
the oldest division between the countryside and the city is erased under our eyes, and
this fact is revealed as one of the most drastic mutations affect our civilization. The fusion
between the countryside and the city is precipitated” [42] (p. 6) (translated from French).
This peri-urban border generates great reflection on new territorial panification policies
for much of modern urban contexts [43-48]. In this debate, the discussion takes effect on
a third planning space between the urban and the rural but marked by the hybridization
of both concepts or, according to Ruosso and Plant cit. Vanier [49,50], “The conception of
peri-urban areas as a third space suggests that they are not destined to become urban, but
rather to exist as a unique, third type of space in between urban and rural spaces. As such,
third space has its own identity, its own set of challenges, and its own spatial planning
needs” [50] (p. 57).

This new perception of the urban, which also implies a new perception of rural
space [51] (p. 56), is reflected in the planning of Latin American urban space or, in this case,
of the city of Ibagué, assuming urban change as a complex social transformation, in which
it predominates every time individual experience prevails over community life [52] (p. 34).

In this context, the urban border is no longer understood merely on a fixed basis
as in the traditional planning of the territory but is understood as a constantly changing
border. This new scenario is posed, characterized by a discontinuous spatiality or “like a
space of archipelagos” [4] (p. 27) (translated from Spanish); the urban does not conclude
where the rural begins but extends as a hybrid and mobile territory in which anonymous
and communal relations coexist. The city, as a physical structure built at the cost of
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the deterioration of nature in which it was located, loses attractiveness for many of its
inhabitants who seek in the countryside a place of evasion to the environmental problems
produced by the city’s growth.

The city’s edges become the ideal place for some inhabitants to find the solution to
the environmental problems within the urban mesh. The inhabitants with high purchasing
power seek the image of pure nature, located outside the urban mesh, to escape from the
noise, pollution, insecurity, and other problems caused by the city’s growth. According
to a popular adage, the countryside attracts because the city expels. In this case study,
the countryside attracts because it becomes the dream paradise where you can produce a
utopian reunion with the lost nature, destroyed throughout the city’s history. Likewise, the
edges of the rivers, which remain outside the planning, will be, for the poor, the place to
prolong their struggle for the occupation of uncontrolled public areas in response to the
denial of the right to the city that the dominant society denies them.

The search for nature in the residential space is reflected in agreement 116 of the POT
of Ibagué of 2000, where the park is defined as a free space in the city’s interior intended
for outdoor recreation and contact with nature. Landscape and natural values predominate
in the park over any architectural element that conforms to or is arranged inside. However,
the parks no longer meet the demand of the city’s elites, who are beginning to yearn for
a closer relationship with nature. The idyllic around the countryside leads to the urban
being expressed in an increasingly discontinuous space. The new elitist neighborhoods are
built as a green imaginary (Figures 10 and 11), and this fact is expressed in the name of the
new urbanizations, which constitute closed residential complexes: Paseo del Vergel, Vergel
roads, Vergel forests, Aguaviva del Vergel Portal del Campestre, Montecito del Carmelo,
Palmar del Rio, etc.

This new relationship with nature, which transcends the perimeter of the city, is the
expression of an urban world that expands throughout the territory, ignoring the traditional
limits and transmitting not only a homogeneity in the urban culture but also transferring
to the territories surrounding the environmental problems of the city.

Figure 10. Urban buildings in the natural area of Ibagué. Source: author, 2021.



Land 2023, 12, 1807

15 of 17

Figure 11. New residential architecture in the city of Ibagué. Source: author, 2021.

5. Conclusions

Understanding nature and society relations through history is fundamental to under-
standing many of the environmental problems that many Latin American cities currently
experience. However, in cities like Ibagué, urban planning is short-sighted. It envisages the
resolution of the immediate problems essentially without thinking of an order in which the
importance of the past facts is taken into account in order to explain the problems that the
current societies suffer, as happened for a long time, to the exclusion of the nature of the
urban planning policies.

The study of the history of the city and its relationship with nature allows us to see
how much of the urban centers have grown, undervaluing and turning their backs on
nature. Environmental crises demand more nature-friendly territorial logic. The analysis of
the relations between nature and society in the long term favors a dialogue between history
and the social sciences, opening new possibilities to think of urban problems as a historical
product.

Considering nature as an urban plumber implies assuming the planning of cities in a
systematic way, not only as the point of separation from the immediate rural environment
but also with those territories that, under the model of a diffuse city or archipelago city, are
articulated to the historical center in a spatial logic in which the continuity of the urban trace
ceases to be determinant. It is important to articulate to the plans of territorial organization
new policies that allow a planning of the peri-urban borders of the city, assuming these as
territories in which the most immediate growth of the city is projected and in which the
articulation with nature becomes an imperative of the new urban order.

The return to nature as an increasingly marked condition within modern society
involves articulating new policies to develop real estate projects and preserve the environ-
ment, not only within the edge of the city but also in those territories in which the urban
expansion of cities such as Ibagué and other Latin American cities extend their area of
fluency.
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