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The Comuna 13 Integral Urban Project (IUP) for the central 
western area of Medellín in Colombia is one of the main 
strategic projects contained in the Development Plan 2007 
to 2011. The commune (comuna) of this intervention is lo-
cated in an informal area characterized by a large concen-
tration of squatters. The commune began during the 1950s 
to house rising numbers of rural-urban immigrants, driven 
by violence and a lack of opportunities in rural areas. Grow-
ing with the scale of the problem, the size of the area has 
reached 700ha, with 145,000 residents. 

With social indicators in the low range and an absence of 
coordinated holistic programs, there is a deep-felt need of 
new integrated and strategically planned interventions. 
The opportunity to face these needs was the creation of 
the innovative public mass transport system – Metrocable, 
which connects the central-western zone of Medellín with 
the subway system and the formal city. In this context, our 
initiative is to complement the effort of this social invest-
ment by developing along the Metrocable and within the 
commune a range of programs for the regeneration of the 
area through a participatory process that will allow im-
provement of the neighborhood and quality of life.

The IUP’s objective is to implement a model of intervention 
which embraces an institutional, physical and social approach, 
replicable in other areas with similar conditions. The main 
components of the strategy focus on: strengthening com-
munity participation; inter-institutional coordination and co-
responsibility; providing housing, public buildings, public 
spaces and mobility; environmental restoration; and imple-
menting social development projects. The programs are put 
into action with the assistance of other institutions such as 
various public entities, the Ministry of Housing and Envi-
ronment, NGOs, local community-based organizations, and 
private companies. All these tangible interventions are in-
stigated using participatory decision making processes, so-
cial development and capacity-building activities to enhance 
leadership. 

The project also constructs safe public spaces to address 
urban violence, and provide areas for social exchange and 
meeting. Implementation of new public buildings such as 
libraries, business development centers, and sports facili-
ties; and also the improvement of existing schools, medical 
centers and other services that contribute to social devel-
opment and the alleviation of poverty. 

The IUP also addresses the restoration and preservation of 
the environment to lower the risk of natural disasters and 
to achieve environmental sustainability. On a global level 
the IUP contributes to reduce the worldwide problem of 
slum formation in urban areas, and aims to achieve the Mil-
lennium Development Goals: eradication of extreme poverty 
and environmental sustainability.

Quantum change and transferability
The objective of this urban integration project is to create 
community meeting points that encourage social cohesion 
of the area through physical changes to public space. Back-
ground research for the urban master plan considered pub-
lic space components, mobility, equipment, environment 
and dwellings. From this, the priority focus was upon the 
development of new public spaces to encourage public ga-
thering and social cohesion. A target of a 40% increase in pu-
blic space was set to improve living conditions and promote 
meeting points at a local and city level.

Ethical standards and social equity
The IUP’s methodology supports the development of an ar-
chitectonic urban design within the respective project zones, 
maintaining the identity of the place under intervention 
and the collective memory of its habitants. Community in-
volvement in the project is crucial: beginning with an intense 
study of the site’s character and the collection of local key 
elements as a basis for the future project; participation of 
local residents in the construction of projects; and fi nally, 
maintaining the community spaces and encouraging their 
use. 

Ecological quality and energy conservation
The project area on the hillside features a series of streams 
which feed orographic rainfall from the mountains into the 
river network of the city. The project values these streams 
as the basis of green corridors for environmental continu-
ity. Remediation includes the adaptation of informal dwell-
ings on the stream banks, replanting, and locating new 
public spaces adjacent to the streams.

Economic performance and compatibility
The execution of the master plan depends directly on the 
level of fi nancial support received from the government. 
The IUP is created in stages to enable the project to be im-
plemented as funds become available. The approach con-
siders the confi guration of urban centers, the connectivity 
between urban centers and the land, and planning for new 
residential developments to relocate and adequately house 
the informal population. 

Contextual and aesthetic impact
The materiality of public space and architecture are re-
solved through the defi nition of a project image showing 
the regularity, feasibility, agility of the construction, secu-
rity, consecution, installation and variety of materials, with 
the purpose of physically conserving a common structure 
for the master plan that could generate a physical and spa-
tial reference.

Overview map showing proposed location for public spaces.

Projects profi les.

Transformation of the space.

Creating public spaces and social fabric.

Socialization.

Landscape and environment. 

Social impact.

Materials. Construction process.

Urban approach: physical and social transformation in action.

The unique strength of this project lies in its comprehensive and ground-breaking approach to the reduction of the world-
wide problem of slum formation in the urban context through eradicating poverty, providing education and improving envi-
ronmental sustainability. The already existing MetroCable connecting this huge squatter settlement with the formal city of 
Medellín was the catalyst of this project. The overall scope of the project includes the refurbishment and extension of the 
road network and the public utilities, the construction of numerous health, education, and sports facilities and also the im-
plementation of social development programs. 

The main development strategy aims to strengthen self-responsibility, community participation and inter-institutional coor-
dination. The project benefi ts from generous fi nancial and technical support by governmental authorities and various NGOs. 
Multidisciplinary in all its phases with involvement at all scales, this is a very strong and comprehensive project inducing urban 
transformation and bringing dignity to the residents. Although this project is the last phase of a larger endeavor with parts 
already completed the jury has commended it due to its exemplary broad scope and its strong contributions to the fulfi ll-
ment of the Millennium Development Goals.
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