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ABSTRACT 
 

 This research analyzes how a continuum of socio-economic and political 

structures since colonization, what I defined as colonial legacies, has affected the 

development of greening policies and other broader urban realities in contemporary 

Santiago, Chile’s capital city. I connect these colonial legacies with the current outcomes 

of urban green areas in several ways: 1. How Santiago’s spatial organization and 

planning have excluded working-poor, indigenous, and non-white people from fair access 

to services and spaces of privilege. 2. How Augusto Pinochet’s military 

dictatorship  (1973-1990) increased geographical and economic disparities across 

wealthy and non-wealthy municipalities. 3. How neoliberal economic policies not only 

decreased public services while increasing social exclusion and economic segregation for 

everyday people but also prioritized economic outcomes for municipalities in detriment 

over social and environmental.  

 In dialogue with the literature on green space in Santiago, this research brings 

together a de-colonial theoretical framework, intended to make visible hidden and often 

oppressive realities affecting everyday and marginalized people, and a Global South 

epistemology urban scholarship, intended to validate the production of knowledge that 

comes from spaces in the margins, to also understand: 1) to what extent are urban 

greening policies at the municipal level excluding/including residents from participating 

in urban green area development, and 2) how are residents (everyday, low-income, and 

marginalized) rethinking urban green spaces (and the urban in general) in the wake of 

massive social unrest across the Latin American region. I offer answers to these inquiries 

by using qualitative methods (open-ended interviews with municipal authorities and 



 ii 

residents of six municipalities, participatory observation, content analysis, and visceral 

data collection) to show how the access and development of these public spaces have 

been shaped by structural systems that have continued the ideas in which Santiago was 

organized since 1541. An expert-residents’ disconnection, were ideas and the 

understanding of urban green areas (as well as the urban in general) from authorities does 

not replicate what everyday and marginalized people need and asked for, emerged as a 

major theme to explain the realities of green areas across wealthy and non-wealthy 

comunas. This research concludes that this disconnection has become fundamental to 

clarify why other oppressive urban realities, beyond green areas development, have 

remained invisible and unaddressed by the state and elite group in Santiago, a situation 

that generated massive social unrest in the country.  
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INTRODUCTION 

On a cold and cloudy morning during my second week of fieldwork, I decided to 

spend several hours appreciating the Parque Bicentenario in Vitacura, the wealthiest 

comuna (municipality) in Chile, and the one with more square meters of green space per 

inhabitant within Santiago1 (Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque, 2017; ATISBA, 2011). 

There, I walked for almost two hours from side to side, noticing the diversity in flora and 

fauna, the infrastructure of the amenities, several workers taking care of the space, and 

the ways in which people were using the park. After walking, taking notes and pictures, I 

decided to sit on a bench while taking further notes, reviewing/editing pictures and eating 

some food that I had in my backpack. After two hours of working on this bench, I was 

approached by a police officer, who asked me about what I was doing there, in this public 

urban green space. I was surprised by the question, but I did not hesitate to answer. I told 

the police officer that I was a doctoral student doing a thesis about urban green areas in 

the city. Even if he did not ask for it, I showed him my Temple student identification. The 

officer told me that he was sorry to bother me, but he came to check on me because 

someone from one of the many residential buildings behind the bench where I was sitting 

thought that it was suspicious that an unfamiliar face was spending that much time in a 

bench taking notes and pictures around the public park. After this two- to three-minute 

experience, the police officer moved on and soon after, I packed my notes and food, put 

on my gloves and consulted my phone for the nearest coffee shop available to escape the 

cold weather.  

                                                
1 According to several studies, the amount of green area in square meters per person in Vitacura varies 
from 21.8 to 10.24 m² (Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque, 2017; Gallegos, 2016; Fundación Mi Parque, 
2013; ATISBA, 2011). 
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A week after the experience in Vitacura with the police officer and the unknown 

neighbor (if there really was one), I decided to visit another public urban green space in a 

different comuna. This time I went to experience the green space Los Alerces in Estación 

Central. According to several studies, this municipality is home to hard working middle-

low income families that have disproportionately less square meters of green area per 

inhabitant than Vitacura2 (Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque, 2017; Adimark, 2012; 

AIM Chile, 2016, 2008). There, I tried to replicate the fieldwork experience that I used a 

week before. Even if the green space was significantly smaller than the one in Vitacura, I 

walked the area back and forth, took pictures and notes, and finally sat in a bench to 

review and edit my images and to take further notes about how I felt in that space, what 

was I seeing, and how people were using the space. After two hours in Los Alerces, I was 

also approached. However, this time, it was a resident who asked me if I wanted a coffee 

to bear the cold weather of that morning. She told me that she had been looking at me 

from her house and she was wondering how I was able to sit outside in such a 

temperature. I accepted the coffee invitation to her home, which was one of the houses 

surrounding the green area. While drinking the coffee, she asked me why I was sitting in 

the park in this weather. I told her about my research, thas I was trying to understand why 

wealthy and low-income comunas have significant difference in quantity and quality of 

green areas, and she got interested in talking about that green space and on being one of 

the participants of my interviews. Not only was she very excited about talking about her 

experiences with green areas in general,  but she also connected me with other residents 

of Estación Central.  
                                                
2 Studies show that the amount of green area in square meters per person in Estación Central is around 
5.50m² (Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque, 2017; Gallegos, 2016). 
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 Both experiences, similar in fieldwork goals (experience a public urban green 

space), have strikingly different outcomes. While in Vitacura, the wealthiest comuna in 

Chile, I was questioned by the police about my presence, in Estación Central I was 

invited by a resident to drink coffee to withstand the cold weather of that particular 

morning. By the time I finished fieldwork, I understood that these experiences were not 

random, but shaped by structural processes that go beyond current urban planning and 

waves of green projects and sustainability that repeatedly offer narratives that are 

supposed to be benefiting all (Anguelovski et al, 2019; Wilkinson, 2012; Brown, 2014; 

Connolly, 2018). According to research participants when trying to find structural 

reasons to explain why wealthy comunas have more and ‘better’ urban green spaces than 

low-income municipalities, they referred to three processes: 1) Pinochet’s military 

dictatorship, 2) implementation of neoliberalism (how did they define that?) , and 3) 

current wave of green projects and sustainability practices as schemes to keep benefiting 

the well-off. I call these three explanations ‘legacies of colonialism’ because I consider 

them to continue shaping the urban space in a way that segregates the worse-off while 

benefiting wealthy white Chileans in a specific area of the city, as Conquistadores and 

Europeans imagined Santiago in 1541 (De Ramón, 20183). However, none of the same 

research participants who mentioned these three structural processes as reasons for the 

disparity of green spaces across the city, when asked about where these structural process 

may come from, connected them with ideas of colonialism or how colonialism keep 

shaping the urban. As Naama Blatman-Thomas and Libby Porter (2019) state:  

                                                
3 I used the digitized PDF version (2018) of Armando de Ramón’s work from 1992, Santiago de Chile, 
1541-1991. Historia de una sociedad urbana. MAPFRE. Madrid. 
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Yet it seems that in urban scholarship, unless the central subject of study is 
colonialism itself, the colonial structure invariably fades from view. It is 
as if once ‘passed’, colonialism is no longer relevant to the understanding 
of urbanization and urban relations (31).  

 
 Similarly, Sara Safransky (2014) argues that “colonial logics shape contemporary 

market-based green redevelopment and animate current urban debates” (238).  

To try to understand and be able to explain the uneasy connection between the 

legacies of colonialism and how they are shaping the socio-economic and political 

complexities around Santiago, I analize urban green areas. These public spaces have been 

used by academics and organizations to correlate the disparities in income, access to 

services, and lack of socio-political power that low-income people and low-income 

comunas experience in comparison to wealthy ones (Fundación Mi Parque, 2013; Reyes 

Packe & Figueroa Aldunce, 2010). I chose Santiago because it was not an unfamiliar city 

to navigate, to get access to spaces and information, and to understand contextual 

nuances shaping the narratives around Santiago. In the three months, I spent in 2018 

(June, July, and August), I navigated mainly six municipalities: three wealthy (Vitacura, 

Lo Barnechea, Providencia) and three low-income (Huechuraba, Estación Central, and 

Cerrillos). I selected these six comunas for two reasons. First, according to government 

studies, these municipalities show a wide representation of the socio-economic diversity 

within Santiago (AIM Chile, 2018), making this study more relevant to the different and 

particular contextual dynamics in each comuna. And secondly, I had social and 

professional connections in several of these comunas, which facilitated interviews with 

residents and authorities. In these municipalities I met residents, municipal authorities, 

activists, academics, and professionals of the urban, that along with diverse sources of 
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documentation and personal experiences shaped my understanding of what contributes to 

the current reality of public urban green areas in Santiago. All these interactions not only 

added perspectives and qualitative data about Santiago’s green areas that I did not 

encounter during document review prior to fieldwork but also, helped me to answer my 

research questions: 

RQ1: To what extent are those three structural factors mentioned by research participants 

(Pinochet’s military dictatorship, implementation of neoliberalism, and the current wave 

of green projects and sustainability practices) continuing the colonialism imagined in 

1541 for Santiago?  

RQ2: To what extent are urban greening policies at the municipal level 

excluding/including residents from participating in urban green area development? If so, 

how?  

RQ3: How are residents (everyday, low-income, and marginalized) rethinking urban 

green spaces (and the urban in general) in the wake of massive social unrest across the 

Latin American region?  

 To address if colonial legacies play a role (and how) in the development of public 

urban green spaces in Santiago, I use Silvia Rivera Cusicanquis’ de-colonial framework 

coming from Latin America. This de-colonial framework intends to ‘make visible what is 

not said’ or ‘have not been said by the ‘official history/authorities’ within urban spaces 

and their urban dynamics. According to Rivera Cusicanqui (2010), our present day 

maintains everyday realities of internal colonialism, where our words and daily actions 

cover and normalize the reality instead of naming it and challenge it. Rivera Cusicanqui 

proposes to make visible those hidden and often oppresive realities affecting everyday 
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and marginalized people. This process allows those people in the ‘margins’ to establish 

collaborative relationships and solidarity strategies that create not only political capital 

but value of experiences and knowledge coming from the ‘bottom’ as fundamental to 

develop more fair and inclusive cities. This de-colonial framework allows me to better 

interpret the history of Santiago, public policies around public urban green areas, 

residents’ behaviors, attitudes, feelings, and perspectives related to the topic, as well as 

the massive social unrest unfolding in Chile. In doing so, this work will navigate the 

connections between colonial legacies and current realities of green spaces within the 

city. However, this narrative does not seek to state a detailed history of Santiago’s 

foundation to later compare it to the current reality nor intends to analyze the historical 

development of green spaces in Santiago. Instead, it aims to evaluate current realities of 

how green areas disparities came to be, with the purpose of helping future policies to 

recognize those legacies impacting the city today. My hope is that by recognizing how 

the legacies of colonialism keeps shaping Santiago, policymakers and authorities can 

provide low-income people and comunas with the resources and inclusive mechanism of 

participation to develop the green spaces they envision. 

 Already, non-governmental organizations, academics, and government agencies 

have addressed green space inequities in Santiago, using mainly quantitative analyses. 

The analyses indicate that low-income people do not have similar access to green areas as 

wealthier residents do (CIT-AUI, 2015; Fundación Mi Parque, 2007; Díaz & Armesto, 

2003; Reyes Packe & Figueroa Aldunce, 2010; Ministerio del Medio Ambiente, 2016). 

They have focused mainly on the number of square meters of green areas per individual 

and the proximity of households to public urban green spaces. However, while 
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quantitative indicators are essential to better understand urban greening distribution 

across the city, they fail to address how policymaking has differentially shaped high and 

low-income communities, and their participation in and  experiences with urban greening 

development among different municipalities (Koontz, 2004). By taking a qualitative 

approach to these and other inequities of urban greening I seek to understand how 

(particularly low-income) people participate in the process of developing green areas, 

how they experience these spaces, and to what extent they see the outcomes that they 

need and desire. I align my research within a broader body of policy, activism, and 

scholarly literature on green spaces in the Latin American context (Craik et al. 2015; 

Goransky, 2015; Wiesner; 2015; Herzog, 2016, 2014, 2013; Zarate, 2015; Dagnino et al. 

2008; Faggi and Zuleyka Vidal, 2016; Steel, 2012; Schmall, 2011; Taylor, 1980; Alves, 

2014; Lopez de Souza, 2015; Costa Vargas, 2006; Anguelovski et al., 2019).  

I specifically build this study by focusing on the rethinking of the Latin American 

experience as discussed by Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui (2010), Verónica Gago (2016), 

Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2011, 2008), Ochy Curiel (2017), and Enrique Dussel 

(2013), among many others. Their work helps me to position this study within a ‘Global 

South epistemology’ to better understand those experiences as well as to provide me a 

frame to analyze the data I collected in this study. A ‘Global South epistemology’ (GSE) 

became relevant, particularly after Santiago’s social unrest unfolded in October 2018, 

because it put in words for me the changes and challenges that everyday and 

marginalized people demanded from authorities in the streets to solve the urban 

inequities, even when these people did not use or referred to the term Global South 

epistemology. GSE, as described by Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2011), means to 
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recognize as valid the production of knowledge that comes from spaces in the margins 

and the experiences of the people inhabiting those spaces. It also entails to recognize and 

address the realities of groups that have suffered systemic inequalities and discrimination. 

As Sousa Santos (2001) posits, the Global South is more than a geographical idea. It is an 

individual and collective standpoint that recognizes the suffering of marginalized groups, 

those who have not been benefited by capitalism or colonialism, and thus, seeks to 

address them by drastically changing socio-economic and political systems.  

I situate this research within work that documents how policies around urban 

greening in Latin America have shaped cities unfairly, prompting organizing by socio-

economic, ecological, and political justice groups among underrepresented communities 

who experience those policies as oppressive (Chicchón, 2009; Lopes de Souza, 2015; 

Costa Vargas, 2006; Wiesner, 2015; Zárate, 2015; Herzog, 2016). I recognize that my 

academic training in the fields of Journalism (in Chile, where I lived form more than 

twenty years), Geography, Urban Studies, and Latin American Studies (in the United 

States) lead to potential bias in the way I was taught to think, analyze, and understand 

Latin America. I have, however, surrounded myself with colleagues, faculty, friends, and 

mentors that exposed me to realities that are constantly marginalized, silenced, and 

undervalued among capitalist institutions and more concretely, across academic syllabi 

(in the ‘Global North’ as well as in the ‘Global South’).  

Furthermore, coming from the ‘Global North’ to perform research in Chile was in 

several ways problematic, even if I was born in Chile and lived in Santiago for more than 

twenty years. For some people that I interacted with, coming from the United States 

meant that I was potentially extracting knowledge for my academic benefit. This situation 
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made me question the purpose of this work. Was I colonizing their experiences to 

develop what I intended to be in the first place a ‘de-colonial’ work? For others, it meant 

that I brought a new set of eyes to analyze a problem that affected me as a fellow Chilean 

from the ‘South’. It is clear to me that this perceived duality affected the type of answers 

that I received, as well as the access that I was able to have with institutions, ‘experts’, 

residents, and daily interactions. These experiences in the field highlighted the need to 

rethink how and what theoretical frame I should use in this work and whose voices 

should be at its forefront to better understand the different roles that the legacies and 

current manifestations of colonialism are playing across public urban green areas in 

Santiago.  

After encountering others’ perceptions of me in the field, and after questioning 

my positionality, I decided that a de-colonial framework was necessary for this research. 

This framework intends to ‘make visible what is not said’ or ‘have not been said by the 

‘official history/authorities’ within urban spaces and their urban dynamics, to document 

and interrogate the impacts that colonialism (and potentially my training) has had in 

urban policies shaping Latin America and Santiago, specifically. Within this framework, 

I analyze Santiago as a space influenced by military dictatorship, neoliberalism, 

democracy, and the dynamics of a capital city. These influences have tended to 

marginalize low-income and underrepresented communities through the implementation 

of several urban policies. In Latin America, Anibal Quijano (2000, 2000b, 2007), and 

Rigoberta Menchú (University of California Television, 2008) have argued that 

colonialism began a socio-economic process, which primary goal was to implement new 

realities of inequality and oppression through networks of power relations based on racial 
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and ethnic (that is, socially-created) classifications. These classifications have allowed a 

few people in Latin America to control economic, educational, and health related urban 

planning processes (Paley, 2001; Iriart, Waitzkin, and Emerson, 2004; Kozameh & Ray, 

2012; Levin, 2011), extraction and environmental policies (Kohl & Bresnahan, 2010; 

Kohl & Farthing, 2012; Kohl, 2003, 2006) as well as to determine where segregation 

starts and who should be oppressed (Dussel, 1997; Grosfoguel, 2009, 2011; Paredes, 

2015; Edgerton & Sotirova, 2011; Lugones, 2010; Stout, 2011; Alves, 2014; Lopez de 

Souza, 2015; Bayat, 2000; Costa Vargas, 2006; Swanson, 2013). Colonialism in Latin 

America has continued to evolve since the inauguration of independence movements in 

the region (Nagy-Zekmi, 2003) and it has penetrated the mindset of people and the 

organizing of institutions (Fanon, 1967). 

Particularly, in Santiago, colonialism is reflected in its socio-economic and 

geographical organization. In 1872, superintendent Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna, who had 

family ties to the Spanish monarchy before Chile’s independence, realized that affluent 

people were moving into the same geographic area in the city. He proposed an urban plan 

to reorganize Santiago, which established top-down governmental rules that 

disproportionately benefited those municipalities with wealthy residents. This process 

granted high-income municipalities vast political and economic capital from the 

government, creating more extensive and structural differences between wealthier and 

non-wealthier municipalities (De Ramón, 2018). Vicuña Mackenna wanted to highlight 

Santiago, and specifically the cluster of high-income municipalities, as the ‘cultured 

capital’ of Chile, emphasizing its residents as Christian and wealthy. In contrast, when 

referring to the vast majority of everyday people living in non-wealthy municipalities, he 
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argued that the ‘other’ Santiago was a dead land, full of infections, pollution, and crime 

(De Ramón, 2018). By 1929, Karl Brunner was hired to continue Mackenna’s plan. 

Brunner encouraged elites and the government to maintain the socio-economic disparities 

among underrepresented and low-income communities through the economic policies 

implemented by Vicuña Mackenna. Since then, top-down policies have produced unjust 

realities for the vast majority of inhabitants living in non-wealthy areas.  

These unjust realities for the majority of people have resulted in a lack of and/or 

disproportionate access to the public urban green areas that wealthy people are able to 

access in Santiago, as well as in many other urban spaces across Latin America. In 

Santiago particularly, municipalities with insufficient resources tend to have 

disproportionately less public urban green area surface than wealthier municipalities. For 

example, Independencia (44 acres), San Miguel (51), Quinta Normal (61), Lo Espejo 

(74), and El Bosque (75), have fewer acres than Vitacura (1,134) and Las Condes (549). 

In 2003, Chile’s National Commission of Environment estimated that poor municipalities 

enjoyed around 0.4 to 2.9 m2 per individual, while affluent communities had 6.7 to 

18.8m2 per person (Reyes Packe & Figueroa Aldunce, 2010). What’s more, due to the 

scarcity of resources for low-income municipalities, it is not only challenging to develop 

green areas, but also to provide basic maintenance for them, as mandated by the 

constitutional law of municipalities nº 18.695, article 25 (Covarrubias Zabala, 2014). 

Because of their lack of funding, these municipalities are forced to subcontract private 

institutions to give maintenance to their public green areas. However, as I confirmed 

during my fieldwork, many of these municipalities are not able to supervise the work of 

these private entities, which allows subcontractors to evade their responsibilities. This in 
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turn worsens the conditions of parks and plazas and subsequently the motivation of 

residents to use those areas (Covarrubias Zabala, 2014).  

According to Francisco Sabatini and Isabel Brain (2008), accessibility to services 

and equipment (such as public green areas) in Santiago is deeply segregated, since 

decision-making has excluded many communities from equally participating in their 

development. High-income residents have the privilege to decide where they want to live, 

and more specifically, to which public green area to live close to. These individuals 

‘voting with their feet’ or their money (Tiebout, 1956) keep increasing high-income 

municipalities’ capacity to develop and maintain public urban green spaces. However, 

low-income residents have fewer options to choose where to live. Because of less support 

from low-income residents in the form of taxes and economic constraints created by top-

down policy making, municipalities with reduced funding are forced to hand some of 

their responsibilities, including green areas, over to non-governmental organizations 

(NGO). Non-governmental organizations are known in Chile as the ‘third sector’ because 

since returning to democracy in 1990, these organizations have participated in civil 

society from the point of view that is between the government and private institutions 

(Jiménez de la Jara, 2003).  

As part of my fieldwork, I was able to interview Fundación Mi Parque, the 

leading NGO in Chile helping underfunded municipalities to develop more public green 

areas for their residents. Its mission is to improve communities through what they define 

as participatory recuperation of green spaces in the neighborhoods with the greatest need 

for it. On its website, the organization highlights that it has constructed more than 

500.000 square meters of green areas, and claims this benefits around 509,721 
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individuals. According to the institution’s documentation, all their projects have been 

developed in low-income municipalities within Santiago (i.e., Colina, Lo Espejo, La 

Pintana, La Florida, Huechuraba, Estación Central, San Bernardo, and Pudahuel) as well 

as nationally. Neither the Ministerio de Vivienda y Urbanismo - Minvu (Ministry of 

Housing and Urban Planning) nor Fundación Mi Parque started a project in the Northeast 

of Santiago where wealthy municipalities are clustered. However, the work that 

Fundación Mi Parque and similar institutions provide to poor municipalities, function 

within colonial frameworks without challenging them, analyzing nor questioned 

structural or systemic dynamics that generated urban inequalities in the first place. In my 

interviews and observations with staff members as well as in the content analysis of this 

NGO’s archives, ideas of the influence of colonialism, military dictatorship, 

neoliberalism, and a wave of green projects benefiting the well-off on how have shaped 

Santiago (or continuing to do so) were hardly mentioned or connected to understand 

current disparities in urban greening.  

The idea of how colonialism (which in this study I name as ‘legacies of 

colonialism’: Pinochet’s dictatorship, neoliberalism, and the current wave of greening 

and sustainable projects) shapes public urban green areas are not unique to Santiago. 

Many urban spaces around the globe have been influenced by an increasing local and 

international pressure, faced by capital cities, to be economically attractive to investment, 

economically and environmentally competitive, and efficient to tourists, investors, 

politicians within the region, and potential new residents with the income power 

(Molotch, 1976; Sassen, 2000; Brenner, 2003, Anguelovski et al., 2019). This socio-

economic and political pressure put into major cities has mostly been applied in Latin 
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America by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank (WB) and other 

international agencies and multinationals. This strategy has privileged economic factors 

while neglecting social and environmental dynamics affecting mainly and more severely 

low-income individuals (Bayón & Saraví, 2013). These pressures, which mostly benefit 

the well off within cities as well as international companies and investors, drive policies 

that perpetuate spatial inequalities, uneven development, segregation and stigmatization 

among underserved communities affecting spaces in the global South as well as in the 

global North  (Harvey, 1978; Pezzoli, 1998; Beaverstock, Smith, & Taylor, 2000; Alves, 

2014; Lopez de Souza, 2015; Costa Vargas, 2006; Bayat, 2000; Walker, 2002).  

In these spaces of inequality, low-income, Afro and indigenous communities 

across urban areas in Latin America are the ones facing the most challenges to achieve 

equal access to public urban green spaces. These communities do not always enjoy 

support from policymakers, a situation that forces them to use creative and collaborative 

strategies within and between communities, particularly low-income areas. However, 

many of these strategies are hardly published in academic journals ‘recognized’ in the 

Global North, highlighted in syllabi, or discussed as potential solutions in the mainstream 

media or among policymaking. Consequently,  this project thus seeks: 1) to unmask 

dynamics affecting non-wealthy municipalities and low-income/underrepresented 

individuals; 2) to understand current forms of public participation on public urban green 

areas; 3) to improve existing strategies in greening policies to favor particularly low-

income communities and informal settings; 4) to recognize what strategies and 

knowledge have worked for informal settings that can be implemented in the current 

realities of green areas; and 5), to propose a new framework for public urban greening, 



 xxii 

and urban planning more broadly, that considers the legacies of colonialism to achieve 

reparations and policies that promote a more equal and inclusive society. The three 

research questions I mentioned before seek to better understand an apparent 

disconnection among current urban policies around greening (priorities among 

policymakers, professionals, and residents) and the legacies of colonialism, as well as 

how residents participate and envision these public spaces and the urban in general.  

 Ultimately, the following pages will clarify how urban policies on public green 

spaces are a reflection of the colonial thinking in which Santiago was founded and is 

currently functioning. Theoretically, this study highlights two main findings. First, even 

when authorities and professionals of the urban recognize the disparity in distribution and 

quality of green areas between wealthy and non-wealthy municipalities, as a result of 

socio-economic and political structural systems contributing to it,  no ‘expert’ connected 

or understood the intersectionality or uneasy connection of green spaces and colonial 

legacies, as if colonialism is no longer relevant to understand cities. And secondly, there 

is a need to use a Global South epistemology, to value the knowledge and demands 

coming from spaces and people whose voices have been consistently silenced within the 

development of Latin American cities. A Global South epistemology became 

fundamental for me to verbalize daily actions of everyday and marginalized communities 

when challenging authorities and elite groups within the current social unrest unfolding in 

Chile.  

Methodologically, this study positions viscerality (non-verbal communications: 

“feelings, sensations, moods, and so on experiences” (Hayes-Conroy, 2010:734), as a 

fundamental aspect to understand urban spaces when navigating a city yourself. These 
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non-verbal communications shaped how I approached research participants, people in the 

streets, and how I perceived urban dynamics in comunas. This self-generated visceral 

data is rarely portrayed or studied in the literature of green areas in Santiago. Empirically, 

there are five main contributions: 1) This work recognizes that the realities of green 

spaces in Santiago had been vastly studied. However, none of those studies explain how 

and why Santiago achieved a drastic disparity of green spaces (in quantity and quality) 

between six municipalities (the wealthy ones: Vitacura, Lo Barnechea, Las Condes, 

Providencia, Ñuñoa, and La Reina) and the rest of Santiago. 2) There are three significant 

narratives regarding green areas presented by El Mercurio and La  Tercera, the two most 

prominent public newspapers in the country, that have permeated local urban planning. 3) 

There is a lack of consensus among authorities and residents about what green areas 

mean for most people (what characteristics made them be considered a green area), how 

these public spaces are measured, and what spaces are included within municipalities as 

public green areas. 4) There is an ‘expert’-residents’ disconnection that prevents 

authorities and professionals of the urban to better understand and solve the urban issues 

affecting mostly everyday and marginalized communities in Chile. And 5) There are 

other narratives around green spaces in Santiago that remain unaddressed by authorities, 

experts, and residents. How ‘good’ or ‘bad’ are public green areas across Santiago?, 

‘Who belongs’ to a particular space?, and What is the ‘right’ culture to use green spaces? 

are narratives that shape these public spaces and the city as a whole.  

My hope is that if we are able to understand more about the uneasy connection 

between current realities of green spaces (and other urban issues) in Santiago and the 

colonial legacies still shaping the city, we may have a chance to truly resolve some of the 
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inequalities highlighted in this introduction. Some of the inequalities described above 

may have been structured by policies rooted in colonialist thinking, and by knowing 

about it, it might generate reparatory and fair attitudes and perspectives about public 

urban green areas that allow low-income comunas, everyday and marginalized people to 

have not only more access to these public spaces but also the same or similar services and 

opportunities (education, health, housing, and transportation) located in wealthy 

municipalities. Because of the experiences gathered in the field and continuous research 

through the literature, this work is organized in the following order: In Chapter One, I 

describe my methodology for this project. Here I explain how and why I used several 

methods in Santiago to better understand the realities of public urban green spaces. In 

Chapter Two, I analyze the current socio-economic distribution of Santiago and connect 

them with the colonial legacies to show how they keep playing a vital role in the reality 

of public urban green areas. To better explain these connections, I take a step back to 

briefly review the history of Santiago. Then, using an epistemology from the ‘South’, 

which focuses on the experiences and knowledge coming from the spaces and people 

from the ‘margins’, I analyze the role of dictatorship, neoliberalism, and current waves of 

green projects and sustainability practices on how they have shaped Santiago, its 

comunas, and therefore, public green areas. Here I answer in which ways people connect 

colonialism and its legacies to understand the current reality of public urban green areas 

in the city? and how can we raise consciousness in a productive manner that results in 

remediation?  
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In Chapter Three, I analyze how current policies and community participation 

around public urban green areas function on a municipal level. I explore the mechanisms 

that residents have in shaping urban greening. Here I use documents and resident’s 

personal experiences (interviews and formal participatory observation) to better explain 

how urban greening is done and perceived from the standpoint of authorities and 

residents. In this section I focus mainly on how urban greening policies are 

excluding/including residents to access public urban green areas. In Chapter Four, using 

Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui’s decolonial framework, this work focuses on two main points: 

first, it describes what other narratives in Santiago are not visible or said around public 

urban green areas. And secondly, it analyzes how everyday and marginalized 

communities in Santiago (and Latin America) are currently rethinking urban green spaces 

(and the urban in general) to achieve greater socio-economic and political equity by 

addressing structural systems using their experiences and knowledge, which often have 

not been considered by the state and elite groups within the region (Global South 

epistemology). This chapter addresses mainly the unheard voices and realities of non-

wealthy communities across the region. Finally, in Chapter Five, which works as the 

conclusion of this study, I offer some insights on how public urban green areas should be 

developed. For this last section, I base my suggestions mainly from my fieldwork 

experience in Santiago. Additionally, in this chapter I shared my theoretical, 

methodological, and empirical contributions to the understanding of these public spaces 

in Santiago.  
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It is my sincere hope that what follows can contribute to broader discussions 

about structural and systemic dynamics of colonialism that has continued shaping urban 

spaces in Latin America. I hope that this work, by ‘making visible what is not said’ or 

‘have not been said by the ‘official history/authorities’, helps to transform our personal 

and collective relationship with cities in the region, particularly around public urban 

green areas. Especially now that Chile, as well as other countries in the region, are 

experiencing massive social unrest, where everyday and marginalized communities feel 

empowered to make systemic changes in the cities they inhabit.  
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CHAPTER 1: METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes how and why I carried out this project the way I did. 

Santiago was not an unfamiliar city to navigate or to get access to spaces and 

information. I grew up in this city and spent twenty-six years living there, which made 

me think that I knew enough about this urban space to carry out academic research before 

fieldwork started. However, I found myself lost many times and surprised about the 

‘new’ realities I encountered. I sat in the most luxurious homes I have been in my life, 

that happen to have more significant private green areas than several communities in poor 

municipalities. I sat in this house for an interview with a resident two hours after I was 

sitting in a modest home in a poor municipality, accommodating eight people that did not 

have a private patio or access to a public green space near the house or the neighborhood. 

I also talked to families whose houses, precariously and creatively made, were inside the 

Mapocho River, located within a wealthy municipality in Santiago. I understood these 

creative and precariously made homes in wealthy and privileged spaces to represent 

pockets of the South (as a connotation of peripheral and underdeveloped space) within 

the North (as a reference to the developed center). Similarly, fieldwork exposed me to the 

kindness and inclusiveness of residents in poor municipalities who invited me for a 

coffee when they saw me in the cold weather, as well as the fear and questioning of well-

off residents and police when navigating wealthy spaces.  

Also, I recognize that coming from the United States to do this research in 

Santiago provided me, what I felt to be more access to information, especially with 

authorities. Many of them voiced their willingness to speak with me because I “came 

from the United States,'' as if my Global North knowledge was more relevant than the 
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significant research already done by locals within the country. While it may be true that I 

have some knowledge about geography and urban studies from the United States and 

Europe, due to my training, this knowledge in no form fully addresses or could be applied 

as a cookie-cutter for Santiago’s reality. The training I received in the United States about 

urban spaces was not always able to explain or unpack the different realities I encounter 

in Santiago around urban greening, such as why I was stopped by a police member in a 

wealthy municipality, when I was invited by a resident for a coffee in a non-wealthy one 

for doing the same activity (visiting a green area). This knowledge gap made necessary a 

Global South epistemology to explain those realities and to connect them to broader 

urban issues, such as the colonial past of Santiago. Fortunately, while being trained in the 

Global North about urban issues, I surrounded myself with colleagues, faculty, friends, 

and mentors that exposed me to realities that are consistently marginalized, silenced, and 

undervalued. With my main advisor, Dr. Allison Hayes-Conroy, we developed an 

independent study called ‘Justice in Latin America’, where we analyzed socio-economic, 

political, environmental, and gender issues affecting the region. This type of experience 

was a conscious negotiation of what knowledge and epistemology were informing my 

approach to Latin America, which better prepared me for fieldwork in Santiago.  

This study uses the Global South epistemology described by Boaventura de Sousa 

Santos (2011), in which the production of knowledge that comes from spaces in the 

margins (non-wealthy municipalities and everyday people with no connection to political 

power and decision-making) and the experiences of the people inhabiting those spaces 

are recognized and validated. This narrative seeks to make visible and address the 

realities of groups that have suffered systemic inequalities and discrimination as “a 
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metaphor of the human suffering caused by capitalism and colonialism“ (35), as in this 

case, around the disparate realities of green areas across the city. The Global South 

epistemology has been developed with the intention of rethinking Latin American 

experiences as discussed by Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui (2010), Verónica Gago (2016), 

Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2011, 2008), Ochy Curiel (2017), Anibal Quijano (2000), 

and Enrique Dussel (1997, 2013), among others. Their work helped me to position 

marginalized and everyday people's experiences at the forefront to understand urban 

issues while providing me a frame to analyze the data I collected in this study. This 

framework also served as a personal check to make sure I was not undervaluing, 

neglecting to recognize, or modifying people’s experiences to fit my academic needs to 

develop personal work (this thesis). I constantly reminded myself that I was in the 

fieldwork to improve my understanding and to be exposed to a Latin American reality, 

without imposing my ideas, training, or potential professional gains from this work.  

 Through the epistemological and theoretical clarification to use a Global South 

framework to analyze Latin America, I recognized that the realities of green spaces in 

Santiago had been vastly studied. Analyses of quantity and realities of green areas per 

comuna (Reyes Packe & Figueroa Aldunce, 2010; Centro UC Políticas Públicas, 2019, 

2017, 2012; CEDEUS, 2014; ATISBA, 2011), surveys measuring the work of 

municipalities towards green spaces and how these areas improve the quality of life 

(Centro UC Políticas Públicas, 2016; ICVU, 2018; CASEN, 2015; Guzmán & Fundación 

Mi Parque, 2017), case studies of how communities improved or developed a green space 

(Arcos Pinos, 2016; Braun et al., 2017; Covarrubias & López, 2017; Vidal et al., 2018; 

Partarrieu Bravo, 2017; Fundación Mi Parque, 2013), and conferences of experts arguing 
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for a ‘better’ Santiago, where green spaces were key elements of the discussion (CChC, 

2018, 2016, 2015, 2014, 2013, 2012; Ministerio del Medio Ambiente, 2016, 2018; 

Gallegos, 2016) are well-known among authorities worried about the urban. However, 

none of these studies explain how and why Santiago achieved a drastic disparity of green 

spaces (in quantity and quality4) between six municipalities (the wealthy ones: Vitacura, 

Lo Barnechea, Las Condes, Providencia, Ñuñoa, and La Reina) and the rest of Santiago. 

These explanations are unaddressed.  

My research addresses those explanations by understanding green spaces in 

Santiago as more than only a number of square meters of green space per individual in 

each municipality, or other statistics and metric (that mainly serves authorities to comply 

with international standards) to explain the dynamics around public urban green spaces. 

What residents think about green areas (particularly those who do not participate in 

NGOs programs or do not hold a municipality/government work-related position), how 

they understand the disparity across municipalities, what are their experiences in these 

public spaces, or how they can be a factor in their development, has been neglected. Even 

now, that authorities have put some attention on these public spaces, green areas are still 

seeing as spaces that nothing has to do with other urban problems nor are understood in 

relation to systemic urban issues or a colonial past, or postcolonial realities affecting 

mainly the worse-off. To answer my three main research questions: RQ1: To what extent 

are those three structural factors mentioned by research participants (Pinochet’s military 

dictatorship, implementation of neoliberalism, and the current wave of green projects and 

                                                
4 Here I use ‘quality’ as an idea to differentiate the appearance of green spaces in wealthy municipalities in 
comparison to non-wealthy municipalities. As I will explain in Chapter Two, in Chile there are no tools to 
evaluate what qualities create a better or worse space, nor a rule of what qualifies for people as high or low 
quality of green area in Santiago or in other cities in Chile.  
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sustainability practices) continuing the colonialism imagined in 1541 for Santiago? RQ2: 

To what extent are urban greening policies at the municipal level excluding/including 

residents from participating in urban green area development? If so, how? RQ3: How are 

residents (everyday, low-income, and marginalized) rethinking urban green spaces (and 

the urban in general) in the wake of massive social unrest across the Latin American 

region? as well as the inquiries mentioned above, I used four methods: I navigated 

Santiago, I learned from residents, I performed a content analysis of key material 

regarding green spaces, and I spoke with authorities and professionals, those who have a 

stake in the management and development of green spaces and the urban in general.  

 

Navigating Santiago 

To better understand the realities of different green areas across Santiago, 

particularly to be familiar with that unwritten information that is not captured in the 

literature of green spaces in Santiago or in the government metrics (such as how you may 

feel -viscerally- those non-verbal communications: “feelings, sensations, moods, and so 

on experiences” (Hayes-Conroy, 2010:734) that I interpreted in a particular space, or 

setups as argued by Bruno Latour (2004), such as if I was welcome or not by residents), I 

considered necessary to navigate Santiago and to gain knowledge from the city without 

filtering it through residents, authorities, and professionals of the urban (Hayes-Conroy 

and Hayes-Conroy, 2010; Hayes-Conroy, 2018). This personal process to navigate 

Santiago was done as a form of informal participatory observation where I experienced 

the city from my perspective and without the guidance, knowledge, and experiences that 

authorities and residents provided when I did formal participatory observations. I spent 
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three months in 2018 (June, July, and August) navigating mainly six municipalities: three 

wealthy (Vitacura, Lo Barnechea, Providencia) and three non-wealthy (Huechuraba, 

Estación Central, and Cerrillos). I selected these six municipalities for two reasons. First, 

according to government studies, these municipalities show a wide representation of the 

socio-economic diversity within Santiago (AIM Chile, 2018), making this study more 

relevant to the different and particular contextual dynamics in each municipality. And 

secondly, I had social and professional connections in several of these comunas, which 

facilitated interviews with residents and authorities. This last factor contributed to the 

feasibility of gathering a significant number of interviews within the three months I spent 

in Chile before coming back to the United States.  

In those three months, I lived in Huechuraba, where I had family and friends. 

Having these networks facilitated the logistics of traveling within Santiago and the 

planning of meetings and interviews. Also, living surrounded by people that I knew and 

trusted, I became more informed about different activities occurring and about to in 

Santiago. For example, I was able to attend the Seventh International City Conference: 

Urban Refocus: From the City to the Citizen, because one family member told me about 

it. Additionally, this living environment allowed me to reflect and talk about what I did or 

learned during the day (who I spoke to, what spaces I visited, and what were my 

impressions - the visceral data - those non-verbal communications, such as feelings, 

sensations, or moods I got) when navigating Santiago (Hayes-Conroy, 2010). This 

everyday dynamic helped me to put in perspective my academic and personal approach to 

the experiences I was gaining, while at the same time compare them with what people at 

home though and experienced. Also, by living in Huechuraba, which was one of the 
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comunas that I knew the least, I was able to get familiarized with the urban dynamic of 

the space, because I was experiencing those interactions every day by taking public 

transit, buying produce at the corner store, going for runs through the neighborhood, and 

just by talking to people in the street. Through these experiences, I started to understand 

the dynamics and social fabric of the comuna. 

By constantly navigating the six municipalities selected for this study, I was able 

to see and bodily experience, in feelings, sensations, and moods (as I was targeted by a 

police officer) the fear and questioning of well-off residents who saw me as an unfamiliar 

face and potentially, a dangerous person. The policing and questioning I experienced in 

Vitacura, as well as in Lo Barnechea, where few people walk (mainly domestic workers) 

and a surplus of cameras and private guards ‘check’ on you constantly, made me feel 

unwelcome and threatened for the first time in my years navigating Santiago. On the 

contrary, in non-wealthy municipalities, where I knew the least about their urban 

realities, I was received and approached with kindness and interest by residents, who do 

not only offered me coffee, food, and shelter for a passing winter rain, without knowing 

who I was but were also interested in sharing their experiences regarding green areas in 

Santiago. In low-income comunas, I had no police or private guard approaching me to 

check on me or questioning my presence in a public space.  

These personal experiences, radically different for doing the same activity 

(visiting a public green area or other public space), shaped how I experienced and 

understood the city and how I approached people I interviewed. The majority of my 

interviews with residents in wealthy municipalities happened because I knew someone 

that was able to put me in contact with more residents and ‘vouch’ for me. It felt as if I 
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needed a ‘security deposit’ or ‘collateral’ that ensured interviewers about my behavior or 

interests in visiting them at their homes. Differently, many of the interviews with 

residents in non-wealthy municipalities occurred organically in a green area or in the 

street where no one was able to ‘vouch’ for me: people approached me to recommend me 

a better angle for a picture I was taking, families offered me food or water when they 

were doing a barbecue or picnic in a green space, or people got excited to further talk 

about green areas after I approached them. All these interactions ended up with me in 

their homes, performing formal semi-structured interviews.  

Interviews with residents, professionals, and authorities, as well as visits to public 

green areas, occurred almost every day. This dynamic exposed me to the frequent use of 

public transit (mainly metro and bus) and private city-highways within Santiago. Both 

approaches to get around the city offered contrasting visceral experiences about urban 

space. I had the opportunity to use a car (belonging to one of the people I lived with in 

Huechuraba) to do interviews that popped-up last minute or when the locations were too 

far apart and time constraints did not allow me to arrive from one place to the other as 

scheduled. By doing this, I noticed the ease of commuting across Santiago when you own 

a car and can pay tolls monthly. This experience was comfortable, safe, and reliable 

because I knew I could get from Cerrillos to Lo Barnechea in less than thirty minutes 

when doing it by public transit could take around ninety minutes. On the contrary, by 

using public transit, I realized that ‘normal’ commute times to and from work takes 

anywhere from one to two hours.  

Metro and buses tend to be crowded at almost any time between 7am and 8pm, 

particularly Monday to Friday. The experience of using public transit offered me the 
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opportunity to experience and share with people using it. Their narratives and 

experiences highlighted mainly the mental and bodily stress that using public transit 

generates. People worried about longer commutes, being constantly planning your day to 

try to avoid rush hours (several people commented that they leave home before 6am to 

arrive at work by 8am), being aware of the potential violence (to have to push or being 

pushed to enter and exit), the sexual abuses (unwanted touching), as well as the high (and 

constantly increasing) cost of the ticket to use public transit. This last example was the 

symbolic event that ignited the current massive social unrest in Chile. Metro authorities, 

in accordance with the government, increased the Metro ticket in 30 Chilean pesos 

(around four cents), generating massive social protests. People went into the streets to 

march, destroyed, and burned buildings, commercial stores, Metro, and bus facilities 

while disturbing the regular transit across the city by using barricades. As people shared 

their daily experiences of using public transit, they also highlighted more personal 

consequences from using it. The  negative experiences lived in navigating the city 

(particularly using public transit, but also using cars sometimes), impact how they plan 

and articulate their private lives (Tiebout, 1956): where they want or can live, what 

school or university it makes sense to send their children, what jobs to take to have more 

family time, are among the many decisions that everyday families have to deal with.  

All these experiences of navigating public green spaces as well as experiencing 

the whole city, helped me to recognize how I understood Santiago as a resident and 

researcher. Daily I wrote memos (notes or audio) about what I saw, what I felt, what was 

surprising, what the literature on green areas in Santiago (and my Global North training 

in the urban) was able to explain or not, what new questions pop-up after a field visit, 
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among other visceral experiences and ideas. These memos were revised continuously due 

to the daily conversations I had with the people I lived in Huechuraba. These 

conversations put in perspective my academic and personal approach to the experiences I 

was gaining about Santiago as an outsider as well as to the ideas and experiences from 

the people I lived with. The memos or ‘personal diary’ helped me clarify and verbalize 

the visceral realm I experienced during field visits, which I was unable to explain using 

only social science urban theory of the Global North, such as feeling threatened in 

wealthy municipalities while feeling safer and welcome in low-income ones.  

During the three months of fieldwork, I visited several public green spaces across 

the city. Many were located within the six municipalities I more specifically studied, but I 

reached other green spaces outside those six comunas to have a better sense of the city as 

a whole. In Table 1, I name only those I visited that have a recognized name by the 

authorities:  

Table 1. Green areas I visited in Santiago 

Municipality Name of Green Area 

Vitacura (wealthy) Parque Bicentenario  
Parque San José María Escrivá de Balaguer 

 
Lo Barnechea (wealthy) 

Cerro Alvarado, 
Plaza El Canelo 
Plaza el Tranque 
Parque de la Chilenidad 

 
 

Providencia (wealthy) 

Parque Inés de Suárez 
Plaza Río de Janeiro 
Parque Bustamante 
Parque Metropolitano 
Plaza la Alcaldesa 
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Cerrillos (low-income) Parque Bicentenario 
Parque San Luis Orione. 

 
Estación Central (low-income) 

Ex Vertedero Lo Errázuriz 
Parque Bernardo Leighton 
Plaza los Alerces 

San Bernardo (low-income) Cerro Chena 

 
Santiago (low-income) 

Cerro Santa Lucía 
Parque Forestal 
Parque de la Familia. 

Las Condes (wealthy) Parque Araucano 

Cerro Navia (low-income) Parque la Hondonada. 

 

Learning from residents 

I performed forty formal semi-structured interviews with residents from six 

municipalities using open-ended questions: Lo Barnechea (3), Vitacura (4), Providencia 

(6), Huechuraba (6), Estacion Central (6), and Cerrillos (15). As I explained before, I 

selected these comunas because they better represent the socio-economic diversity within 

Santiago (AIM Chile, 2018).  I got these semi-structured interviews mainly by snow-ball 

sampling. My first strategy to contact residents was to ask the Green Areas Department 

or the Environment, Cleanliness, and Ornament Department of each municipality I 

interviewed to put me in contact with residents that the department has dealt with 

regarding green areas, currently and in the past. Through this approach, I became in 

contact with residents that, at the same time, recommended me to talk to other people 

they knew were interested in the topic. However, I recognized that this approach could 

potentially take me to people with similar ideas and socio-political background, resulting 

in receiving similar information.  
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My second strategy was to visit public green spaces and organically talk to people 

using the areas. In many of my visits, I intentionally approached people to ask for 

directions or references about the space to start a conversation about the area. This 

dynamic lead to conversations about that green space, my research, and finally, their 

experiences. Many people decided to invite me home and to schedule a time to be 

interviewed. Also, I got in touch with residents by chance. By this, I mean that people 

approached me without me having prior intention to approach them. They offered me 

food or a drink when they were having a barbecue or picnic. Others recommended a 

better angle or space from where to take the picture or offered me a coffee or a shelter 

when it was cold outside. In all those instances, I had the opportunity to explain why I 

was there, which in some cases lead to a formal interview. Doing this more organic 

approach to reach people, brought diverse ideas because I limited personal connections 

(people connecting me with others that think similarly about green areas), as well as 

similar biases about the topic.  

 The questions asked to participants analyzed topics such as why the realities of 

green areas across municipalities in Santiago were so different between wealthy and non-

wealthy municipalities, as well as how they, as residents, think that disparity can be 

addressed, among other questions. My inquiries were open-ended and designed to ensure 

the interviews were more of a conversation, rather than following a script or manual 

(Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005). These conversations highlighted a number of topic-related 

questions about their experiences with green spaces in their municipalities as well as 

across Santiago, their thoughts about a potential relationship between the current reality 

of the city and colonial legacies (the influence of  Pinochet’s military dictatorship, the 
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implementation of neoliberalism, and the establishment of green projects and 

sustainability practices as schemes to keep benefiting the well-off) that may still be 

shaping it. Conversations were designed to elicit and document respondents’ behaviors, 

feelings, attitudes, and perspectives towards ‘greening’ as well as to shed light on how 

greening policymaking is being developed in Santiago. This approach of ‘conversation’ 

allowed a wide-range discussion on the research topic (even when I had specific 

questions that I rephrase or modified on the fly depending on where the conversation was 

going) that went beyond talking only about a particular green space as isolated from the 

urban as a whole.  

Table 2. Questions for residents 

In your vision, how do you (and others) benefit from having quality public urban green 

areas in your community (those that you can access)?  

 

Do you think/feel that the realities of green areas across wealthy and low-income 

municipalities in Santiago are similar or different? Why? What makes them different or 

similar to you? If you consider them differently, what do you think it can be done, at the 

municipal or/and national level, to address that disparity? 

 

Do you feel that better access to urban green areas could positively impact your 

life/community? Why (why not)? How? 
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Do you know how public green areas are developed in your municipality? Can you 

describe how you (or your neighbors/community) participate in the decision-making 

process of green areas? Do you think it is a participation process that represents you  (or 

your neighbors)? 

 

In your vision, is your municipality doing enough to achieve urban green areas in a way 

that includes you and your needs and visions? How? Why (why not)? 

 

Are you satisfied with the green areas that you already have in your municipality? Why 

(why not)? Do you want more green areas in your community? What should those new 

green areas have? Why (why not)?  

 

Do you think there are structural reasons, beyond the capacity of your municipality, that 

are contributing to the realities of public green areas in Santiago? If yes, which ones are 

those, and how do you think they are working? 

 

 

I also had the opportunity to perform two formal participatory observations of 

green areas in Providencia (Plaza la Alcaldesa and Parque Bustamante) with some 

research participants after the interviews at their homes. These research participants 

explained to me how they use the space, how the areas were organized (spaces for 

exercise, to play with your dog, to play with children, and to practice skateboarding, 

among many others). These explanations helped me understand the diversity of people, in 
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terms of ages and interests, that these green spaces were attracting. This characteristic 

was an important factor to consider in the make-up of Santiago, as the city has been 

going (and continue to do so) through an important wave of incoming migration, which 

undoubtedly will shape how public green areas are designed, developed, and used 

(Ministerio del Medio Ambiente, 2016; CEP, 2019).  

Throughout all my interviews with residents, either as research participants or as 

individuals in informal conversations, as well as in the two formal participatory 

observation of green spaces I had with residents in Providencia, I noticed a recurring 

pattern: residents from wealthy and non-wealthy municipalities felt left-out from 

participating in the decision-making process that shapes these public spaces. The 

experiences voiced by residents in different settings, geographically and 

methodologically, suggested a wider disconnection between almost all authorities I spoke 

with and everyday people. I will further analyze this ‘expert’-resident’s disconnection in 

Chapter Four, which generated massive social unrest across the country in October 2019. 

 

What people know about green areas 

To have a better idea of what everyday people know about green areas in Santigo, 

I performed a content analysis of the two most prominent public newspapers in the 

country, El Mercurio and La Tercera, which exert an unchallenged media duopoly in 

Chile. I also focused on the material and narratives that Fundacion Mi Parque, the leading 

NGO in Chile regarding green areas, produces for the public as well as to influence 

public policy in the country. As to El Mercurio and La Tercera, is it worth recognizing 

that both newspapers have a political right editorial. El Mercurio is property of Agustin 
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Edwards (passed away in 2017) -and his family- who during Augusto Pinochet’s military 

dictatorship (1973-1990) was a prominent supporter of the dictator. And La Tercera 

belongs to the Chilean Media Conglomerate, COPESA, owned by Álvaro Saieh Bendeck, 

the biggest shareholder within the conglomerate, who in 2018 was named by Forbes 

magazine the fourth wealthiest person in the country. 

Regarding El Mercurio and La Tercera, I analyzed the content presented by both 

newspapers addressing green areas in Santiago as well as nationally in a period of four 

years and ten months (January 7, 2014, to November 22, 2018). I used the research tool 

provided in each of their websites to track news that mentions the words “green area”, 

either in their online or paper news deliveries. After reading all the news mentioning 

“green area” (165), I found major drivers, dynamics, and narratives shaping green area 

development in Chile. In Table 3, I list all the themes and patterns in both newspapers 

that I classified in ten categories.  

Table 3. Themes found in El Mercurio and La Tercera 

Theme El Mercurio La Tercera 

Contribution of private companies to develop green 
areas 

 
3 

 
0 

Advice / knowledge from experts and authorities to 
improve green areas 

 
2 

 
0 

 
How green areas benefit communities and everyday 
realities 

 
12 

 
4 

Green area surface compliance according to the World 
Health Organization (WHO). 

 
26 

 
5 
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How private companies are involved in the maintenance 
of green areas 

 
12 

 
1 

How improving  access to green areas for low-income 
communities generates urban equality 

 
6 

 
13 

How communities of everyday people have mobilized 
to obtain more green spaces 

 
7 

 
6 

Standardization of municipal rules to ‘behave’ and ‘use’ 
green areas 

 
6 

 
3 

Revaluation of spaces through the development of green 
areas 

 
49 

 
8 

Corruption and illegal expenses among municipalities 
affecting green areas 

 
1 

 
0 

Other related news mentioning green areas, that did not 
became patterns 

 
1 

 
0 

 

Regarding Fundación Mi Parque (FMP), the organization also makes its archives 

available via an online platform. Here I did not look for a term in particular (such as 

‘green area’), because its entire work is dedicated to these public spaces. Instead, I 

wanted to see what material they have produced for people to learn from. From this 

process I analyzed case studies where FMP intervene developing or improving a public 

green area in a low-income municipality (4), evaluations about the reality of green areas 

in Santiago (3), conferences that brought together diverse professionals of the urban to 

advance the discussion (academically and governmentality) of green area development in 

the country (2), public financial statement about FMP (3), reports (2), and a proposal for 

political candidates to the presidency of Chile about the key aspects about green area 

development (1). Table 3 as well as the above description of materials encountered from 
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FMP’ archives contributed to inform Chapter Three (to explain how urban greening is 

done and what narratives are put in place around green areas, mainly from the standpoint 

of authorities. This explanation is significant because it influences what information 

residents receive to understand these public spaces).  

Through an iterative process of noticing, collecting, and thinking, I was able to 

generate primary and secondary, and tertiary theme categories, informing how everyday 

people potentially understand public green areas and their relationship to these spaces 

(Seidel, 1998). By doing this iterative process in El Mercurio, La Tercera, and Fundación 

Mi Parque, I found major drivers, dynamics, and narratives shaping green area 

development in Chile. First, as shown by El Mercurio and La Tercera, there are three 

significant narratives constantly being delivered to residents: 1) The idea that by 

improving green spaces via authorities and private initiatives, communities will improve 

(their social fabric, their everyday interactions, and even their social and political capital). 

This idea not only takes away the agency and knowledge that everyday and marginalized 

people have to change green spaces (and the urban in general) but, it makes their 

experiences illegal or informal. This narrative was found fifty-seven times. 2) The notion 

that the World Health Organization has a minimum required of square meters of green 

area per person that every municipality should have. This notion functions as a ‘one size 

fit all’ rule without considering the particularities of each comuna and the hetereogeneity 

of experiences and goals that each people has. This idea appeared thirty-one times. 3) 

There is a call to authorities and professionals to improve the realities of green spaces in 

low-income municipalities to make them more similar to the realities experienced in 

wealthy ones. This call recognizes mainly the disparity in the number of square meters of 
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green area per person as if residents in low-income comunas have the same needs and 

uses in these spaces as residents in wealthy municipalities. This idea was mentioned 

nineteen times.  

These three main narratives highlight key factors within the discussion of green 

spaces that are worth considering when analyzing the current realities of these spaces and 

potential steps for improvement (benefits, quantity, and equity). However, these 

narratives in no form question the urban structural dynamics in which these spaces are 

being developed, where everyday people using them do not have major influence shaping 

them, as argued in Chapter Three. Additionally, the narratives highlighted around green 

spaces are not able to encompass the intersectionality of these public spaces (how green 

areas may be shaped by systemic structures) with what I defined as colonial legacies in 

Chapter Two (Pinochet’s military dictatorship that further increased geographical 

differences across wealthy and non-wealthy people, the implementation of neoliberalism 

that made social and environmental issues less relevant within municipalities, and current 

waves of green projects and sustainability practices as schemes to keep benefiting the 

well-off) as if green areas are immune to suffer changes from major urban dynamics, 

such as the shortage of affordable housing, and the lack of services in low-income 

comunas, to name some. Finally, in none of the three narratives highlighted here from 

both newspapers, the needs of everyday people are at the center, nor these people are 

portrayed as significant actors shaping green areas. Authorities, professionals, and 

international organizations are presented as drivers of change, reiterating stereotypical 

rhetoric that communities and everyday people lack initiative or agency, and they depend 
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on a paternalistic (and even clientelistic) approach from authorities to improve the 

realities of green areas in their comunas. 

When analyzing the content presented in the documents of Fundación Mi Parque, 

it is clear that the organization, as the leading NGO in Chile regarding green areas, 

recognizes the disparity of green spaces between wealthy and non-wealthy 

municipalities. Through its documentation, as well as the interviews I had with staff 

members (as I will detail in the following section), the organization is well aware of the 

importance of community participation to develop and revitalize more green spaces in 

low-income neighborhoods to improve access and density of these public spaces across 

Santiago. The organization, through their projects (case studies), evaluations, 

conferences, and reports, have proven to be successful in their urban interventions, 

showing how several low-income communities have benefited nationally. However, in a 

similar vein than El Mercurio and La Tercera, Fundación Mi Parquethere does not 

question nor relate green areas to systemic structures that generate inequality of 

distribution (and quality), as well as other urban issues, in the first place. Neither of the 

three organizations mentions or connects how the privatization of land, the priority that 

municipalities give to economic outcomes over social and environmental, and the 

planned clustering of poor residents in the south of Santiago by the military dictatorship 

is related to the current realities of urban areas across the city.  

 

What professionals and authorities think 

To get in touch with professionals of the urban and local authorities, I used two 

techniques: purposive sampling and snowball sampling. Within purposive sampling, 
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sixteen authorities were drawn strategically from direct local actors who were actively 

involved in or had valuable knowledge about the realities of green areas in their comunas 

and Santiago as a whole. As a first step, I got in contact with the Department of Green 

Areas in each of the six municipalities I decided to study (these units in some 

municipalities were called Department or Direction of Environment, Cleanliness, and 

Ornament). Their contact information is publicly accessible through their municipality 

website. Similarly, within this purposive sampling, Similarly, I contacted two 

professionals from Fundación Mi Parque, the leading NGO in Chile regarding green 

areas, as well as one professional from PARQUEMET5, the government office in charge 

of maintaining the biggest public green area in Santiago, Parque Metropolitano.  

Table 4. List of authorities 

Municipality / Organization Work Title  

 
Municipality of Vitacura 

. Professional of the Green Areas Unit in the 
Environment Department.  
. Professional of Cleanliness, and Ornament.  

 
 

Municipality of Providencia 

. Professional of Environment, Cleanliness, Ornament, 
and Maintenance. 
. Professional of Citizen Participation and Territory in 
the Department of Community Organizations.  

Municipality of Lo Barnechea . Professional of the Green Areas Department: 
Directorate of Environment, Cleanliness, and 
Ornament. 

Municipality of Cerrillos . Professional of the Department of Cleanliness and 
Ornament. 
. Professional of the Green Areas Department.   

                                                
5 PARQUEMET: For more information about its mission and vision, please visit 
https://www.parquemet.cl/acerca-de-nosotros/ 
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Municipality of Estación 

Central 

. Professional of the Directorate of Cleanliness and 
Ornament.   
. Urban Advisor in the municipality.  

 
 
 

Municipality of Huechuraba 

. Four professionals from the Department of Green 
Areas. 
. Professional of the Department of Cleanliness and 
Ornament.  
. Two professionals from the Area of Environment, 
Cleanliness, and Ornament.   

PARQUEMET . Professional of the Urban Parks Program - 
PARQUEMET.  

 
Fundación Mi Parque 

. Professional of Community Participation and 
Volunteering. 
. Professional of Landscape and Monitoring.  

 

With all these local authorities and professionals, I performed semi-structured 

interviews following a more rigid set of questions in comparison to the conversation style 

applied with residents and experts (those not working within municipal Green Areas 

Departments). A more structured ‘script’ was intended to clarify the differences and 

similarities between wealthy and non-wealthy municipalities, mainly on how they 

develop green spaces and how community participation works in their comunas. This 

information contributed to inform Chapter Three. Additionally, I had the opportunity to 

do a formal participatory observation of green spaces with a professional of the Green 

Areas Department of the municipality of Cerrillos. I joined the professional to inspect 

Parque San Luis Orione and Parque Bicentenario. As I mentioned before, this experience 

was significant because it exposed the challenges that non-wealthy municipalities endure 

daily when working with a lack of economic, political, and human resources. This type of 
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experience (what happens on the streets) is rarely portrayed or studied in the literature of 

green areas in Santiago.  

Table 5. Questions for Green Areas Department 

What is the mission of your department towards green areas? Why are these public 

spaces relevant for your municipality and the city as a whole? 

 

How your municipality is achieving and developing urban green areas? Why (why not)? 

How are residents being included in the decision-making process?  

 

Do you know if residents are satisfied with the green urban areas that are in their 

municipality? If yes, how do you know it? Do you know of any local group that opposes 

or supports your approach to develop green spaces? 

 

Why do you think, your municipality has similar or different realities of green areas than 

(name a particular municipality)? 

 

Do you think there are structural reasons, beyond the socio-economic and political 

capacity of your municipality, that are contributing to the realities of public green areas in 

Santiago? If yes, which ones are those and how do you think they are working? 

 

How do you think the reality of urban green spaces can be modified structurally, and on 

daily activities, which would allow all municipalities to have similar green spaces? 
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As a second step, I used a snowball sample technique to complement the 

purposive sampling. This new group of people gave me not only more perspectives about 

the realities of green areas in Santiago, but it also reduced potential sampling biases from 

the previous sampling group. In the snowball sample, I contacted professionals of the 

urban that work with issues regarding green spaces in general. Through a friend, I 

contacted my first interview with a professional that was currently not working for a 

municipality or organization. Professional #1 is an architect and community leader who, 

in the past, worked at Fundación Junto al Barrio, providing poor and low-income 

communities the opportunity to recover green areas using a community participation 

approach. This interview functioned as a chain that connected me to seven 

architects/urbanists, one council member, two geographers, one commercial engineer, 

and one neighborhood administrator. Similar to the interviews with residents, I also used 

open-ended questions to ensure a conversation rather than a script, to understand the 

reality of green areas as well as how other urban issues shape these public spaces (such as 

the public space contribution law, cerros isla, sustainable practices, and urban planning). 

For these interviews, I had fewer questions pre-determined. However, conversations were 

fluid and touched upon several characteristics of the urban that I previously did not think 

about. 
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Table 6. Professionals of the urban  

Name  Profession 

Expert #1 Architect and leader of a neighborhood in 
the municipality of Ñuñoa 

Felipe Muñoz6 Council member of Estación Central 

Expert #2 Architect  

Expert #3 Geographer and manager of a geographic 
and cartographic consulting company 

Expert #4 Architect involved in the Pocket Plaza 
Project  

Expert #5 Architect, doctor in urbanism, and 
university professor  

Expert #6 Commercial Engineer and General 
Manager of private concessions  

Expert #7 Geographer, professor and Project 
Coordinator of an urban think tank 

Expert #8 Architect and Consultant of an urban think 
tank. 

Expert #9 Architect and academic in Urban Planning 

 
Expert #10 

Member of the administration of a 
neighborhood board in the municipality of 
Lo Barnechea  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
6 I share the same full name as the councilmember of Estación Central, which was a fun fact that I felt it 
generated a welcoming and trustworthy space to talk about green areas and urban issues affecting Santiago.  



 26 

Table 7. Questions for experts 
 
What is your assessment of the reality of green spaces in Santiago? 

 

In your experience, how everyday people (residents) participate in the decision-making 

process of how these public spaces are developed? 

 

What structural systems, do you think/believe are shaping the realities of urban green 

spaces in the city? 

 

Every professional I interviewed not only recognized the disparity in distribution 

and quality of green areas between the wealthy and non-wealthy municipality but also 

were aware of structural systems contributing to it, however, without connecting them to 

colonization or as a continioum of colonialism. Nonetheless, the structural recognition 

was significant because it was the first time that a research participant was able to 

connect systems of power, such as the real estate sector and the national government, as 

responsible for the reality of green spaces across Santiago. Professionals emphasized the 

almost nonexistent legal tools that everyday people have to shape the urban in general, 

while highlighting the political power that the Chilean Chamber of Construction has over 

local and national authorities to organize and plan urban matters. These arguments made 

possible conversations about systemic changes and challenges that affect the urban as a 

whole, topics which today have become significant demands of people in the midst of the 

massive social unrest experienced since October 2019. Unfortunately, conversations and 

arguments around the intersectionality or uneasy connection of green spaces and 
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colonialism or colonial legacies were almost nonexistent. Some professionals laughed 

and ridiculed the idea that colonial legacies even existed. They mentioned that the 

concept of colonialism was an irrelevant idea, and sometimes impertinent, to our 

conversation or my analysis. The interviews with the professionals contributed to inform 

Chapter Three (to explain how urban greening is done in municipalities), Chapter Four 

(to understand what other narratives in Santiago are not visible or addressed around the 

topic of green areas), and Chapter Five (to argue how public urban green areas should be 

developed). 
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CHAPTER 2: A PAST THAT NEVER LEAVES 

“El principio que gobierna las teorías postcoloniales se resume en la idea que el 
colonialismo no cesa de existir cuando el colonizador se retira físicamente del área.”7 

(Nagy-Zekmi, 2003:11). 
 

In this chapter, I analyze the current socio-economic distribution of Santiago and 

how these realities are connected to (and shape) the realities of public green areas across 

the city. In doing so, I argue that these differences and disparities in Santiago are not 

random results of contemporary public policies, but rather the causality of structural 

processes developed (as well as maintained and normalized) since colonial times. Using a 

Global South epistemology, which emphasizes in recognizing and validating the 

knowledge and experiences from people and spaces in the ‘margins’, I unpack the history 

of Santiago and the three main reasons that interviewees gave me to justify these 

disparities of green spaces across Santiago, which I defined as legacies of colonialism:  

military dictatorship, neoliberalism, and current waves of green projects and 

sustainability practices. In this section I answer the following: In what ways do residents, 

professionals of the urban, and authorities think about colonialism and its legacies to 

understand the current reality of public urban green areas in the city? and How can 

scholars and activists raise consciousness in a productive manner that results in 

remediation for the worse-off?  

In navigating Santiago by walking along with more than seven million people8, by 

using a crowded and at many times discriminatory and violent public transportation 

system, and by driving a car in and out private highways, I witnessed and experienced the 

                                                
7 “The principle that governs postcolonial theories is summarized in the idea that colonialism does not 
cease to exist when the colonizer physically withdraws from the area.” (Nagy-Zekmi, 2003:11). 
8 According to the 2017 Census  (Instituto Nacional de Estaísticas - INE), Santiago had 7.036.792 
inhabitants.  
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inequality of public green spaces across municipalities. My daily travels to particular 

public green areas or to an interview brought to life what researchers, organizations, and 

government agencies have already highlighted - that low-income people and 

municipalities do not have similar access as wealthier residents and municipalities do in 

terms of quantity (square meters per person) and proximity (Fundación Mi Parque, 2007; 

Díaz & Armesto, 2003; Reyes Packe & Figueroa Aldunce, 2010; CIT-AUI, 2015; 

Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016; Gallegos, 2016; ATISBA, 2011; Forray et 

al, 2012). The inequality of green areas across the city became more evident, particularly 

during the weekends when people tend to have more free time to use and visit those 

spaces. In those days, I saw and talked to residents that lived close by the green area as 

well as people that traveled more than an hour to visit it.  
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Figure 1. Percentage of vegetation by block across Santiago 

Wealthy comunas in the northeast (Lo Barnechea, Vitacura, Las Condes, Providencia, 
Ñuñoa, and La Reina) have more green spaces than the rest of the comunas in the city.  
Source: Centro de Inteligencia Territorial, Universidad Adolfo Ibáñez (CIT-AUI), 2015. 

When I explored a public green area in the Northeast part of Santiago9 (Lo 

Barnechea, Vitacura, Las Condes, La Reina, Providencia, and Ñuñoa), where wealthy 

municipalities and high-income residents are located (AIM Chile, 2016; Guzmán and 

Fundación Mi Parque, 2017), I met many people that lived in the same municipality or in 

a near one where this space is located. It was also not uncommon to meet a few people 

coming from municipalities that are not close by, such as Maipú, Puente Alto, and La 

Florida, among many others. This reality did not catch my attention, because the green 
                                                
9 See Figure 2 for a location of all municipalities in the Region and Metropolitan Area of Santiago. 
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spaces that I visited are public and everyone has the right to use them and visit them. 

However, when navigating public green areas in the Center and South of Santiago 

(Estación Central, Cerrillos, and San Bernardo), I only met people coming from the same 

or nearby municipality where the green area is located. I did not meet anyone coming 

from a Northeast municipality. Early on my fieldwork, I questioned (even I could not 

prove it): if the Parque Bicentenario, located in Vitacura, the wealthiest municipality in 

Chile, was replicated in the municipalities of the Center and South of Santiago, would I 

have met more people from the Northeast areas visiting and using those spaces? In other 

words, my experiences suggested that well-off people were not only avoiding non-

wealthy spaces but also, in doing so, were avoiding non-wealthy people. If the wealthy 

people have parks near them that are nice, then why would they travel?  
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Figure 2. Region and Metropolitan area of Santiago, Chile 

Names and location of the comunas within the Santiago Metropolitan Region. 
Source: Reyes Packe and Figueroa Aldunce (2010:92). 

During fieldwork, I was gladly surprised to meet several residents and 

professionals that were analyzing green areas. Many of the professionals that I interacted 

with have been working to increase the understanding of green space disparities to 

develop more precise assessment and appropriate solutions. Researches and institutions 

like Fundación Mi Parque have focused on studying the realities of green areas in 

Santiago by using the municipality level. Using municipalities as a strategy to compare 

realities helps them to correlate many aspects of green spaces with several other topics. A 

common correlation is to understand green spaces in relation to socioeconomic 

information available on each municipality to see if wealthy residents have more access 
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to green areas than low-income residents. Socioeconomic information has served the 

ADIMARK10 survey, the National Automotive Association of Chile11, the Association of 

Market Investigators12, the Chilean Census (INE)13, the CASEN survey14, the Survey of 

Family Budgets15, and the Household Financial Survey of the Central Bank16, to 

categorize who is living in Chile (AIM Chile, 2018). This categorization divides the 

population into seven groups (AB, C1a, C1b C2, C3, D y E). The AB group is the one 

with the highest income, while E is the poorest. 

However, even if stratifying people according to their income or socioeconomic 

data, is a common form to understand green spaces in Santiago, there is not a unique 

measurement in Chile that helps to interpret those numbers in a consistent form. The 

most frequent case to exemplified this issue is when policymakers, professionals, and 

even people that I talked to used the term ‘middle-class’ (clase media). ‘Middle-class’ is 

often used in Chile to develop new policies or referring to a broad generalization about 

society. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) argues 

that a middle-class household in Chile monthly earns between US$ 850 and US$ 2,266, 

while the think tank Freedom and Development (Libertad y Desarrollo) states that it is 

between US$ 906 and 3,624 (CNN Chile, 2019). Both institutions are key sources 

influencing public policy in Chile. Similarly, the lack of a unique measurement also 

                                                
10 ADIMARK is a company that focuses on market and public opinion research.  
11 Asociación Nacional Automotriz de Chile - ANAC 
12 Asociación de Investigadores de Mercado - AIM 
13 The Census is developed by the government agency National Statistics Institute (INE - Instituto 
Nacional de Estadísticas).  
14 National Socioeconomic Characterization Survey (Encuesta de Caracterización Socioeconómica 
Nacional - CASEN). 
15 Encuesta de Presupuestos Familiares 
16 Encuesta Financiera de Hogares del Banco Central 
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generates political confusion. The numbers given by the OECD and Freedom and 

Development are rarely contrasted with the minimum monthly salary in Chile of US$ 458 

(EFE, 2019) or the fact that half of Chilean workers earn monthly US$ 562 or less (INE, 

2019). This reality allows people with economic and political capital to redefine the 

narrative of Chileans’ well-being through their perception of what ‘middle-class’ is. 

Andrónico Luksic, a businessman that belong to Chile’s wealthiest family17 (Forbes, 

2019), argues that the middle-class has the possibility of traveling abroad, of having a 

second car and a second home (beach house). Also, the current president of Chile, 

Sebastián Piñera, who in 2017 highlighted that he is a man of the middle-class, even 

when Forbes shows that he has a net worth of US$ 2.8 billion (CNN Chile, 2019).  

Despite the confusion generated by relating green areas with unclear socio-

economic definitions of who belongs to what group, correlating these public spaces to 

other urban topics has been significant to increase quantitative knowledge about green 

space realities in Santiago. De la Maza et al., (2004) highlight that municipalities with 

higher socioeconomic level presented substantially more plant biodiversity than 

municipalities with lower socioeconomic. Similarly, Hernández (2008) argues that 

municipalities with higher income, located in the northeast part of Santiago, have a 

higher percentage of tree cover across the city. Vitacura (44%), La Reina (38,3%), Las 

Condes (37,3%), Lo Barnechea (34%), Providencia (30,2%), and Ñuñoa (24,2%) exceed  

the tree cover present in municipalities with lower income such as Pudahuel (4,3%), 

Puente Alto (6,44%), Estación Central (9,4%), Cerrillos (11,5%), and Huechuraba 

(15,3%). Hernández’s (2008) results are representative of another study done by the 

                                                
17 Iris Fontbona & family with a US$ 15 billion net worth according to Forbes by June 20th, 2019.  
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Centro de Inteligencia Territorial (CIT-AUI, 2015) presented in Map 1. This map shows 

the distribution of vegetation in Santiago, where the municipalities in the northeast part of 

the city (Lo Barnechea, Vitacura, Las Condes, Providencia, La Reina, and Ñuñoa) enjoy 

more green spaces than the rest of Santiago.  

Studies related to green space have also contributed to the understanding of 

several issues within the city. Environmentally, research on urban tree cover and 

vegetable species density, for example, have been taken beyond ornament and 

beautification benefits. This approach has considered their environmental implications for 

residents, especially in a city that struggles every year with air pollution and diverse 

forms of contamination (Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016). Among the 

benefits highlighted for urban tree cover are the decrease of temperature, a reduction of 

contaminants, an increase on erosion regulation, and an increase in wellness and mental 

health, among many others (Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016; Hernández, 

2008). Additionally, Reyes and Dobbs (2016) contributed to this wave of environmental 

knowledge, by contrasting the reality of urban tree cover within a timed lapse of ten years 

(2005-2015) focusing on the provision of ecosystem services of urban trees in thirteen 

Chilean cities. Their results indicate that urban tree cover decreased nationally within 

those ten years, prompting a diminution in the capture of pollutants across the cities 

analyzed. According to the authors, these changes are much more associated with urban 

processes than climatic factors. 

While I was able to recognize in my interviews what the above studies were 

highlighting about green areas’ disparities, socioeconomically and environmentally, I 

started to notice how research participants became enthusiastic to talk about green spaces. 
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Their enthusiasm helped me to connect more easily with professional and more residents, 

adding perspectives and qualitative data about Santiago’s green areas that I did not 

encounter during document review prior to fieldwork. These experiences helped me to 

better understand the particular realities of Lo Barnechea, Vitacura, Providencia, 

Huecuraba, Estación Central, and Cerrillo. Also, I noticed that when using these 

connections as referrals to another research participant, people felt more comfortable to 

share their  feelings and perceptions of green spaces in the interviews. Even if feeling and 

perceptions will be further developed in Chapter Three, I find it necessary to add them 

here to illustrate how I viscerally interpreted research participants’ relationship to green 

areas, depending on where they live (high-income or low-income municipality). In my 

interviews with research participants living in high-income comunas, they expressed 

more willingness to use the green areas located in their municipalities. However, many of 

these interviewees also have private green spaces in their homes, which gives them an 

alternative to choose from. In contrast, research participants in low-income comunas, 

preferred to use public green spaces in wealthy municipalities rather go to the ones 

located in their comuna, even if this means more travel time comunas. Both 

generalizations of my experience are represented in the following quotes: 

I have never gone much to green areas. At some point, I go with my 
nephews to the playground. For me, it does not have any grace to go to 
green space. Perhaps I can go and read, but there is always someone that 
can disturb you. People with money, we go to the beach or another place 
instead of green areas when you have time or want to leave your home. 
For people with more resources, green areas are the last alternative 
(Participant #12 – Vitacura – wealthy comuna). 
 
I do not use the green areas of my comuna very much, but outside of it, I 
do. If one goes to the Northeast sector of Santiago, parks are greener and 
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with less trash in the streets than here. Here, when you walk, dumps are 
full. I recently visited the Parque Araucano with my family, located in Las 
Condes, a high-income municipality. It was all green, super large, and 
without dog poop, but if you leave that place and go back to your 
municipality, everything is different (Participant #13 - Estación Central – 
low-income comuna).  

 
 These two particular examples are not representative of the spectrum of feelings 

regarding green spaces in Santiago. Nonetheless, these two quotes are in some form, a 

reflection of how green spaces are treated by municipalities (local governments) and 

residents. According to the Community Development Plan (PLADECO18) and the 

National System of Municipal Information (SINIM), five out of the six municipalities 

with the highest socioeconomic level in Santiago (located in the Northeast) argue that in 

their communities there is no need for more green spaces as shown in Figure 319  

(Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque, 2017). Similarly, according to a Survey of Quality 

of Urban Life (Encuesta de Calidad de Vida Urbana) published by government agencies 

(INE and MINVU, 2007), seventy percent of the people surveyed were not satisfied with 

their current situation of green areas. However, eighty-five percent of the people living 

outside the six municipalities in the Northeast area of Santiago considered the situation 

‘serious’ or ‘very serious’ in comparison to a thirty percent among those six wealthy 

municipalities. What PLADECOs, SINIM, and the Survey of Quality of Urban Life 

suggest is that high-income municipalities do not care as much low-income 

municipalities about public green spaces.  

In 2010, the same Survey of Quality of Urban Life revealed that people in 

municipalities with higher incomes do not consider the lack of green spaces as a major 
                                                
18 PLADECO: Plan de Desarrollo Comunal.  
19 Figure 3 shows if each municipality lacks or not green space according to PLADECO and SINIM. 
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problem for their quality of life (Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016). In 2018 

the Institute of Urban and Territorial Studies along with the Chilean Chamber of 

Construction presented a study showing that the municipalities of Providencia (71,4), Las 

Condes (70,8), Vitacura (65,4), Lo Barnechea (63,4), La Reina (60,2), and Ñuñoa (59,8) 

(along with San Miguel (60,8)) presented the highest values in quality of life20. Similarly, 

the six municipalities of the Northeast of Santiago also showed the highest numbers of 

quality of life when more specifically the survey asked for Housing and Environment 

information as shown in Map 4. The survey included square meters of green areas with 

maintenance per inhabitant, and total municipal expenditure for each inhabitant of the 

municipality (average 2014-2016), among other considerations. Here, the six 

municipalities from the Northeast of Santiago were at the top of the ranking21 (ICVU, 

2018).  

 

  

                                                
20 ICVU 2018 for Estación Central (48,1), Cerrillos (45,3), and Huechuraba (42,7).  
21 ICVU 2018 Housing and Environment: Lo Barnechea (89,4), Vitacura (85,1), Las Condes (82,1), 
Providencia (77), Ñuñoa (67,7), and La Reina (66,5). Also, Cerrillos (43,9), Huechuraba (42,3), and 
Estación Central (39,6).  
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Figure 3. What municipalities need/do not need more green areas? 

 
In color green are municipalities that have argued that in their comunas, there is no need 
for more green spaces. Vitacura, Las Condes, Providencia, La Reina, and Ñuñoa are five 
out of the six wealthy municipalities in Santiago. 
In green: There is no need for more green spaces in that municipality 
In orange: There is a need for more green spaces in that municipality. 
Source: Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque (2017). 
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Figure 4. Index of quality of life per comuna in Santiago 

The six municipalities of the northeast of Santiago (Lo Barnechea, Vitacura, Las Condes, 
Providencia, La Reina, and Ñuñoa) have the highest values of quality of life, according to 
the survey from Housing and Environment in 2018. 
Source: ICVU (2018).  
 

After becoming familiar with the studies that analyze green spaces in Santiago 

and witnessing and experiencing how those studies came to life, upon talking to people 

and navigating the city, it became clear to me that wealthy municipalities and high-

income residents have disproportionately much more public green spaces than their 

counterparts. This situation was conceded by every person I talked to. However, when 

inquiring about ‘quality of green areas’ the matter became much more complicated: there 

are no tools to evaluate what qualities create a better or worse space, nor what qualifies 

for people as high or low quality of green area in Santiago or in other cities in Chile 

(Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque, 2017; Centro UC Políticas Públicas, 2017). 

Similarly, when talking about what is considered a green space and what green spaces are 
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included (public or private) when studying the topic. I will address these questions in 

Chapter Two. However, as the following section shows, current analyses of green areas 

across Santiago do not explain how wealthy municipalities and high-income residents 

have achieved disproportionately much more green spaces than low-income comunas and 

poor residents.   

 

How do we explain the disparity of green areas in Santiago? 

While it is clear that there are substantial differences in the experience of green 

spaces among municipalities, the explanation of how we arrived to the current reality is 

more challenging. According to research participants when trying to find structural 

reasons to explain why wealthy comunas have more and ‘better’ urban green spaces than 

low-income municipalities, they referred to three processes: 1) Pinochet’s military 

dictatorship, 2) implementation of neoliberalism, and 3) current wave of green projects 

and sustainability practices as schemes to keep benefiting the well-off. Differently, some 

professionals of the urban, even argue that the structural disparity can be explained using 

the ‘broken window’ theory from a criminology perspective (Gallegos, 2016). The 

argument of these ‘experts’ and the ones who do not question it or keep silent, may 

insinuate that non-high-income people do not care about spaces. This theory blames 

residents of those analyzed spaces rather than the institutions shaping them and benefiting 

from that reality. Also, I recognize that public green spaces are not the only issue nor the 

most important one affecting municipalities. There are laws and other critical municipal 

necessities, such as housing, education, and health that prevent or allow municipalities to 

work and improve their public green areas. 
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Throughout months of fieldwork, sixty-four interviews, and other informal 

conversations, not a single research participant connected Santiago’s colonial past to 

explain the unjust realities currently shaping the city. It seemed that colonial thinking and 

its potential legacies stopped when Chile became independent in 1810. However, the 

more I thought about Santiago’s colonial past, the more that I found those past realities to 

still being present when studying the current situation of urban public green spaces. But 

in my conversations, interviews, and exploration of the city, I noted how colonial past 

and its legacies work within a socioeconomic and political structure that normalize them 

among society. Some interviewees and people that I talked to, laughed and ridiculed the 

idea that colonial legacies even existed. Many of them, when talking about public urban 

green areas or general urban issues affecting Santiago, called me out when I mentioned 

the concept of colonialism, as being an idea irrelevant, and sometimes impertinent, to our 

conversation (Blatman-Thomas and Porter, 2019). Under this frame that normalizes or 

‘fades from view’ the legacies of colonialism, the reasons that people mentioned as cause 

of the disparity of green spaces, do not seem to be used as strategies to keep those 

legacies in place. People justified their explanations as independent facts (dictatorship), 

forms of progress (neoliberalism), and friendly improvements for everyone (green and 

sustainable projects) that nothing have to do with colonial thinking.  

In this section, I use a Global South epistemology (Sousa Santos, 2011) to analyze 

how military dictatorship, neoliberalism, and current waves of green projects and 

sustainability practices, seen as isolated events for the people that I encountered, keep 

reproducing the behaviors and urban outcomes intended under colonialism. The idea is to 

‘make visible what is not said’ around public green spaces in Santiago (Rivera 
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Cusicanqui, 2010). This epistemology allows a re-approaching of the ‘unknown’ role of 

the military dictatorship, neoliberalism, and green and sustainable projects shaping the 

urban in Santiago, which I argue, are embedded into a colonial past and function to 

reproduce it.  

 

Dividing  Santiago 

In Santiago, a formal urban strategy to separate the well-off from the rest of the 

people has been present since 1872. In that year, Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna, 

superintendent of Santiago,  developed a plan to ‘sanitize’ the city. However, separating 

people by socioeconomic background was present in many forms before Vicuña 

Mackenna’s approach to reorganize Santiago. When colonization began in 1541 in what 

is today understood as the city of Santiago (spatially what is currently the municipality of 

Santiago), the center of the city, where most infrastructure and services were located, was 

reserved for conquistadors, Spaniard bourgeoisie, bureaucrats, and merchants. Everybody 

else had to live in the periphery, in spaces called barriadas. Barriadas were spaces that 

lacked  jobs and essential services, the land was bad for agriculture, and where sewage 

channels evacuated (De Ramón, 2018). By 1751, this reality created many issues 

regarding crime and revolts, which according to the governor of the kingdom, Manuel 

Amat, will be solved by “restraining the insolent plebe, because in the restlessness of the 

scoundrel were greater evils, since the majority of the population of the country, was 

nothing but a copy of mestizos, mulattos, blacks, and zambos” (De Ramón, 2018:2033). 

Amat paid high salaries to staff a repressive organism to attract white people to guarantee 
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loyalty and security. By the end of the XVIII century, barriadas grew in the periphery and 

along the Mapocho River, which crosses the city.  

By the beginning of the XIX century, authorities kept supporting this oppressive 

organism, arguing that the group brings peace, order, and public tranquility (De Ramón, 

2018). Through the persecution of what the governor Luis Muñoz de Guzmán called 

“idle, lazy and badly entertained people”, hundreds of ranchos, spaces where poor 

families were forced to live in the outskirts of the city, disappeared. Muñoz de Guzmán 

believed that these spaces “are ugly huts that disgrace the public prospect and discredit 

the decency with which the Capital of the Kingdom must be seen” (2066). Additionally, 

authorities created a system to obtain free labor from poor people to develop several 

urban projects. If poor people broke one of many mundane rules, such as arriving home 

past curfew or dancing in their own home, but bothered someone else, they were forced 

to six to eight months of free labor. This reality gave police and repressive forces a 

broader margin to select who should work for free. This margin increased policing 

practices among low-income and peripheral spaces, which have had long-lasting impacts 

between residents and authorities until today.  

Despite unfair socioeconomic realities that low and poor people endured, 

particularly in the periphery, many people kept moving to Santiago. In 1846, José Miguel 

de la Barra, Santiago’s superintendent, stated that “Santiago had a peculiarity, because it 

attracted tons of people from different parts of the country, particularly, miserable people 

without the means to provide them a honorous subsistence” (De Ramón, 2018:1763). 

More people living in Santiago meant that land and rent became essential topics among 

the ruling class. Here is when the legal right to a property, the creation of wealth due to 
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the rental price, and the role of the State, to improve the land for the benefit of private 

interests, gained priority among authorities and elite groups. This situation intensified 

spatial segregation among social groups, because while some spaces created wealth, 

others, where poor people lived, deteriorated faster. While land started to produce wealth, 

many politicians, who were also owners of significant properties, benefited not only by 

selling sections of land, but also by creating the laws to develop more barriadas across 

Santiago’s periphery (De Ramón, 2018).  

While some politicians-private owners sold land and used the laws that they 

created to build more barriadas, others demolished them and built conventillos. These 

conventillos were houses or buildings composed of individual rooms to rent to many 

families. This reality forced many low-income people to live cramped. It is under this 

segregated urban context that Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna became superintendent of 

Santiago in 1872. Rather than improving urban conditions for low and poor families, 

Vicuña Mackenna saw an opportunity to ‘clean’ and further segregate the city. He argued 

that to develop the city, creating streets, providing lighting, security, and drinking water,  

among other services, Santiago should be divided into two sectors. The first sector should 

be la Ciudad Propia (the proper city), that functioned according to the resources available 

in each municipality where wealthy residents lived. The other section was the periphery, 

that operated with a different structure with fewer resources and less support from the 

authorities. Vicuña Mackenna wanted to beautify the central core of the city as well as to 

involve the ruling class and wealthier residents to renew customs and habits of the urban 

life. All these efforts seek to make Santiago more European and to achieve honor and 

salvation for everyone (De Ramón, 2018).  
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In Vicuña Mackenna’s view, to sanitize the city it was fundamental to clean 

barriadas in the periphery as well as along the Mapocho River. According to him, these 

spaces were a "true barbarian city grafted into the cultured capital of Chile, that has 

almost the same surface of the enlightened, opulent, and Christian Santiago" (De Ramón, 

2018:2810). He qualified these barriadas as: African aduar22, wild tolderías23, filthy 

pigsties that constituted an immense sewer of infection and vice, of crime and plague, a 

true pasture of death (2810). The governor also referred to low-income and indigenous 

people as always been exhibiting their “vicious and sad activities, such as drunkenness, 

playing cards, performing lascivious dances, lazy indolence, everything that ended up 

making popular tastes a melancholy mixture of idleness and debauchery" (2066). For 

Chilean historian Cesar Leyton, this higienismo (sanitization process) gave birth to the 

modern segregation of Santiago. Higienismo allowed wealthy and white elites to be 

protected (separated) from poor people, and their ‘pasture of death’ by a cordón sanitario 

(sanitary cord) (En La Mira, 2016). The cordón sanitario was formed by wide avenues 

that separated the rich from the poor. Authorities understood this reality as a commitment 

to public health. However, this sanitary cord was not completed due to lack of resources.  

The process of urban sanitation not only deepened the physical segregation of 

wealthier people from low-income and poor families but also increased the 

socioeconomic and political capital of the ruling class. For many chroniclers of the time, 

such as Charles Wiener (1888), Horace Rumbold (1903), and Theodore Child (1890), 

Santiago was governed by an aristocratic oligarchy, that rigorously excluded most people 

                                                
22 Aduar is a set of tents or barracks that gypsies raise in the field for their room. Aduar also refers to an 
American Indian rancheria. 
23 Tolderías are considered Indian villages or camps of Indian huts. 
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from participating in public business. Similarly, Luis Barros and Jimena Vergara (2007), 

argue that when members of these families committed criminal actions according to the 

law, authorities were inhibited from acting. However, the same authorities applied jail 

time if low-income or poor dwellers were involved in minor disturbances, such as 

drunkenness.  

The imbalance of justice towards resources-less groups became more evident 

when people went to the streets to protest against these realities. According to the police, 

public manifestations were made by "groups of irresponsible and disorderly people, 

which does not reflect any serious public opinion, dedicated to moving in the streets 

disturbing at least traffic and public tranquility" (De Ramón, 2018:3809). Additionally, 

Guardias Blancas (white guards), compounded of wealthier people, were created to shoot 

and kill speakers haranguing the crowds and any person with a worker aspect. Benjamín 

Vicuña Subercaseaux, the intendant’s son, justified these acts arguing that when "the 

populace threatened the sacred values of the Christian civilization there was no choice 

but to shoot because there were higher interests to be saved, such as justice, property, 

family" (3843).  

Thanks to the urban division created by Vicuña Mackenna to benefit wealthier 

spaces, as well as the mechanisms that politicians-private owners of land enjoyed to gain 

wealth, the periphery of Santiago saw an increase of subdivisions. In these subdivisions, 

poblaciones (urbanizations) were built to receive modest and well-off middle-class 

families, which was also an incentive for high-income people. This reality brought to life 

the law Comuna Autónoma (Autonomous Community), a mechanism that allowed 

parceling and batching rural properties. This mechanism ended up dividing the national 
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territory into municipalities with independent authority from Santiago’s municipality (De 

Ramón, 2018). In this parceling and batching of rural properties, majors of many new 

municipalities, with vast legal attributes, were also owners of those lands involved. High-

income families and European foreigners moved to Providencia and Ñuñoa. In these 

spaces, green areas, and private clubs were developed, such as the Law Tennis Club Los 

Leones in 1913, and the Club Alemán and Stade Francais, both in 1929.  

 In the 1930s, even if Santiago had more urban plans than the previous century, the 

city grew without coordination among municipalities. Many mayors allowed 

indiscriminate subdivisions of land to build urbanizations because it was the primary 

source of income for the municipality (and he benefited as an owner of the property). At 

the same time, neither municipalities nor institutions were teaching urban planning or 

using a more organized development approach to expand the city. Under this urban 

context arrives at Santiago, Karl Brunner, an Austrian engineer, architect and graduate in 

Economic Sciences and Politics, to work as an advisor to the Ministry of Public Works 

(Memoria Chilena, 2018). Brunner encouraged the authorities to maintain the 

socioeconomic separation between high and low-income people to Europeanize Santiago. 

Brunner stated that “the usual was the ignorance of the small settler since his ignorance 

did not allow him to face urban commitments and ended up building a ranch with boxes 

of cars, wood scraps, and old cans" (De Ramón, 2018:4380). His understanding of non-

wealthy people was stereotypical and dehumanizing, which facilitated to strip away the 

capacity of poor people to participate in urban matters. This approach made him increase 

economic and legal incentives to highlight public buildings were authorities, and the 

well-off moved, because “exposing the culture and civilization of its inhabitants, was a 
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true work of art” (4380). However, urban planning for low-income and poor families was 

neglected.  

 Due to the neglect by authorities, in 1950, low-income and poor families 

organized themselves to resolve their housing issues and everyday necessities. They 

created the group Familias Sin Casa (Families Without House), addressing problems of 

barriadas and conventillos’ residents, among many other issues. In this grassroots group, 

families collaborated to request land with minimal urbanization as well as loans and 

assistance for self-construction. However, due to the lack of response from authorities, 

Familias Sin Casa began tomas de terrenos (to take land) in the south of Santiago (De 

Ramón, 2018:4834). This process was known as toma (taking), and one of the most well-

known urbanizations from this process was La Victoria (The Victory) in 1957. La 

Victoria received help from the Catholic church, who negotiated with the government for 

the permanence of those families in that land until today.  

The process of ‘dividing Santiago’ shows not only a range of negative attitude 

towards the worse-off surviving in the periphery of Santiago (mestizos, mulattos, blacks, 

and zambos) on the part of the  conquistadors, Spaniard bourgeoisie, bureaucrats, and 

merchants, but also presents an orchestrated urban planning to separate these two groups 

of people. Vicuña Mackenna qualified the spaces where the worse-off lived as “African 

aduar24, wild tolderías25, filthy pigsties that constituted an immense sewer of infection 

and vice, of crime and plague, a true pasture of death” (De Ramón, 2018:2810). And 

because of these beliefs, he developed a cordón sanitario to physically separate the well-

                                                
24 Aduar is a set of tents or barracks that gypsies raise in the field for their room. Aduar also refers to an 
American Indian rancheria. 
25 Tolderías are considered Indian villages or camps of Indian huts. 
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off from everybody else to sanitize their spaces to make Santiago more European. This 

process created two different realities within Santiago and increased the socioeconomic 

and political capital of the ruling class.  

 

The rise of a ‘better’ Santiago 

While urban planning was segregating low-income and poor families in Santiago 

from housing needs and essential services, outside of Chile, more structural changes were 

elaborated that increased this segregation. During the 1950s and 1960s, several Chilean 

students trained under Milton Friedman in the Chicago School of Economics. These 

students believed that just as ecosystems self-regulate, the market, left to its mechanisms 

would deliver the right outcome to achieve progress and therefore, a better city (King & 

Garsd, 2019). Later, these students became known as the Chicago Boys. Additionally, in 

the 1960s, companies from the United States invested one billion dollars in copper 

mining industries in Chile, allowing them to send back home 7.2 billion dollars (Klein, 

2007). This economic reality portrayed Chile as a fundamental actor in the flow of 

materials and commodification of resources for the international market. It also fit the 

narrative of Chile as a great example of the neoliberal framework to achieve progress in 

Latin America. However, everyday people experienced a shrinking in public services and 

civil liberties (Klein, 2007). Blue-collar, low-pay workers, and indigenous people in the 

Latin American region saw an increase in social exclusion and economic inequalities in 

comparison to the well-off (Miraftab, 2009). 

The arrival of Salvador Allende to power in 1970 created a short window that 

transformed the national geopolitical trajectory. Allende promoted nationalization of 
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natural resources and centralization of government’s responsibilities. Both strategies were 

used to restore freeing-owned and privately owned industries to the Chilean people, 

especially towards those who were being left behind by the neoliberal economic model 

(Medina, 2006). To address issues affecting Familias Sin Casa, Allende built 90,000 

housing units through the Ministry of Housing and Urban Improvement Corporation 

(CORMU) to densify some areas. In two years, his government was able to provide 

52,132 social housings per year, in comparison to previous administrations (Eduardo Frei 

Montalva 1964-1970 with 39,859, and Jorge Alessandri Rodríguez 1958-1964 with 

30,465) as well as the future military dictatorship (Augusto Pinochet Ugarte 1973-1990 

with 29,879) (De Ramón, 2018). In Allende’s first year, factory workers enjoyed a 

historic wage increase, strengthening the Chilean economy that allowed small and 

medium entrepreneurs to achieve a stable quality of life (Medina, 2006). 

 However, the political and economic changes implemented by Allende posed a 

threat to Western neoliberal economies (King & Garsd, 2019). By orders from newly 

elected Richard Nixon, Richard Helms, director of the Central Intelligence Agency 

(CIA), communicated to multinationals that Allende’s election was a ‘tragedy’ (Klein, 

2007). Under this context, Helms found support among businesses to the idea of a 

military takeover to recover the geopolitical control that the United States used to have 

over the Chilean economy. The urgency of this approach was exacerbated by the idea that 

Allende’s reforms would create a socialist movement within Latin America. International 

investors and private corporations blocked their investment in Chile to undermine the 

socialist Chilean economy and force Allende out of power. Here is when the Chicago 

Boys, collaborating with Chilean Armed Forces, developed an extensive collective 
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shocking experience to control over the economy and the political to promote a neoliberal 

agenda in Chile and the region. This agenda not only privatized several services that the 

state used to provide for municipalities (such as education and health centers), but it 

made municipalities compete against each other to attract investment. This dynamic has 

generated that municipalities tend to prioritize economic outcomes, rather than social and 

environmental, which impacts public green areas. Mostly wealthy municipalities have 

enough resources to develop, maintain, and support a Green Area Department, in 

comparison to low-income comunas.    

It is worth mentioning that what the Chicago Boys stood for, as well as the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, generated socioeconomic and 

environmental consequences for low-income and minority groups in Santiago. Their 

approach also affected the entire region (Iriart, Waitzkin, & Emerson, 2004; Kozameh & 

Ray, 2012; Castañeda and Navia, 2008; King & Garsd, 2019; Klein, 2007; Levin, 2011). 

Their economic vision transformed Latin America into the periphery of Western societies 

and the source of their wealth. As Eduardo Galeano highlights, “natural resources leave 

without saying goodbye, and never return” to the region (translated by Thomas Perreault, 

2006). This new economic scenario in Latin America created a ‘dependency theory,’ 

making peripheral, Third World countries, and developing economies increasingly 

dependent on wealthier nations through neoliberal economic policies (Gunder, 1967). I 

will analyze more of these regional implications and dynamics in Chapter Three. 

 By 1973, the urban planning to sanitize and segregate the city visioned by 

Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna and then supported by Karl Brunner became accentuated 

during the military dictatorship. After adopting neoliberalism as the new form of 
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economy in the country, authorities finished the cordón sanitario envisioned by Vicuña 

Mackenna with the construction of Américo Vespucio avenue (En La Mira, 2016). They 

also understood that the land was not a scarce resource. For this reason, they created an 

urban plan with minimal state intervention, allowing the expansion of urban limits 

following market trends (Klein, 2007; King & Garsd, 2019; De Ramón, 2018). The state 

was responsible only for the construction and development of equipment and public 

works. This reality generated an increase in land prices as well as inland quantity, 

particularly where wealthy people lived, which motivated authorities to displace the 

modest settlers. These settlers were forced to leave Las Condes and Vitacura, among 

other municipalities, towards remote neighborhoods in the south of Santiago. More than 

37,597 families were displaced with the promise of receiving eradication homes of 

eighteen square meters with minimal infrastructure. Seventy-seven percent of those 

people were located in five municipalities: La Pintana, Puente Alto, La Granja, San 

Bernardo, and Peñalolén (De Ramón, 2018). Displacements accentuated spatial 

segregation, labor sources for poor people went away, the number of buses and travel 

time increased, grassroots organizations were dismantled, and pollution became an 

everyday reality (De Ramón, 2018).  

For receiving municipalities, which had insufficient resources and infrastructure, 

displacements meant an increased density and more demand for public services. 

However, for donor municipalities, such as Vitacura and Las Condes, fewer low-income 

and poor families around meant a rapid revaluation of abandoned land, which went hand 

in hand with the interests of urban expansion of real estate companies. Forcing families to 

live in the south of Santiago also resulted in a homogeneous environment for the wealthy 
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across Providencia, Vitacura, Las Condes, and Lo Barnechea. Poverty ceased to be part 

of their everyday reality, transforming poverty into a distant and alien experience (De 

Ramón, 2018). By the 1980s it was already clear that land was a finite resource that the 

wealthy secured for themselves. It also clarified that the northeast section of Santiago was 

a space for the well-off, while the south was for low-income and poor families.  

The precise spatial segregation generated that in many spaces where low-income 

and poor families live, the sentiment of anger and injustice grew up. Tomas created  

Milicias Populares (Popular Militias), which became well known, especially during the 

military dictatorship. Their goals were to protect low-income and poor people’s interests, 

to destroy the oppressive military apparatus, and to end the domination of the patron and 

the capitalist State (De Ramón, 2018). Worse-off families in Santiago and across Latin 

America, continuously have had to experience different sets of rules and practices that 

benefit the well off, making clear that the State sees them as second-class citizens 

(Swanson, 2013; Garmany, 2014). The idea of how some research participants perceive 

other people in some comunas (when they mentioned that a person ‘does not belong 

here’) and how interviewees think that authorities perceive them (as if authorities think 

that communities just ask for more green spaces without doing anything else to obtain 

them – not recognizing the agency and initiatives that communities have) will be further 

analyze more in-depth in Chapter Three.  

  The ‘rise of a better Santiago’ shows the implementation of structural political 

and economic changes, planned mainly outside Chile during 1950s and 1960s, to defeat 

socialism and Allende’s government, and to establish, through the Chicago Boys, an 

economic system with minimal government intervention. The new economic approach 
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transformed Latin America into the periphery of Western societies and the source of their 

wealth. As Eduardo Galeano put it, “natural resources leave without saying goodbye, and 

never return” to the region (translated by Thomas Perreault, 2006). The new political and 

economic reality in Santiago consolidated the legal urban segregation initiated by Vicuña 

Mackenna and then supported by Brunner. The military dictatorship gave tools to the 

ruling classes to displace low-income families from tomas and informal setting in the 

North of Santiago to spaces without services and infrastructure in the South. The force 

removal of low-income people from the North, consolidated this space as one of wealth 

and privilege.  

 

Being more ‘green’ 

“We want to be more green” or “we are developing sustainable plans for our 

community” were frequent expressions when talking about public urban green spaces in 

Santiago. However, ‘green projects’ and ‘sustainable practices’ were never clarified nor 

standardized among municipalities and people that I talked to. Not having clarification 

about what exactly they meant by green projects or sustainable plans was also present 

when talking about what green spaces mean for different people and authorities. I will 

address the different definitions of green spaces used in Chile in Chapter Two. Both 

expressions were used to argue mainly, two different narratives. On the one hand, 

municipal staff, as well as government and institutional documentation, highlighted green 

projects (such as more green areas) and sustainability programs (recycling centers) as 

tools to create a better Santiago. On the other, professionals, academics, and residents 

recognized the good intentions and the potential benefits of such initiatives, but all 
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coincided that these projects (more green areas and recycling centers) are sometimes 

fulfilled or rarely meet what they promised. In a meeting at Chile’s College of Architects, 

with artists, policy advisors, academics, and architects, where I was invited to attend, one 

of the participants argued that: 

 These green or sustainable projects that are established in the government 
or municipalities, serve to comply with what the United Nations, the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, and other 
international organizations say. But it's just that. It's filling the box, adding 
another number to the statistics. There is no real interest in developing 
those standards (Architect and consultant).  

 
 The criticism towards the real impact of green projects and sustainable practices 

was a collective feeling among professionals and residents. However, in the past ten 

years many steps to achieve a ‘green or sustainable mentality’ have been implemented. In 

2010, the government created the Ministry of Environment to generate public policies 

and specific knowledge about the topic. Among its work, the ministry annually develops 

a State of the Environment Report (2018, 2017, 2016, and 2011) to assess the field and to 

establish an environmental agenda for incoming administrations. Additionally, the 

establishment of other government agencies, such as the Environmental Evaluation 

Service, the Superintendence of the Environment, and  Environmental Courts, perfected 

the capacity of the State to respond to the multiple environmental challenges. This new 

environmental reality includes new practices such as: 1) a tax on CO2; 2) a Climate 

Action Plan to comply with international commitments in the reduction of greenhouse 

gases; 3) a Law of Promotion of Recycling and of Responsibility Extended to the 

Producer, to allow new management of waste in the country.  
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 Along with these legal changes and expansions to promote more green projects 

and sustainable practices, the Chilean Chamber of Construction (CChC), with the support 

of the government, has played a vital role. The Chamber of Construction aims to increase 

the knowledge about how to create better cities. Legally, this chamber is a union that 

promotes the development of construction activity within a social market economy based 

on private initiative, as a fundamental tool for the development of the country. However, 

the perception of the chamber that many professionals, academics, and residents have is 

quite different. As one architect and policymaker stated: “the Chilean Chamber of 

Construction has vast interests in the development of Santiago. It has bought the 

government, and it is benefiting the economic interests of the country's elites”. The 

chamber puts in place conferences and events to disseminate how Santiago should 

continue its development, using mainly, speakers and experiences that do not speak to the 

majority of Chileans.  

During fieldwork, I attended the Seventh International City Conference organized 

by the CChC and celebrated in Casa Piedra, a private venue in Vitacura. It was called 

Urban Refocus: From the City to the Citizen, and Richard Florida was the main speaker. 

In his talk, Florida talked about the importance of the Creative Class (2004) to move 

Chile, and Santiago particularly, closer to better economic outcomes. According to 

Florida, this creative group has the resources and knowledge to create new avenues to 

improve not only the economy but more importantly, to create a better society. In his talk 

as well as in the entire conference, social justice, equity, and the environment were barely 

mentioned. It seems like every urban issue will be resolved as soon as the Creative Class 

achieves specific economic standards. However, this creative group, who in Santiago is 
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formed mainly by the well-off, is not the answer or an opportunity for everyone trying to 

make Santiago a more equitable place to live. Everybody that I talked to within the CChC 

event, was very excited about this creative class to move urban issues of Santiago 

forward. However, no one questioned who is truly participating and benefited in this 

creative process. What it is more, no one asked or highlighted who was participating in 

the event itself as attendees and why everyday people were not present. The standpoint 

and arguments presented by Florida, appealed to government officials, private entities, 

and counted wealthy municipalities represented in the room.  

The public relevance that national and local authorities have given to green spaces 

in Santiago has increased among government agencies, private entities, academics, 

professionals, and residents, generating more awareness regarding green projects and 

sustainable practices. A similar situation occurs with the development and dissemination 

of knowledge about urban issues among institutions and people. However, these realities 

are not reflected in everyday life. One example that municipalities highlighted as green or 

sustainable were the amount of bike share programs across the city. This excitement is 

accompanied by an increase in bike use in the city that, according to an international 

survey, puts Santiago at the level of Poland, Sweden, and Czech Republic (Ferrer, 2019). 

But, bike stations for this share program are clustered in the Northeast area of the city26, 

where wealthy residents live. Similarly, bike path infrastructure is also clustered in the 

same area27. Both realities make it harder for many non-wealthy-residents to access a 

bike and to travel on a bike path within Santiago.    

                                                
26 Bike share program Bike Santiago. Location of bike stations. Retrieved from 
https://www.bikesantiago.cl/mapa-de-las-estaciones/ 
27 Map of Santiago’s bike path, Bicineta. Retrieved from https://www.bicineta.cl/ciclovias 
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 Another example often mentioned by municipalities about green and sustainable 

practices was recycling initiatives. After passing in 2016, the Law for the Promotion of 

Recycling, government and local authorities have created campaigns to incentivize 

recycling among residents. Santiago Recycles, a branch of the Ministry of Environment 

oversees this topic across the city. Within its initiatives, Santiago Recycles28 created 

Green29 and Clean30 Points where people can bring their recyclables to municipally 

owned installations, which take proper care of these materials. Green and Clean Points 

are distributed across the entire city. Both initiatives became necessary to provide 

solutions locally as well as to comply with international measurements established by the 

World Bank and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, among 

others. In 2016, Santiago generated 8.2 million tons of waste (Ministerio del Medio 

Ambiente - Chile, 2018), while in 2017, Chile generated seventeen million tons of waste, 

but only recycled ten percent of it (El Mercurio, 2017).  

However, how recycling works after the materials are left in these Green and 

Clean Points is a different reality. I was able to informaly talk to several recicleros(as) 

and cartoneros(as) (recyclers and cartoners) as they are known in Chile. They work as the 

middle-person, taking recycling from homes to Green and Clean Points, and from here to 

private recycling centers. Private recycling centers pay recicleros(as) and cartoneros(as) 

per kilo, depending on the nature of the material, to then process it or commercialize it. 

These recyclers and cartoners use personal cars or trucks, cargo tricycles, or carts pulled 

                                                
28Program Santiago Recycles:  http://www.santiagorecicla.cl 
29 A Green Point is a container in open public space enabled to deposit domestic waste that by their nature 
deteriorates the environment.  
30 A Clean Point is a controlled installation of municipal property. Its main function is to offer residents a 
place to separately deposit the waste they generate in their homes. 
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by horses to provide a work that is not mentioned when talking about recycling laws and 

recycling agendas. These people are not included in any form submitted to the United 

Nations, the World Bank, or the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development. 

Figure 5. Clean Point site in Parque Metropolitano in Providencia 

 
Residents, recicleros(as), and cartoneros(as) can bring collected materials for recycling. 
Deposit materials are divided into glass, metals, papers, paperboard, and glass.  
Taken July 2018 by the author. 
 

Recyclers and cartoners do not have contracts, benefits, or steady income. Many 

of the people that I talked to earn daily an average of four dollars, working from 6am to 

6pm. If this income is constant five days a week, they will earn eighty-eight dollars a 
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month, five times less than the minimum salary in the country (EFE, 2019). These 

workers provide the essential work needed to move the recycling industry in Chile, and 

they do it with poor working conditions. However, they are not considered to be part of 

the Creative Class described by Florida (2012). Instead, they were represented by 

residents and some municipal staff as a group belonging to the informal economy (Bayat, 

2000). These workers are believed to be working outside the legal realm and are 

consistently perceived as second class citizens for it. Santiago Recycles and Green and 

Clean Points create positive narratives of Santiago to its residents and international 

agencies. However, both projects leave behind those who work the most for a better 

environment.  

‘Being more green’ refers to the idea of having more public green spaces across 

Santiago while implementing sustainable practices to achieve it, as well as a sustainable 

urban development more broadly. However, the claim to ‘be more green’ has two 

narratives in the field. On one side, municipal and government staff used it to highlight 

green projects, sustainability programs, and international standards as tools to create a 

better Santiago. On the other hand, professionals, academics, and residents argue that the 

good intentions of the narrative used by institutions are rarely fulfilled in real life or the 

benefits are not shared with low-income municipalities. In the case of recycling programs 

in Santiago, recyclers and cartoners are not included as providers and beneficiaries of 

green projects. These workers do not have contracts, benefits, or steady income. Being 

more green translates into the overvalorizarion of a narrative that tends to benefit well-off 

municipalities, while devaluing disadvantage workers in the process.  
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Who benefits? 

 The current inequality of public green areas across the city is not an isolated result 

of bad urban planning. On the contrary, in reviewing Santiago’s development, the 

military dictatorship and its endorsement of neoliberalism, as well as narratives of green 

and sustainable projects, it is possible to observe patterns or legacies that keep producing 

inequality. All of them were structured to normalize previous unfair realities and to make 

potential solutions complex. However, authorities (national and local), professionals of 

the urban, and residents do not recognize them as part of the same continuous and tangled 

colonial mentality in which Santiago was funded. Several research participants and 

interviewees considered my questions of potential intersectionality of current realities of 

green spaces and legacies of colonialism, with annoyance or disbelieve. Failing to take 

into account the possibility of these connections, allows current development of public 

green spaces to focus on distribution and international standards, rather than 

understanding how the inequality of green spaces was created in the first place. Who is 

and who has been affected and benefited and what historic reparations are necessary, are 

barely mentioned in talks about the urban.  

Worrying about distribution and international standards of public green spaces in 

Santiago does not ‘make visible what is not said’ (Rivera Cusicanqui, 2010) about those 

spaces and their history. This reality does not promote governmental, academic, and civic 

inquiry about how green areas are the result of different historical and current 

mechanisms acting together or as a consequence of the previous. No municipal staff 

member or resident of Vitacura acknowledged that their public green spaces in the 

comuna are the results of forced displacement of low-income families to southern 
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municipalities. No interviewee mentioned how since 1541, the safest and healthiest areas 

of Santiago were reserved for small groups of well-off people. From that point on, 

everyone else, mestizos, mulattos, blacks, zambos, barriadas, conventillos, displaced 

families, tomas, and low-income people have been forced to structural poor living and 

working conditions.  

Additionally, the symbolic, and in many times stereotypical conception of spaces 

that lack public green areas are intertwined with offensive and disrespectful perceptions. 

Historically, these offensive interpretations were made by the same people in charge to 

develop Santiago: Insolent plebe, miserable people, true barbarian city, filthy pigsties, 

sewer of infection, vice, crime and plague, and a true pasture of death. These historical 

misinterpretations of low-income and poor families mirror current offensive forms to 

treat otherness. People living in wealthy municipalities tend to refer to resourceless 

people and their comunas as roto (uneducated), picante (uneducated), poblacional 

(someone that lives in a low-income or poor neighborhood, called población), and lanza 

(thief), among others. On the contrary, affluent municipalities are perceived by 

government officials as developed, as niches of progress, and as barrios altos31. These 

ideas are not far from what elites in previous centuries wanted to highlight Santiago for: 

the cultured capital of Chile, enlightened, opulent, and Christian city.  

The current reality of public green spaces in Santiago should be understood as a 

result of different urban, economic, social, and political processes rooted in Colonialism. 

These processes and dynamic are continually replicating an ‘improved’ but normalized 

form of inequality. And unless green areas are analyzed from a standpoint that considers 
                                                
31 Barrios altos: wealthy neighborhoods or municipalities in the Northeast area of Santiago (Lo Barnechea, 
Vitacura, Las Condes, Providencia, La Reina, and Ñuñoa).  
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mainly who are the ones affected by and benefited in these processes, reparations and fair 

urban planning are unlikely. Urban policies around public green area development must 

provide and include a contextual understanding of these spaces within the legacies of 

colonialism. These policies must equate distribution and incorporate good international 

practices when corresponding. However, no green area development plan would have a 

fair impact on those historically most affected, unless authorities and everyday people 

recognize the colonial structures that keep shaping how we think and how we act. In the 

next chapter, I focus on how current policies and community participation around public 

urban green areas function (while preventing to understand the colonial structure) mainly, 

on a municipal level.  
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CHAPTER 3: BEYOND PAPER: HOW PEOPLE SHAPE GREEN AREAS? 
 

“Professional status and validity depend on expert status, and power is contingent on a 
planner’s perceived superior knowledge in relation to the communities in which they 

work” (Sweet, 2018:3). 
 

In this chapter, I analyze how current policies and community participation 

around public urban green areas function on a municipal level. I explore the mechanisms 

that people have in shaping urban greening. Here I use documents and resident’s personal 

experiences (interviews and formal participatory observation) to better explain how urban 

greening is done and perceived from the standpoint of authorities and residents. In this 

section I focus mainly on how urban greening policies are excluding/including residents 

to access public urban green areas. This chapter seeks to understand how connected are 

authorities and professionals of the urban with everyday’s people reality in terms of green 

areas demands. By analyzing how connected (or disconnected) are authorities from 

everyday people's realities, this chapter contributes to analyze how Colonialism is rooted 

across urban, economic, social, and political processes in Santiago. 

On a Wednesday morning, I accompanied a professional of the Green Areas 

Department of the municipality of Cerrillos to inspect two public green spaces in this 

municipality. When we arrived at the public Parque San Luis Orione, our first stop, its 

gates were closed to the public. After resolving how to enter, we realized that a car, 

inside the park, started to follow us. We both felt uncomfortable, and after five minutes, 

we decided to stop and approach the vehicle. A man got out of the car and with a 

threatening tone asked us “why are you here?”, “what are you doing?”. I did not reply, 

but the professional showed municipality identification and explained the reason for the 

visit. Immediately, the man excused himself and gave us permission to be inside the park. 
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The fact that he gave us permission shocked me because this green area is public and we 

were within the time frame that this space should operate for everyone.  

After this unexpected interaction, the professional explained to me that this man is 

the supervisor of the cleaning and maintenance group hired by the private restaurant 

inside the green area. This restaurant agreed with the municipality to provide 

maintenance to the park in exchange for the power to administer what activities occur 

there. Because of the lack of municipal funding, maintenance of green areas is outsourced 

to private companies, or as in this case, to a restaurant32. As several municipal staff and 

professionals across Santiago explained to me, this strategy is sometimes the only 

alternative for non-wealthy municipalities to sustain their green areas. Outsourcing 

maintenance makes inspection visits necessary to make sure the promised work has been 

done. However, the professional explained to me that unfortunately, these work visits are 

not made frequently. Sometimes, the professional of the Green Areas Department can 

only check on these spaces once every two months. The Green Areas Department of 

Cerrillos has few staff members to manage issues related to green spaces of the entire 

municipality, that according to the 2017 Census had 80,832 residents.  

 We kept on walking, and the professional took the cellphone out to take notes and 

pictures about the state of the park. We found benches missing pieces, which makes it 

difficult to sit and potentially dangerous for users. We checked the exercise equipment 

and then noted that behind it, in a place hard to see from the walking path, lots of trash 

                                                
32 As part of my content analysis, I reviewed El Mercurio and La Tercera, the two main newspapers in the 
country. I evaluated all the news from 11-22-2018 to 01-07-2014 that contained the concept green area. 
Ten topics were the most common patterns found in both newspapers. I called one of those topics Private 
Companies for Green Area’s Maintenance. Twelve news stories were written in El Mercurio and one in La 
Tercera. All of them highlighted bribery, corruption, or legal battles between municipalities and private 
entities. I will explain more about my content analysis in chapter four. 
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was accumulated and burned. We found shoes, cans, plastic bottles, and clothing, among 

many other materials. The professional told me that it was not only illegal to have a 

landfill inside the park, but also it was illegal to burn trash within the urban perimeter of 

the city. Soon after encountering this landfill, we saw a runner in the park. It was the only 

user that we met that morning while our visit lasted. Finally, we stopped to check the 

public restrooms, which were scratched, missing lights and doors, as well as lacking 

soap, toilet paper, and a mechanism to dry your hands. By the time we arrived at the car, 

the professional had a long list of issues, including those already highlighted, to present 

to the supervisor.  

Realities like the one in park San Luis Orione in Cerrillos expose the challenges 

that non-wealthy municipalities face to ensure that the standards and safety that they 

planned for these spaces are met. These realities also highlight significant barriers for 

users to benefit from this green space. The major barrier of physically entering a closed 

park when it should be open (i.e., jumping fences), being followed and threatened for 

using a public space, being questioned by someone unrelated to the municipality about 

your presence (even if I was accompanied by municipal staff), and not being able to use 

equipment and restrooms, created a violent experience. Personally, the visit to Parque 

San Luis Orione frustrated me. As a user that does not live in this municipality, I 

encountered several barriers that prevented me from enjoying the space, its artificial 

lagoon, and its vast amount of grass and trees. I felt discouraged from visiting it again, 

but I wondered how residents of the comuna feel about it and what mechanisms do they 

have to change this reality.  
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Figure 6. Illegal trash burned in Parque San Luis Orione – Comuna of Cerrillos 

Taken July 2018 by the author. 
 
 The experience in Cerrillos motivated me to understand the standpoint of 

residents about their relationship with public green spaces and what mechanisms they 

have to shape these spaces. I did the majority of my visits by myself and some with 

residents that lived close by the green space, and I have the opportunity to talk to people 

about these spaces constantly. Residents not only explained to me their views about green 

spaces as well as their neighborhoods, but shared their ideas about what the space is 

missing and what can be improved. All these experiences were extremely special because 

through them, I realized how much people care about these public spaces and how 

different their views were in relation to municipal authorities. Resident’s considerations 

toward green areas not only varied and went far beyond aesthetics and design comments, 
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but also revealed two patterns. For some people, particularly those living in wealthy 

municipalities, a green area was the main reason influencing why they chose to live 

where they do. While for others, in non-wealthy comunas particularly, green spaces 

meant an opportunity to connect with people and to increase social integration (Matas 

Colom, 1983; MINVU, 1999; Erazo & Jorquera, 2006; Arcos Pinos, 2016), as well as to 

have a free space that provide equal opportunity for everyone to exercise33. The following 

quotes exemplify this dynamic: 

Having a green space near our apartment influenced our decision to live 
here. For me, it is important to live near a green area because I was raised 
outside of Santiago and having a green area nearby was normal. And it is 
much more  important now that we are going to be parents. We need to 
have a place of recreation for our son, where he can coexist with nature, 
even if we are inside a big city (Participant #2 – Providencia – wealthy 
municipality). 

 
I decided to live very close to the Parque Bicentenario. My work building 
is inside the park, which makes me like to get to work. It is a nice green 
space. It encourages me to do sports, or to have a picnic with my husband 
or have a walk with friends. Now the benefits to living close by are greater 
because we have a daughter (Participant #4 – Vitacura – wealthy 
municipality). 
 

                                                
33 The United Nations report State of Food Insecurity and Nutrition in the World highlights that 28.8% of 
adults in Chile, that is, 3.9 million people over 18 years old, suffer from obesity. The same study points out 
that Chile has one of the highest rates of childhood overweight in Latin America and the Caribbean. Almost 
ten percent of children under five years old have this condition (Molina, 2019). 
In 2018, a joint report published by The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, the Pan 
American Health Organization, World Food Programme, and The United Nations Children's Fund, placed 
Chile as the nation with the highest rate of obesity among women in South America. The report Panorama 
of Food and Nutrition Security in Latin America and the Caribbean 2018, highlights that thirty-one percent 
of the female population over 18 years has this condition (Villalobos, 2018).  
The 2019 National Health Survey revealed that seventy-five percent of Chileans over 15 years of age are 
overweight. According to the survey, this reality generates expenses for more than US$1,600 million for 
Chile’s health system every year (Chávez, 2019).  
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I frequently use the Parque Forestal and Parque Bustamante (In Santiago 
and Providencia), because there are many events held and are more 
recreational spaces. You feel that you belong here, and nobody can take 
that away from you. In here we can share, know what the other wants and 
thinks, and that's what happens in these parks (Participant #15 - Estación 
Central – low-income municipality). 
 
Today, the gym is highly valued and expensive, rather than for a health 
issue, it is for social status. As a personal trainer, I realized that public 
green areas are a great place to exercise, because they provide better 
health opportunities to people with less money (Participant #1 – 
Huechuraba – low-income municipality).  

 
However, almost everyone that I talked to, no matter how wealthy or poor was the 

municipality where they lived, mentioned the level of participation (or lack of it) in how 

green areas are developed. Across the board, research participants recognized that they do 

not know how green areas are developed or how they can participate more in the process. 

This view was supported by many professionals (and few municipality workers) that 

recognized that participation is a pending task at a national and local level and one that is 

being more continuously demanding by people. In fact, in October 2018, three 

municipalities in Santiago (Las Condes, La Reina, and Providencia) carried out together 

for the first time a survey (face-to-face and online) where residents’ opinion defined the 

outcome of a green area. The survey asked them if they wanted or did not want an 

artificial lagoon in a public park rather than more resources for the green space to 

implement more security, activities, and develop more entrances to the area. More than 

fifty thousand residents across the three municipalities voted, and seventy-four percent 

rejected the lagoon (González, 2018).  

On the contrary, in my interviews with municipalities, many authorities argued 

that they do ‘listen’ and ‘include’ residents in how green areas are shaped. Five 
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municipalities (Huechuraba never gave me an interview) explained to me the 

mechanisms that they provide for people to participate (emails, phone calls, and 

participatory processes were the most mentioned by authorities), many of which were 

classified as inefficient or unheard off by the residents that I interviewed. This reality 

highlighted conflicting narratives between what residents and municipalities perceive 

when talking about community participation on how public green areas are developed. 

Before addressing the conflicting narratives and the experiences of both actors, in the 

section that follows, I will review three main contributing factors I noticed during 

fieldwork, that have shaped how municipalities and residents’ frame their experiences 

towards public green areas. These structural factors play a fundamental role in what 

authorities and residents tend to think when they discuss and plan for public green spaces 

in Santiago.  

 

Unpacking the concept of public green areas in Santiago 

A misleading narrative 
 
 To better understand the experiences of municipal authorities and residents on 

how they shape public green areas in Santiago, it is necessary first to analyze structural 

factors contributing to create those experiences in the first place. The first factor 

highlights the need to recognize that green areas do not mean the same for the different 

actors planning and shaping them in Santiago. During fieldwork, I noted how that not all 

municipalities and professionals have the same or a similar conception of these spaces 

and techniques to measure them. However, one common pattern across the municipalities 

of Lo Barnechea, Vitacura, Providencia, Estación Central, and Cerrillos, which 
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determines their positive or negative management, is to be able to achieve nine square 

meters of green areas per person. This narrative is supposedly the gold standard 

determined by the World Health Organization (WHO), and a standard reference 

promoted in the Chilean mass media34. Also, the majority of the Community 

Development Plans (PLADECOs) used to orient municipal strategies and policies, 

mentions the WHO as a reference to be achieved. But this reference has been highly 

questioned. There is no document from the WHO that determines or explains the why of 

that measurement (Fundación Mi Parque, 2013; Gallegos, 2016). Also, it is unreasonable 

to decide on a universal value that applies to different geographical and territorial 

realities (Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque, 2017).  

As Pablo Contrucci, head of the urban development division of the Ministry of 

Housing and Urban Planning put it in a seminar:  

I would also like to comment that the WHO standard does not exist. We 
have talked to the WHO, and it does not exist. It is a myth that supposedly 
was born in a seminar of the Ministry of Housing in 1992. Because 
everybody talks about this standard, we are so convinced that it exists. It 
even appears as a standard in the OECD document that describes the urban 
policy of Chile that the president (Michelle Bachelet) launched. That 
document also highlights that as a country, nine square meters per person 
is a goal that we were going to approach. I only want to say that if there 
was a single standard and if we had to reach it in Copiapó (the city in 
northern Chile’s Atacama Desert), we would be facing an environmental 
disaster (Gallegos, 2016:37).  
 

                                                
34 In my content analysis of  El Mercurio and La Tercera, I encountered  thirty news articles between the 
two, mentioning the World Health Organization and its recommendation of nine square meters of green 
areas per person as the standard. I named this pattern Green Area Surface Compliance. The news articles 
reviewed varied from 01-07-2014 to 11-22-2018. I will explain more about my content analysis on chapter 
four. 
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According to Expert #4, and architect involved in the Pocket Plaza Project, as 

well as for Expert #8, an architect and consultant of an urban think tank, this narrative of 

the WHO is so pervasive across mass media and a common phrase that everybody 

repeats. During fieldwork, no one mentioned the standard of ten square meters of green 

area per person established in 2014, or the one pushed for in the past years of six square 

meters (GORE RM, 2014; Covarrubias and López, 2017). 

 

What green areas mean for people? 

As I mentioned before, green areas mean different things for different people. 

This reality influences the second factor: what attributes and characteristics are perceived 

to be necessary as good quality public green spaces. Among my interviews with research 

participants and informal conversations, people often highlighted three main qualities. 

The first one is the need for these spaces to have ‘green’ in the form of grass, plants, or 

trees. The ones who lack these ‘green’ elements (and have more cement and dirt) are 

perceived as not being green spaces. “An area of much concrete and without trees and 

grass, is not for me a green space” (Participant #3 – Providencia – wealthy municipality). 

“We don't have many green areas in our municipality, because in them you see a lot of 

dirt without vegetation” (Participant #10 – Cerrillos – low-income municipality). The 

second attribute is the possibility to use them as recreational and leisure spaces. “I think 

of a green area as a place for sports, with skating courts, with a coffee shop where I can 

sit and read. A place where I can do cycling and connect to other bike lanes” (Participant 

#8 – Providencia – wealthy municipality). “Green areas are spaces for recreation and 
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sports. It is where playgrounds are. It is a place to go with family, where you can walk”. 

(Participant #17 – Huechuraba – low-income municipality).  

Lastly, is the need for these spaces to be safe and clean. “A green area has to be 

safe, have surveillance, and always have people cleaning” (Participant #1 – Huechuraba - 

low-income municipality). “Green areas should be like those in the high-income area in 

Santiago, which are always clean” (Participant #13 - Estación Central - low-income 

municipality). These three qualities served to interviewees as parameters to evaluate 

which spaces are better or worse and what green areas qualify as high or low quality. 

Even if there are no official measurements to determine the quality of green areas, 

measuring quality through people’s perception has gradually been positioned into the 

public opinion as shown in the last National Survey of Citizen Perceptions on 

Municipalities (Centro UC Políticas Públicas, 2016). 
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Figure 7. Parque Bicentenario in Vitacura (a wealthy comuna) 

 

The public green area is spacious and well maintained. 
Taken July 2018 by the author. 
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Figure 8. Unnamed green area in Estación Central (a low-income comuna) 
 

 
Space located in Uspallata St./Ocho de Enero St. The public green space presents a 
significant amount of trash, the space is smaller than the one shown from the municipality 
of Vitacura. 
Taken July 2018 by the author. 

 

What spaces are included as public green areas? 

 The last factor, and potentially the one that more impacts public policy around 

urban greening, highlights the lack of consensus about what authorities understand as 

public green space. By analyzing the literature of green spaces in Santiago and 

interviewing municipalities and professionals of the urban, I realized that determining 

what spaces are considered public or private is unclear. For example, some studies, which 

are used to inform municipal authorities, understand spaces with any vegetation on 
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private space (such as highways) within the city as public green areas (Arcos Pino, 2016, 

Ministry of Environment - Chile, 2016). Many of these spaces are not only mentioned as 

beautification tools to make the district more welcoming, as municipal members told me, 

but also are included when measuring the amount of green areas in several municipalities. 

However, the large majority of these spaces are not accessible to potential users. Inner-

city highways are private concessions, which makes it illegal and extremely dangerous to 

try to access them. As a professional of the Department of Cleanliness and Ornament in 

the municipality of Cerrillos told me, green spaces within private city highways are used 

as aesthetics or as green infrastructure to decrease the urban heat island effect or to 

capture rainfall runoff. But even if these purposes contribute to better environmental and 

social outcomes, no resident can access them safely or without legal penalty.  

 These differences of how green areas are perceived and what spaces are counted 

as green areas are significant because they are impacting how these spaces continue to be 

developed and measured. According to the Urban Planning and Construction Law in its 

General Ordinance, a green area is “a surface of land destined preferably for recreation or 

pedestrian circulation, generally formed by plant species and other complementary 

elements” (Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016:369; Centro UC Políticas 

Públicas, 2017:5). The same General Ordinance establishes that a public green area is a 

national good for public use that meets the characteristics of a green area (Gobierno de 

Chile, 2009). Other institutions, like the Centro UC de Políticas Públicas (2017) has 

proposed a more elaborate definition of a public or public access green area. This 

institution defines it as: 
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A space in urbanized areas located within urban settlements, fulfilling 
social, environmental, and economic functions in the territories where they 
are located, and are always characterized by the relevance of vegetation 
according to the geographical area in which it is located, which will 
determine the type of vegetation and the level of predominance of it (5).  

 
Figure 9. Green space in a private urban highway in the comuna of Vitacura 
 

 
 

Green space in Vitacura Av./Presidente Kennedy Av. The space is within a private  
highway, and residents not only are legally discourage to use the space, but it is also 
potentially dangerous to access it.  However, due to the lack of consensus about what 
authorities understand as public green space, municipalities can include them in their 
analysis of the density of green space per comune.  
Taken July 2018 by the author. 
 
 Table 8 shows how academic and government studies have used different criteria 

to calculate the number of green spaces in urban areas. This variety of criteria generates a 
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complicated scenario to develop consistent urban policies  across the region because 

different institutions and municipalities keep using different methodologies. As Guzmán 

and Fundación Mi Parque (2017) argue: 

There is no single criterion in all comunas about what is considered a 
green area. Specifically, some comunas add to the total value of their 
green areas sports spaces (i.e., soccer fields) (Lo Espejo, San Miguel, San 
Ramón, Puente Alto) which results in these values not being fully 
comparable with the comunas that do not have this practice (7).  

 
 This reality gets even more complicated when the government pushes for more 

implementation of green infrastructure (Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016; 

Union Europea, 2014; Benedict and McMahon, 2006). Authorities want to increase 

environmental, social, climatic, and biodiversity benefits to make them compatible with 

urban growth. However, it is difficult to argue if certain green areas, which are included 

as green infrastructure, generate benefits for everyone (as public space) or just for a few 

(as private space) in the comuna (CEA Ayuntamiento de Vitoria-Gasteiz, 2014). This 

clarification is relevant because there is no clear and consistent methodology of what 

green areas are being studied in the first place.    

Table 8. How academics and authorities understand green areas 
 

Author(s) Purpose of the Study Criteria to Determine Green 
Areas  

Reyes y Dobbs, 
2016. 

To know the network of 
green spaces existing in 
urban spaces. 

Parks, plazas, and other spaces 
covered almost exclusively by 
vegetation, including trees, shrubs, 
pastures, perennial crops or forest 
plantations. 
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Arcos Pino, 2016.  To analyze neighborhood 
plazas built within real 
estate projects in 
residential urban zones of 
the periphery.  

A perimeter with “something” 
inside, but it does not necessarily 
respond to residents’ requirements.   
It is not a green patch of the highway 
or an avenue, nor is a private space 
as a Mall.  

Ministry of 
Environment - 
Chile, 2016.  

To measure maintenance 
costs of green spaces. 

Included all public and private green 
spaces. *No specification of what 
public and private means. 

Centro UC de 
Políticas Públicas, 
2017.  

To establish search ranges 
to understand how many 
visits a green area has, 
depending on its extension 
and the distance where 
visitors live. 

It can be acces through public transit 
within the urban radious. It 
eliminates highway green spaces. It 
has to be over 500m2, free and 
accessible, not considered private 
area. It needs to have good and 
consolidated conditions (such as 
bathrooms). It cannot be empty a lot. 
 
Walking Distance 
Minor Plaza (500 - 4.999 m2)  
Main Plaza (5.000 - 19.999 m2) 
 
Public Transportation 
Minor Park (2 ha to less than 10 ha)  
Main Park (10 ha or more)  

ATISBA, 2011.  To understand spatial 
distribution of green areas 
in Santiago.  

Intercommunal and metropolitan 
parks, plazas, strips of land, links or 
streets with public yards, a mass of 
trees and some consolidated grass.  
 
Private sports clubs and empty lots 
with park rules but not consolidated 
were excluded. Small neighborhood 
places were possible omitted.   

Espinosa, 2018.  To highlight that most 
green areas in Chile are 
private. The study belongs 
to the Observatorio de 
Ciudades UC (Truffello, 
Piroska, and Herrera) 

Public green areas: surface 
preferably intended for recreation or 
pedestrian circulation that may or 
may not present vegetation. 
Private green areas: vegetation 
located in private properties, such as 
gardens and courtyards. 
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Clarify what spaces are being considered as green areas becomes fundamental to 

achieve a better distribution of public green spaces in non-wealthy municipalities. The 

Centro UC Políticas Públicas (2017) and Expert #7, a geographer, professor and Project 

Coordinator of an urban think, tank among others, have led the push in this subject. In an 

interview with Expert #7, he shared with me that one scenario that perfectly represents 

this problem is what happens at the municipality of Lo Barnechea:  

The particular case of Lo Barnechea is very complex. Being one of the 
richest municipalities in terms of socioeconomic level, it is the poorer 
municipality in all Chile in terms of accessibility to public green areas. 
This reality has to do with the idea of promoting a city plan linked to the 
model of suburbs, with high levels of spatial self-segregation, which 
causes people to have a patio at home. However, from the standpoint of 
public opinion, there is no development of such a city, resembling what 
happens in the north of Vitacura. Here, there is a large green biomass but 
located in private houses, where the one who cannot afford that standard 
of living, is relegated to having to access public green areas on the other 
side of the comuna. This topic is relevant because it is here where you can 
see the  effective accessibility of public green spaces in each municipality 
(August 31, 2018).   
 

 During fieldwork, I was able to see and experience what Expert #7 argued about 

Lo Barnechea. Before a meeting with an Administrator of a neighborhood board in this 

comuna, I spent time touring the area. After walking for ten minutes, I realized that it was 

a better idea to get a sense of the space by driving. Because not many people were 

walking that morning (only a few domestic workers), I felt that gated communities’ 

guards and even some drivers, which some slowed down the speed of their cars, focused 

their attention at me. It felt threatening, not only by people’s interest in having a clear 

look at who I was, but also, to walk in a space with so many cameras and walls around 

me. I did not feel welcome. I drove around, noticing the private gardens in front of each 
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house and gated community. These spaces were ample and well maintained. At the same 

time, I noticed for the first time in the entire city, that certain public streets have guards 

with physical barriers as well as warnings about who is permitted in those spaces. Guards 

ask for your license driver, plate number, and the name of a resident of that block to go 

through. Street warnings informed you that this space was a guarded sector, arguing that 

‘kids are playing.’ However, in any of my four visits to Lo Barnechea, I saw no kids or 

adults playing or walking on the streets.  

 I kept on driving, and I found a small green area next to a street with no outlet. I 

decided to park and take pictures of that space. The street Camino de La Aguada ended at 

the entrance of Cerro Alvarado. Here I saw a woman running and jumping the fence from 

Cerro Alvarado. I ask her about the main entrance to access the green space, and she said 

that there is no entrance anymore. She even warned me about a guard that keeps watch of 

the space. I did not jump the fence, nor I access the area, but I noticed inside of it a huge 

sign about the construction of condos coming soon. Soon after, I took off towards the 

meeting. At the neighborhood board, I was received by Expert #10, a member of the 

administration of a neighborhood board in the municipality. She explained that contrary 

to what many people believe because there are Cerros around, people could not access 

them. Regarding Cerro Alvarado, Expert #10 told me that: 

For a long time people had illegally accessed the hill, let's call it that, to 
climb the hill and go trekking. The tip of the hill is being processed to 
become a hill island. But that is it. There will be constructions, therefore 
the questioned access that we have today because construction has not 
started, will cease to exist. However, the tip will continue to be public, 
because it is a National Property of Public Use. But  with the construction 
of condos, we will have no access to the public tip of the hill. And this is 
what we are fighting today, that they leave us some access to the hill. But 
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this fight is never easy and is not something that the municipality 
encourages or mediates between the parties (August 10, 2018).  

 
Figure 10. Private green spaces in the front of homes at the comuna of Lo Barnechea 
 

 
 

Manquehue Ote St.  Private green spaces that residents have access to. 
Taken July 2018 by the author. 
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Figure 11. Security and policing approaches to control free circulation in Lo Barnechea  
 

 
 

Camino de La Fragua. Level of security (or policing) in public streets, where a white 
booth for a private security guard next to a security barrier for car entry controls who can 
access that space. 
Taken August 2018 by the author. 
 

The three structural factors analyzed in this section provide a better context to 

understand the frameworks in which the development of public green areas moves among 

authorities and residents in Santiago. The first factor shows how a misleading narrative, 

used in the name of the World Health Organization (WHO), develops a positive or 

negative perception of municipalities’ work upon reaching an unjustified particular 

number of square meters per person. The second factor highlights what green areas mean 

for residents. Recognizing that green areas do not mean the same for different people, it 

is interesting to recognize different patterns found during fieldwork. The first set of 

patterns has a relationship with what green area, as an idea, means for people. For people 
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living in wealthy municipalities, a green area had a more individual influence. It helped 

people to determine their decision to buy or rent a home near a green space. While for 

residents in non-wealthy municipalities, a green space had a more collective outcome. 

For these residents a public green space means an opportunity to connect with other 

people to increase social integration (Matas Colom, 1983; MINVU, 1999; Erazo & 

Jorquera, 2006; Arcos Pinos, 2016), as well as to have a free space that provide equal 

opportunity for everyone to exercise. Additionally, research participants mentioned three 

patterns when indicating what attributes and characteristics are perceived to be necessary 

as good quality public green spaces. Here, residents highlighted: 1) the need for these 

spaces to have ‘green’ in the form of grass, plants, or trees; 2) the possibility to use them 

as recreational and leisure spaces; and 3) the need for these spaces to be safe and clean.  

In the following section, I analyze specifically how public green areas are 

developed. Here, I review the political and economic dynamics intervening in the process 

from the national government to municipalities. I finalize this section unpacking my 

experiences in each of the six municipalities I studied (Vitacura, Providencia, Lo 

Barnechea, Cerrillos, Estación Central, and Huechuraba), and presenting how aligned are 

municipalities’ (experts) agendas with everyday’s people reality in terms of green areas 

demands.  

 

How are Public Green Areas Developed? 

Another essential aspect of green areas is to understand how these spaces are 

created. Urban planning in Chile has several instruments that regulate how cities are 

shaped. The Regulatory Communal Plan and the Sectional Plan are municipal 
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instruments used to organize a comuna. Both municipal plans function under the 

guidelines of the Intercommunal Regulatory Plan and the Regional Urban Development 

Plan dictated by the Regional Ministerial Secretariats of Housing and Urban Planning 

(SEREMI MINVU35), which belong to the government (Vargas and Balmaceda, 2011). 

The SEREMI MINVU defines goals of growth and roles of urban centers, among many 

others. At the same time, every region in Chile elaborates a Regional Plan for Territorial 

Planning (PROT36) that follows the Regional Development Strategy of each Regional 

Government (GORE37) (Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016). All these legal 

actors contribute (or not) to the creation  and improvement of public green areas. 

However, not all of them have the same interests and agendas.   

Nonetheless, even with this complex scenario to develop and improve public 

green areas, the national government plays a vital role in this task. In 2014, the President 

of the Republic, Michelle Bachelet, announced the Chile Green Areas Plan to create and 

conserve urban parks38 in areas of highest deficit and social vulnerability (Ministerio del 

Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016). With this program, the government is supposed to 

incorporate fifteen new urban public parks. This initiative joins the efforts of the Urban 

Parks Program through PARQUEMET39. According to a professional of the Urban Parks 

Program -PARQUEMET, this initiative “does not seek to own all the parks in the 

                                                
35 SEREMI MINVU: Secretaria Regional Ministerial del Ministerio de Vivienda y Urbanismo.  
36 PROT: Plan Regional de Ordenamiento Territorial. 
37 GORE: Gobierno Regional. 
38 Urban Parks: green areas for public use of more than one hectare, located within the urban limits of a 
city or comuna. These areas host several activities related to recreation, sports, worship, culture, science, 
and outdoor tourism (Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016). 
39 PARQUEMET: Parque Metropolitano de Santiago. 
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network, neither build them nor design them. What the program targets is to provide 

maintenance and security”. (August 10, 2018).  

Despite government efforts to improve the reality of public green areas, 

municipalities are the most effective actor in changing the current context. Each 

municipality depends mainly on their budget restrictions, which makes maintenance of 

green spaces the deciding factor in most of the cases. Municipalities can indeed access 

public funding for the creation and maintenance of green areas from the MINVU, the 

GORE, and the Concessions Law of the Ministry of Public Works (MOP40), among other 

sources. Additionally, there are non-governmental organizations, working with funding 

from private companies, dedicated to transforming the reality of public green spaces in 

low-income comunas. Fundación Mi Parque is the leading NGO in the subject. I will 

further address its impact later. At the same time, other local restrictions could prevent 

municipalities from prioritizing their resources into public green spaces. Education, 

health, and housing issues tended to be considered of greater urgency among my 

interviewees. Research participants recognized that economic factors play a significant 

role in how green areas are developed in their comunas, as shown in the following 

quotes: 

It is common that in comunas different than those of the Northeast, what is 
most needed are resources such as money. And because they are poorer 
comunas, they allocate the little they have to other more important things, 
such as creating health centers and daycares. Because of this reality, 
authorities may not worry so much about green areas (Participant #17 – 
Huechuraba – low-income comuna). 

 

                                                
40 MOP: Ministerio de Obras Publicas.  
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It is obvious that municipalities with fewer resources are not going to take 
the time to analyze and understand issues regarding green areas. These 
spaces are not  a priority for authorities in comparison to health, education, 
transportation, and housing issues (Participant #14 - Estación Central - 
low-income comuna). 
 
In the Northeast sector, where people live more comfortably and have 
other concerns, for them it is more important to have great and beautiful 
public green areas. But in other municipalities, the most important things 
are related to health  andsafety (Participant #2 – Providencia – wealthy 
comuna).  

 
Lack of funding across municipalities in Santiago follows hand-in-hand a socio-

economic segmentation and a lack of public green areas and ecosystem services as we 

saw in Chapter Two (Fundación Mi Parque, 2007; Díaz & Armesto, 2003; Reyes Packe 

& Figueroa Aldunce, 2010; CIT-AUI, 2015; Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 

2016; Gallegos, 2016; ATISBA, 2011; Forray et al, 2012). With this reality in mind is 

how Community Development Plans (PLADECOs) elaborate a route map to develop 

green spaces in each municipality (Precht, Reyes and Salamanca, 2016). This process 

contemplates a technical proposal with the future vision of the municipality (residents 

and municipal staff), secure financing and support from the GORE, and implementation 

(evaluations, programs, and management) (SUBDERE, 2009).  

According to Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque (2017), in their detailed study of 

PLADECOs, in analyzing them, it is possible to evaluate the importance of public green 

areas in the development of each comuna. The goals for green areas stated in each 

PLADECO are to increase the amount and maintenance as well as to achieve green and 

sustainable practices. However, these goals are not always met. The municipality of “Lo 

Espejo (2012) in its PLADECO says that all those spaces of public use in operation, lack 
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a logic of distribution in the comuna; rather, they have been built where available space 

allows” (Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque, 2017:6). The Lo Espejo example shows the 

incapability of promoting sustainable and organized development of public green areas 

within each municipality and across the region. This reality is one typical pattern that I 

encountered in the field and one of the many reasons why different municipalities have 

different outcomes of public green spaces. In the next section, I analyze my experiences 

in each of the six municipalities I studied. 

 

It is all about money, some participation, and no planning 

 Despite the many municipal and regional institutions, and hierarchical legal 

context involved to develop and maintain public green spaces, municipalities presented 

clear patterns in their structure that allowed or prevented them to achieve public green 

areas. Economic resources on each comuna ended up being the most determining factor. 

Similarly, the lack of opportunities and information for residents to participate and the 

efforts put in place to change the situation also play a role. And finally, there is an 

understanding that urban planning departments across municipalities or coordinated 

efforts among them (and sometimes within the same municipality) rarely function to 

generate more community participation or more public green spaces. Using interviews 

and personal observations I analyze my experiences with the comunas of Vitacura, 

Providencia, Lo Barnechea, Cerrillos, Estación Central, and Huechuraba to explain the 

diverse narratives involved in this municipality-residents’ relationship regarding public 

green areas.  
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Vitacura 

 Vitacura was one of two municipalities (along with Lo Barnechea) that has the 

department in charge of green areas in the same main building where other municipal 

departments are. As I later noticed, this characteristic sometimes makes a difference in 

how urban planning within the same municipality gets done. I will further address this 

planning issue later in the Solutions section. However, the municipal building is the only 

one inside a public green space, Parque Bicentenario. Here, I interviewed a professional 

of the Green Areas Unit in the Environment Department and a professional of 

Cleanliness, and Ornament. Both were quick to position Vitacura as the wealthiest 

municipality in Chile, highlighting its large human, professional, and economic resources 

within the Direction of Environment, Cleanliness and Ornament:  

We have a large group of professionals dedicated to continuously 
improving the  public green spaces of the comuna. Our annual budget is 
3,600 million for maintenance and 500 million41 for tree cover, and we do 
not receive any help from the government (June 18, 2018).  
 
Regarding the reality of public green area in the municipality, they argued this 

happens because of the vision of the mayor combined with demanding neighbors that 

want to see beautiful spaces. They also recognize that Vitacura as a municipality, and 

particularly Parque Bicentenario, benefits from being close to ‘Sanhattan’42, where many 

international companies and Santiago's high-end financial district are located (Funk, 

2018). They mentioned that Parque Bicentenario attracts people because it creates a great 

image of what Santiago could be, which makes more resources to enter the comuna. As a 

resident mentioned, “wealthy municipalities benefit from having more and better green 
                                                
41 US$ 5,147,894.52 for maintenance and US$ 714,985.35 for tree cover annually.  
42 Sanhattan as a reference to Manhattan, NYC.  
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areas. It makes us look great as if we had a real concern for the environment. But it is not 

true. We want to look better than the rest” (Participant #12 - Vitacura). However, 

municipal staff argued that this process also works the other way around. People in the 

financial district and surrounding area benefit because Parque Bicentenario is close by. 

“Real estate development has benefited in our municipality, also known as cono de alta 

renta (high-income cone), attracting more high-income people, which also benefits the 

municipality in diverse ways. However, we acknowledge that this process has harmed 

others” (June 18, 2018). Both clarify that those people harm, could be those priced out by 

the real estate market, but more often are those who moved to quieter places since the 

inauguration of the Parque Bicentenario in 2010.  
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Figure 12. Parque Bicentenario in Vitacura 
 

 
 

View of Sanhattan from Parque Bicentenario. Sanhattan in the Central Business District 
of Santiago and is constantly portrayed in Google as an image of what Santiago is or 
represents.  
Taken July and June 2018 by the author. 
 

They also referred to the participation (or lack of it) that residents have to develop 

public green areas. “Residents do not have direct channels to participate. When a project 

is designed and determined by the experts in the municipality, it is presented to the 

community, and not before” (June 18, 2018). From that point on, residents can only call 

or send an email to complain. However, these two communication tools in no form can 

change the decisions already made. A resident confirmed this reality by stating that: 

I have no real participation tools in the development of green areas of my 
comuna. I do not feel included. You always see a park there and you never 
know where it came from. How a green area develops in this comuna is an 
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imposition and something that seems difficult to change (Participant #4 – 
Vitacura – wealthy comuna).  
 
Another topic mentioned by both municipal staff was the incapacity of other 

municipalities to reach similar green spaces as Vitacura, due to a lack of municipal 

mindset that privileges green spaces. Both referred to the idea that developing another 

Parque Bicentenario or having more green spaces can be achieved by non-wealthy 

municipalities or poor comunas. “There are collaborations and agreements that we have 

done with other comunas that go beyond donating money or providing technical support, 

which could potentially benefit those municipalities. But what those municipalities need 

is something else. A mindset in each municipality” (June 18, 2018). Both staff members 

did not make any references to the several needs that municipalities and residents in low-

income spaces have regarding housing, health services, and education, among many 

others.  

 Overall, it was clear that both professionals were aware of the benefits and 

privileges that Vitacura and its residents have, which go beyond public green areas. 

However, there was no critique or analysis at the disparity of how those privileges are 

present in the community in comparison to the vast majority of municipalities in 

Santiago. In no case, was this disparity connected to structural processes (different than 

an economic) that go beyond the municipal frontier, and many ideas mentioned in the 

interview did not represent everyday reality outside the comuna. Unless many structural 

changes occur in Chilean laws, public green areas in Vitacura will never be replicated in 

poor municipalities. Vitacura is the wealthiest municipality in Chile. Most of its schools, 

club sports, and health institutions are private. It has the most expensive real estate in the 
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market, and even has the most exclusive mall, Casa Costanera, that only sells luxury 

products, making them difficult to buy for most people. The majority of the residents in 

this comuna have other everyday realities and expectations in comparison to people in 

Cerrillos, Estación Central, and Huechuraba.  

 At the same time, in Vitacura, it was the only space where I was verbally 

reminded about who belongs to what space. In my interview with municipal staff, the 

idea about the quality of life came out constantly. “Quality of life does not always work 

for all residents, since some visitors do not know how to behave or act as the sector 

deserves” (June 18, 2018). A resident added that:  

I am a rational being, that tries not to discriminate, I should not do it. But 
it happens to me that when I go to Parque Bicentenario with my family, I 
feel, it is hideous what I am going to say, but it is a sensation, not because 
they are not blond, nor can I speak of a level of people, but it is clear that 
there are people from other comunas who do not live here. People come to 
enjoy the park, and I'm glad for it. But the fact that poor people come to 
more privileged areas does generate problems. One notices differences. 
These people can do what they want, but without affecting the rights and 
tranquility of the rest (Participant #4 – Vitacura – wealthy comuna).  

 
 I recognize that the idea about (‘right’) culture (or lack of it) of using public green 

spaces was often mentioned across municipalities, but the idea of who belongs or who 

can be in a particular space just came up in Vitacura. I will develop these ideas of culture 

and belonging in Chapter Four. However, in my interviews with staff members and 

residents of Vitacura, no one mentioned the intentions of public housing within the 

municipality, or ideas about social inclusion. Neither does anyone refer to the families 

displaced during the military dictatorship, people that were here before Vitacura became 

richer.  
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Providencia 

In this municipality, I spoke with a professional of Environment, Cleanliness, 

Ornament, and Maintenance of the comuna. Before this meeting, I noticed that the 

municipality made several news related to green areas. Also, I heard several times about 

the quality of living that residents have in Providencia. Connectivity, perception of 

security, and vast amounts of public green areas were mentioned continuously. 

According to the professional, Providencia has almost two hundred public green spaces. 

The municipality includes in this estimation parks, plazas, vegetation on sidewalks as 

well as on spaces separating streets. However, as the professional stated:  

In Providencia, there are no projects to create more public green areas 
because we have no more space. Everything is already built, and it's hard 
to keep growing. You have to think about how to accommodate and 
upgrade green spaces to address other issues like climate change (June 19, 
2018). 
 

 Regardless of the limitation to keep developing new public green spaces, the 

professional argued that if Providencia wants to keep being an attractive space for young 

people and families to live, the municipality has to make efforts to create a more 

sustainable comuna. These efforts have focused on being more efficient using water 

resources to maintain green spaces as well as to be more inclusive with communities to 

co-remodel these spaces.  

One of our biggest issues regarding green areas is the need for water. This 
is why we are working with the World Bank to find ways to secure water 
for the future, but not only for Providencia, but also for Vitacura, La 
Reina, and other municipalities that need this resource. We have the 
technology and we need to use it (June 19, 2018).  
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 According to the professional, this type of strategy responds to a more proactive 

approach rather than a reactive one, which she mentioned, has been the status quo among 

authorities in the past.  

  Regarding inclusion strategies for the co-remodeling of public green spaces, the 

municipal staff member highlighted that since the arrival of the new major Evelyn 

Matthei in 2016, efforts have increased. “Every time that the municipality remodels a 

green space, it uses mechanisms to include resident’s input to meet their requirements” 

(June 19, 2018). The professional mentioned that in the past, green areas did not include 

participatory processes. Architects designed and executed the project. But the co-

remodeling of La Alcaldesa Plaza in 2017 marked a milestone for resident’s participation 

in the comuna. To better understand this co-remodeling or co-creation process, the 

professional of Environment, Cleanliness, Ornament, and Maintenance suggested me to 

talk to the professional of Citizen Participation and Territory in the Department of 

Community Organizations in Providencia.  

This new professional explained that since 2017, massive processes of 

participation have occurred in the municipality:  

We invite all neighbors via email and flyers that live three or four blocks 
around the green space that we want to intervene. In that meeting you find 
the major with directors of several municipal departments asking residents 
about their requirements. Notes are taken for the professionals who will 
create a model. Then, we call for a second meeting, where we present to 
neighbors a final project with their input. Here, we explain the results, 
answer complaints, and take further suggestions. Then we have a third 
meeting to make sure we have addressed all concerns, presenting again a 
final project in a powerpoint presentation. After these steps, we set a date 
to close the green space to start working on it and agreed on the deadlines. 
When the remodeling of the green space is done, we have an inauguration 
ceremony, inviting neighbors and community members. Three months 
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after each project is inaugurated, we follow-up with residents to see the 
results (July 6, 2018).  
 

Figure 13. Revitilized Rio de Janeiro Plaza in Providencia 
 

 
The green area has been co- remodeled using, according to municipality staff, a more 
community-driven approach. The green area has amenities and facilities for diverse uses, 
such as a bike share, playgrounds, and dog park. Also, the space seems well maintained 
and free of trash. 
Taken August 2018 by the author. 
 
 The professional  of Citizen Participation and Territory mentioned that to generate 

inclusive changes in a public green space is necessary to connect with neighbors. People 

from the Urban and Environmental Advisory spent several weeks analyzing green spaces, 

seeing what works, how equipment is used, talking and getting to know the residents 

using the area as well as those living nearby. Staff performs semi-structured interviews 

with a hundred people in each space. All these analyzes help to prioritize what green 

areas should be addressed first:  
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These processes of participation are fascinating because in Providencia, 
your counterpart (residents) are professionals or experts, and many times 
they know more than you about one aspect of the process, making it much 
richer. This reality means that the municipality has not decided everything 
(July 6, 2018).  

 
 This vis-a-vis dynamic between authorities and residents is explained as not only 

more community participation but also a validation of knowledge and experiences 

coming from people perceived as equals, because they are also ´professionals with formal 

education or because they also live in a wealthy municipality.  

However, the professional argued that municipalities still need better mechanisms 

to generate more inclusive participation. He said that Providencia is moving from 

standard participation (survey) to promote a Participatory Dialogue approach for public 

green areas:  

Participatory Dialogue allows municipal staff to understand that 
community participation is at the service of municipal management and 
not against it. This realization makes a huge difference because it 
generates better communication among authorities and faster times to 
deliver the results that people want. Remember that normally there is no 
good communication between the departments of each municipality (July 
6, 2018).  
 
The professional mentioned that new strategies to promote more community 

participation are the right move for every municipality. “We cannot forget that our 

national participation law is bad, poorly designed, poorly defined, has poor content, and 

has been badly manipulated” (July 6, 2018). The professional, in his duty to find more 

resources to improve participation in Providencia, received municipal support to pursue a 

postgraduate education in the area of Public Policy in Local Management. Also, he 

highlighted that the work unit in which he participates is formed by a multidisciplinary 
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team of professionals (journalists, sociologists, lawyers, social workers, political 

scientists, agronomist) that received a high salary for their job, which generates better 

results.  

 Regarding collaboration across municipalities, both professionals, from 

Environment, Cleanliness, Ornament, and Maintenance as well as from Citizen 

Participation and Territory in the Department of Community Organizations, stated that 

this is not common because each municipality works independently, looking only for its 

interests. Both mentioned that potential collaborations depend on the political party that 

each major represents. The professional from Citizen Participation and Territory stated 

that “it would be great if  adjoining municipalities could co-create projects together, such 

as bike paths. The results would be much better than what we have now” (July 6, 2018). 

Similarly, the professional from Environment, Cleanliness, Ornament, and Maintenance 

argued that there are some informal channels of communication between municipalities 

where information is shared.  

It is usually a phone call conversation with some colleagues that I know 
from Vitacura, Las Condes, Ñuñoa, and Santiago. We ask each other 
about how they resolved a particular problem or what is the best approach 
for a specific licitation or grant. I think that this collaboration works, but at 
the end of the day, majors are the ones in charge and projects can get 
rejected, and we have to follow that decision. As a technician, my role is 
to detect problems, propose solutions, and generate alliances. My job ends 
after I send the project (June 19, 2018).  
 

 During both interviews, I noticed that both professionals acknowledged the 

privileges of the comuna. These privileges translate into a good quality of living for 

residents, which includes several public green spaces with continuous maintenance as 

well as economic resources for the municipality to implement changes and fulfill 
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people’s requirements. However, both professionals were also aware that without 

constant adaptation to new demands, such as access to water for maintenance, sustainable 

practices, and community participation, green areas would be affected. And both knew 

that the reality of green areas in Providencia is unique across the region and one that 

attracts young professionals and families, companies and businesses, as well as the real 

estate market. All of these actors contribute to the economic well-being of the 

municipality. Prvidencia’s context is why investing in public green spaces and 

community participation is not only the right thing to do, but it is also convenient.  

As one resident put it:  

We as a family are privileged. We have a great economic situation, and 
this is why we can live in this comuna and close to a green space (La 
Alcaldesa Plaza). But we recognize that even with economic resources 
sometimes, it is difficult to find a place to live in Providencia, because 
everyone wants to live here (Participant #3 - Providencia).  
 
However, not everything about more green spaces in the comuna is positive. The 

idea of Providencia becoming a more appealing place to live for everyone has also 

contributed to gentrification: 

Housing taxes and real estate companies are forcing us to leave. The 
neighborhood has become fashionable, and with my retirement income, it 
is not enough to sustain myself, so I have to be creative to survive. I have 
to use  practices that are not always legal or regulated if I want to stay in 
Providencia, in the house where I grew up  (Participant #6 – Providencia – 
wealthy comuna).  
 

 The professional of Environment, Cleanliness, Ornament, and Maintenance also 

mentioned that access to green spaces like in Vitacura, Providencia, and Las Condes 

should not be only for people with high-income that can live in those municipalities. She 
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added that better realities could be achieved in low-income comunas if collaboration 

practices  between high and low-income comunas are established: 

Providencia gives twenty-five percent of its income to the Municipal 
Common Fund, as stated by the law. These resources go to the State to be 
distributed to smaller and poorer municipalities. These resources help, but 
sometimes it makes it complicated to compare the realities of green areas 
across municipalities. Sometimes, poor municipalities have great 
practices, but they do not have money, and collaboration is not a common 
practice (June 19, 2018).  

 
Overall, Providencia was the municipality where I noticed more attention towards 

finding better strategies to improve community participation in the redevelopment of 

public green spaces. However, the narrative and efforts that I saw and heard from the 

standpoint of the municipality were not reflected among my interviews with residents of 

the comuna. None of the residents knew how green areas are (re)developed nor has 

participated in a community process. Many of them argued that getting information about 

what happens in the comuna is rare, but they highlighted that if someone continually 

reaches the municipality, you may get in touch with the right person, but that takes too 

many attempts, and people leave it. “It is possible that those channels to give your 

opinion and to be listening for real may exist. But we do not know about them, nor we 

know people with those experiences” (Participant #11 – Providencia – wealthy comuna). 

This reality reflects that meaningful community participation does not work, even if more 

economical and human resources are established to improve this reality.  
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Lo Barnechea 

 When I talked to professional of the Green Areas Department: Directorate of 

Environment, Cleanliness, and Ornament, I realized how little I knew this municipality. I 

have not had friends or family living here, or a reason, different than playing soccer more 

than fifteen years ago, to be in this space. I had almost no idea about what to expect in 

this comuna on my way to the interview. What surprised me the most was the faster that I 

got there from the municipality of Cerrillos, where I was doing another interview. A route 

that by public transit takes one hundred and ten minutes, driving took me twenty. Within 

the municipality I saw many new luxury buildings being promoted, several luxury car 

dealerships showing models that I did not know existed, and a vast amount of green 

spaces that I assumed were public. This comuna did not replicate the Santiago that I knew 

or the one that I was navigating for this project.  

 In the interview, the professional explained that recently, the Department of 

Green Areas was redesigned to make the unit of Parks, Gardens, and Green Areas more 

focused on the urban planning of these spaces. She mentioned that Lo Barnechea has one 

and a half million square meters of green spaces and has destined six billion for 

maintenance and three hundred millions43 for improvements for the year 2019. These 

amounts come to the municipality, mainly, as car circulation permits. The professional 

added that for laborers of maintenance, the municipality uses two private companies, 

Núcleo Paisajismo and Eco-Green. “We have technical service inspectors supervising 

these jobs. All green areas are visited monthly, which allows us to improve the standard 

we want for the comuna” (June 22, 2018). She said that the municipality has a criteria to 

                                                
43 US$ 8,376,600.00 for maintenance and US$ 418,830.00 for improvements. 
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evaluate these spaces in terms of cleanliness, gardening, irrigation, and lawn condition. 

“Everything has to be without weeds, free of leaves, graffiti-free materials, pruning 

accordingly, drinking fountains properly working, and sanitary bag dispensers for 

animals with bags. We fine the company when the bases are not met” (June 22, 2018). 

Regarding community participation, the professional highlighted that:  

We do not have a form or a standardized process of how people 
communicate  with the municipality to request more green areas or 
changes on them. There is no  protocol. A telephone call, an email, a direct 
letter to the mayor or a face-to-face  visit can be used if someone wants to 
reach out (June 22, 2018).  
 
Residents, through the Territorial Office, which works as a liaison between the 

neighbors and the municipality, make requests to the Department of Green Areas to 

analyze the technical feasibility of executing a project. Regardless of not having a 

protocol or form to request more participation, she mentioned that the community is very 

active and participates in the development of green spaces. However, in my experience 

talking to research participants, I noticed that no one felt included in any process or knew 

why so many green spaces were not public. A resident stated that:  

In Lo Barnechea there are a great number of green areas. Hills surround 
us, but all of them are private. There is so much ignorance on the part of 
the people about this, and the municipality takes advantage of it. And 
when you realize that is a private space, because apartments and houses 
are being constructed or when a private guard stops you from using the 
space, you realized that is too late to do something (Participant #27 - Lo 
Barnechea – wealthy comuna).  
 
Similarly, Expert #10, a member of the administration of a neighborhood board in 

the municipality, also referred to her experience when her community tried to participate 

with what would happen with two public green spaces in her neighborhood: El Canelo 

Plaza and El Tranque Plaza: 



 104 

For El Canelo, we received the news that the municipality was going to 
turn this public space into a private Spa. And in El Tranque, the major 
wanted to develop a private gym. Both projects are wrong because the 
municipality does not  understand the needs of the neighborhood, so we 
have opposed both projects. We want to preserve the social fabric of this 
area, not changing it (August 10, 2018).  
 
Residents in Lo Barnechea, as well in Vitacura and Providencia, also replicated a 

different narrative of what the municipality says or perceives when talking about their 

commitment to community participation. 

Figure 14. Fencing of Cerro Alvarado in Lo Barnechea 

 
Cerro Alvarado, which is understood as a public green space for some residents and 
municipal staff, has its access restricted.  
Taken August 2018 by the author. 

 As occurred in Vitacura and Providencia as well, two other patterns repeated. 

First, the professional of the Green Areas Department: Directorate of Environment, 

Cleanliness, and Ornament recognizes that the reality of green areas in Lo Barnechea is a 
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privilege in comparison to other municipalities in Santiago (even if many green spaces 

are private). “Economic resources are indeed important, but what is more fundamental is 

to have the political will. And here, green areas are a priority” (June 22, 2018). She 

mentioned that this priority is due to the belief that by improving green spaces, social 

issues will improve as well. The professional highlighted that green areas and 

environmental issues have become essential topics for residents in the last five years: 

When I arrived at this Department six years ago, the work team was 
becoming organized and these topics were becoming trendier. All these 
changes happened because of the major, who supported projects and 
channeled funds into  professionalizing this work unit. Now the people 
that work here have technical and professional degrees related to the field 
(June 22, 2018).  

 
 And the second pattern is that collaboration with other municipalities also 

happens in an informal form: 

On several occasions, other municipalities have called us and used us as a 

reference for projects in their green areas. This collaboration is not formal, 

and residents tend to never know about it. When we go to seminars, you 

meet colleagues and create professional relationships that can help you in 

the future, mainly as a network to consult (June 22, 2018).  

 

Cerrillos 

 Days before meeting a professional of the Department of Cleanliness and 

Ornament and a professional of the Green Areas Department, I received several safety 

warnings. Family and friends told me that going to this municipality was a wrong 

decision. It was true that I did not know this municipality well, and my prior visits were 
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more than twenty years ago. I did not know what to expect, but people around me 

constantly commented about poverty and crime issues affecting this space. The day of the 

interview, I noticed that it was a comuna with a high number of houses rather than 

buildings, which gave me a feeling of community. I saw people walking from one home 

to another, talking to their neighbors and petting their neighbors’ dogs. It felt like a vida 

de barrio, where everyone knows everybody. However, I did not see a public green space. 

I had to go with the professional of the Green Areas Department to Parque San Luis 

Orione (as described before) and Parque Bicentenario of Cerrillos, to see green areas in 

the comuna.  

 In the interview, the professional of the Department of Cleanliness and Ornament 

mentioned that the lack of public green spaces was due to the lack of a clear urban 

planning process within the municipality: 

As a Department of Green Areas, we do not have the capacity to achieve 
efficient and effective projects that reflect what people want. We have 
received resources from the Regional Government to improve or create 
green areas, but our superiors have decided instead to install exercise 
machines in random spaces. However, residents do not want those 
machines. Our neighbors want equipment and more area for children. Our 
staff, who is much more in touch with communities, knows how these 
spaces should be developed, but because the money comes to us, we have 
to follow orders. Our role is to review the project and help to execute, but 
in this process, we are not able to improve elements like community 
participation (June 27, 2018).  

 
The professional highlighted that years ago, as a Department, they had the 

resources to work with neighbors to create a more participatory process regarding green 

spaces:  

We called it Micro- Neighborhood Projects. We asked neighbors to draw 
what they wanted in a particular space, what equipment and where to put 
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it. Residents took those spaces with pride and changed them for good. But 
because our municipality has minimal resources, that project ended after 
two years (June 27, 2018).  
 
Both professionals mentioned that they had multiple meetings with community 

members, providing due dates for each project and making commitments with residents, 

so authorities and neighbors could take care of the green area. Both municipal staff 

argued that people were very involved in this process, and for this reason, many projects 

were planned before economic resources ran out.  

Figure 15. A community plan to develop a green area in the comuna of Cerrillos 

Draw made by residents of the José María Caro Community #96 during a neighborhood 
planning meeting to determine how residents want the development of green areas in 
their community. 
Taken July 2018 by the author. 
 

Now, new green area projects in Cerrillos are developed by the real estate market. 

Because of the General Law of Construction Planning, the real estate market is obligated 

to develop a percentage of private green space for gated communities. In this context, the 
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municipality can only oversee what type of material and equipment is used to ensure a 

minimum level of quality. This reality generates that community participation is almost 

nonexistent. The professional of the Department of Cleanliness and Ornament stated that:  

Environmental issues and how to treat green spaces are not taken with the 
responsibility that is required in Cerrillos. Perhaps we have made a bad 
diagnosis, and residents feel frustrated about it. Without resources, it is 
hard to maintain them if we are able to create them in the first place. 
Because people are not actively participating, they do not feel these spaces 
as their own, which makes the problem worse (June 27, 2018).  
 
Both interviwees believed that community participation is the key to more and 

better public green spaces in Cerrillos:  

If we have more community participation, and resources, of course, we 
can do better diagnostics and create projects from the bottom-up, rather 
than assess them when they have already been approved by other 
departments in the municipality. If we work right, we could tackle many 
questions that we do not have an answer for, such as what people want 
from green spaces, who are using these spaces, and what type of green 
area do we need (June 27, 2018).  
 
However, both acknowledge that political will is fundamental for this to happen. 

Some authorities have a lot of weight in these decisions, and many are also concerned 

about other issues affecting Cerrillos, such as drug trafficking and the lack of services in 

some areas of the comuna. 

 Logistic issues were also mentioned to achieve better outcomes regarding green 

areas. They recognize that as Department of Cleanliness and Ornament as well as 

Department of Green Areas, they are geographically far from the Department of Public 

Works and other units within the municipality. In their experience, this reality creates 

difficulties to generate agreements, coordinate projects, and develop a personal and 
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professional network among municipal staff. The professional of the Department of 

Cleanliness and Ornament highlighted that: 

 Other municipal units think that we spend too much money, without knowing 
 why we do it. This situation happens because we do not sit down and talk. It is 
 bad planning. They think we choose the most expensive alternative, but if you do 
 not do it correctly at the beginning, you will end up spending double or triple 
 later. But I think this dynamic is also what occurs at the government level as well. 
 There is no synchrony between government and municipalities (June 27, 2018).  
 

Both professionals commented on the inconveniences that Metro and 

Transantiago44 brought to their units, even if having these transportation options are good 

for residents. These two projects came from the government to their units without 

funding for cleaning and green areas, generating a faster deterioration of the new spaces. 

The professional of the Department of Cleanliness and Ornament stated that “neighbors 

see these spaces with trash and poorly maintained green areas, and get mad with us, but 

they do not know that the lack of planning comes from the national government” (June 

27, 2018). The professional of Green Areas Department commented that this lack of 

planning gets worse in other comunas that have even fewer resources for these types of 

projects. She remembered how people from the Public Works Ministry recognized to her 

that there is not uncommon that there are no professionals with enough knowledge about 

green areas, such as landscape designers and environmentalists, during the planning 

process of new urban infrastructure containing green spaces. “Authorities want green 

areas, but they forget about irrigation, drainage, and type of trees. The value of landscape 

or environmental studies is still not considered, resulting in unsustainable projects” (June 

27, 2018).  
                                                
44 Transantiago is the public transportation system that serves Chile’s capital, and it refers mainly to buses. 
Since March, 2019, Transantiago was rebranded as Red Metropolitana de Movilidad.  
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 Regarding collaboration among municipalities, both mentioned that this is rare, 

mainly because of different political ideologies of majors. Both agreed that the well-

being of Cerrillos should be above political agendas that currently are preventing better 

opportunities for this and other comunas. The professional of Green Areas Department 

mentioned that:  

Cerrillos has a lot of potential. If you compare us to Providencia, we have 
space to develop more green areas. We have the Zanjón de la Aguada, and 
like many other comunas, we could make flood parks. However, that idea 
has not been considered in Cerrillos (June 27, 2018).  

 
 According to both interviewees, having another big green area in the Zanjón de la 

Aguada, as a flooding park, would contribute to the benefits that Parque Bicentenario of 

Cerrillos already provides to the community. But Parque Bicentenario belongs to the 

government (SERVIU), and the municipality of Cerrillos does not have much say in what 

occurs there.  

Additionally, there are more structural problems preventing Cerrillos from having 

a different reality of public green areas. Residents of Cerrillos tend to be less exposed to 

diverse realities regarding green areas as compared to residents of Vitacura and 

Providencia, which have more resources to travel, allowing them to compare their 

realities to others. Also, Cerrillos has a significant amount of industries in comparison to 

municipalities in the northeast area, that contribute to contamination, affecting primarily 

the quality of air. Also, the Department of Green Areas has limited staff members, 

making it hard to cover everything that should be done and almost impossible to generate 

community participation. As the professional of the Department of Cleanliness and 

Ornament put it: 
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It is probably that our staff members go to work to another municipality, 
because here the municipality has not valued tehm. This reality happens to 
too many professionals because they have got bored that their work is not 
valued. If our professionals had the right resources to do what they know 
how to do, many urban failures would have been prevented (June 27, 
2018). 
 

Estación Central 

 In the weeks before the interview with a professional of the Directorate of 

Cleanliness and Ornament and a urban advisor of the municipality, Estación Central 

made daily news about what people and news report called vertical ghettos. In prior 

decades, Estación Central was a municipality characterized by homes and low density in 

comparison to adjoining municipalities. But now, people talked about tall new buildings 

with fifteen or more studio departments (15m2 to 22m2) on each floor being developed 

for individuals and couples that wanted to live closer to Santiago Centro and the 

Northeast area of the city, where work is located, but at a much lower rent. The idea of 

these buildings was to provide a place to sleep, considering that because of proximity and 

good connectivity (Metro and Transantiago), people would do social life and work in 

other municipalities. However, these buildings are used mainly by large groups of people 

and immigrants that live crammed to save money. This reality generates that people have 

to wait in lines, sometimes twenty minutes, to get into the elevator. Additionally, none of 

the new buildings that I visited provide public or private green spaces for the community 

(within or outside the building complex). This scenario was worrisome because, around 

that dense area full of new buildings, there were no public green spaces at all. 
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Figure 16. Apartment building construction in the comuna of Estación Central 
 

 
 

Massive building apartments on Ecuador Ave. These buildings are known in Chile as 
‘vertical ghettos.’  
Taken August 2018 by the author. 
 

The only green spaces that I was able to see and use were Los Alerces, Ex 

Vertedero Lo Errázuriz, and Parque Bernardo Leighton. As the urban advisor explained 

to me, the last two spaces have been a dump and a well site respectively, both filled to 

create these green areas. He highlighted that “because the municipality does not have the 

economic resources to generate expropriatory capacity, it is only able to work with 

residual spaces that remain unused” (June 25, 2018). When I visited Ex Vertedero Lo 

Errázuriz, I spent several minutes trying to find it because I did not know it was behind 

walls. I then noticed that this characteristic was also a complication for other people to 

realize that behind walls was a public green space. The area was vast, with a lot of trees 

and grass, something that my interviewees wanted to see in a green space. It also had a 
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free communal area for barbeques and celebrations. However, not many people were 

using the space on a Saturday afternoon. With the people that I talked to in here, several 

told me that it was their first or second time coming because they still feel uncomfortable 

that it was a dumpsite before. Their discomfort was generated by the possibility of 

breathing contaminated gases coming from underneath the ground.  

When I Arrived at Parque Bernardo Leighton, I did it by chance. Right after 

visiting Ex Vertedero Lo Errázuriz, I kept on navigating the comuna to look for more 

green spaces. As soon as I saw Parque Bernardo Leighton, I noticed the contrast to the 

previous space. This green area had much more people, many from different countries. I 

met Peruvians playing volleyball, Haitians training soccer, Colombians cooking and 

dancing, and Chileans playing with kites and riding bikes. It was a very heterogeneous 

scenario, and it felt a welcoming space for everyone, sensation that I did not feel in many 

other green areas in Santiago. Even if the Parque was enormous, with a significant 

amount of grass and trees as my research participants liked, it was clear that it needed its 

maintenance. Felipe Muñoz, council member of the comuna, highlighted that: 

Parque Bernardo Leighton is a luxury for what we have within the 
municipality. It is a garden in the desert. It is a space comparable to green 
areas administered by  the PARQUEMET (with government resources). 
However, because it is used a lot, there are several things that have to be 
fixed and better maintained. It is a green area that is in the heart of the Los 
Nogales community, a popular neighborhood that needs these types of 
spaces (August 21, 2018).  
 
The people that I talked to using the space expressed that they frequently come 

because it is the closest public green area to their homes that looks like one of the 

northeast section of Santiago.  



 114 

Figure 17. Ex Vertedero Lo Errázuris in the comuna of Estación Central 
 

 
 

Ex Vertedero Lo Errázuriz is is well-maintain and spacious. However, it lacks amenities 
and infrastructure as green spaces in Providencia and Vitacura, such as an artificial 
lagoon, bike share program, dog park, and playground, among others. 
Taken August 2018 by the author. 

 
For the professional of the Directorate of Cleanliness and Ornament and council 

member Felipe Muñoz, the lack of green space in the municipality is connected with the 

idea of prioritizing land for economic gains through the real estate market. This reality 

makes building construction, using land space almost exclusively for it, more profitable 

than creating green areas. According to Muñoz, the municipality received more than five 

US$  millions in building permits in recent years. The professional posits that for the 

municipality, real estate generates economic development for the comuna, creates jobs, 

and attracts businesses. From the urban advisor’s perspective, this view to privilege 

financial gains becomes worse due to the lack of urban planning within the comuna. He 

stated that “as a municipality, we do not have our regulatory plan, one that reflects the 

new realities that exist in Santiago” (June 25, 2018). The lack of urban planning prevents 
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them from regulating what outcomes result when the real estate market wants to 

intervene in the comuna.  

The urban advisor highlighted that the failure to develop urban planning for the 

municipality puts Estación Central in a worse position when authorities use the 

Metropolitan Regulatory Plan of Santiago. He stated that: 

This Regulatory Planis is permissive and allows a wide range of 
interpretations of the norm that is not clearly defined, generating that 
private companies and people with political capital come to our comuna 
and profit from it without generating  any benefits, like public green areas 
for our residents (June 25, 2018).  
 
This situation forced Estación Central to start the development of a Communal 

Regulatory Plan to better control future real estate development, among other projects, 

considering environmental impacts, new transit and public transportation scenarios, and 

density capacity across the municipality. Both professionals I spoke from the 

municipality of Estación Central, agreed that what happened in the comuna with the real 

estate boom is the result of reactive policy approach rather than a proactive one. The 

urban advisor added that: 

We knew that the real estate boom problems were coming, but higher 
authorities did not give it urgency. The Ministry of Housing did not do it 
either when it corresponded. The Ministry revised the law when the 
comuna already had  more than seventy buildings standing (June 25, 
2018). 
 
The professional of the Directorate of Cleanliness and Ornament highlighted that 

the incapacity to develop more green spaces also depends on the will of the major, his 

assessor units, the lack of cooperation among municipalities, and how much people from 

the comuna ask for these spaces: 
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Even if people ask for more green areas, water requirements are the main 
issues that prevent this from happening. Sometimes, the only form to 
supply water is through a tank truck, which during the summer months 
does not give the ability to keep the grass in good condition, which forces 
you to spend more resources in an unsustainable way (June 25, 2018).  
 
He added that when residents ask for more green areas, through email, phone call, 

or letter, this petition enters a pool of community requirements, and from there the 

municipality decides whether this is needed or not. A final decision is taken by the 

Directorate of Cleanliness and Ornament or the Planning Directorate (SECPLA)45, which 

distributes the annual resources. If the petition is accepted, experts within the 

municipality only, decide how much grass, equipment, walking paths would be, among 

other design determinations.  

 However, the same professional argued that there is another approach to develop 

public green spaces in Estación Central: 

Some times, neighbors decide they want more green spaces, but they are 
willing to do the maintenance of that space and to collaborate with 
resources to create it. This approach is a more community-driven process. 
As a Directorate, we believe that under this approach, space will last 
longer, because people are invested in the area, and many times, residents 
are the ones putting the materials for the job. In this case, residents only 
need municipal authorization (June 25, 2018).  

 
 In his experience, community participation is increasing, which makes green areas 

more appealing for residents. However, this approach depends on residents’ resources, 

which often are limited among the comuna. He also referred to this community driven 

process as influenced by the municipal budget: 

                                                
45 SECPLA: Dirección de Planificación. 
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Forty percent of green areas’ budget goes to reparations, which in 
comparison to  other comunas like Vitacura is much higher. In Vitacura, 
many residents have  green space in their homes, and in Estación Central, 
people are forced to go to public areas, which inevitably damages much 
faster the few areas that we have (June 25, 2018).  

 
 According to the professional, the budget for green areas in Estación Central is 

the third highest after salaries and trash.  

 Among research participants and residents of Estación Central that I talked to, no 

one knew how public green areas are developed. Many assumed that someone inside the 

municipality makes the decisions, but the idea of community participation sounded like a 

perfect idea. No one knew about a participatory process or know someone that 

participated in one. As stated by one research participant, almost all agreed that “if one 

asks the municipality for anything, that might take months to be addressed, and by the 

time you receive an answer, it is already late, because you are dealing with other or more 

issues” (Participant #13 - Estación Central – low-income comuna). Other interviewees 

argue that the incapacity of the municipality to generate inclusive processes with 

community members is because green areas do not generate revenues for authorities. 

“Why would the municipality want to develop more green spaces for the people of this 

comuna. The majority are not wealthy or have many resources. But when developers 

come, they do bring more income to certain people” (Participant #14 - Estación Central – 

low-income comuna). Council member Muñoz emphasized that “no one knows where 

those five US$  millions in building permits that the municipality received are” (August 

21, 2018). 

Regarding sustainability, the same professional recognized that this topic is new 

in many comunas across Chile, but within that novelty, Estación Central is searching for 
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methods to decrease the amount of water used for green areas’ maintenance. “We are 

trying to decrease the amount of grass and increase hard surface in these spaces while 

using vegetation of low water requirements. This approach serves to achieve the green 

perception that people want while meeting the WHO standards” (June 25, 2018). The 

idea is to achieve twenty percent of grass cover and eighty percent of hard surface, that 

according to him, may appear as a bad strategy for residents, but it is a more sustainable 

reality for the municipality. He mentioned that with a more sustainable approach 

regarding water and economic resources, potentially, more spaces can be recuperated for 

the well-being of residents. And I was able to see that approach in real life when I visited  

Ex Vertedero Lo Errázuriz and Parque Bernardo Leighton. However, this approach does 

not always generate the expected outcomes when people are afraid of potentially 

contaminated gases affecting their health.  

 As both interviewees argued, the realities of public green areas in Estación 

Central will hardly improve without political will and economic resources. However, the 

urban advisor emphasized that beyond those two main factors, the development of public 

green areas in low-income comunas in general will never be achieved as long as deficient 

and disconnected urban planning prevail from the government to municipalities and 

among communal authorities. He added that: 

The fact that Estación Central or other non-wealthy comunas aspire to 
realities such as those in the Northeast sector of the city is because the 
Metropolitan Region has not been fully planned. There is no an 
estructurated urban planning for the city. Each comuna works for its 
benefit without thinking of the benefit of the city as a whole. Experts are 
not thinking that the same investing in the Northeast of the city (wealthy 
municipalities), should be invested as well in the south as well. Because 
these inequalities are not addressed, we will continue dealing with the 
same problems for the next twenty or thirty years (June 25, 2018). 



 119 

Huechuraba 

 I lived my three months of fieldwork in Huechuraba. In doing this, I got very 

familiarized with the comuna, and by running my everyday errands and meeting people 

from the neighborhood while walking and waiting for the bus, I better understood the 

social dynamics of this space. I noticed that Huechuraba was mainly divided into two 

sections: the north and the south. This division was done by a private highway, Americo 

Vespucio Norte, that acted as a frontier. In the south part of the municipality live people 

with fewer resources, fewer services, and almost always dependent on the crammed 

public transportation system. In this area, it was hard to see supermarkets, gas stations, 

banks, schools, and green areas. What it was more common to see were small family 

shops and individual houses, most of them full of informal methods of security (barbed 

wire as well as wood and metal fences). In this side of the comuna, I was able to see only 

a few spots of green area next to the private highway, However, I never saw more than a 

couple of people using the space, mainly sitting on a broken bench and close to several 

piles of trash and informal housing, which were constantly being moved and adapted.  

On the contrary, in the north side, I saw a mall, a movie theater, several strip 

malls with banks, restaurants, pharmacies, and other services, as well as supermarkets, 

gas stations, private schools, a private country club, several private soccer fields, gyms, 

and more green areas than the south side. However, even if the amount of public green 

spaces was not much more, it was much better maintained. Also, I saw many hills with 

open space that seemed public, but as I was made aware by private guards, the access to 

these hills was prohibited. Almost everyone lived in gated communities or new condo 

complexes guarded by cameras and private concierges. Few people walked in the streets 
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and the ones who did it or waited for the bus in the mornings and afternoons, were mainly 

domestic workers, concierges, and construction workers. Almost everyone that I met 

living on the north side drove to and from work in their cars. It was a different reality 

from what I saw on the other side of the highway Americo Vespucio Norte.  
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Figure 18. Green area in the southside (poorer) of the comuna of Huechuraba 
 

Green area in Pedro Fontova Av. corner with Caletera Autopista Vespucio Norte. The 
space has informal housing, representing some of the precarity experienced in the 
southside of the comuna while promoting a luxury SUV that most people in that area 
cannot afford. 
Taken July 2018 by the author. 

 
 I made eleven attempts to communicate with the Department of Green Areas of 

Huechuraba. However, every time my attempts did not receive answers or were canceled 

last minute. It was frustrating not being able to talk with someone within the municipality 

about the reality of green areas in a period of almost five months. I wrote for the first 

time on June 5, 2018, two weeks before flying to Santiago, to one of the professionals 

listed as a contact on the website of the Department of Green Areas. I received no 

answer. On June 19, I went to the building where the Department of Green Areas is 

located to personally make an appointment with anybody available. I was told at the 

entrance desk that appointments have to be made by email or phone before coming to the 
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building. On June 26, I wrote to a professional of the Department of Cleanliness and 

Ornament of Huechuraba. Because I did not receive an answer, on July 3, I wrote to 

another two professionals from the same Department. The same day in the evening, I 

received an email from one of those professionals setting a unique time for the next 

morning. I replied asking for other times available because the time offered coincided 

with other previously agreed interviews. I did not receive an answer.  

Figure 19. Green space in the northside (richer) of the comuna of Huechuraba 
 

 
 

Calle Nueva Street. The space does not provide many amenities (playground, water 
fountain, and lighting) as wealthy municipalities. 
Taken July 2018 by the author.  

 On July 9, I wrote again to the two previous professionals to ask for other 

available times. On July 17, I received an email from one of those telling me to write to 

the other professional to coordinate another time. The same day I followed the 

instructions. Because I received no answer, on July 30, I emailed five professionals 



 123 

related to Department of Green Areas, to ask for a time for an interview. Again, no 

answer. On August 7, I wrote back to the first professional I contacted on June 5, and that 

professional gave me a time for August 9. However, on August 8, I received an email 

canceling the meeting. I replied, asking for other potential dates, but no answer was 

given. I tried two more times (August 10 and 17) before coming back to Philadelphia. No 

answer. Finally, on September 26, I messaged several people I emailed before with the 

intention of a potential Skype meeting. Until this day, I have received no answer.  

In October 2018, I heard that the municipality of Huechuraba was being 

investigated by the Comptroller of Chile for misuse of fiscal funds. This situation may 

trigger the lack of communication from municipal staff to my petitions to talk. All 

research participants of Huechuraba mentioned that there is a lack of trust in elected 

officials about what happens with all the resources to improve the comuna. “We all know 

that resources are not used well. Money gets lost (participants ironic laugh). Rather than 

using the money to develop good green areas and provide proper maintenance, these 

resources end up in a few pockets” (Participant #1 – Huechuraba – low-income comuna). 

Additionally, the lack of trust in elected officials was met with a sense of almost no 

communication or participatory development where residents feel included: 

I have communicated with the municipality about the need for more 
maintenance for green areas, as well as other issues using the few tools its 
provide, a phone call or an email. When I am successful in reaching a staff 
member, I am told that somebody will look into it. However, I never see 
results or receive further communication about it (Participant #17 – 
Huechuraba – low-income comuna).  

 
You may have a better chance to be heard if you are part of a 
neighborhood board of a condominium. However, there is no liaison or a 
clear structure on how the municipality includes these boards to receive 
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feedback of what happens regularly  in a particular area of the comuna 
(Participant #19 – Huechuraba – low-income comuna).  
 
The green areas that I used the most, were the spaces located within private 

condominiums on the north side of Huechuraba. When research participants and other 

residents invited me to their homes, I saw how families used these spaces mainly to walk 

their dogs, to connect with other neighbors, and to use the facilities available (tennis 

courts, swimming pools community rooms, barbeque spaces, and gyms, among others). 

For residents, these private green spaces provided a feeling of safety that public ones in 

the comuna did not. Many people in the condominiums voiced that on weekends, they 

tend to visit public green spaces in Vitacura, Las Condes, and Providencia. This reality 

generated a double outcome: first, residents of Huechuraba have fewer opportunities to 

meet each other in public spaces in this part of the municipality, affecting the sense of 

community outside private walls, creating a very segmented space divided into what I 

would call, pockets of trust. And secondly, the lack of public space in the north side may 

decrease opportunities to meet a more heterogeneous reality within the comuna, which 

increases people’s fear, unwillingness, or need to meet and visit neighbors and spaces in 

the southern section of Huechuraba.  
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Figure 20. Private green space in gated condominium in the comuna of Huechuraba 
 

 
 

Cumbres de Huechuraba Condominium provides private and gated spaces for residents. 
Taken August 2018 by the author. 

 

What do these experiences tell us about the municipalities-residents relationship? 

The experiences in these six municipalities help to answer three particular 

questions: A) what factors contribute (or not) for municipalities to develop public urban 

green areas? B) how do residents understand their participation? and C) how aligned are 

municipalities’ (experts) agendas with everyday people reality in terms of green areas 

demands?  

 
A) What factors contribute to municipalities to develop public urban green areas? 

 
 Economic: Monetary resources were across the board the most determining factor 

to develop and maintain public green areas. Even if low-income municipalities can access 

public funding for both tasks from the MINVU, the GORE, and the Concessions Law of 
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the Ministry of Public Works (MOP), among other sources, none of these grants are 

guaranteed each year for underfunded municipalities to rely on them. The economic 

factor is also linked to the budget needs and priorities in each municipality, which vary 

considerably from wealthy to non-wealthy comunas.  

 Sustainability: There are two main issues to achieve it in public green areas. The 

first reason is connected to the economic realities facing low-income municipalities. Due 

to a lack of resources, municipalities can develop green spaces only when resources (and 

space) are available. This reality does not generate a better distribution of these spaces 

nor guarantees to improve access for the most needed communities. And secondly, access 

to water touches all municipalities equally in terms of being able to maintain these public 

areas. In the past decade, water resources have become scarce across the Santiago 

Region, forcing all comunas to seek alternatives nationally and internationally.  

 (Effective) Urban Planning: Even if every municipality that I spoke with had a 

planning office, there was a tacit understanding that these departments rarely function 

effectively to promote not only community participation to achieve public green areas, 

but also any project benefiting the municipality or the city as a whole. Many staff 

members mentioned that there is no clear urban planning process targeting better 

outcomes on public green areas. Only the municipalities of Cerrillos (when economic 

resources were available) and Providencia, which improved its community participation 

process and implemented a department for it in the past three years, have shown efforts to 

achieve clear planning processes for these public spaces.  

 Residents’ participation: Due to ineffective urban planning in (most) 

municipalities, opportunities, and information for real community participation are 
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almost nonexistent. Several municipalities still use ‘experts’ knowledge, without any 

community input to determine which project will be developed. Many residents have 

mainly an email or phone call as tools to ‘participate’ in urban issues. However, the 

experience of every research participant reveals that these emails or phone calls ended up 

being unanswered or unaddressed. Similarly, when asked about more inclusive 

approaches generated by authorities, research participants did not know about these 

projects nor knew someone who participated in them. Ultimately, the lack of effective 

communication and participation has generated that many people do not know what green 

areas in their comunas are public or private.  

 Lack of collaboration across municipalities: As many staff members stated, 

collaborations between municipalities are rare. Each municipality tends to look only for 

its interests without considering the functioning of the city as a whole. This reality was 

seen as a symptom of the lack of effective urban planning not only across municipalities 

but also from the national government. However, many staff members recognized the 

existence of ‘informal channels of communication’ between municipalities where 

information is shared. Unfortunately, this strategy that potentially could benefit diverse 

comunas tends to be neutralized if majors of each municipality participating in this 

informal path represent different political parties. In other words, the well-being of 

residents in Santiago depends on personal political agendas of majors. 

 Political will: As most municipal staff revealed, majors are the ones setting up the 

priorities for each municipality, even if residents’ need points otherwise. Municipalities 

that have more green spaces not only present more economic resources for it but also an 

understanding that green spaces have the potential to attract well-off families to their 
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comunas. However, municipalities with less green spaces, and therefore less economic 

resources have prioritized attracting businesses and the real estate market, neglecting 

social and environmental issues. This reality has generated that high-income 

municipalities have extensive interdisciplinary Green Areas Department, while low-

income comunas have only two people to give answers to an entire district.  

 

B) How do residents understand their participation? 

Throughout the interviews with research participants and informal conversations 

with residents across Santiago, all agreed with the reality shown by municipalities 

regarding community participation: residents do not have direct channels to have 

effective participation in how public green areas are developed. The only two exceptions 

found during fieldwork, from the standpoint of municipalities, were Cerrillos with Micro 

Neighborhood Projects that lasted two years, and Providencia with its newly created 

office for Citizen Participation. These two cases, even if they represent unusual 

approaches to achieve inclusive community participation, were not validated by research 

participants or other residents about their real impact. 

In three months of fieldwork, research participants expressed a lack of knowledge 

about the processes involved in the development of public green areas. The majority of 

my interviewees assumed that someone inside the municipality (a person or a group of 

professionals) decides what, how, and when a project will be undertaken, without any  

input from residents or potential users. Similarly, research participants, in wealthy and 

non-wealthy municipalities expressed a lack of trust in the institution (municipality) and 

its authorities, arguing that municipal projects seek economic and political gains for a few 
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people, rather than outcomes benefiting families of the comuna or the region as a whole. 

The standpoints of the thirty-two research participants (that I interviewed as residents of 

one of these six municipalities) and other (tens of casual conversations with random) 

residents reflects that the narratives of municipal authorities about participation and 

inclusion on how public green areas are developed are a misleading message in the best-

case scenario. In other words, residents’ participation ranges from non-existent to 

passive. 

 

C) How aligned are municipalities’ (experts) agenda with everyday’s people reality in 

terms of green areas demands? 

 As stated before, municipalities have a different narrative in relation to what 

residents think and experience about community participation for developing public 

urban green areas in Santiago. Sometimes, as in the case of Huechuraba, authorities are 

not even able to facilitate communication channels to be used in the first place. During 

fieldwork, I noticed that national and local authorities had created an image of their 

comunas (and the city of Santiago) in relation to green areas that are not matching the 

realities I experienced in the streets of the realities that research participants and everyday 

people described to me. As a research participant in Vitacura mentioned, several 

approaches to more green areas, to the implementation of green projects and sustainable 

practices, or complying with international measurements make authorities and institutions 

to ‘look good’ on paper. However, the reality outside the spaces of privilege where these 

decisions take place (such a Casa Piedra event where Richard Florida spoke, and 
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institutions where only ‘experts’ and authorities have access to) highlight that authorities 

are disconnected from the realities of everyday residents.  

 The tendency of authorities to be disconnected from everyday people across 

municipalities allows staff members in Vitacura, for example, the wealthiest comuna in 

Chile, to argue that non-wealthy or poor municipalities in Santiago can develop green 

spaces like the ones in Vitacura if ‘only’ they have a different mindset. I wonder if to 

have a different mindset, residents in non-wealthy municipalities should forget about 

their everyday realities: lack of green spaces, lack of services (i.e. quality schools, health 

centers, public roads), forced to commute between 1-2 hours per direction to and from 

work, receiving low-wages for a full-time job, and hoping for opportunities to achieve an 

affordable housing in the periphery of the city, among many other oppressive experiences 

in which these people are put on a daily basis. ‘Experts’ do not demonstrate the capacity 

to step back when analyzing different municipal realities and to connect them to 

structural processes (economic, political, and historical) that go beyond the municipal 

frontier. In the next section, I present five current opportunities highlighted by 

authorities, professionals of the urban, and residents to provide answers to the three 

questions stated above. Almost all of these potential solutions are still being evaluated 

and disseminated across people with political capital and the public opinion. Some of 

them have seeing concrete developments, but fewer have shown to improve the reality in 

the streets.  
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Solutions: What has been done to resolve green areas’ issues? 
 

By talking to research participants, residents, and municipal staff as well as 

experiencing those six comunas, I became more aware of the realities influencing the 

development of public green areas in Santiago. The exposure to what occurs in these 

municipalities revealed several common problems: lack of communal and metropolitan 

urban planning, lack of collaboration between municipalities or among diverse 

departments within the same comuna, lack of a clear and inclusive approach to 

effectively involve communities in the development of green areas, and the weight of 

economic issues affecting particularly, low-income municipalities, including lack of trust 

on those managing the municipalities and their economic resources. However, at the 

same time, all these problems opened up an opportunity to explore potential solutions to 

improve the reality of green spaces in Santiago. Interviews, research studies on green 

areas in Santiago, and personal as well as formal participatory observations made clear 

that the municipal approach to green spaces need restructuring. In this section, I analyze 

five current solutions used and proposed by municipalities, the government, professionals 

of the urban, and residents. All of them provide new perspectives to improve the reality 

of green spaces, as well as issues that must be addressed if a more fair society is to be 

achieved. Unfortunately, many of these approaches have not been widespread, supported, 

or improved enough among policymakers in Santiago.   

 

Fundación Mi Parque 

High-income residents in Santiago have the privilege to decide where they want 

to live, or to which public green area to live close by. These individuals ‘vote with their 
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feet’ (Tiebout, 1956) or choose with their money what options suit them better. However, 

low-income residents have fewer options. These individual realities also translate into the 

economic realities of municipalities. Because of economic constraints, municipalities 

with low funding are forced to hand some of their responsibilities, including green areas, 

over to non-governmental organizations (NGOs). NGOs are known in Chile as the ‘third 

sector’ because since returning to democracy in 1990, these organizations have 

participated in civil society, to improve people’s quality of life, from the point of view 

that is between the government and private institutions (Jiménez de la Jara, 2003).  

Fundación Mi Parque (FMP) is the leading NGO in Santiago trying to achieve 

more and better public green areas for low-income municipalities. Created in 2007, its 

mission is to develop communities through what they define as participatory recuperation 

of green spaces in the most needed neighborhoods. Fundación Mi Parque has been one of 

the first institutions to use the narrative of community input, and implement tools for it, 

across marginalized communities to achieve a better distribution of green spaces. A 

professional related to Community Participation and Volunteering, explained to me the 

seven steps FMP uses to deliver community participation: 

a) The first meeting of the FMP’s team is with neighborhood leaders, someone from the 

municipality where the green area will be developed to commit its support to maintain the 

space, and someone from the company that is financing the project: 

After we all know each other, we ask the municipality and neighborhood 
leaders to help us spread the word to invite the community to participate in 
the process through a series of workshops where they will learn about our 
methodology, set dates, and deadlines (June 21, 2018).  
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 The first workshop meets around seven o’clock in the afternoon on a weekday, 

after many people have arrived at home or are arriving soon. The idea is to get to know 

each other again, show all the methodology, and find out what sense the project makes to 

the community. FMP wants to know if residents think this particular space needs fixing 

and what problems are in the community, both social and associated with the public 

space.  

 In the second workshop, a more physical diagnosis is made. FMP and community 

members discuss the negative and positive aspects of the space, its uses, and how people 

would like to change it. This workshop helps to understand what this particular area 

means for the community.  

 In the third workshop, FMP presents a preliminary project. After collecting all the 

information in the previous workshop, an architect and social worker or sociologist 

present to the community, taking into consideration comments for changes.  

 In the final workshop, FMP presents the final design, including previous feedback 

and agrees with the community to set a construction day.  

 A construction day tends to be a Saturday morning, where community members 

help to finish the space by planting, adding grass, and painting equipment, among other 

activities. “What happens that morning is very powerful. Our methodology helps people 

to appropriate and activate the space” (June 21, 2018). 

 A month after the construction day, landscapers from FMP go to the green space 

to see how the place is functioning and to talk to residents about their impressions. This 

visit also serves as a training opportunity to let neighbors know about the vegetation of 

the space, so they depend less on the municipality to take care of the space. As a 
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professional related to monitoring these projects explains, “due to the lack of water 

security for maintenance, we try to reduce the amount of grass and use vegetation with 

low water demand” (July 10, 2018). FMP calls this process a ‘transfer of knowledge’. 

These visits are repeated after six months and a year. As the professional highlighted, 

“we hope that after that year, neighbors do not call us back, which means that the project 

worked perfectly” (June 21, 2018). 

Using this methodology of community participation, FMP has constructed more 

than 500.000 square meters of green areas, while claiming to benefit around 547,000 

individuals nationally. According to the institution’s documentation, all their projects 

have been developed in low-income municipalities within Santiago (i.e., Colina, Lo 

Espejo, La Pintana, La Florida, Huechuraba, Estación Central, San Bernardo, and 

Pudahuel) as well as in other regions across the country. Fundación Mi Parque has not 

started a project in the Northeast of Santiago, where wealthy municipalities are clustered.  

However, the work that Fundación Mi Parque and similar institutions, such as 

Quiero Mi Barrio46 and Fundación Junto al Barrio, provide to poor and low-income 

municipalities, tries to change neighborhoods through the development or recuperation of 

green spaces without questioning the structural mechanisms that generated (and maintain) 

urban inequalities in the first place. In one of its publications (Vidal et al. 2018), FMP 

states that: 

Seeks to deliver greater dignity to people who live in vulnerable 
communities,  through the improvement of their environment. This 
concern arises as a response  to territorial inequality in the distribution of 
green areas marked by the proliferation of deteriorated, abandoned and 

                                                
46 Quiero Mi Barrio is a project from the Ministry of Housing and Urbanism.  
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converted public spaces in the focus  of crime, drug addiction or micro 
dumps (1).  
 
However, at no time were the structural processes questioned that lead us to have 

these realities: forcing non-European people to live in the periphery during colonialism, 

the urban planning and the cordón sanitario of Benjamin Vicuña Mackenna, the forced 

displacements of tomas from Vitacura to the south of Santiago during the military 

dictatorship, or the adoption of neoliberal policies that left low-income residents with a 

weak social net, among other reasons.  

 In my interviews with professionals of the urban, research participants, as well as 

in informal conversations with people in Santiago, notions or connections with structural 

systems or factors shaping the current disparities in urban greening, were rarely 

mentioned. As a professional from FMP put it: 

In my work environment or among professionals in this field, the idea of 
colonialism or its legacies is never mentioned in our conversations or 
speeches. We tend to explain the inequality of public green areas and 
urban inequalities more broadly, as the result of a lack of urban planning. 
However, within this  reality of lack of urban planning, we recognize that 
because of capitalism, land value makes that the best services and 
institutions (schools, hospitals, and public  green areas) tend to be 
located in wealthier municipalities, while everything else,  is in the 
periphery (April 1, 2019). 
  
 

Public Space Contribution Law (also known as Urban Contribution Law) 

During my time of fieldwork in Santiago many professionals related to the urban 

and green areas mentioned the potential benefits that the Public Space Contribution Law 

(Law 20.958) could add to improve the reality of green spaces across Santiago, mainly 

into low-income municipalities. The Urban Contribution Law, which is based on 



 136 

mitigations to the urban environment, recognizes that all real estate projects, being public 

or private, generate externalities in their environment. Due to their urban impact, the new 

law asks private developers to contribute to increasing public spaces, such as green areas 

(Carrión, 2019). According to Trinidad Vial (2019), Director of Research and 

Development of Fundación Mi Parque, the Urban Contribution Law increases private 

economic support for municipalities, which will translate into more resources to finance 

various projects of mobility and public space (Vial, 2019). 

The Public Space Contribution Law (Law 20.958) comes to improve the Citizen 

Participation Law  (Law 20.500) in Chile to achieve better and more public spaces. The 

Citizen Participation Law gives the mayor of a municipality the power to decide whether 

or not to add a participation tool in the process. According to Expert #9, an architect and 

academic in Urban Planning, this law provides mayors to use their free will, because the 

law is not forcing them to include residents’ participation in any project. This expert 

mentioned that before when a municipality called for a public licitation to design or build 

a green area, there was no participation at all. And if municipalities have some 

participation, a survey of yes or no, for example, no one knew or used participation 

methodologies in the project: 

The Citizen Participation Law is poor and vague, and currently, it presents 
flaws that prevent people with more inclination to participation processes 
to be included. The law is unregulated and tends to benefit neoliberal 
interests in the city. I can talk with one person and then say that I included 
public participation, and the project would be approved (July 12, 2018).  
 

 Across the board, all research participants that are professionals of the urban 

recognized that the new Public Space Contribution Law is an excellent step to achieve 

more equity on public green spaces among wealthy and poor municipalities. For the 



 137 

urban advisor I interviewed in the municipality of Estación Central, the real estate market 

development in the comuna, that not seems to decrease in the near time, will provide 

more resources under this law, that will fund maintenance costs to improve current green 

spaces. For one of the professionals I interviewed from FMP, the money coming from 

real estate companies will generate more services in low-income neighborhoods, 

increasing the value of the land of marginalized sectors. Similarly, Expert #7, a 

geographer, professor and Project Coordinator of an urban think tank, mentioned that the 

new law could create an economical avenue for low-income municipalities to achieve 

directly more access to equipment and services, rather than receiving them from non-

profit organizations, such as Fundación Mi Parque, Quiero Mi Barrio or Fundación Junto 

al Barrio.  

For Expert #4, an architect who is also involved in the Pocket Plaza Project47, 

mentioned that this law generates two main outcomes. First, it makes sure that private 

developers take responsibility for the impacts caused by their  projects. Secondly, it helps 

to materialize plans of investment in mobility and public spaces for a comuna as well as 

for the Metropolitan area, making different scales to benefit from the same project.  

Finally, for Expert #1, an architect and leader of a neighborhood in the municipality of 

Ñuñoa, this law generates a new frame of understanding of what is the social and 

environmental responsibility of the private with the urban space. Now residents are 

expecting that developers invest in the urban well-being of the neighborhood where the 

                                                
47 According to Expert #4, “the Pocket Plaza Project is a temporary recovery of a generally publicly owned 
land, which had not had a project in the short or medium term, therefore the State lends this land for a 
certain period, until it has a definitive investment project in that place that replace the square. Our project 
does not qualify as an investment, ours is a furnishing of a patio, of an empty space to improve it for the 
use of people” (August 20, 2018).  
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project is being developed, and not only worried about what happens in the specific land 

used by the new building.  

 I also recognized that along with the positive feedback that the Urban 

Contribution Law generated among research participants and residents in general, the 

idea of implementing Citizens Inquiries became part of the discussion to achieve better 

public participation in urban projects. As I mentioned before, in October 2018, the 

municipalities of Las Condes, La Reina, and Providencia carried out together for the first 

time a survey where residents’ opinion defined the outcome of a green area (González, 

2018). Because of massive participation in these three comunas, many residents across 

mass media in Santiago were asking for more opportunities to participate in this form to 

resolve other urban issues. Andrés Tagle, Advisor of the Electoral Service of Chile 

(SERVEL), agreed that this type of Citizen Inquiry would not be a potential system to use 

for National Elections, but one that can help to promote more citizen participation to 

resolve local urban issues in many comunas across Chile (El Mercurio, 2018).  

 Unfortunately, the Urban Contribution Law and Citizen Inquiries are coming up 

approaches trying to change local and national practices that, for decades, have not 

included people’s feedback to shape cities. Because of the novelty of these two strategies, 

their contributions (if they can generate some) could be measured in the coming years. 

For now, both approaches only represent opportunities for change rather than actual 

systemic changes in how public green areas are developed. As shown in the analysis of 

Community Development Plans (Guzmán and Fundación Mi Parque, 2017), 

municipalities present almost now interest in improving citizen participation when 

creating public green areas.  
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Hills Island (Cerros Isla) 

As the capital of Chile, Santiago has seen profound urban changes since the first 

European colonizers settled in this land. These urban changes have transformed the 

socio-economic and political landscape (hospital, universities, international airport, 

transnational companies, and the centralization of administrative political power) for 

people born in Chile as well as those migrants looking for better life opportunities, to 

continue moving here. Because of a constant increase of people's density and a growing 

of urban services offered in Santiago, biodiversity, and ecosystem services in public 

spaces (i.e., green areas) have decreased across the entire city. However, as I explained in 

Chapter Two, high-income municipalities are much less impacted because they have 

disproportionately more biodiversity and ecosystem services (and green areas) than poor 

municipalities (Fundación Mi Parque, 2007; Díaz & Armesto, 2003; Reyes Packe & 

Figueroa Aldunce, 2010; CIT-AUI, 2015; Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016; 

Gallegos, 2016; ATISBA, 2011; Forray et al, 2012, De la Maza et al., 2004; Hernández, 

2008; Reyes & Dobbs, 2016).  

To increase the amount of public green space across poor municipalities while 

decreasing the existing inequality in comparison to wealthy municipalities, the 

Metropolitan Administration of Santiago focused on transforming metropolitan hills into 

public green areas. Santiago has twenty-six Cerros Islas, as shown in Figure 21. 

According to Fundación Santiago Cerros Isla, not every hill is contemplated to be a 

public space. The Metropolitan Administration of Santiago defines Cerros Islas those that 

exceed six thousand hectares of land, and highlights that if all are recovered in some form 

(being public or private), they would add 7.8 m2 of green areas per capita to the current 
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3.5 m2 of the region of Santiago (Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016). This 

increase would put Santiago in a better position to achieve the nine square meters 

narrative that many municipalities and professionals use to define Santiago success to be 

a more green city. 

In terms of biodiversity and ecosystem services, Cerros Isla will provide 

vegetation cover formed by native vegetation, forest, and ornamental plantations, as well 

as native birds and insects, enabling these spaces to be included as green infrastructure by 

authorities. More importantly, the implementation of Cerros Isla would solve two main 

issues in Santiago. First, it would decrease the inequality of public green areas in poor 

municipalities (as well as in pockets of no public green space in wealthy municipalities, 

as is the case of Lo Barnechea). Because of Cerros Isla receive funding from the Regional 

Government as well as from public-private partnership strategies, poor municipalities do 

not have the primary financial responsibility to develop and maintain them (Ministerio 

del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016; Fundación Santiago Cerros Isla, 2019). Secondly, it 

would generate more biodiversity and ecosystem services, benefiting more people across 

Santiago, particularly in poor municipalities. Residents in poor and peripheral 

municipalities (in and around Quilicura, San Bernardo, and Pudahuel) have the 

opportunity to use large public green spaces without having to travel to the Northeast area 

of the city, where wealthy comunas and significant green areas are located. Cerros Isla 

address both issues without having to generate additional space for green areas within the 

city.  
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Figure 21. Cerros Isla in Santiago  

 
All the twenty-six Cerros Isla within the Santiago Metropolitan Region that can improve 
the density of green areas per comuna.  
Source: Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016. 

 
During fieldwork, I visited Cerro Chena (Hill Island number 20 in Figure 21), 

located in the municipality of San Bernardo. I went there on a Sunday afternoon on a 

sunny day in August. The green space was full of people barbequing, playing soccer, 

raising kites, and riding bikes, among many other activities. The space was extensive, and 

it was able to receive a considerable number of people. Even if it was evident that several 

spaces of the green area were in the process of been reforested and developed, the 
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number of visitors was something unique among the green spaces in low-income 

comunas that I visited. Many of the people that I talked to came from the same and closed 

by comunas, mainly by driving. Many of them expressed that public transportation from 

their homes to Cerro Chena was complicated, especially on weekends, when the 

frequency of buses decreases in comparison to weekdays. This public transportation 

aspect was considered an impediment to access this space.  

 Nonetheless, from all the positive aspects that Cerros Islas could generate for low-

income spaces particularly (a potential increase in the number of square meters of green 

areas, as well as the benefits of having biodiversity and ecosystem services close by) 

these spaces present challenges that must be addressed. As the Centro UC Politicas 

Públicas (2017) argues, three main points should be considered when developing public 

green areas. I relate these points to Cerros Islas, not only because they are also green 

areas, but because they are substantial green space projects that would have a greater 

impact on the urban. First, the majority of inversion on green area projects have not been 

localized in the areas with the lowest accessibility to these spaces. Second, most green 

area projects are not benefiting the most residents of those areas with the lowest 

accessibility to these spaces. Third, the total number of people benefited for these green 

area projects is not necessarily explained for the size of the green area, but for its 

accessibility, as was the case for some people visiting Cerro Chena. As the Centro UC 

Politicas Públicas (2017) suggests, it is necessary to generate more studies to  determine 

better where to develop new green area projects to have a better impact in poor 

municipalities to equate the realities of green spaces across Santiago.  
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Implementing Sustainable Practices 

As I explained in Chapter Two, research participants (residents and municipal 

authorities), and people, in general, mentioned two main ideas related to sustainable 

practices: “we are developing sustainable plans for our community” and “we want to be 

more green”. Both comments were used to argue mainly two narratives. First, to promote 

projects (Cerros Isla) and sustainable programs (recycling and biking shared systems) to 

create a more sustainable Santiago. Secondly, to recognize that these ‘good intentions’ 

for sustainability are rarely fulfilled or help authorities to comply with international 

standards that sometimes do not have any applicability to the particular realities of 

Santiago. Regardless of these two narratives, it was clear that municipalities and the 

government have made efforts to implement (at least the word) sustainability to their 

political agendas. As shown in my interviews with municipalities, Providencia, Cerrillos, 

and Estación Central mentioned the need for more sustainable approaches to green areas 

issues in their comunas (regarding mainly the need for water48 and lack of community 

input). Also, a recurrent example of sustainability practices in Santiago was the 

commitment of several wealthy municipalities to make their comunas more bikeable, 

implementing bike share programs and bike lanes (such as in Vitacura, Providencia, Lo 

Barnechea, Ñuñoa, La Reina, and Las Condes). Unfortunately, bike-sharing programs 

and bike paths do not function in nor are not well connected to what neighboring 

municipalities do.   

                                                
48 By September, 2019, there were fifty-six municipalities across Chile that were under a decree of water 
scarcity and five regions with agricultural emergency. This reality forced authorities to consider the need to 
eliminate all forms of grass in urban parks. (Herranz, 2019). 
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In terms of government approaches to sustainability, the Ministry of Environment 

was created in 2010 and since then, four State of the Environment Report, have been 

published, assessing the field and establishing an environmental agenda for incoming 

administrations. Other government agencies (the Environmental Evaluation Service, the 

Superintendence of the Environment, and Environmental Courts) and programs (a tax on 

CO2, a Climate Action Plan, and a Law of Promotion of Recycling and of Responsibility 

Extended to the Producer), have been established to foment more sustainable practices 

across national authorities and urban processes. Unfortunately, as I explained in the case 

of recycling, the people working in the field, cartoneros(as), are not considered in the 

documents published or submitted to international organizations conceiting the 

‘advances’ of Chile in recycling towards sustainability. In the same vein, the government 

has supported the Chilean Chamber of Construction (CChC) to increase international 

knowledge and best practices among what authorities consider experts about how to 

continue developing Santiago. In these discussions and meetings, everyday people are 

hardly seen or included.  

The government has also been involved in creating a Strategic Environmental 

Assessment (Evaluación Ambiental Estratégica - EAE) to ensure that every project 

shaping space and life within it, meets sustainability indicators related to the 

environment. The EAE is administered by the Ministry of Environment using the Law 

19.300, which indicates what projects have to be evaluated to assess their environmental 

impact (highways, real estate development, mining projects, hydro-electric projects, 

among others). The EAE receives all projects and consults with other ministries to 

coordinate and evaluate each study. Expert #3, a geographer and manager of a geographic 
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and cartographic consulting company, highlighted that the Strategic Environmental 

Assessment helps the government to determine how significant will be the impact on a 

particular space. According to Expert #3, developing public green areas are a standard 

solution to mitigate or reduce environmental impacts when a project wants to be 

approved. “When the construction of a highway may destroy a neighbor, the company 

awarded with the project, tends to provide green spaces to mitigate the damage of the 

construction while improving the reality of green spaces before the project started” 

(August 7, 2018).  

What municipalities and the government have done across the country (mainly 

through environmental projects and laws) are significant steps to achieve, and hopefully 

consolidate sustainability practices. However, the idea of sustainability disseminated by 

authorities, has not reached everyday people or those referred to as the next generation in 

the Brundtland Report49 of the United Nations when defining sustainability. During 

fieldwork, I had the opportunity to meet and discuss with several high schoolers and 

university students about green areas. These conversations took place most often in 

informal meetings. Here, I noticed that what authorities do and want to achieve is not 

reflected in how youth understand sustainability. Youth talked about sustainability 

practices and projects as initiatives done by local grassroots groups, such as urban 

community gardens, a time-shared economy (using time as a currency to trade) to provide 

childcare for families that cannot pay for this service, as well as to buying and selling in 

the informal market to promote the reuse and reduction of materials.  

                                                
49 Sustainability, as defined by the Brundtland report, aimed a “development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (WCED, 1987: 
41). 
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Unfortunately, the sustainability practices and projects that youth mentioned are 

not reaching national or international reports nor are complying with imposed foreign 

standards. The students that I talked to commented that many small groups in different 

comunas are doing similar initiatives towards sustainability without much funding or any 

municipal or government support. In other words, there is a mismatch on what authorities 

are doing at the top and what everyday people (students) are doing at the bottom. Across 

the board, students argued that this mismatch reality is due to the lack of education about 

sustainability that occurs in schools and universities. As one high schooler told me: 

To solve the many unsustainability issues affecting Santiago, particularly 
the bad distribution of green areas, students need to receive education and 
get informed  about the topic. But it seems that no one wants you to know 
about this, no one wants you to be an agent of change that positively 
influences public policy in this country (August 23, 2018). 
 
Lack of education in the subject of sustainability is not only a problem to create a 

‘better’ Santiago that meets international standards that look well in the paper, but it is 

also an opportunity to generate a more useful agenda (more proactive and less politically 

correct) for an always evolving urban space. In this new agenda, knowledge and practices 

from experts, but mainly from everyday people's experiences, could make significant 

contributions to empower the most needed communities and give agency to those small 

groups that so far are not being considered or supported by authorities. This agenda is an 

opportunity to: 1) include different approaches to sustainability, particularly those 

experiences from grassroots groups and forgotten actors (cartoneros/as) from the bottom-

up; 2) enlarge the concept of sustainability by adding other frameworks such as Just 
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Sustainability50 (Agyeman & Evan, 2003); and 3) incorporate issues of Social Justice, 

Economic Equality, and Environmental Justice (Pearsall, Pierce, and Kruger, 2012; 

Agyeman, 2005; Pulido, 2000) impacting the decision-making process in urban spaces 

across the country. 

 

 (Better) Urban Planning 

According to Expert #5, an architect, doctor in urbanism, and professor, urban 

planning in Chile is always late. It tries to solve issues or implement some solutions after 

problems were already generated rather than anticipate how the city will change: 

There is no idea of what type of city Santiago will be or wants to be by 
2025 or 2050. Many other big urban areas in Europe, the United States, or 
Australia already have a route map. But in Santiago, as long as we do not 
have that map, we will continue depending on urban planning instruments 
that were designed in the 1960s or in the political will of authorities (July 
18, 2018).  
 
Expert #5 mentioned that only ine university in Chile is teaching for the first time 

a postgraduate degree focused on the technical aspects for the design of green spaces (soil 

quality, irrigation systems, and design), to develop them more efficiently.  

 As I explain in the section How Public Green Areas are Developed?, many legal 

actors are contributing (or not) to the creation and improvement of these public spaces. 

This reality generates complicated planning and decision-making process, because not all 

political agendas tend to agree, but also because everyday people (residents) are barely 

included. For Francisco Sabatini and Isabel Brain (2008), the possibility to access 

planning and decision-making processes to achieve services and equipment (such as 
                                                
50 Just Sustainability: “The need to ensure a better quality of life for all, now and in the future, in a just and 
equitable manner, whilst living within the limits of supporting ecosystems” (2003, p. 5). 
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public green areas) in Santiago is deeply segregated. Both argue that this segregation 

tends to exclude many communities, particularly low-income, from equally participating 

in their development. The exclusion of low-income people from participating in how 

urban green areas are developed, and urban planning in general, have contributed to 

creating small green spaces that are not very functional in poor municipalities. According 

to Carbonel (2015), the families of these municipalities (small homes with high density) 

cannot access large parks in their municipalities and have to conform themselves with 

small and unmaintained green areas or to expect that an NGO will solve their problem. 

 During fieldwork, I realized how urban planning (or the lack of it) is an essential 

piece affecting the outcome of public green spaces across Santiago. My experiences with 

municipal staff, professionals of the urban, and residents signal some patterns that must 

be addressed to deploy new techniques and approaches, as well as common sense if some 

coordinated urban planning is to happen. First, there must be a common definition of 

public green areas that is shared by the government, municipalities, and professionals. As 

Expert #4, an architect involved in the Pocket Plaza Project argued: 

There are green spaces such as private cemeteries, private stadiums, 
private green spaces within a company, and private house yards that 
cannot be compared to the pre-Andean mountain range of green space or 
the public green spaces maintained by municipalities or the government. 
All of these green spaces have different functions, and not everyone can 
access them. This reality makes it impossible to compare municipalities 
and to see where green spaces are needed. So, it is fundamental a precise 
definition to compare public with public and not public with private 
spaces. This precision helps you to establish a coverage baseline of 
publicly accessible and maintained by the municipality, or if you want to 
measure the contribution public green spaces make to the capture of CO2, 
among other types of studies (August 20, 2018). 
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 Second, there is a consistent lack of municipal funding across low-income 

municipalities. While it is true that all municipalities give twenty-five percent of their 

income to the Municipal Common Fund, as stated by the law, these resources are not 

enough for many comunas to prioritize public green areas. This reality generates that 

some comunas, such as Cerrillos hand over responsibilities to private entities (a 

restaurant), while others, like Vitacura, Providencia, and Lo Barnechea are able to 

provide the service themselves or can subcontract landscape companies to do the work. 

However, according to several professionals of the urban that I spoke to, a different 

economic approach must be implemented, even if it is not the most economically 

profitable. They argued for subsidizing the poorest municipalities to not only develop 

green space but particularly for maintenance. According to Expert #4, “this decision is 

not always economically or politically attractive for authorities, but the disparities of 

green spaces between wealthy and low-income municipalities cannot wait anymore” 

(August 20, 2018). 

 Third, there is a lack of personal and work relationship that prevents units and 

departments within municipalities to effectively communicate and trust each other. The 

municipalities of Providencia, Cerrillos, and Estación Central all have their departments 

of green areas geographically separated from the ones in charge of funding these projects 

and incorporate community participation. These municipalities expressed that without a 

more participatory dialogue among these departments based on everyday interactions, 

developing and implementing projects takes much more time and not always results in 

want residents asked for in the first place. These basic logistical issues also generate 

miscommunication and distrust among professionals working for the same municipality, 
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preventing them from achieving a cohesive agenda towards green areas, sustainability, 

and community participation, to name a few. While some units believe that more funding 

is necessary to develop sustainable public green areas with active community 

participation, others believe this approach is a waste of time and resources.  

And finally, there is the factor of relying too much on the political will of majors 

and other authorities, and a lack of cross-collaboration among municipalities. As 

municipality staff and professionals mentioned, several decision-making processes 

depend on the political will of the major at the communal level. This reality generates 

that many projects that could be beneficial for residents are not considered if there are no 

economic benefits for the municipality, and those people involved. Similarly, cross-

collaboration between municipalities was an almost nonexistent practice. Municipal staff 

commented that even if it makes economic, social, and environmental sense to cooperate 

among municipalities, particularly neighboring ones, in projects like large green areas 

separating or joining two municipalities, or bike-sharing programs and bike lanes 

connecting comunas through the same path, authorities decide not to do it if there is not a 

political gain. This reality of no-collaboration forces professionals in some municipalities 

to create informal networks that, in different circumstances, could improve a regional 

network or municipal urban planning, solving not only the issues of public green areas 

but also issues of sustainability and transportation, among others.  

 
 

Extending the legacy 
 

Throughout this chapter, I have focused mainly on explaining the relationship 

between municipalities and residents regarding the development of public green areas in 
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Santiago. In doing so, I was able to present the positionality of both actors (their 

challenges, views, and experiences) to achieve these public spaces in their comunas, and 

understand how urban greening policies are excluding or including residents to 

participate in the process to access and develop these green areas. The experiences 

gathered during fieldwork make clear that authorities or municipal ‘experts’ on urban 

planning towards green areas (also considered as urban greening) have not been active 

enough, effective, or willing to include residents in the development process. Almost 

every research participant I interviewed did not know how public green spaces are 

developed. This reality suggests that within authorities’ incapacity, inefficiency or 

unwillingness to promote community participation and clear communication with the 

people municipalities are supposed to serve, (the lack of) urban greening has allowed or 

fomented the exclusion of everyday people to directly participate in how green areas (and 

other urban issues) are shaped.  

The realities I experienced in the six municipalities I analyzed, however, do not 

suggest a clear pattern that local authorities promote colonial legacies nor use a colonial 

approach to develop green spaces and other urban matters, such as education, health 

services, and housing. Nonetheless, there are clear characteristics among wealthy and 

low-income comunas that separates them. All wealthy comunas (Lo Barnechea, Vitacura, 

and Providencia, which are geographically clustered with the other three wealthy 

municipalities – Las Condes, La Reina, and Ñuñoa – in the northeast part of Santiago) 

have: 1) significantly more number of green spaces (public and private), 2) vast economic 

resources and professional staff, as well as, 3) high-income residents and high-income 

real state market than the low-income comunas I studied (Huechuraba, Estación Central, 
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and Cerrillos). Despite not seeing a pattern, it would be dubious to think that wealthy 

municipalities have not benefited from how Santiago was idealized and planned since 

1541, how Pinochet’s dictatorship segregated the poor to the south of Santiago (where 

fewer green areas and quality services are), how neoliberalism put in place systems that 

benefited mostly those who have economic and political power, and how municipal 

sustainability practices and green projects are more prominent and supported in these 

comunas.  

The incapacity, inefficiency, or unwillingness of municipal authorities, from 

wealthy and low-income comunas, to recognize and address these broader structures 

shaping processes related to urban greening as well as other urban issues, I argue, suggest 

a continuum and normalization of Colonialism in the urban space. National and local 

authorities (political elite), manage a socio-economic narrative highlighted by the Chilean 

President, Sebastián Piñera that sees Santiago as an ‘oasis’. This view of the urban is not 

only contradictory to the narrative that most people in Santiago experience, but also 

proves authorities to be ineffective or unwilling to develop public policies that 

significantly improve the reality of the worse-off. Authorities and the ‘oasis’51 have 

forced low-income residents to: live far from where most and the ‘best’ green areas in 

Santiago are, have access to poor quality services (i.e., health center, schools, roads, and 

public transportation infrastructure), and seek low-wage jobs that generate a precarious 

economic reality for families and their neighborhoods. These current realities generated 

by the political elite and those who control the means of production in Santiago, resemble 

                                                
51 On October 8th, 2019, Sebastián Piñera, President of Chile declared that “In the middle of this 
convulsive Latin America, let's look at Chile, our country is a true oasis with a stable democracy, the 
country is growing, we are creating 176 thousand jobs a year, and wages are improving”. (Monzón, 2019; 
Titelman, 2019).  
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what Santiago has been since 1541 when colonization began it what is now understood as 

Santiago.  

(Un)Fortunately, the ‘experts’- residents disconnection that I have been describing 

throughout these pages, became extremely evident and palpable this past October 18th, 

2019, when everyday people in Santiago (as well as in other regions of the country)  

started to protest the increase of the Metro fare. This event generated a national social 

revolution that allowed oppressed and marginalized communities in Santiago ( sparking 

support across Latin America and other regions) to rethink not only their realities of 

green spaces but the systemic oppression evident in everyday people’s lives within the 

urban. In the following chapter, using a decolonial framework, I make ‘visible’ other 

narratives of oppression and exclusion in Santiago around public urban green areas, and 

describe how oppressed and marginalized communities (in Santiago and Latin America) 

are currently rethinking urban green spaces (and the urban in general) to achieve greater 

equity through a Global South epistemology. 
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CHAPTER 4: A NARRATIVE OF HYPOCRISY 
 

“Despite the positive economic figures, Chile is the OECD country, with greater income 
inequality, which implies that the income of the wealthiest 10% of the population in the 
country is 27 times higher than those of the poorest 10% of the population” (Ministerio 

del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2018:13). 
 

“According to the OECD, Chile is one of the member countries with the lowest social 
spending and highest inequity” (Guzmán, J. M. and Fundación Mi Parque, 2017:2). 

 
Using Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui’s decolonial framework, this chapter focuses on 

two main points: first, it describes what other narratives in Santiago are not visible or said 

around public urban green areas. And secondly, it analyses how everyday and 

marginalized communities in Santiago (and Latin America) are currently rethinking 

urban green spaces (and the urban in general) to achieve greater equity through a Global 

South epistemology. The chapter addresses mainly the unheard voices and realities of 

non-wealthy communities across the region, as well as how resourceful, however, 

resourceless, people are able to challenge oppressive structural  systems while creating 

fairer and inclusive narratives around urban greening.  

 

Making (in)visible the realities of Santiago 

Through this work, I have highlighted not only that low-income people have less 

access to green areas than wealthier residents (in terms of quantity and proximity), but 

also, that wealthy municipalities (Vitacura, Lo Barnechea, Providencia, Las Condes, 

Ñuñoa, and La Reina) have most of the green areas across the city (Fundación Mi Parque, 

2007; Díaz & Armesto, 2003; Reyes Packe & Figueroa Aldunce, 2010; CIT-AUI, 2015; 

Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016; Gallegos, 2016; ATISBA, 2011; Forray et 
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al. 2012). While wealthy municipalities and their residents enjoy more (and ‘better’, 

according to my research interviewees52) public green areas (CIT-AUI, 2015), they also 

benefit from more plant biodiversity (De la Maza et al. 2004), higher percentage of tree 

cover, decrease of temperature, reduction of contaminants (Hernández, 2008; Ministerio 

del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2016), and more private green spaces in their homes (as 

indicated by Expert #7, a geographer, professor and Project Coordinator of a urban think 

tank). This reality of environmental disparity or lack of environmental justice53, in terms 

of the uneven distribution of green areas (with the benefits associated with these spaces) 

and how much communities (mainly low-income), can participate in their development or 

impact policy-making (Pearsall, 2010; Pearsall & Pierce, 2017; Pulido, 1996; Cutter et al. 

1996) in Santiago is not the only disparity and narrative connected to green areas. 

Analyzing these public spaces offered me the opportunity to recognize three other 

narratives that remain unsaid and unaddressed by authorities and residents when talking 

about green areas: 1) Who belongs to a particular space? 2) What is the ‘right’ culture to 

use green spaces? And 3) What is the role of gender violence to access green spaces? 

 

Who belongs here or there? 

During fieldwork, I noticed that some authorities, research participants, and 

people that I informally talked to mentioned (more tacitly than explicitly) that certain 

people did not belong to a particular space. These interviewees used the “you know what 

                                                
52 Research participants mentioned three patterns when indicating what attributes and characteristics are 
perceived to be necessary as better quality public green spaces: 1) the need for these spaces to have ‘green’ 
in the form of grass, plants, or trees; 2) the possibility to use them as recreational and leisure spaces; and 3) 
the need for these spaces to be safe and clean.  
53 Environmental Justice (EJ) not only as a fair distribution but also considering the lasting implications 
that EJ has for communities on a daily basis.  
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I am talking about” when arguing that “you can tell that some people are not from the 

area near this park”. I mainly hear these comments when researching green spaces in 

wealthy municipalities, and I was able to relate to those comments because I experienced 

them during fieldwork. In Lo Barnechea, I was forced to navigate part of the municipality 

by car. The number of cameras and unfriendly and suspicious looks that I received from 

gated communities’ guards, and drivers who slowed down to have a better look at me, 

made me feel threatened and unwelcome. Additionally, in this comuna, a guard asked me 

for my license driver, plate number, and the name of a resident of that block to go 

through in this public street. Similarly, in Vitacura, I was approached by a police officer 

who questioned my presence in a public park because a resident of the area thought I was 

an unfamiliar face. In the same municipality, while drinking coffee in the luxury mall, 

Casa Costanera (two blocks away from Parque Bicentenario), I saw several private 

guards and police officers in each entrance/exit keeping customers safe. Policing was 

used to keep an eye (or approaching to talk) people that did not dress or look like the 

well-off who can buy in this expensive and homogeneous space.  

However, in none of the three low-income municipalities that I studied (Estación 

Central, Cerrillos, and Huechuraba), did anyone mention the idea that an individual does 

not belong to a particular space. Also, I did not see public or private spaces heavily 

policed by private guards or police officers. On the contrary, I noticed that neighbors 

were often talking to each other and spending time outside local shops, which made the 

space safer (Jacobs, 1961). This reality helped me to navigate streets better and arrive on 

time for interviews. Neighbors walked with me or indicated where to go when I asked for 

help to find a particular address. This type of interaction never occurred in the three 
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wealthy municipalities I studied (Lo Barnechea, Vitacura, and Providencia). As I 

mentioned in the introduction, in Estación Central, while studying a public green space, I 

was approached by a resident from the area and not by the police. This resident offered 

me a coffee to avoid the cold weather of winter morning. The resident of Estación 

Central, as well as many others from non-wealthy municipalities that I visited, never 

approached me thinking that I was an unfamiliar face or someone to be afraid of, but 

instead they saw me as another human being sitting in the cold or someone interested in 

hearing their experiences on green areas. In these spaces, I felt safer and more 

comfortable talking to residents because I never sensed that people saw me as a threat 

and vice-versa. 

Nonetheless, even if discriminatory comments and policing tactics in Lo 

Barnechea and Vitacura were tacit forms to deny or question someone’s access to a 

particular space in wealthy municipalities (because of their skin color, clothing, or any 

other reason), few people were much more explicit. As a research participant from 

Vitacura argued when seeing Afro-descendent people in Parque Bicentenario:  

I am a rational being, that tries not to discriminate, I should not do it. But 
it happens to me that when I go to Parque Bicentenario with my family, I 
feel, it is hideous what I am going to say, but it is a sensation, not because 
they are not blond, nor can I speak of a level of people, but it is clear that 
there are people from other comunas who do not live here but the fact that 
poor people come to more privileged areas does generate problems. One 
notices differences. These people can do what they want, but without 
affecting the rights and tranquility of the rest (Participant #4 - Vitacura). 
 
 Similarly, in Providencia, another research participant commented that:  
 
When walking through the Bustamante park, I saw a group of boys, and I 
thought, these are not from here. I noticed that they were not from 
Providencia because of how they were dressed. I thought to myself that 
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these children are from another park, like O'Higgins park, which is a more 
popular space (located in a less affluent municipality - author’s note). You 
have to understand that to me is natural to live surrounded by people that 
look like you, and when different people arrive at your park, you get 
scared (Participant #7 – Providencia – wealthy comuna).  

 
The comments stated by research participants from Vitacura and Providencia 

represent what I noticed to be a stereotypical and normalized view that relates mainly to 

1) skin color or clothing with 2) a perception of an individual’s economic status (and 

therefore determining where you might live in Santiago). Both factors together determine 

how threatening you are for the well-off in ‘their’ space. The fact that someone can 

‘clearly’ determine that ‘you are not from here’ (what is perceived as a non-wealthy 

individual using the space of the privilege) generates problems that affect the ‘rights and 

tranquility’ of the well-off. As a research participant summarized it:  

In wealthy municipalities, residents get mad or very uncomfortable when 
other people that physically do not look like them uses a park that the 
well-off consider it is theirs. It is not uncommon to hear comments such as 
at what time did so many blacks enter this country (Participant #8 – 
Providencia – wealthy comuna).  
 
This notion of ‘otherness’ suggests a narrative of invasion of a public space that 

tacitly is understood as a space that only the well-off can access. This reality promotes 

further physical segregation of green areas in Santiago as well as a human separation of 

people that looks different. I refer to a physical segregation because it understands green 

areas in wealthy municipalities as spaces only accessible for the wealthy (or for those 

who dress ‘accordingly’ or look similar to wealthy residents - mainly white 

Santiaguinos/as/es), making a clear cut between six municipalities (Lo Barnechea, 

Vitacura, Providencia, Las Condes, La Reina, and Ñuñoa) and the rest of Santiago.  
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And for human separation of people that look different, I refer to the impossibility 

(or difficulty in the best case scenario) to develop extended pockets of trusts across 

municipalities and therefore opportunities for socio-economic equity and political 

integration, benefiting particularly the worse-off (Rawls, 1971), through public green 

areas. These pockets of trusts across municipalities I mention are wider networks of 

community acceptance and respect than the ones I experienced in gated communities in 

Huechuraba. Here, I saw how neighbors were able to connect in what they considered to 

be a safe space to meet common goals that benefit all. However, this ‘trust’ was not 

shared with neighboring gated communities nor with the rest of the communities that live 

outside private walls. This reality in Huechuraba as well as their reject or questioning of 

some people’s presence in wealthy municipalities (such as Lo Barnechea, Vitacura, and 

Providencia) makes it necessary to reconsider how public green areas are used as tools to 

allow or prevent access to a public good. Without integrating this narrative when 

developing public green areas in Santiago, especially in wealthy municipalities, the 

worse-off will constantly have to negotiate their no-presence in privileged spaces as a 

strategy of survival (Soja, 1980).   

 

What is the ‘right’ culture to use green spaces? 

The idea of having (the right) culture to use or to take care of public green spaces 

was mentioned across wealthy and non-wealthy municipalities. The notions research 

participant mentioned of (the right) culture associated with these public spaces ranged 

from ‘bad’ or ‘dangerous’ people accessing a park to the lack of school education to use 

and appreciate the benefits of these spaces.  
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Lack of formal education 
 

This notion was the most common idea across municipalities associated with (the 

right) culture to use and care for green spaces. Interviewees recognized that it is hard to 

understand that there is an unfair distribution of public green spaces in the first place 

when nobody around you is talking about it. Research participants argued that this lack of 

exposure to knowledge comes in different forms. First, people are conscious that 

residents do not tend to visit green areas in other municipalities, especially if these 

municipalities are not nearby the one you live in. This reality not only prevents residents 

from understanding the unequal distribution and quality of green spaces between wealthy 

and non-wealthy municipalities, but it also prevents them to better understand other urban 

dynamics, such as affordable housing and health services. This lack of urban exposure is 

also reflected in less international opportunities to compare one’s realities: 

Knowing more public green areas and being able to use them not only 
comes from being exposed to these spaces daily, but it also comes from 
the possibility of traveling. Seeing what happens in other places in the 
world and how other people live, influences you. And when you don't 
have these possibilities to travel, your possibilities to better understand 
your local reality decrease (Participant #2 – Providencia – wealthy 
comuna).  
 
Second, there is an understanding that public policies have not treated green areas 

as essential components of the urban: 

During school, we barely learned about civic education or what is the role 
of public policies, so now we are not always able to recognize when public 
policies are not working or have neglected important topics. This is why it 
is complicated for many people to understand the inequality of green areas 
within Santiago (Participant #13 - Estación Central – low-income 
comuna).  
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Similarly, another research participant argued that: 
 
Today, when green areas are a trend in the mass media or because you 
have traveled more across Santiago, you can realize that green spaces were 
not a priority for policymakers. The unimportance that is given to green 
spaces is translated in that we never received education about it during 
school. Nobody taught us about the importance of these spaces or how to 
enjoy them, nor we were encouraged to visit them. This is why today it is 
hard to understand the unfairness of having less access because you live in 
a poor municipality (Participant # 19 – Huechuraba – low-income 
comuna).  
 
Even with the recent relevance that the national government and municipalities 

have given to the need for more public green spaces in Santiago, particularly to achieve 

nine square meters per person, educational programs are still missing. 

Third, depending on where you live or study, schools might prioritize certain 

topics more than others: 

In wealthy municipalities, students and their families tend to have almost 
all their needs covered: good education, good health services, reliable 
transportation, and good housing reality. So, of course, in those schools, 
students have the luxury to focus on green areas and to make them a trend 
on their municipalities’ agenda. From this privileged reality is where you 
start creating a culture. A culture where you have the time and 
infrastructure to be more healthy, think about recycling, and sustainability 
issues that then you expect everyone incorporates, without considering the 
realities of low-income comunas (Participant #12 – Vitacura – wealthy 
comuna).  
 
However, as another research participant argued, even if students in non-wealthy 

municipalities tend to experience more urban disparities in comparison to students in 

wealthy municipalities, they should not be excluded from education about and exposure 

to public green areas: 
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In many schools serving low-income students, you acknowledge that they 
face several urban issues that may be more important than access to green 
areas, such as food insecurity. However, the state and school authorities 
should not think that these students are less interested in their relationship 
with green spaces (Participant #14 - Estación Central – low-income 
comuna).  
 
 

‘Bad’ or ‘dangerous’ people’s narrative 

The second theme most mentioned related to (the right) culture was the idea, 

coming mainly from residents from wealthy municipalities, that connected ‘bad’ or 

‘dangerous’ people (and their practices) as well as low-income municipalities with the 

narrative of lack of (the right) culture to use and maintain public green spaces. The 

following statements represent a trend normalizing a stereotypical and violent view of an 

otherness that is not related to nor welcome into privilege spaces in Santiago (mainly the 

six municipalities in the Northeast: Lo Barnechea, Vitacura, Las Condes, Providencia, La 

Reina, and Ñuñoa).  

Quality of life does not always work for all residents since some visitors 
do not know how to behave or act as the sector deserves (Professional of 
Cleanliness, and Ornament of the municipality of Vitacura, in allusion to 
non-Vitacura and non-wealthy residents using and visiting public green 
areas in Vitacura - author’s note).  

 
In poor municipalities across Santiago, you can see that there is no culture 
to care for green areas. People in those areas think that because green 
areas are free, they can do whatever they want and do not have a care-
mentality for these spaces. In some poor municipalities, green areas have 
improved, but it is not enough. Many are not so green, they are made 
almost completely of cement, and they are dirty. In these spaces, you still 
can see children's games areas destroyed, dirty, and with graffiti, as if 
people do not care (Participant #2 – Providencia – wealthy comuna). 

 
According to one experiment (Broken Window Theory - author’s note), 
when people see something that is worse or dirty, they leave it be, making 
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it bader and dirtier. And I think this also happens in green areas. If a park 
is green and better-taken care of, there is less chance of damaging it. But, 
if you go to a park that is not in the best conditions, and you damage it, 
nothing happens, because the park is not taken care of in the first place 
(Participant #7 – Providencia – wealthy comuna). 
 
In La Pintana (low-income municipality - author’s note), I wonder how 
authorities can make green areas safer and fewer places for drugs. I don't 
think that many people from other municipalities go to a park in La 
Pintana, even though they are willing to travel to a park in Vitacura, even 
if they live far from Vitacura. I believe people are willing to go to 
Vitacura because it is safer, it is beautiful, pleasing to the eye, it has roads 
and highways for easy access, and safe spaces to park your car. All these 
do not happen in La Pintana (Participant #11 – Providencia – wealthy 
comuna).  
 
I once saw a report that talked about green space in Lo Prado (low-income 
municipality - author’s note). The municipality had made a charming 
green space, but shortly after the space got neglected, abandoned, and full 
of cigarette butts and alcohol bottles. And I think that example reflects the 
education people in that municipality receive (Participant #14 - Estación 
Central – low-income comuna). 
 
In my experience, in public green areas located in low-income 
municipalities, such as the Quinta Normal park (located in a low-income 
municipality - author’s note), nobody uses the park after six in the 
afternoon because it is unsafe. Parks can motivate people to get out and 
feel safer, but in this case, it can be a source of crime and drugs 
(Participant #1 Providencia – wealthy comuna).  

 
The narrative described above about ‘bad’ or ‘dangerous’ people and their 

practices and attitudes towards green areas (not able to behave, uneducated, not caring for 

public spaces, apathetic, destruction, drugs, alcohol, dirtiness, and ugliness), was a 

narrative mainly used by people living and using more often green areas in well-off 

municipalities. This rhetoric to refer to ‘otherness’ visiting well-off spaces was used as a 

one-size-fits-all perception or assumption about people coming from non-wealthy 
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municipalities to deny them access to spaces regarded as privileged (clean, safe, 

beautiful, and ordered). However, no one mentioned or questioned the stereotypical and 

dangerous behaviors displayed in their spaces towards someone they considered 

different, as I experienced in Lo Barnechea and Vitacura. Their behavior was considered 

‘normal’, and their interpretation of their well-off comunas was understood as a beautiful 

and welcoming space: 

The perception that the well-off have about urban issues is naive. In rich 
municipalities, residents and authorities only see and highlight the positive 
aspects of their lives, but a lot of bad things happen there as well, but 
nobody is showing them. But it seems that in these privileged spaces, they 
only show and care for bad things about low-income areas (Participant 
#15 -  Estación Central – low-income comuna).  

 
 The negative narrative towards green spaces in low-income comunas prevented 

the well-off from visiting these spaces and to realize that their assumptions may be 

wrong. This reality was exemplified to me when I interviewed a research participant 

living in the North part of Huechuraba:  

I have never gone to the South part of the comuna (poorer area - author’s 
note). I do not know that area. I think it is not interesting to know, because 
I find it insecure. It doesn't give me the peace of mind of visiting it 
because something can happen to me. Although I have never gone, I know 
that in the South sector, this is going to sound classist, there are many low-
income people (Participant #18 – Huechuraba – low-income comuna). 

 
 Personally, when I visited public green spaces in low-income municipalities, 

those spaces feared by some privileged people, I encountered a different narrative. I not 

only felt safe and had a great time when I visited Parque La Hondonada, and Cerro 

Chena, both located in low-income municipalities (Cerro Navia and San Bernardo, 

respectively), but I saw how families enjoyed the opportunity to have a green and 
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spacious park to spend their time together, cooking, playing, resting, and sharing. I never 

saw people using drugs, damaging the space, behaving ‘inappropriate’, or in a way that I 

felt myself or other people uncomfortable. Additionally, I or anybody else was being 

harassed by a police or a neighbor questioning our presence in those spaces.  

Figure 22. Cerro Chena (Hill Island) in San Bernardo, a low-income comuna 

Cerro Chena (Hill Island) is full of people who were doing different activities, such as 
cooking, playing soccer, and celebrating family parties. In this and other similar realities 
was when green area users approached me by inviting me for some food or drink. These 
interactions ended up with some formal interviews for this project.  
Taken August 2018 by the author. 
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Paternalistic treatment 
 

As shown in the following quotes, a third idea related to (the right) culture to use 

and maintain public green spaces was the notion that residents in non-wealthy 

municipalities are used to receive everything ready and done from their authorities, 

without putting any work for it: 

People, in general, do not have a good cleaning culture for public spaces. 
This reality is evident in low-income municipalities as if people do not 
have a responsibility. But when they need something from authorities, like 
cleaner green areas, they are good demanding that, but not organizing 
themselves to participate in the solution. Many people hide when it is time 
to join to generate something positive, and this reality is something that 
we have to change (Participant #1 – Huechuraba – low-income comuna).  
 
People always believe that there will be someone else cleaning green 
areas, like the municipality, without believing that it is also their 
responsibility to keep these public spaces clean as well (Participant #17- 
Huechuraba – low-income comuna).  
 
We are used to certain paternalism or welfare attitude to receive things or 
services from authorities. And it is true that there is no collaborative work 
culture between authorities and residents, but as residents, we have to be 
less reactive and more proactive about the spaces that matter for us 
(Participant # 11 – Providencia – wealthy comuna). 
 
As someone living in Providencia, I value the access I have to green areas 
in this comuna. Maybe someone in low-income municipalities, because of 
their lack of access to similar spaces in their comunas, believe that they 
don't deserve it. And maybe this reality makes them believe that if 
authorities do not provide for them, they as residents will not do it 
(Participant # 8 – Providencia – wealthy comuna). 

 
 I found these comments problematic and inaccurate because they tend to blame 

low-income and marginalized groups for the urban issues present in their comunas, 

without acknowledging structural constraints that may prevent them from achieving 
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different outcomes. As I explained in Chapter Three, municipalities, and other authorities 

within the national government are not guided by an urban plan that has common goals or 

an organized vision for the entire city. Also, municipalities, as local governments, do not 

have an effective mechanism for communities to participate in public policies that may 

improve their lives and their built spaces. Additionally, the comments stated above do not 

recognize the significant everyday barriers that low-income residents have to solve to 

meet several needs (maybe more important than having access to green areas) that the 

well-off tend not to experience or consider, such as having to travel one or two hours 

each way to and from work in a crowded and violent public transportation system, 

receiving low-wages for a full-time job, being unable to afford their children's education 

and health needs without taking loans that affect them generationally, while providing 

daily food for their families (paying this food in installments) in sectors that have food 

deserts.  

 

Economy ‘first’ 

Finally, there was the idea that lack of  (the right) culture to approach public green 

areas, is a systemic problem rather than an individual outcome determined by your 

income or where you live. Research participants argued that authorities (national and 

local) have prioritized economic factors rather than social and environmental ones. 

Economic priority has generated a wide lack of culture (i.e., fewer opportunities in 

schools to be exposed to information about green areas, as discussed before) that prevents 

residents from understanding these and other public spaces. Additionally, when public 

policies are aimed to benefit economic outcomes over social and environmental ones, the 
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impacts of these decisions generate broader urban issues that remain unaddressed or are 

understood as beneficial projects for everyone: 

In Santiago, the most important conversation regarding the city spins 
around the economy. Environmental and social issues are rarely 
considered. Think about the car industry and the development of private 
city-highway investment aimed to supposedly improve everybody’s 
mobility in Santiago (Participant #6 – Providencia – wealthy comuna).  
 
According to Expert #3, a geographer and manager of a geographic and 

cartographic consulting company, private city-highways generate high environmental 

impacts in the urban, but authorities prioritize the mobility of the well-off, those who can 

pay for the service, arguing that all people can have shorter commutes. Expert #3 also 

recognized that private city-highways had generated segregation and real estate 

speculation, benefiting mainly the Chilean Chamber of Construction: 

Even if as a country we have better legal tools to protect the environment, 
such as protecting public green areas from the construction of a private 
city-highway, than we had twelve years ago54, still it is not enough. For 
me, the real estate industry (The Chilean Chamber of Construction - 
author’s note) manages and controls urban development in Santiago, 
determining when and where green areas, roads, and other services will be 
developed. These decisions are not random but market-oriented. The 
municipality of Estación Central experienced a boom in apartment 
buildings, with five thousand units per block, when the municipality was 
not prepared for it, and the laws demanding the private to implement 
public equipment for the benefit of the community were not in place 
(August 7, 2018).  
 

                                                
54 For a detailed understanding of Environmental Impact Studies in Chile review the Ministry of 
Environment, the Environmental Assessment Service (Servicio de Evaluación Ambiental - SEA), and the 
Environmental Basis Law (Ley de Base del Medio Ambiente (Law 19.300, decree 40). 
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Both comments (resident and geographer) highlight a wave for developing urban 

projects that, beyond any environmental or social benefit, have to be profitable, even if 

these projects destroy or decrease the number of green spaces across the city.  

 

What is the role of gender violence in accessing green spaces? 

 During my interviews with research participants and informal conversations with 

residents throughout fieldwork, several women commented that they feel unsafe in public 

green areas in Santiago, especially at night. This consideration was manifested in all six 

municipalities I studied, regardless of how rich or poor was the municipality where they 

lived or how much security (guards, cameras, and good lighting) was in the public green 

areas they visit, as the following quotes highlight: 

I feel more comfortable visiting public green areas in wealthy 
municipalities than the ones near my house. In my neighborhood, we lack 
services and resources that wealthy municipalities have enough, and after 
a certain hour is not safe to be outside (Participant #13 - Estación Central 
– low-income comuna). 
 
Feeling more or less safe in public green areas is a difficult question. It 
depends on what type of green area we are talking about. If a park is 
located in a wealthy municipality, I feel safer, but still, I have the feeling 
of insecurity because I am a woman, and I am more exposed to bad 
situations (Participant #14- Estación Central – low-income comuna).  
 
Reinforcing security in green areas is a pending task in all municipalities 
in Santiago. It seems that many authorities are concerned about making 
their parks look nice, but nothing seems to be done in terms of increasing 
security…. I am not arguing either for constant control by the police force, 
which is very aggressive nor do I want a security guard next to me at all 
times (Participant #15 - Estación Central – low-income comuna).  
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I have noticed that many parks in the city lack good luminaire. However, 
you can see some exceptions in Vitacura and Las Condes”(wealthy 
municipalities - author’s note). (Participant #5 – Cerrillos – low-income 
comuna). 
 
I feel safer in green spaces during the day, but never at night. At night I 
would not walk through a park. There is not enough lighting or more 
people in these spaces that in some way make them less threatening 
(Participant #8 – Providencia – wealthy comuna). 

 
Through these quotes, it becomes clear that public green areas do not offer a 

perception of enough security for women to navigate and use these spaces, particularly at 

night. I never received these comments from male research participants or male residents 

who I talked to informally. Some women told me that when they go to a park, they try to 

go with a group of friends, or in the case to go alone, they tend to drive, particularly 

because accessing public green areas by the public transportation system tends to be 

uncomfortable or unsafe: 

My travel to and from work, or to visit a place like a green area, is 
traumatic in Metro. Many things tend to happen when the Metro is 
crowded, particularly if you are a woman. Unfortunately, I have to put up 
with this reality because it is the fastest way home (Participant #10 
Cerrillos – low-income comuna).  
 
Similarly, another research participant highlighted: 
 
I love going to the Parque Metropolitano (located in the municipalities of 
Providencia and Recoleta - author’s note), even if it is far away from my 
home. But I have my motorcycle, which allows me more mobility and 
security. Unfortunately, this is not a reality for everyone, since many 
people depend on public transport, and we all know how much time it 
takes and how insecure it is for many women, particularly (Participant #1 
– Huechuraba – low-income comuna). 
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By traveling in the public transportation system of Santiago for three months, 

mainly through Metro and buses, I was able to have a better idea of what people meant by 

their comments. The times I took the Metro or the bus were mostly crowded and, at many 

times, discriminatory and violent. It was discriminatory because people with infants, with 

a physical need (i.e., using a wheelchair), or older people were less willing (or able) to 

‘fight’ or push others to gain access to the wagon and bus or to sit while you were inside. 

Being able to enter or exit the Metro and bus to/from many stations and stops was 

challenging and frightening. People know that someone may hit you, or you will have to 

hit someone during the transitions to and from the wagon. Insults and heated arguments 

were not rare during rush hours - hours when more people are frustrated and want to get 

home quickly. Additionally, this tense environment required planning by letting people 

around you know that in two or three more stations, you will need to exit.  

And it was violent, particularly against women. I saw and heard the discomfort of 

many women while using public transport. As soon as entering the train or bus, many 

looked for spaces where their bodies were physically less vulnerable to sexual violence. 

Women tended to place themselves next to a wall, making sure they were less susceptible 

to unwanted touching. I experienced many young women’s discomfort in a small space 

while surrounded by men. Many women prefer not to enter the wagon if they did not see 

more women in it during rush hours when the Metro is packed. This reality has been 

highlighted by newspapers, showing the increasing amount of unwanted touching or any 

other type of harassment affecting women of all ages. These experiences made me realize 

the less discriminatory and violent experience that I had when I want to see a different 

green area in Santiago. I did not think about unwanted touching or any other type of 
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harassment, as my female peers, when I wanted to visit a new space using public transit. 

Unfortunately, the subject of gender violence, which I will address in the following 

section, is a broader issue in Santiago that affects urban spaces beyond green areas.  

In what follows, I will describe how other Latin American cities are changing the 

realities of urban green spaces, while challenging and reshaping other (in)visible realities 

around these public spaces (lack of education about green areas, almost no resident’s 

participation in decision-making, and lack of policies and approaches to make cities 

sustainable). In this section, I also describe how every day and marginalized people in 

Santigo are currently rethinking the urban (with some focuses on green areas) to achieve 

more significant equity through a Global South epistemology. Their claims and demands 

had spiked since October 18th, 2019, when the social revolt started, challenging 

oppressive structures while creating fair and inclusive narratives around urban issues (and 

urban greening). 

 

How other Latin American cities are rethinking green areas and how everyday dwellers 

are challenging oppressive structures. 

 
Questions and concerns regarding the improvement of the realities of urban green 

areas are not unique to Santiago. Several other Latin American cities have been dealing 

with similar issues of disparity, neglect, and unfairness. Across the region, everyday and 

marginalized communities, as well as professionals and authorities, have been working to 

rethink urban green spaces (and the urban in general) to achieve a more just city. Their 

work has contributed to expanding the scope that these public spaces can contribute to the 
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city to improve their use, distribution, and public policies around the topic. Additionally, 

the study of green spaces in the region has also highlighted issues related to the realities 

of (post)colonialism, such as extraction policies and indigenous displacement from land 

(Chicchón, 2009). It also has voiced the negative effects of neoliberal policies, which 

have tended to benefit mainly private companies, the well-off, state actors, and tourism 

(Anguelovski et al., 2019; Bayón & Saraví, 2013; Alves, 2014; Lopez de Souza, 2015; 

Costa Vargas, 2006; Bayat, 2000). Realities of (post)colonialism and neoliberal policies 

have marginalized everyday people, particularly low-income and indigenous 

communities, across urban areas in Latin America to access not only more green spaces, 

but also more opportunities in education, health, and housing.  

Academics across Latin America have focused on the following challenges and 

trends regarding green areas in the region: 

 First, there is a need to understand why people prefer parks or plazas and how 

they use these spaces in Buenos Aires, Argentina. By understanding their use, green 

spaces and the policies creating them can clarify what factors may improve the social 

fabric of a particular space (the neighborhood or the municipality) (Craik et al. 2015). 

 Second, there is the consensus that the design and decision-making of green 

spaces have followed a top-down planning process in Buenos Aires, Argentina (Craik et 

al. 2015; Goransky, 2015), Colombia, (Wiesner, 2015), Brazil (Herzog, 2016), and 

Mexico (Zarate, 2015). These authors agree that it is fundamental to hear and understand 

the experiences and contexts of every day and marginalized communities first if as a 

society we want to achieve ‘green’, sustainable, and just cities that encourage and 

facilitate justice for all people. As Zarate (2015) argues: 
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A just city is one in which its inhabitants participate in all decision-making 
spaces to the highest level of public policy formulation and 
implementation, as well as in the planning, public budget formulation, and 
control of urban processes. It refers to the strengthening of 
institutionalized decision-making (not only citizen consultancy) spaces, 
from which it is possible to do follow-up, screening, evaluation, and 
reorientation of public policies (Paragraph 14).  
 

 According to conversations I had with the Legión del Afecto55 members in 2016, 

a social initiative for peacebuilding efforts in Colombia, to achieve a just city where 

everyone can participate as equals, it should prevailed a restorative justice through social 

logics that privilege equity across marginalized people rather than by using institutional 

or state logics that do not apply to social realities anymore.  

Within the wave to achieve a more just city where everyone can participate in the 

decision-making process, Latin America is experimenting with a set of principles, ideas, 

practices, and institutions: participatory budgeting and Consejos Gestores (public 

management councils for defining public policies in education and health) in Brazil;  

Mesas de Concertación (type of regional roundtables) in Peru; Auditorías Articuladas, 

where society-state alliances overseeing public contracting, the execution of public works 

or the accountability of state agencies in Colombia; and Consejos Autogestivos (self-

management councils in protected zones) in Mexico. These initiatives across the region 

demonstrate that alternative forms of citizen politics or citizen participation are possible. 

(Dagnino et al. 2008).  

 Third, there is an increasing understanding of the social benefits of green spaces 

in cities. Craik et al. (2015) and their work on Buenos Aires, Argentina, have focused on 
                                                
55 Legion of Affection. To learn more about this social initiative formed by academics, community leaders, 
young activists, and funded by the government of Colombia, read Hayes-Conroy (2018), Hayes-Conroy 
and Saenz Montoya (2017), and Hayes-Conroy, Saenz-Montoya, Croog, and Muñoz (2020).  
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the idea that to “see green” can reduce domestic violence, quicken healing time, reduce 

stress, and bringing psychological benefits in individuals. Similar research, coming from 

the Global North, has also highlighted these outcomes, arguing that seeing green (plant–

people dynamic) has implications for human health and well-being that are well 

documented. (Ulrich 1984; Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989; Tidball, 2012).  

 Fourth, academics recognize that even if the development of green spaces have 

provided communities with spaces of recreation and civic engagement, these initiatives 

have not been able to mitigate environmental issues in Argentina and Colombia (Faggi 

and Zuleyka Vidal, 2016). In Chile, the leading organizations developing green spaces 

(Fundación Mi Parque and Quiero Mi Barrio), as well as several municipalities in 

Santiago, suffer the same problem, as their main focus has been almost exclusively into 

increasing the amount of square meters of green space per person. Additionally, 

professionals and residents understand that the development of green spaces has not 

always recognized the need for education to sustain these spaces, especially when 

communities have lacked green areas for decades, they become detached from 

ecosystems and biodiversity. This reality makes people unable to emotionally connect 

with their surroundings. As Herzog (2016) posits, in Brazil social housing for the 

working class is made in spaces with almost no green areas, and even if there are 

programs to improve the connection between people and nature, to make residents more 

engaged with these spaces (2013), these initiatives are insufficient for the wide urban 

need for ecology and biodiversity across the region (2014).  

 Fifth, there is the recognition that green areas in less dense urban areas, as well as 

in rural spaces adjacent to cities, have become socially and environmentally fragmented 
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spaces in which transnational companies and national elites privilege the economic and 

political agenda. This dynamic has forced a rural to urban migration process, changing 

land-tenure and displacing peasants and indigenous communities to live in harsh 

conditions in cities’ periphery, where lack of access to services is vast. These realities are 

well-known in Cusco, Cajamarca, and Peruvian Amazon (Steel, 2012; Schmall, 2011), 

and Costa Rica  (Taylor, 1980). 

 Sixth, there is a regional understanding that urban issues, such as lack of urban 

green areas in low-income spaces, cannot be adequately understood by authorities and 

professionals without understanding first a whole social context characterized by 

inequality and prejudices. This reality has been well analyzed in Brazil and Colombia 

(Alves, 2014; Lopez de Souza, 2015; Costa Vargas, 2006; Anguelovski et al., 2019).  

 

The rise of the oppressed: challenging Santiago’s realities 

Despite the positive economic figures that the governments of Chile have 

portrayed at diverse economic and international forums (OECD, 2018; World Bank, 

2019; Schrager, 2019), numbers that allowed the current President, Sebastián Pinera to 

argue in October 2019, that Chile is an oasis within the region (Monzón, 2019; Titelman, 

2019), the reality of the country’s society is far from these numbers. According to the 

OECD: 

Chile, as a member of this organization, is the country with greater income 
inequality, which implies that the income of the richest 10% of the 
population in the country is 27 times higher than those of the poorest 10% 
of the population (Ministerio del Medio Ambiente - Chile, 2018:13).  
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This situation, the difference between what is projected and what is lived on the 

streets every day, has generated unfair and challenging outcomes for everyday people in 

terms of health services, housing, and education opportunities, diverse forms of gender 

violence, and an unequal distribution of resources across wealthy and non-wealthy 

municipalities, which is reflected also in green areas.  

Everyday people as well as marginalized communities in low-income 

municipalities in Santiago (i.e., those who live inside a river or in tomas, next to a private 

highway in precarious and creative homes), have found some solutions for their demands 

of more green spaces in their neighborhoods by relying on NGOs' work. Fundación Mi 

Parque, Quiero Mi Barrio, and Fundación Junto al Barrio have developed needed green 

spaces in low-income spaces using a less top-down process where the beneficiary 

community has more agency than experts in the decision-making process. However, none 

of these organizations question the structural mechanisms that generated -and maintain- 

urban inequalities in the first place affecting a particular neighborhood, municipality, or 

Santiago as a whole city (in terms of green spaces as argued in this thesis, but also 

regarding health services, housing, and education opportunities, to name some). 

In terms of housing, since 1950, low-income families have organized to fight for 

their right to access decent and secure housing opportunities. Their demands not always 

have been met by authorities, forcing low-income families to begin tomas de terrenos (to 

take land), as was the case of the group Familias Sin Casa in La Victoria urbanization in 

1957 (De Ramón, 2018). This toma approach keeps being replicated in many other areas 

of the city, such as Movimiento de Allegados en Lucha de Peñalolén, where the fight for 
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the right to decent housing is accompanied by the right to live within urban networks that 

provide basic services for these families. In 2006, this group argued that: 

While we see how luxurious and large homes as well as parks are built for 
the rich of the comuna, we are forced to migrate to the periphery, to places 
where today there is no employment or basic services, such as hospitals or 
schools (Sabatini and Brain, 2008:11).  
 
Historically, housing issues in Santiago has been tied to the segregation of 

popular groups (poor, low-income, and what is now called ‘aspirational middle-class) to 

the periphery, generating urban impacts, such as fewer access and distribution of services 

and equipment of minimum quality is scarce, as well as environmental and social ones, 

affecting the social-cohesion and the potential for political capital gains of those 

communities inhabiting the area (Sabatini and Brain, 2008). Nonetheless, living in the 

periphery has also presented further challenges for the people living there. The real estate 

market has realized the potential opportunities for gentrification in those spaces, due to 

cheap land and the need for resources that many of those poor municipalities experience 

(as I explained in Chapter Three with the case of Estación Central). Some academics 

argue that this gentrification in the periphery of urban areas in Chile could be a process 

without displacement, due to the presence of non-market or illegible forms of land tenure 

that tend to benefit the people already living there (Sabatini et al. 2008).  

Regarding healthcare services, since 1980s Chile has seen rapid privatization of 

this sector, due to the ‘mismanagement’ of resources on public health institutions, that 

according to the World Bank, Inter-American Development Bank, and the International 

Monetary Fund, was occurring in the region (Iriart et al. 2004). The market-based reform 

in healthcare allowed multinational insurers to take advantage of the opportunities to 
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profit in the region. Since then, the private system, called ISAPRE (Instituciones de Salud 

Previsional), has: 

Aimed to capture and  enroll younger workers without chronic medical 
conditions. As a result, only 3.2 percent of patients covered by the 
ISAPREs are more than 60 years old, in comparison to 8.9 percent of the 
general population and 12 percent of patients seen at public hospitals and 
clinics (16).  
 
In terms of education, Chile’s authorities also applied market-based libertarian 

economic ideas (Levin, 2011). This reality generated that almost all poor children were 

attending underfunded public schools, that in many cases, lacked not only material 

resources but were unable to attract more prepared teachers in comparison to private 

schools. This experience “shows that the market system approach to school funding does 

not improve outcomes and may increase inequalities” (74). The privatization and alleged 

‘improvement’ of healthcare and education that occurred during the military dictatorship 

has been part of a shock doctrine approach established in the country (Klain, 2007).  

 Regarding gender violence, the increase of violent attacks and killing of women 

during the 1990s and 2000s in Chile increased nationwide, disproportionately affecting 

single mothers and women who have decided to be in non-stereotypical family structures. 

This reality unfolded despite hosting in 1998 an international research and documentation 

program about masculinities and men in Santiago, that aimed to unpack and address 

violence against women in public and private space (Connell, 2014). Since then, gender 

violence in Santiago has been connected not only to income inequality and lack of 

opportunities for women (particularly poorer) to participate in the labor force (García, 

2018) but also to  gentrification as a form of dispossession, expropriation, and 

displacement that tend to affect mainly low-income women (García, 2018b). The loss of 
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means for social reproduction and the transformation of the socio-spatial environment 

that conditions the distribution of reproductive labor has been related more to an unequal 

division of labor within the household affecting women.  

The realities exposed above about Chilean society, regarding green areas, 

housing, healthcare services, education,  and gender violence, highlight two important 

factors. First, it shows how vast sectors of Santiago’s society live in a way that is far or 

outside the economic success narrative presented by authorities. And secondly, it portrays 

the disconnection (and inequality) between the political body as well as elites and 

everyday people. This disconnection (which can be argued, lasted thirty years - since 

returning to democracy in 1990 portraying a neoliberal economic system- while others 

consider has lasted five hundred years - since colonialism (Menchu, 2008; Quijano, 2000, 

2000b; Galeano, 1971; EZLN, 1996) reached a limit on October 18th, 2019. From this 

day on, thousands of everyday, oppressed, and marginalized groups have challenged the 

State and the elite to achieve structural socio-economic, environmental, and urban 

changes. Their everyday challenges and demands in public spaces are significant because 

represent to me how everyday and marginalized people use a Global South epistemology 

to re-understand and relate with the urban, even when these people did not use or referred 

to the term Global South epistemology.  

The changes demanded range from systemic and structural, such as the creation of 

the new Constitution (which is part of what Chilean authorities have called a ‘long-term 

agenda’) to immediate public policy approaches to address the disparity of green spaces, 

the abuse of private companies towards retirement pensions, ineffective health services, 

the predator privatization that profits from basic services, as well as issues of gender 
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violence, and the exclusion of indigenous groups from decision-making, among many 

other demands. These immediate demands are part of a ‘short-term agenda’. Through 

their daily activities and demands, that verbalized to me a Global South epistemology, 

people have not only been able to unpack, understand, and make visible the oppression 

upon them (those invisible urban realities), which comes from decisions made by and 

towards the interests of state actors and elite groups, but also to generate knowledge 

through everyday people's experiences from the margins to challenge oppressive 

narratives to develop a more fair and just city.  

 

How have people risen? 
 
 Since October 18th, 2019, people went to the streets not only to march, but to 

challenge, physically and narratively, the state apparatus (as a system that works for the 

interest of the well-off), its actors (politicians, police forces, and armed forces) and the 

elite groups (private corporations and international corporations). This reality, according 

to the National Institute of Human Rights, resulted in 341 people victims of cruel 

treatment and torture, 74 victims of sexual abuse, 220 people with had eye injuries, 

11,564 people with various injuries, and 26 people death (HRW, 2019). Despite the 

violent response from national authorities, people have remained in the streets demanding 

significant structural and everyday changes to make life more equal and inclusive for 

everyone. Within their main demands, participation in the decision-making of urban 

matters is fundamental. People working to achieve more green areas demand more legal 

avenues to participate and shape these public spaces. This approach aims particularly to 

benefit low-income comunas and to find mechanisms of collaboration that allow wealthy 
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municipalities to help and equate the reality of green spaces, in terms of distribution, 

quality, and maintenance, displayed when comparing their realities with low-income 

spaces. However, the same people also value and fomented the development of green 

areas without the structure and organization dictated by authorities or other governmental 

and private agencies.  

During fieldwork (a year before the start of the current social unrest), I noticed the 

feeling of independence towards the state apparatus to achieve more green spaces in low-

income municipalities. A research participant shared: 

In my neighborhood, we want more green spaces, and for that, we have 
taken actions without waiting for authorities approval. We have developed 
an urban community garden that not only provides us with more green 
space close to our homes but addresses the lack of healthy products that 
we can access in this section of the municipality as well as the lack of 
education about green areas and healthy food that students lack in their 
schools. If we go to the authorities to ask for activities that provide us with 
these three elements (green space, food, and education), we would still be 
waiting for an answer. This is why we do it ourselves. It is a more 
autonomous approach. The only problem with projects like ours, which I 
am sure are more across the city, is that we do not have funding to 
promote it to more neighborhoods and municipalities, and it relies mainly 
on a word to word advertisement (Participant #13 - Estación Central – 
low-income comuna).  
 
At the same time, other demands beyond green areas have received significant 

attention, making visible urban realities in Santiago (as well as in other regions in the 

country) more pressing to be addressed. Among those demands, three have received 

significant political and social attention. First, sexual violence against women and the 

lack of recognition of LGBTQIA+ rights by the patriarchal state was highlitghed by the 



 183 

collective Lastesis and its performance “A rapist in your path”56. Secondly, the 

movement of settlers Ukamau has shed light on the lack of affordable housing across 

low-income families, mainly in the municipalities of Estación Central, Maipú, Lo Espejo, 

and Pedro Aguirre Cerda. Their demands not only target access to decent housing 

opportunities but also that these housing units be developed within the central area of the 

city, rather than within the periphery. And third, there has been a national push to 

generate a structural political change, through a new Constitution, that fosters and ensures 

gender equality National Congress (in terms of density and attributions) as well as the 

legal and definitive inclusion of Indigenous communities to the political process.   

The demands highlighted above, as well as several others not mentioned in this 

work, corresponding to a wider Global South epistemological movement trying to make 

visible the oppression and unfairness experienced by people living in the margins of the 

narratives of success mentioned by authorities and elites across the region. From 

academics like Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui or Boaventura de Sousa Santos to grass-root 

movements such as Ni Una Mas, people have been denouncing these realities while 

generating bottom-up initiatives to challenge the status quo. In the case of Chile, 

collectives such as Lastesis, and artists like Portavoz and Ana Tijoux have put the 

unheard voice and experience of the every day and marginalized groups at the forefront 

of the current social unrest in the country. This new reality has made more evident the 

intersectionality of urban issues with the colonial legacies that still shape Santiago. As I 

will argue in Chapter Five, the Global South epistemology has given to everyday people 

                                                
56 To see the lyrics and the video of the presentation in Santiago (as well as in other urban spaces), visit 
https://womensmarch.com/2020-dance  
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and marginalized communities, through the current social unrest, the opportunity to 

create a new narrative of how the urban (and green spaces) must be developed. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION: CHANGING THE MANTRA 
 
  In this last chapter, which works as the conclusion of this study, I offer my 

insight into how public urban green areas should be developed in Santiago. This 

reflection is based mainly on those three months of academic fieldwork. However, I 

recognize that also in my academic training received in the United States (in Geography, 

Urban Studies, and Latin American Studies) and Chile (in Journalism), as well as more 

than twenty years of ‘informal’ everyday research I experienced in Santiago as a resident, 

played a role in shaping the understanding I gained during fieldwork. Additionally, in this 

chapter I shared my theoretical, methodological, and empirical contributions to the 

understanding of these public spaces in the city. The thoughts I am offering about green 

areas in Santiago have been shaped in a time when a Global South epistemology became 

relevant for academics, professionals of the urban, grassroot movements, and everyday 

people to understand cities not only in Santiago but also across the region. This approach 

to understanding the urban makes it possible to realize the uneasy intersection between 

Santiago’s realities and the colonial logics that continue shaping not only market-based 

green development but life itself through diverse urban debates such as housing, health, 

transportation, and gender disparities (Safransky, 2014). Through the understanding of 

the urban that Global South epistemology offers, everyday and marginalized people have 

been able to vindicate the oppressive realities created by structural systems (even if they 

do not use or refer to the concept of Global South epistemology), allowing them to 

challenge the state apparatus and elite groups while creating a bottom-up narrative of 

how the urban (and green spaces) must be developed.  
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People in Santiago have made public several demands that for decades - or since 

1541 when colonization began in what now is understood as Santiago (De Ramón, 2018) 

have lacked fair solutions: health services, housing, education opportunities, diverse 

forms of gender violence, and an unequal distribution of resources across wealthy and 

non-wealthy municipalities, among many others. These demands remained unaddressed 

and (in)visible for the past thirty years, and now that people went to the streets by 

marching, fighting, and generating bottom-up spaces of public dialogue (Cabildos 

Públicos57), politicians, the elite, and the well-off that lives in wealthy municipalities 

(where all services and needs are covered), argued that ‘they did not see’ this inequality 

growing and therefore, generating this massive social unrest. Their arguments reflect the 

disconnection that the ‘privilege’ (politically, economically, and socially) has regarding 

everyday people’s reality within the urban. Additionally, none of the privileged 

recognized their responsibility in shaping structures that generate an oppressive city.  

However, regardless of the ineptitude and hypocrisy of authorities and elite 

groups to develop a fair and more equal city, the use of everyday acts of resistance and 

challenge to the state, everyday activities in urban spaces that to me represent a Global 

South epistemology, has allowed everyday and marginalized people in Santiago, as well 

as in the region, to highlight the beginning of new histories, new conditions, and new 

geographies that recognize a production of knowledge coming from the margins as well 

as bottom-up solutions to urban issues despite or against the state’s agenda. People in 

these spaces not only have suffered systemic inequalities and discrimination but have 

                                                
57 Cabildos Públicos are public gatherings in public spaces that function as town hall meetings, where 
community members are invited to critically reflect, analyze, and share how they want to build their city or 
country. The purpose of these cabildos populares is to inform authorities about the realities and needs from 
everyday and marginalized people to shape the city and its public policies. 
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developed a voice that now, through massive social unrest, is being recognized at the 

national and international level. Their voice and agency have made it easier to understand 

urban poverty and inequality within a context of social prejudices against the poor, 

economic privatization of primary services like water, health, education, and housing, as 

well as the environmental disparities between wealthy and non-wealthy municipalities 

(number and quality of green areas).  

At the same time, the experiences and knowledge coming from the margins have 

informed academics, professionals, authorities, and well-off residents about the ineptitude 

of approaches so far used to understand and solve urban poverty and inequality. As 

Marcelo Lopes de Souza posited when arguing more specifically about sustainable urban 

development: 

It is against this background (not connecting everyday urban issues to 
structural systems or to the colonial structure as Naama Blatman-Thomas 
and Libby Porter (2019) argued, to understand the whole city - author’s 
clarification) that we should see the failure of the academic contributions 
to a so-called “sustainable urban development” that have appeared in the 
last two decades. The problem of “sustainability” is usually discussed in a 
superficial way because the tacit premise is that we cannot challenge the 
pillars of our socio-economically very unequal and ecologically irrational 
society (capitalism as a mode of production and statecraft as a mode of 
government). Therefore, we can read and watch passionate debates around 
consumerism, depletion, and waste of resources, poverty, “cultural 
emptiness” and the like, but at the end of the day a certain feeling is 
unavoidable: most people are just beating around the bush (2015, 
paragraph 9).  
 

 It is through the changes and challenges posited by everyday and marginalized 

people towards the ‘privilege’ and the status quo in which they succeed in Santiago (and 

within the region) that I offer my insight on green areas. The following ideas come from 
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fieldwork and personal experiences in Santiago, but fundamentally, come from seeing 

and experiencing a city where the majority of its inhabitants have embraced a narrative of 

No Más (I visited Santiago on December 2019, two months after the social unrest 

started). Since October 18, 2019, everyday and marginalized people have publicly said 

No More oppression nor abuse from the state, the private, and the privileged. This No 

Más movement in Chile is not unique nor started here, but has become relevant for 

people in the region to make visible their needs and demands: the Paro Nacional in 

Colombia (November 21, 2019), the dissolution of the Peruvian congress due to 

corruption cases (September 30, 2019), national protests in Ecuador regarding oil prices 

(October 2, 2019), the Paro Nacional in Argentina due to an extensive economic and 

emergency food crisis (September 9, 2019), and national protests in Brazil due to 

wildfires into the Amazon (August 2019). By considering how everyday and 

marginalized people have raised their voices and demands in Santiago and the region, I 

regard fundamental to embrace three steps to develop inclusive and equitable green areas 

in the city. These ideas not only seek to improve the outcomes pertinent only to urban 

green spaces but more importantly to show how colonial legacies keep blaming, 

excluding, and devaluing non-privileged people within the urban.  

First, there needs to be a proactive and long-term vision approach on how 

authorities tend to function when solving urban issues. As I highlighted in Chapter Four, 

research participants think that the (right) culture to use green spaces is related to the 

education inhabitants receive in schools, to the narrative of ‘bad’ or ‘dangerous’ people’s 

using this spaces, to paternalistic treatment that some residents attribute to authorities, 

and to the notion that the economy it is the more critical aspect of the urban. I believe that 
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these reasons are connected to or are the result of a more colloquial cultural notion of 

‘improvisation’ that everyday and marginalized people have been forced to grow-up with. 

As a Chilean, I am familiar with the popular phrase, ‘why do it right if you can do it 

wrong.’ This phrase became popular and spread mainly by the Chilean comedian, Coco 

Legrand, since the late 1970s, coincidentally when the military dictatorship was changing 

the Chilean constitution, the economic system, and different urban dynamics, such as 

creating a Cordón Sanitario that segregated the well-off from the poor. For decades, 

Legrand has argued that everyday Chileans seek to do their obligations in the easiest 

possible way, even if this approach is less efficient in the long run. This cultural notion 

suggests that urban disfunctionality is the result of the laziness of everyday and 

marginalized people.  

However, the urban disfunctionality affecting Santiago (i.e., lack of governmental 

and municipal planning to develop green spaces and affordable housing) comes from a 

top-down approach elaborated by authorities and the elite, where every day and 

marginalize people have not had direct inference. According to Expert #5, an architect, 

urbanist, and academic: 

Urban planning in Chile is normative, meaning, it tries to regulate urban 
dynamics that are taking place, rather than to be projective. Urban 
planning here always comes late. Santiago does not have any idea or city 
image for 2025 or 2050, like other European, American, or Australian 
cities. As long as urban planning in Santiago does not have a clear route 
map to what the city wants to become, it is extremely difficult to develop a 
process for it (July 18, 2018).  
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Everyday and marginalized people have been the ones suffering the negative 

effects of political and economic structural mechanisms and decision-making (or their 

lack of), rather than being the ones blamed for them.  

Fortunately, the current social unrest unfolding in Santiago is ‘teaching’ the 

authorities and elite groups how and where the city (and its people) needs fixing. 

Protesters have highlighted two fundamental aspects that rupture the culture of laziness 

that they have been associated with. First, their demands for decent retirement pensions, 

quality public health and education, affordable housing, gender equity, among many 

others, are not new. Protesters have become a long way claiming their rights to the city to 

be addressed, mainly by those communities outside the Cordón Sanitario. Their long 

commitment to solving their demands shows the resiliency that groups, like Familias sin 

Casa58 (Families Without House), have gained throughout seven decades of 

manifestations. Secondly, since October 18, 2019, protestors have had the ability to 

organize Cabildos Populares in public spaces to find bottom-up solutions to urban issues 

in less than a month since the social unrest started. Their proactiveness and collaborations 

among people that are not considered ‘experts’ by the state point of view has resulted not 

only in faster solutions but also in more inclusive and community-driven approaches to 

urban issues. Through these Cabildos Populares, protestors have created agenda a corto 

plazo and agenda a largo plazo. Two important outcomes from these Cabildos Populares 

have been the ratification by the House of Representatives of gender parity and reserved 

seats for Indigenous communities within the National Congress (short term agenda), and 

                                                
58 Familias Sin Casa began tomas de terrenos (to take land) due to the lack of response from authorities in 
the 1950s to provide affordable and decent housing for poor families. Its actions, culminating in the 
urbanization called La Victoria in 1957, has inspired similar groups, such as Movimiento de Allegados en 
Lucha de Peñalolén and Ukamau.  
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the opportunity to change the National Constitution (written during the Military 

Dictatorship) through a National Plebiscite that will take place on April 26, 2020 (long 

term agenda).  

Secondly, there needs to be a recognition in Santiago (as well as across Latin 

America) that resourceful people, however, resourceless (everyday and marginalized) are 

extremely creative and fundamental for society to function. Under a Global North 

Epistemology, where the idea of the creative class has been conceived (Florida, 2004) 

these resourceless and creative people (what Asef Bayat (2000) calls the Surviving Poor) 

are not considered part of it. To the conference that I assisted during fieldwork, Urban 

Refocus: From the City to the Citizen, which took place in a private venue in the 

wealthiest municipality of Chile, and where Richard Florida was the main speaker, no 

everyday people or marginalized community organization was invited, mentioned, or 

addressed. This reality was problematic because the main focus of the event was to find 

solutions to urban issues in Santiago, which affect more directly and often to everyday 

and marginalized people. All the experiences shared came from national and international 

experts, who, from a position of privilege and political agency, analyzed the experiences 

of people and spaces that they are in less contact with. In the event, ideas of social and 

environmental justice, economic equity, or sustainability were barely mentioned, in 

comparison to the focus put on achieving economic outcomes through investment 

opportunities and urban policies benefiting groups with vast education, socio-economic 

privilege, and political capital.  

Fortunately, the experience I had in this event is not representative of the 

creativity displayed daily by non-privileged and non-wealthy communities in urban areas. 
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Across the Global South, everyday and marginalized communities have shown how, 

through informality and survival strategies, they have been able to thrive and create new 

narratives of hope within a neoliberal and market-driven administration. Informality and 

survival strategies have allowed families, communities, and regions to become part of 

society, even when these non-privilege and non-wealthy people and their activities are 

illegible or illegal for the state (Bayat, 2000, 2017; Abello Colak & Pearce, 2009). In 

Argentina, communities in Villas Miseria have created more effective methods of urban 

planning by using community-driven participatory approaches to shape their 

neighborhoods (Lerner, 2013). In Brazil, favela people have organized to decrease police 

brutality and abusive state control by adopting strategies used by middle and upper-class 

condominiums (cameras and gates) to become gated communities (Costa Vargas, 2006;  

Caldeira, 2000; Zaluar, 1994). Similarly, people in favelas have got involved in public 

policy by using citizen participation approaches to develop more sustainable outcomes 

for community members (Albert, 2016). In Colombia, the group La Legión del Afecto 

(The Legion of Affection), mainly formed by youth and community leaders, has been 

able to achieve collective actions against violence and precarity without being always 

founded and organized by the state apparatus (Hayes-Conroy, 2018). Additionally, across 

the Latin American region, the use of techniques coming from the Theater of the 

Oppressed is well-known across planning efforts within marginalized and informal 

spaces (Freire, 1970).  

My experiences in Santiago narrate a similar reality to the examples mentioned 

above. During fieldwork, I had the opportunity to share with families that live and 

survive in creative ways outside the state narrative of economic success. In Lo Barnechea 
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(a wealthy municipality), I saw how families live inside the Mapocho River, next to 

affordable housing projects and not far from luxurious gated community complexes. In 

Huechuraba, as well as in Recoleta (both non-wealthy municipalities), I encounter 

families developing their homes next to or underneath private highways. In the 

municipalities of Santiago and Estación Central (both non-wealthy), I saw communities 

developed next to rail lines, which are hard to see from street or highway view. In all 

these cases, people have created homes and communities that are made from discarded 

construction materials, which makes them easy to disassemble and to move in instances 

where the river flow increases, when authorities decide to ‘clean’ space, or when these 

families need another location or an expansion of it. Additionally, living creatively in 

these spaces allows them to generate an informal economy. The breeding of horses inside 

the river, cleaning of windshields in red lights, and mechanical workshops that pop-up in 

communities next to rail lines, allow these communities to maintain themselves. These 

experiences show how resourceless but resourceful people (in informality as well as other 

marginalized groups such as Blacks, Latinx, and non-binary sexually identify) have been 

able to find alternative solutions to everyday challenges when systemic structures have 

denied their socio-economic, political, and physical mobility to power and privilege 

(Price, 2010).  
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Figure 23. Homes inside the Mapocho River between the comunas of Lo Barnechea and 
Las Condes 
 

Informal homes inside the Mapocho River (Outskirt of Cerro Dieciocho) in the 
municipality of  Lo Barnechea. Some of the families living inside the river depend 
economically on the informal economy they have developed using horses. This 
community is located next to a housing project and a park in the left of the image, and in 
front of luxury appartments and gated communities in the municipality of Las Condes. 
Taken August 2018 by the author. 
 

Third, there must be a wider social recognition of ideas coming from the 

‘margins’ (everyday people rather than authorities and professionals) as well as economic 

and political support for grassroot organizations that challenge the top-down business as 

usual approach to develop urban projects. Protestors posited that solutions to urban issues 

could not come anymore exclusively from the state, municipalities, or professionals, 
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particularly when authorities have demonstrated to be disconnected (socio-economically 

and politically)59 from the everyday realities that protestors have raised. In the case of 

public green areas, communities have shown independence (and lack of trust in 

authorities and institutions) to design and execute projects without or with minimal 

authority’s intervention. As I explained in Chapter Three, a research participant from the 

municipality of Estación Central argued about how in her community, people have 

developed an urban community garden to provide green space, healthy products, and 

education without asking authorities permission or support.  

Similarly, the project Plaza de Bolsillo (Pocket Plaza) has increased green spaces, 

mainly in the municipality of Santiago, by recovering and using public space that was 

unused. This approach, although transitory, requires minimal support from authorities 

and came from a collective initiative of some experts and the support and advice of 

neighborhood residents. A Plaza de Bolsillo is designed and built in less than two months 

and allows the association of local food trucks to promote their business with the 

agreement that the same association takes care of the space. Plaza de Bolsillo has 

increased green areas for Santiago Centro, a sector that lacks green spaces while fostering 

local art, developing urban community gardens, playground for the many families living 

in the area, as well as supporting local business owners. As Expert #4 argued: 

The Plaza de Bolsillo located in Teatinos street has benefited a community 
that within fifteen blocks around, did not have children's games for the 
hundred families living in buildings in the area. Plaza de Bolsillo projects 
respond to an unsatisfied neighborhood demand in the center for more 
green and public space (August 20, 2018).  
 

                                                
59 Chilean congress members, those creating the laws, earn US$ 478.414.73 yearly while 50% of Chileans 
earn US$ 6.048.00 (or less) yearly (CNN Chile, 2019).  
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Supporting bottom-up ideas and organizations that challenge top-down and no 

community participation in the development of urban space not only generate faster 

results for communities lacking green space as both examples shown but allows the city 

to be less pressured by the current dynamics affecting global and capital cities: 

competitive urbanism (Angotti & Irazábal, 2017; Franz, 2017; Sotomayor, 2017) as well 

as process of accumulation by dispossession (Waldmann, 2007; McDougall, 2009) 

occurring in urban spaces. Bottom-up approaches and ideas coming from the margins to 

solve the lack of green areas as well as other urban issues represent what Marcelo Lopes 

de Sousa (2015) argues as ‘radical justice’, one that challenges the narrative of change 

that is recycled by the state and its authorities, especially now that they, through the 

massive social unrest and everyday actions representing the use of a Global South 

epistemology, have been force to approach the city differently, prioritizing equity, justice, 

and the environment rather than economic indicators. In the following (and last) section 

of this conclusion chapter I shared my theoretical, methodological, and empirical 

contributions to the understanding of these public spaces in Santiago.   
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Figure 24. Plaza de Bolsillo (Pocket Plaza) in the municipality of Santiago 
 

Plaza de Bolsillo in Santo Domingo St. Surrounding the green space, there are three 
apartment buildings. Also, it is possible to see a community garden, sitting space for 
food, and a giant mural painted by the Chilean grafitti artist Dasic Fernández.  
Taken July 2018 by the author. 

 

Contributions to the field of green areas in Santiago, Chile. 

 Because of the experiences I had in Santiago by navigating the city myself 

(informal participatory observation), interviewing residents (research participants and 

other resident using informal conversation), reading the literature of green area 

development in Santiago, performing content analysis of the two main newspapers in 

Chile and the leading NGO working to  improve the realities of green areas, and 
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interviewing professionals, academics, authorities, and community organizers of the 

urban, I share the contributions of this study to better understand green spaces in the city. 

Theoretically, this study shows that using a Global North approach (knowledge) 

to understand a Global South space (green areas in Santiago as well as different urban 

dynamics unfolding in this city) does not always work. This reality makes it necessary to 

use knowledge and a positionality that comes from the spaces and people that are being 

studied, particularly those whose voices have been consistently silenced. This is why I 

used a Global South epistemology to better explains the current urban realities in 

Santiago while at the same time connecting those to broader and structural socio-

economic and political systems shaping the city and its green areas, what I called in this 

study, the legacies of colonialism (military dictatorship, the implementation of 

neoliberalism, and current waves of green projects and sustainability practices). 

Additionally, the Global South epistemology served me to verbalize the actions of 

everyday and marginalized communities to challenge authorities and elite groups to 

achieve a fairer and more inclusive society. It also validates and recognizes as 

fundamental for better understanding urban reality, the knowledge, and experiences 

coming from the margins (non-wealthy municipalities and everyday people with no 

connection to political power and decision-making circles). The knowledge that comes 

from these poor comunas and their people, as shown in the current social unrest that has 

unfolded in Chile, has proved to be essential to make visible and address the disparate 

realities of green areas across the city as well as gender inequality, lack of affordable 

housing in non-poor comunas, among many other urban issues.  
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 Theoretically, this study also highlights that even if authorities and professionals 

of the urban recognize the disparity in distribution and quality of green areas between 

wealthy and non-wealthy municipalities, as a result of socio-economic and political 

structural systems contributing to it, no ‘expert’ connected or understood the 

intersectionality or uneasy connection of green spaces and colonial legacies. Some 

professionals laughed and ridiculed the idea that colonial legacies even existed. They 

called me out when I mentioned the concept of colonialism, as being an idea irrelevant, 

and sometimes impertinent, to our conversation or my analysis. These experiences with 

authorities, that their only or main focus is the urban, confirms one of the main premises 

of this work, that “unless the central subject of study is colonialism itself, the colonial 

structure invariably fades from view. It is as if once ‘passed’, colonialism is no longer 

relevant to the understanding of urbanization and urban relations.” (Blatman-Thomas and 

Porter, 2019: 31). Unfortunately, the denial attitude or unwillingness to recognize the 

uneasy connection between colonial legacies (as well as ideas of colonialism or 

postcolonialism) and current realities of green areas and other urban issues, was also 

present in all residents I interview for this project, as research participant or informal 

conversations. These experiences with authorities and residents, were they cannot or want 

to connect the colonial experience to current realities, suggests the normalization of 

oppressive logics and patterns that keep reproducing inequality and allowing the 

development of public green spaces to meet international standards, rather than 

understanding how the inequality of green spaces was created in the first place.  

Methodologically, this study positions viscerality as a fundamental aspect to 

understand urban spaces when navigating a city yourself. As part of my methods to better 
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understand the realities of different green areas across Santiago, particularly to be 

familiar with that unwritten information that is not captured in the literature of green 

spaces in Santiago or in the government metrics elaborated to comply with international 

standards, I used visceral research. By visceral research, I refer to those non-verbal 

communications: “feelings, sensations, moods, and so on experiences” (Hayes-Conroy, 

2010:734) that I interpreted in a particular space or interview and helped me to 

experience comunas from my standpoint. The visceral approach became fundamental 

when I navigated the city myself doing informal participatory observation of green areas 

as well as other urban spaces (such as Metro, buses, and streets) because it shaped how I 

approached people and comunas while adding feelings, sensations, and moods to what 

unfolds in the streets, which is rarely portrayed or studied in the literature of green areas 

in Santiago.  

Empirically, there are five contributions worth mentioning. First, this work 

recognizes that the realities of green spaces in Santiago had been vastly studied. 

However, none of those studies explain how and why Santiago achieved a drastic 

disparity of green spaces (in quantity and quality) between six municipalities (the wealthy 

ones: Vitacura, Lo Barnechea, Las Condes, Providencia, Ñuñoa, and La Reina) and the 

rest of Santiago. What residents think about green areas (particularly those who do not 

participate in NGOs program or do not hold a municipality/government work-related 

position), how they understand the disparity across municipalities, what are their 

experiences in these public spaces, or how they can be a factor in their development, are 

neglected in those studies. Throughout all the interviews and conversations with 

residents, either from wealthy and non-wealthy municipalities, no one knew exactly how 
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green areas are developed in their comunas, and everyone felt left-out from participating 

in the decision-making process that shapes these public spaces. This resident perspective 

was radically different from the one highlighted by municipalities and many authorities, 

which argued that they do ‘listen’ and ‘include’ residents in how green areas are shaped.  

 Secondly, there are three significant narratives regarding green areas presented by 

El Mercurio and La  Tercera, the two most prominent public newspapers in the country: 

1) The idea that by improving green spaces via authorities and private initiatives, 

communities will improve (their social fabric as well as their social and political capital); 

2) The notion that the World Health Organization has a minimum required of square 

meters of green area per person that every municipality should have; and 3) There is a 

call to authorities and professionals to improve the realities of green spaces in low-

income municipalities to make them more similar to the realities experienced in wealthy 

ones. However, these narratives in no form question the urban structural dynamics in 

which these spaces are being developed, which portrays green areas as isolated spaces 

that have nothing to do with broader socio-political realities nor with the colonial legacies 

I previously mentioned. Similarly, Fundación Mi Parque, the leading non-governmental 

organization in the country helping underfunded municipalities to develop more public 

green areas, does not relate green areas to systemic structures that generate inequality of 

distribution (and quality), as well as other urban issues, in the first place. These narratives 

coming from public newspapers and the leading NGO contribute to the uneasiness to 

connect green spaces to broader discussions.  

Third, by interviewing residents and authorities, patterns emerged. When 

authorities and residents were asked about their experiences with public green areas, 
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three factors were consistently mentioned. First, green areas do not mean the same for 

everyone, nor are they measured with the same techniques or approaches. However, all 

municipalities interviewed agreed on the World Health Organization recommendation of 

nine square meters of green area per person as the gold standard. Secondly, residents 

recognize a space as a green area only when ‘have green’ (grass, trees, and plants), can 

use it as a recreational space, and when they feel the area is safe and clean. Third, there is 

a lack of consensus among authorities and professionals of the urban about what spaces 

are (and should be) considered as public green areas. On the other hand, when analyzing 

what factors contribute to municipalities to develop public green spaces, economic 

resources were across the board the most determining one, followed by a lack of or 

inefficient municipal urban planning, a lack of effective channels that allow real 

community participation in comunas, a lack of collaboration across municipalities to 

support each other when trying to increase density and quality of theses spaces, an almost 

exclusively dependency on the political will of majors and their political parties, and 

finally, a pressing call to meet sustainability standards, mainly to comply with 

international agreements that do not acknowledge the realities of non-wealthy comunas 

or to meet current environmental challenges, such as water scarcity.  

Fourth, there is an expert-residents disconnection that prevents authorities and 

professionals of the urban to better understand and solve the urban issues affecting 

mostly everyday and marginalized communities in Chile. This disconnection became 

evident and palpable this past October 18th, 2019, when massive protests began aiming 

to expose the (in)visible realities of oppression, discrimination, inequality, and 

segregation, among others, that authorities and history have not addressed or 
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acknowledged. The actions that everyday and marginalized communities have taken 

since then (marches, fighting the military and police forces, burning public infrastructure, 

disrupt the daily circulation of people, and publicly challenging authorities and elites), 

represent to me a Global South epistemology, even when these people did not mention or 

refer to it. These actions are not unique to Santiago or Chile but represent a Latin 

American wave of how everyday and marginalized people are rethinking their everyday 

realities as a result of systemic oppression shaping their cities and lives.  

And finally, the fifth contribution shades light onto other narratives around green 

spaces in Santiago that remain unaddressed by authorities, experts, and residents. These 

narratives, according to research participants, also contribute to how ‘good’ or ‘bad’ are 

public green areas across Santiago. First, is the idea of  ‘who belongs’ to a particular 

space, where residents from wealthy comunas were able to ‘recognize’ what people are or 

not from their same comuna. Secondly, there is the idea of the ‘right’ culture to use green 

spaces. Research participants argued that the ‘right’ culture comes when people are 

exposed to formal education, when ‘dangerous’ or ‘bad’ people are excluded from using 

green areas, located mainly in wealthy municipalities, when poor people no longer 

depend on a paternalistic treatment from authorities to achieve their goals, when 

authorities include as local and national priorities outcomes that are different that only 

economics, and finally, when issues of gender violence are incorporated into the 

discussion of the urban, particularly into the design and implementation of public green 

areas, where several women research participants felt uncomfortable and unsafe, 

especially at night.   
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APPENDIX A: 

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 
Questions for residents  
 
In your vision, how do you (and others) benefit from having quality public urban green 
areas in your community (those that you can access)?  
 
Do you think/feel that the realities of green areas across wealthy and low-income 
municipalities in Santiago are similar or different? Why? What makes them different or 
similar to you? If you consider them differently, what do you think it can be done, at the 
municipal or/and national level, to address that disparity? 
 
Do you feel that better access to urban green areas could positively impact your 
life/community? Why (why not)? How? 
 
Do you know how public green areas are developed in your municipality? Can you 
describe how you (or your neighbors/community) participate in the decision-making 
process of green areas? Do you think it is a participation process that represents you  (or 
your neighbors)? 
 
In your vision, is your municipality doing enough to achieve urban green areas in a way 
that includes you and your needs and visions? How? Why (why not)? 
 
Are you satisfied with the green areas that you already have in your municipality? Why 
(why not)? Do you want more green areas in your community? What should those new 
green areas have? Why (why not)?  
 
Do you think there are structural reasons, beyond the capacity of your municipality, that 
are contributing to the realities of public green areas in Santiago? If yes, which ones are 
those, and how do you think they are working? 
 
 
Questions for Green Areas Department  
 
What is the mission of your department towards green areas? Why are these public 
spaces relevant for your municipality and the city as a whole? 
 
How your municipality is achieving and developing urban green areas? Why (why not)? 
How are residents being included in the decision-making process?  
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How many resources do you use to develop, maintain, and promote green spaces? Where 
are those resources coming from? 
 
Do you know if residents are satisfied with the green urban areas that are in their 
municipality? If yes, how do you know it? Do you know of any local group that opposes 
or supports your approach to develop green spaces? 
 
Why do you think, your municipality has similar or different realities of green areas than 
(name a particular municipality)? 

 
Do you think there are structural reasons, beyond the socio-economic and political 
capacity of your municipality, that are contributing to the realities of public green areas in 
Santiago? If yes, which ones are those and how do you think they are working? 
 
How do you think the reality of urban green spaces in Santiago can be modified 
structurally, and on daily activities, which would allow all municipalities to have similar 
green spaces? 
 
Questions for Experts 
 
What is your assessment of the reality of green spaces in Santiago? 
 
In your experience, how everyday people (residents) participate in the decision-making 
process of how these public spaces are developed? 
 
What structural systems, do you think/believe are shaping the realities of urban green 
spaces in the city? 
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APPENDIX B 

VERBAL CONSENT FORM – IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW 

 

Title of the research study: 

‘Para todos todo: ‘Unexpected’ outcomes of urban greening policies in Santiago, Chile’.  

Name, Department and contact info for investigator: 

Felipe Muñoz, Department of Geography and Urban Studies, Temple University 

Phone Number: +1(484)560-2644  

Email: tug26716@temple.edu 

 

Verbal Script for Obtaining Informed Consent: 

Hello, my name is Felipe Muñoz. I am a PhD student of Geography and Urban studies at 

Temple University in Philadelphia in the United States. I am conducting research for my 

dissertation.  

The purpose of this research aims to understand the extent to which urban greening 

policies in Santiago are having disparate effects on low and high-income municipalities. 

Today I would like to talk to you about your experiences (behaviors, attitudes, and 

feelings) related to urban greening in Santiago. The aim is to understand how you are 

participating in greening processes across the city. The information you share today can 

help me improve understanding of the experiences and challenges you face while using 

and planning green areas. 

The study procedure involves interviews about how you understand and experience 

greening policies and green areas. With your permission, I plan to digitally record the 

interviews. This recording will be referenced later if I forget things you say or can’t write 

fast enough to capture your stories. If you are uncomfortable with recording the 
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interview, I can take written notes instead. The recording is confidential, only I will have 

access to it, and it will never be shared. 

The estimated duration of your study participation is one to two hours. There are no 

reasonably foreseeable risks or discomforts as a result of participation in this research. 

Participation is voluntary. If you decide not to participate, there will be no penalty. You 

can decline to answer any questions or choose to stop participating at any time without 

prejudicing future interactions with me or Temple University. If you decide to withdraw 

from the research, all information provided up to that point will be destroyed. 

The benefit you will obtain from the research is knowing that you have contributed to the 

understanding of greening policies that potentially could inform future inclusive and 

equitable planning processes around greening in Santiago, in Chile, and more broadly, in 

Latin America.  

Every effort will be made to limit the disclosure of your personal information, including 

research study records, to people who have a need to review this information. All 

documents and information relating to this research will not be shared outside the 

research team and will be kept confidential. You will never be identified by name in any 

writing we do based on this study and I will not link your name to anything you say or 

the maps you mark up.  

Please contact the research team with questions, concerns, or complaints about the 

research by calling Felipe Muñoz at 14845602644 or e-mailing tug26716@temple.edu or 

emailing Dr. Allison Hayes-Conroy at anhc@temple.edu. This research has been 

reviewed and approved by the Temple University Institutional Review Board. The 

Temple IRB may inspect the research records to ensure that the study is being conducted 

properly. The IRB will also keep all information confidential. Please contact them at 

(215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any of the following: questions, 

concerns, or complaints about the research; questions about your rights; to obtain 

information; or to offer input. 


