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Abstract

The world is rapidly urbanizing. To contribute to the understanding of the socio-
environmental changes brought about by urban sprawl and densification, this thesis
examines wellbeing and vulnerability in low-income peri-urban areas in and around
Bogota, Colombia. For that purpose, I develop a typology of peri-urban settlements
that includes four main settlement classifications: agriculture-based, informal,
formalized, and state-subsidized housing. Inhabitants of agriculture-based
settlements, which includes a community of Muisca indigenous people, have
become legally and physically marginalized and are the most negatively impacted
by peri-urbanization, as their key resources, land and water, are increasingly
degraded. Inhabitants of informal settlements are often exposed to a variety of social
and environmental stressors and face significant difficulties in accessing basic
services, such as water and sanitation, while, at the same time, have grasped the
opportunity to build new homes in the peri-urban landscape.

Both in the development of these settlements, and as a method to pressure the state,
I show how collective action has been a central strategy for claiming access to basic
services and formalization programs. In response, the state has increasingly
recognized the rights of informal dwellers. This recognition has been realized
through formalization policies, improved access to basic social and physical
services, and the introduction of subsidized housing to counteract informality and
housing deficits. However, some projects have been developed in areas exposed to
environmental hazards, and are characterized by their deficient and low quality
physical and social services. Further, I show that the speed and quality of
formalization is contingent on institutional capacity, geography and social
mobilization, yet another indication that peri-urban areas are complex areas full of
contradictions and challenges, but also opportunities.



Abstract in Spanish (Resumen)

El mundo se esta urbanizando rapidamente. Para contribuir al entendimiento de los
cambios socio-ambientales que han traido el crecimiento y la densificacion de las
ciudades, esta tesis analiza el bienestar y la vulnerabilidad de las personas que
habitan en las areas periurbanas alrededor de Bogota, Colombia. Para tal fin, se
desarrolla una tipologia de los asentamientos periurbanos, que incluye cuatro
clasificaciones principales: aquellos que estan basados en la agricultura, los
asentamientos informales, los formalizados y la vivienda de interés social
subsidiada por el Estado. Los habitantes de los asentamientos basados en practicas
agricolas, en los que se incluyen indigenas del Cabildo Muisca de Bosa, han sido
legal y espacialmente marginalizados y son los que mas sufren los impactos de la
periurbanizacion, pues sus recursos fundamentales, como agua y suelo, se degradan
cada vez mas. Por otro lado, los habitantes de los asentamientos informales a
menudo estan expuestos a una variedad de factores de estrés social y ambiental y
enfrentan grandes dificultades para acceder a los servicios como el agua y el
saneamiento basico pero, al mismo tiempo, han aprovechado la oportunidad que
ofrecen los terrenos periurbanos para construir nuevas viviendas.

Este trabajo muestra que tanto en el desarrollo de estos asentamientos, y como
método para presionar al Estado, la accion colectiva ha sido una estrategia central
para reclamar el acceso a los servicios basicos y programas de formalizacion. En
respuesta, el Estado ha ido reconociendo cada vez mas los derechos de los
habitantes informales. Este reconocimiento se ha materializado a través de politicas
de formalizacion, la mejora en el acceso a los servicios basicos, como agua y
saneamiento, y equipamientos publicos, como salud y educacion, y la construccion
de viviendas subsidiadas para contrarrestar la informalidad y el déficit habitacional.
Sin embargo, algunos proyectos se han desarrollado en zonas expuestas a amenazas
ambientales y se caracterizan por el deficiente acceso y la baja calidad de los
servicios basicos y equipamientos publicos. Adicionalmente se muestra que la
velocidad en la formalizacion y la calidad con la que se lleva a cabo dependen de la
capacidad institucional, la geografia y la movilizaciéon social. Esto expone la
complejidad de las areas periurbanas, que estan llenas de contradicciones pero que
a la vez, representan multiples oportunidades.
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1 Introduction

Aim and Scope of Research

This thesis investigates the wellbeing and vulnerability of populations in low-
income peri-urban areas in the Global South. It does so through an analysis of the
changes in wellbeing and the vulnerability of peri-urban populations to multiple
socio-environmental stressors under the premise that peri-urban areas (PUAs) (also
known as the urban-rural interface) are areas undergoing a transition, typically (but
not exclusively) from rural to urban. During the transition rural and urban
ecological, physical, economic, and social characteristics coexist, interact, and
overlap, producing a mosaic landscape characterized by different land uses,
activities, populations, and institutional arrangements.

The overall research question in this thesis is thus:

How does peri-urbanization as a place-constituting process shape the wellbeing and
vulnerability of its population, and what can we learn about peri-urbanization by
identifying vulnerability and wellbeing in peri-urban communities?

The specific research sub-questions are:

i. How do peri-urban inhabitants experience the socio-environmental
change that accompanies urban sprawl and densification?

ii. How can we identify and understand the main settlement types and
emerging socio-environmental processes in peri-urban areas, seen as
transition zones?

iii. What are the socio-political processes beyond peri-urban areas
that contribute to their formation and dynamics?

I explore these questions in an investigation of low-income peri-urban areas in the
borough of Bosa in Bogota municipality and the neighboring Soacha municipality.
The research is qualitative and is focused on the wellbeing and vulnerability of peri-
urban populations from their own perspective. I chose the community level, to better
understand peri-urban socio-environmental dynamics and to complement existing
urbanization and vulnerability literature that tends to focus on the household level



or the municipal level (see for example, Davila et al. 2006; Moser 2007a; O’Brien
et al. 2004; O’Brien, Quinlan, and Ziervogel 2009).

In the thesis I will show that the wellbeing and the vulnerability of peri-urban
dwellers is closely linked to the peri-urbanization process and their location in an
area of socio-environmental transition. I identified four main settlement types in the
studied areas that reflect different stages of peri-urbanization, namely: agriculture
based, informal, formal (including formalized and self-constructed housing), and
large-scale state subsidized housing. Given the heterogeneous landscape, different
peri-urban groups experience distinct vulnerability paths during the transition
process. While the peri-urban landscape is comprised of diverse activities and actors
(such as industry, mining, social service infrastructure, and waste management
facilities, to name a few), and since I am interested primarily in the perspective of
the inhabitants of peri-urban areas, I have chosen to focus my research on the
abovementioned settlements and their populations.

Thesis Structure

The thesis is structured around the main peri-urban settlement types identified. In
chapter 2, I introduce the key concept of peri-urban areas, and in chapter 3 I present
guiding theoretical frameworks including urban political ecology, socio-
environmental vulnerability, wellbeing and justice. In chapter 4 1 develop my
research design, introduce the study areas, and reflect on my role throughout the
research process. In chapter 5 I examine the historical, environmental, and political
processes that have contributed to the peri-urbanization of the study area. In this
chapter I also discuss the history of the Muisca indigenous groups, who are
descendants of the first settlers of Bogotd’s plateau (Sabana de Bogotd) and
inhabitants of current peri-urban areas in Bosa, Bogota.

Chapter 6, 7, and 8 constitute the core of the thesis. In these chapters I present the
empirical findings from the identified settlements, structured in terms of the
wellbeing and vulnerability frameworks introduced in chapter 4.

Chapter 6 is an analysis of the wellbeing and vulnerability of the populations who
live in areas where most of the population has agriculture-based livelihoods. While
my analysis focuses on the neighborhood and rural district level, when I examine
these agriculture-based areas I give special attention to the Muisca indigenous group
living in Bosa. The Muiscas have been particular impacted by peri-urbanization and
thus far largely neglected in urbanization policies and academic work.

Much of the peri-urbanization process has taken the form of informal settlements.
In chapter 7, I examine this form of peri-urbanization starting with a
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conceptualization of informality and then by exploring the development of informal
settlements in peri-urban areas, policy changes with respect to formalization, as well
as current challenges and opportunities.

In chapter 8, I explore the wellbeing (and constraints) of settlements that started
informally but have since formalized, as well as settlements that started formally
both through self-construction and through large-scale state-subsidized housing
projects. In this chapter, I scrutinize the implementation of formalization processes
and state-led initiatives to counter low-income housing deficits and informal peri-
urbanization. I highlight that while the transition has meant increased social services
(such as health and education centers, and public transportation), the rapid increase
in population has meant insufficient capacity of these services and thus deficiencies
in availability and quality of provided services. In chapter 9 I propose a typology
for peri-urbanization, and to conclude, in chapter 10, I provide some final
reflections.
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2 Unpacking Peri-Urban Areas

An Urban World

The world is increasingly urban. About one century ago 20% of the global
population lived in urban areas, while at present over 50% do so. The UN-
HABITAT (2015) has estimated that another 1.5 billion people will be incorporated
into the urban population between 2010 and 2030, and that by 2050 75% of the
world’s population is expected to live in cities. The fastest growth in the past 30-50
years has occurred in Latin America and newly industrialized countries in East and
South East Asia (Simon 2008b; UN-HABITAT 2015). The Latin America and the
Caribbean (LAC) region is the most urbanized region in the world with around 80%
of the population residing in urban areas (UN-HABITAT 2015). About 70% of the
world’s gross domestic product (GDP) is produced in urban areas, in LAC it
accounts for 60%-70% (BID 2011). At the same time, LAC is the region with the
highest income disparity and two thirds of the urban population live in poverty (BID
2011; UN-HABITAT 2015).

Early urban historians conceptualized the city as a “single entity, a geographically
discrete place and a physical artifact” (Miraftab and Kudva 2015:24). Cities are, on
the one hand, places where societies produce and reproduce social and economic
activities, cultures and identities, and spatially articulate power relations, while on
the other, they are the most human-dominated complex socio-ecological systems
impacting and being impacted by the natural environment (Lampis and Fraser 2012;
Miraftab and Kudva 2015; Seto, Sanchez-Rodriguez, and Fragkias 2010). Trade-
offs and opportunities between urban areas and the ‘natural’ environment depend
on the urbanization process, which varies according to different qualities that
characterize the process including its rate and scale, the spatial configuration of land,
and the resulting urban forms (Seto et al. 2010).

Seto et al. (2010) argue that we are in a new era of urbanization and current
urbanization processes present different characteristics than previous periods. These
characteristics of contemporary urbanization include: scale (bigger cities in physical
extent, population, economic importance, and environmental impacts); higher
urbanization rates; changing loci of urbanization (from Europe and Latin America
in the 1950s to Asia and Africa); more physically expansive; increasingly
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specialized urban function with resulting effects on urban labor, lifestyles, and the
environment; and reinforcing feedbacks between the above characteristics. In
countries of the Global South in particular, social inequality and marginalization are
also playing a part in the urban spatial configuration.

A number of challenges have been recognized in urban areas such as climate change
(both the contribution of cities to greenhouse gas emissions and their vulnerability
to climate change impacts); the increasing inequality and limitations in access to
income, opportunities, services, and infrastructure; the continued growth of
informal settlements reinforcing other forms of inequity; increasing levels of
unemployment; commodification of land through mechanisms such as land use
planning and land expropriation, with real estate developers, housing finance
corporations, and foreign capital often directing the process (Mukherjee 2015; UN-
HABITAT 2015).

Peri-Urbanization

Given the increasing urban population, urban land must expand upwards and/or
outwards. As urbanization continues spatially outwards, new areas are developed at
the urban-rural interface (Seto et al. 2010). The growth of the city into new
territories is an inescapable effect of the urbanization process (Allen, da Silva, and
Corubolo 1999). This process will be referred henceforth as peri-urbanization.'

Peri-urbanization entails the process whereby urban development impacts nearby
areas (usually rural and smaller neighboring municipalities) producing significant
changes in the social, economic, physical, and ecological structures (Aguilar 2008;
Allen 2003; Webster and Muller 2004; Webster 2011). This process is ongoing and
as such is difficult to define in static terms. Webster (2002) attempted to provide a
more concrete definition of what constitutes an area undergoing peri-urbanization
in the East Asian context with respect to labor. He provided specific percentages of
the distribution of labor force in manufacturing activities versus the primary sector.
While the percentages may not be the same in different contexts, a point that seems
to be replicable across countries in the Global South, is that an area can be defined
as undergoing peri-urbanization when the proportion of employment in the primary
sector (e.g., agriculture) is decreasing, while that of employment in manufacturing
and service sectors is increasing. Webster also presents important characteristics of
the peri-urbanization process that apply beyond the East Asian context. These
characteristics include: changing local economic and employment structures from

! Similar concepts to peri-urbanization exist such as suburbanization and exurbanization. Both terms refer to urban
sprawl driven by residential development and are usually applied in the European or North American context
(Hoggart 2005; Leaf 2008; Webster and Muller 2004).
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agriculture-based to manufacturing and service oriented (this changing employment
structure also involves population commuting daily to other areas for work); rapid
population growth (which is often not captured in government data); changing
spatial development patterns; increasing land costs driven by land speculation and
the inflow of investment (Webster 2002).

The dichotomy between urban and rural is problematic because peri-urbanization is
relational and affects the dynamics between the city, the newly developed areas, and
the surrounding territory (Simon 2008b). With increasing peri-urbanization, the
need to understand the prevailing socio-economic and physical dynamics, drivers of
change, institutional arrangements in these transition zones, and the implications for
the local population and ecosystem is ever more important (Qvistréom 2007; Simon
2008b; Webster 2011).

Relevance and Research Gaps

An important, and often relegated, aspect of the current urbanization process and a
result of peri-urbanization is the appearance of what is referred to as the peri-urban
area (PUA) or the peri-urban interface. Previous research has placed little attention
to the dynamics of these PUAs. Simon (2008b) explains the lack of research about
PUAs by the fact that they are ill-defined and considered short-term transitional
zones. As areas of rapid change, data collection is complicated and very little
information exists on population and other variables. Most analyses rely on proxies
from urban and rural data instead. There are also insufficient analytical and
management approaches tailored to the particularities of PUAs (Allen et al. 1999;
Simon 2008b; Thapa, Marshall, and Stagl 2008). This thesis aims to complement
existing peri-urban literature, and thereby contribute to filling these research gaps.

Understanding Peri-Urban Areas

[The peri-urban is] a graveyard for the countryside and a cradle for the city, whereas
the intermediate phases of landscape and life are being ignored. (Qvistrom 2007:270)

The definitions of PUAs and the processes that take place in these areas are multiple.
There are also several terms used interchangeably in the literature to describe this
type of areas. Table 1 provides an overview of the different terminology and its
applications. PUAs are zones of rapid change and transition, most commonly (but
not exclusively), from rural to urban. As an area in transition both rural and urban
physical, economic, and social characteristics coexist and interact, producing a
mosaic landscape with multiple land uses, activities, populations, and institutional
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arrangements (Allen, Davila, and Hofmann 2006b; Allen 2003; Bocz 2012; Webster
2011). Adriana Allen and Julio Davila have written extensively on PUAs and
describe them as the interface where urban and rural activities meet (Allen and
Davila 2000). Similarly, Seto et al. describe PUAs as “hybrid landscapes: a
juxtaposition of traditional and rural with modern and urban” (2010:177). Given the
context of this thesis, I do not consider suburbs PUAs as has been done in the
European and North American contexts (Ravetz, Fertner, and Nielsen 2013; Simon
2008Db).

Table 1. Most common terms similar to peri-urban areas

Term

Sample of scholars (and
publications) who use term

Usage of term and additional information

Desakota systems

Mcgee 1991; Pelling and Mustafa
2010; The Desakota Study Team
2008

The term desakota comes from Indonesian: desa
(village) and kota (city). It was coined by urban
geographers in the 1990°s (Mcgee 1991) in
reference to Asian PUAs; in later years it has also
been used in African and Latin American
contexts.

Metropolitan
periphery

Bontje and Burdack 2005; Taaffe,
Krakover, and Gauthier 1992

Used in both Global North and South countries;
used significantly in Europe.

Peri-urban areas

Agrawal et al. 2003; A. Allen,
Davila, and Hofmann 2006; Allen
2003; Kombe 2005; Lanjouw,
Quizon, and Sparrow 2001

One of the most common terms. It is used
particularly in research centered on countries in
the Global South.

Peri-urban . Used particularly in the Global South country
hinterland Aguilar and Ward 2003 context, the example is from Mexico.
Adell 1999; Brooks 2003; Used particularly in the Global South country
. Mandere Mandere, Ness, and . .
Peri-Urban context. One of the few books with a peri-urban
Anderberg 2010; McGregor, . .
Interface . ] focus uses this terminology (McGregor et al.
Simon, and Thompson 2006; 2006)
Tacoli 1998 )
Peri-Urban Gockowski et al. 2003; Williams Used in both Global North and South, used in
Landscapes et al. 2005 Europe particularly in geography-related research.
Used in research centered in both the Global
North and South. “[T]he periphery signifies a
. Clonts 1970; Leeds 1996; relationship of interdependence in an apparatus of
Urban periphery

Wacquant 1993

domination but it also refers to a specific
topographical location: the peripheral
neighborhoods of the urban poor” (Roy 2011:232)

Urban-Rural
Continuum

Micciolo et al. 1991

Used in medicine literature

Urban Fringe

Lopez et al. 2001;
Heimlich and Anderson 2001

Used in Global North and South country context,
in both physical geography and urban planning

Urban-Rural

Carrion-Flores and Irwin 2004;

Often used in cited papers related to land use
mapping. Simon describes it as the “outer edge or

Farll:(;gleiural— Treitz, Howarth, and Gong 1992; transition zone between urban and rural areas”

. Weaver and Lawton 2001 (2008b:170); used mostly in Global North country
Urban fringe)

context.

Urban-Rural Simon 2004 Most cited papers using the term relate to physical
Interface geography research
Wildland Urban Radeloff et al. 2005; Theobald and | Mostly used for research related to fire risk,
Interface Romme 2007 forestry, and planning
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PUAs are spatially and structurally highly dynamic and heterogeneous (Mbiba and
Huchzermeyer 2002; Seto et al. 2010). They are difficult to clearly define spatially
because their spatial extent and location are constantly shifting, and they often
surpass administrative boundaries (Simon 2008b). They are therefore better
described based on the processes occurring rather than by spatial boundaries.
Examples of defining characteristics of PUAs found in key readings on peri-urban
issues (namely, Allen et al. 1999; Allen 2003; Mbiba and Huchzermeyer 2002;
McGregor et al. 2006; Seto et al. 2010; Simon 2008b; Tacoli 2003; The Desakota
Study Team 2008) include:

1. Changing land uses and thereby a mixture of agricultural, ‘natural’,
and urban ecosystems;

ii. Changing land and resource rights (often reduced access to natural
resources such as land, water, and firewood), and administration
(e.g., unclear administrative boundaries and jurisdictions);

iii. Arrival of people who have moved from the inner city and are
already integrated to the urban economy;

iv. Highly heterogeneous and ever changing social and economic
composition, often leading to competing interests without the
adequate institutional arrangements to address them: e.g., conflicts
among traditional and new dwellers over the use of natural resources
and the management and ownership of land;

v. Increasing pressure on the environment due to urban expansion
and the transformation of land into residential areas, as well as
unsustainable use of renewable and nonrenewable resources;

vi. Emergence of industrial zones and informal activities such as
mining of construction materials;

vii. Increasing (but often inadequate) access to urban infrastructure,
services, and markets;

viii. Increasing exposure to urban pollution, such as air pollution and
solid and liquid waste.

PUAs are where rural-urban flows of people, goods, natural resources, and waste
are most intense (Allen 2003). Complex assemblages of internal and external
processes drive this dynamism. The social, economic, cultural, and environmental
heterogeneity of PUAs provides both opportunities and challenges to their
inhabitants and the surrounding areas. The heterogeneity provides, for example,
increased levels of socio-economic and cultural diversity, while simultaneously
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becoming the loci of increased conflict and competition over access to resources
and services (e.g., water and sanitation) (Allen 2003; Thapa et al. 2008). In many
countries in the Global South, peri-urbanization is occurring with poor governance
and inadequate planning. This can result in poor housing standards, deficient access
to public utilities (such as water and sanitation), and residing populations at risk of
being impacted by natural and anthropogenic environmental hazards (Hardoy,
Mitlin, and Satterthwaite 2001).

As described by Hough (1990), the peri-urban is a battlefield between rural activities
predestined to disappear and the expanding city, where in between only
placelessness exists. Adriana Allen describes it differently, but in a way that is
equally illustrative:

The peri-urban interface constitutes an ‘uneasy’ phenomenon, usually characterized
by either the loss of ‘rural’ aspects (loss of fertile soil, agricultural land, natural
landscape, etc.) or the lack of “urban’ attributes (low density, lack of accessibility,
lack of services and infrastructure, etc.) (Allen 2003:136).

In a similar manner, the PUA is constituted through its subordination to the city,
whereby the PUA serves as provider of resources needed by the city and as a
receiver of the waste and externalities produced by the city (Mukherjee 2015).
Hence, PUAs are often considered marginal to the city (Ranganathan and Balazs
2015).

From an environmental perspective, PUAs are characterized by the appropriation of
natural resources and a reduction of ecological services (Allen et al. 1999;
Mukherjee 2015). PUAs often include open spaces that serve as dumping areas for
urban waste, impacting the local environment and population (Norstrdom 2007). An
important distinction is whether the areas are upstream or downstream of rivers.
Downstream areas are generally less desirable, as they receive water pollution from
the inner city and are at higher risk of flooding (Tacoli 2003). At the same time,
PUAs still provide a variety of ecosystem services to its resident and neighboring
urban centers. Air and noise pollution, for example, can be lower than at the urban
core. The availability of agricultural and idle fields allow for higher rates of water
infiltration than impermeable urban surfaces, and the agricultural land is also a
source of food for neighboring areas.

With respect to labor, the common dichotomy of urban (industrial and service) and
rural (agricultural) activities may not be applicable to PUAs. PUA’s households
may have members who commute towards the city center for employment, while
others may commute towards rural areas to be employed in agricultural areas (Seto
et al. 2010). Institutionally, the provision of services and infrastructure in PUAs is
influenced by a variety of policies and agencies with overlapping mandates and
jurisdictions, which are often contradictory and fragmented. Furthermore, in many
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cities new housing developments (both formal and informal) are built beyond the
official urban boundary in areas designated as rural under land use plans (Tacoli
1998). The inverse can also be the case, as [ will show in my study areas, wherein
the rural designation is removed from land use plans in areas where rural-activities
(such as agriculture) still dominate the landscape. It should be noted that land use
changes in PUAs are not exclusively the product of urbanization; the de-
agrarianization of rural areas and the promotion of industrial decentralization can
be drivers of the process as well (Allen et al. 1999).

Temporal and Spatial Considerations

As areas of change (or transition zones), there is a time component that limits the
spatial and social delimitation of PUAs. An aspect that does not come up sufficiently
in existing literature relates to the speed of change in PUAs. The fast change that
characterizes these fringe areas implies that if a particular location was analyzed in
the past, the concurring rural and urban characteristics may have been evident at the
time of study; however, a few decades, or even just a few years, later the urban
aspects may have taken over, leaving the rural aspects almost absent. Moreover, the
rate of change is not the same for different aspects of the peri-urbanization process.
As noted by Wilson (2010), transportation and retail may respond quickly to a rise
in demand given by increased population. In contrast, changes in infrastructure (e.g.,
hospitals, schools) may be slow. Economic restructuring, for instance, may occur at
in-between speeds. Peri-urbanization should therefore be seen as a process with
varying spatial and temporal scales.

In addition, peri-urban literature emphasizes the co-existence of urban and rural
characteristics with little mention of areas that are neither urban nor rural. In my
view, these are areas at the fringe of the city where land has been left idle for years
(with the prevision that they would become urbanized or driven by de-
agrarianization of rural areas) and should also be included in the PUA concept.
Accordingly, several of the areas I studied are characterized by these qualities.

Consistency ‘Disclaimer’

For the purpose of consistency, I will mostly use the concept of peri-urban areas
(PUAs) throughout the thesis. However, in some of the study areas the term peri-
urban interface may be more appropriate. That is especially the case for the
subsidized housing and formalized areas of Bosa and Soacha, as the neighborhoods
themselves are considered urban but they are located at the interface between the
consolidated urban area and the rural area. Simply put, they border a rural area; an
area with large green areas and agricultural fields, and low population densities. My
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choice of research areas aims to highlight the different levels of peri-urbanization
that exist, which I will explain further in chapter 4 when the study areas are
introduced.

Peri-Urban Areas as Socio-Environmental Transition
Zones

Following the above analysis of the concept of PUAs and based on my empirical
research, I propose that PUAs are better understood as socio-environmental
transitions zones.” In this section, I will delineate the conceptualization of a socio-
environmental transition zone and argue for its usefulness.

The concept of a transition zone is used in multiple fields, including ecology and
urban studies. By definition, it is an area where temporal change leads to spatial
variation (Griffin and Preston 1966). In ecology, a transition zone refers to two
adjacent ecosystems that overlap, like water and land or forest and grassland,
Similar concepts have developed in ecology such as ecological boundary, ecotone,
ecocline, edge, boundary, interface, critical transition zone, and biogeographical
transition zone (Yarrow and Marin 2007). The importance of these different
concepts is that they aim to help conceptualize and analyze flux in and across a
heterogeneous space. In ecology, however, the focus has been on the biophysical
processes in heterogeneous spaces, with less attention given to the human influence
on these processes.

In urban studies of the early and mid-twentieth century, particularly in the United
States, the transition zone referred to an area bordering a city’s central business
district and separating it from the homogenous land use patterns that surrounded it
(e.g., homogeneous industrial and residential areas). This transition zone was
characterized by a mix of distinct land use types. The zone normally contained
several land uses typical of the city, combining both commercial and non-
commercial uses, and continually changing as a response to the forces of urban
growth (Griffin and Preston 1966; Mazzanti 1986). The transition zone was
considered a problematic area (Pacione 1977), as presented neither the advantages
of a central business district, nor the conditions for residential living. However, the
expectation was that over time transition zones would develop into business-
industrial districts. Where conversion to a more homogenous area or where
absorption by activities that supply the business district did not occur, it could mean

% The idea of the term socio-environmental transition zone was jointly developed with Chad Boda, with whom I am
preparing a paper about the socio-environmental transition zone concept, where its application is not limited to
PUAs.
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that economic investments in the area did not pay off or the area was not as
economically vibrant. The areas of mixed and often incompatible land uses
generally would tend towards stagnation and deterioration (Griffin and Preston
1966; Vargas Maretto, Oliverira Assis, and Augusto Gavlak 2010). Griffin and
Preston (1966) claimed that the transition zone received little specific research
attention and the limited number of studies that can be found seem to confirm that
statement. As an area embedded in the city, studies (e.g., Griffin and Preston 1966;
Mazzanti 1986; Pacione 1977) predominantly dealt with economic and
infrastructural issues, whereas ecological aspects were basically absent.

Conceptualizing PUAs as socio-environmental transition zones brings attention to
the environmental (biophysical), socio-economic, and political processes that exist
in PUAs both as they drive the transition and are resultant of it. In that respect, PUAs
are ‘interface landscapes’ where the urban meets the rural. At this interface,
urbanization in the form of urban sprawl implies a gradual shift from rural-like to
urban-like characteristics, and a socio-environmental transition whereby the social,
economic, physical, institutional, and environmental characteristics of the area are
changing.

It can be argued that socio-economic and political processes emerging from local,
regional, national, and global levels (like economic policies that drive urban
expansion) are the main drivers of urban expansion and the actual transition. At the
same time, socio-economic and environmental dynamics are interrelated. The
environment influences socio-economic processes such as settlement patterns.
Concurrently, human modification of ‘natural’ landscapes produces changes in
biophysical processes, which influence socio-economic dynamics. The relation
between waterbodies, settlement patterns, and hydrological hazards illustrates this
iterative process. Throughout the world, people have settled close to waterbodies,
such as rivers, as they are a source of water for consumption and irrigation, food,
transportation, and recreation. At the same time, populations modify these
waterbodies through alteration of their watercourses, by polluting them or restoring
them, for instance. These kinds of alterations have impacts on nearby populations
through changes in the exposure to floods (the hazard can be reduced or increased
through human modification of watercourses) and health impacts.

It is important to highlight that within these dynamic processes, drivers of change
are not constant. External circumstances (e.g., political changes) can alter the drivers
of the transition, and thus the transition process itself. Similarly, as the transition
occurs internal conditions change. These changes can also modify the internal
driving forces of the transition.

Conceptualizing PUAs as socio-environmental transition zones brings into focus the
dynamic and transitory character of these areas. The socio-environmental changes
in these dynamic zones have spatial and temporal dimensions. The peri-urban area
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is constantly changing internally at the same time as its geographical extent may be
changing; change is occurring in and across space. The geographical space where a
peri-urban area is located is often changing within the currently peri-urban area and,
as urbanization continues to exert pressure on the landscape, the peri-urban area
moves spatially into new territories.

The temporal dimension relates to the duration and rate of the transition. To fully
understand the impacts of the transition, it can be important (and even necessary) to
investigate the socio-environmental characteristics of the landscape prior to the
transition and, once the transition is completed, the characteristics of the resulting
urban landscape. When studying these changes, it can be useful to understand the
historical processes that have shaped the landscape where a peri-urban area has
emerged. It is also useful to study areas that went through the peri-urban stage and
have now consolidated as urban areas (and thus can no longer be called peri-urban)
to better understand how the transition has taken place in the past, as a potential
indicator of what the future may hold, ceteris paribus, for those areas currently in
transition. However, it should be recognized that the heterogeneity of socio-
environmental conditions that coincide during the transition mean that a number of
potential pathways through the transition and many ‘resulting’ configurations are
possible.

Furthermore, it could be assumed that the peri-urban area is a transitory stage in a
particular geographical location. As a transitory phase, the concept will not always
be useful to the same geographical location. Once the transition is completed, other
concepts that help better understand the resulting socio-environmental landscape
may be needed. Finally, bringing focus to the socio-environmental transition
requires an analysis of how the transition is managed by institutional arrangements,
as well as analyses of whose voices are heard, and who benefits and who losses
during the transition.

In sum, PUAs should be considered as highly dynamic socio-environmental
transition zones, where a variety of landscapes, socio-economic, institutional, and
cultural identities are convening in both harmonious and conflicting manners driven
by internal and external economic, political, and environmental drivers and flows.
As the zone progresses in its transition, new socio-environmental configurations
emerge with increasing diversity. Over time, this diversity tends to fade and
particular characteristics, generally urban characteristics, dominate.
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3 Theory

As argued in the previous chapter, peri-urbanization is a process of socio-
environmental transition. The transition is spatially grounded (Harvey 1989) and it
is the result of a historical-geographical and socially mediated transformation of
nature (Harvey 1996; Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006). As a socially
mediated process, the transformation of nature involves a variety of socio-spatial
relations, in which actors with different interests and objectives interact in
asymmetrical relations of power. The asymmetrical relations of power are a product
of historical-geographical conflicts and power struggles connected to class,
ethnicity, gender and bureaucracy (to name just a few) (Harvey 1989, 1996; Heynen
et al. 2006; Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003). Power, as argued by Rutherford and
following Foucault, is not possessed, but exercised everywhere through “countless
sites, practices, agents, discourses and institutions” (Rutherford 2007:296). In peri-
urban areas (PUAs), the heterogeneity of actors that drive and are affected by the
transition (e.g., those who live in the area prior to peri-urbanization and those that
settle in it), as well as the heterogeneity of livelihoods sustained by those actors that
often mean conflicting interests, lead to an interplay of power at multiple levels,
including the local level (among peri-urban dwellers) and at regional level (e.g.,
between the core of the city and PUAs). Furthermore, as the transition extends
geographically multiple jurisdictions come into play creating administrative
ambiguities, and leading to additional power struggles and conflicts (Simon 2008a).

Lefebvre (1991) argued that every society with its particular modes of production
and reproduction, produces its own space. Space is produced through what Lefebvre
called the spatial triad: the perceived physical space which is produced through daily
routines; the conceived or mental space abstracted by scientists and planners; and
the lived or social space used and described by inhabitants (Lefebvre 1991). The
production of the peri-urban space is an instrument of state control through which
the state exercises political power (Lefebvre 1991; Merrifield 2006; Parker 2004).
However, the control of the state is never absolute, partly because it is subject to
contradictions between different state levels and jurisdictions. It is also continuously
contested by individuals and groups that experience, conceive of, and use that space
(Cash 2014; Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003). It can be said, in short, that the
production of space taking place through peri-urbanization occurs through the
exercise of social, economic and political power (Kaika and Swyngedouw 2012).
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The power dynamics that entangle actors and institutions that are part of peri-
urbanization lead to uneven consequences of the process, where some groups can
better reap the benefits of the socio-environmental transition, and others are
negatively affected. These uneven consequences have different gradients. It can be
the case, for instance, that for some of the peri-urban population, certain aspects
(e.g., material conditions) of life improve during the transition, while others
deteriorate.

I am interested in investigating who produces what kind of socio-environmental
configurations and for whom (Heynen et al. 2006), and in the process whose voices
are being heard and whose ignored (Kaika and Swyngedouw 2012). That is to say
that I am interested in exploring the differential consequences of peri-urbanization,
the drivers of the process, and the actors involved at multiple levels, including the
local level, and the higher socio-economic and political structures that influence the
process. As a thesis in sustainability science, one of my aims is to bridge the gap
between problem-solving and critical research approaches (Jerneck et al. 2010). I
will do this by using concepts that can contribute to problem-solving, while taking
a critical stand to understanding the socio-economic and political structures that
contribute to the constitution of uneven socio-environmental conditions in PUAs.
Given the above, political ecology, particularly urban political ecology, is well
suited to analyze PUAs and the process of peri-urbanization. Thus I will use urban
political ecology as the overarching framework of this thesis (see Figure 1). From
the problem-solving side, I draw on frameworks, which I use as instrumental;
namely vulnerability and social wellbeing. These frameworks help me distill the
dynamics at play in PUAs. I also critically analyze the findings from my
vulnerability and wellbeing examinations. To do so, that is to help me make sense
and critically question why certain conditions result in certain outcomes; I draw on
the social and environmental justice literature, as well as on Harvey’s accumulation
by dispossession notion. I will start this chapter by introducing political ecology and
go on to explain its relevance to my research. Following that, I will present the other
key concepts and frameworks that guide this research, namely, vulnerability,
wellbeing, justice and accumulation by dispossession.
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Figure 1. Theoretical Framework

Theoretical framework for understanding peri-urbanization through critical and problem-solving
research.

Political Ecology

Urban political ecology literature is inspired by the work of scholars like Piers
Blaikie, David Harvey and Neil Smith (Cook and Swyngedouw 2012). It is known
for taking a critical predisposition, where specific urban environmental problems
are linked to larger socio-economic and environmental processes through uneven
power relations (Heynen et al. 2006; Keil 2005; Ranganathan and Balazs 2015). In
that respect, political ecologists are advocates for a complex analysis of how
politics, human agency, and discourses influence socio-environmental change and
natural resource control and management (Bryant 1998; Moffat and Finnis 2005).
Urban political ecology recognizes that there are uneven power relations in the
control and manipulation of the material and social conditions that make up
peri(urban) areas (Heynen et al. 2006). The uneven power relations are reflected in
the ability of one actor to control the access and use of resources of another (Bryant

1998:86).

My conceptualization of peri-urbanization earlier in the introduction of this chapter
drew on the literature of urban political ecology. To emphasize, urban political
ecologists understand (peri-)urbanization as an intense socio-environmental process
by which nature is transformed through the application of socio-economic and
political power (Kaika and Swyngedouw 2012; Swyngedouw 1997). This
transformation generates new socio-environmental settings with unique spatial,
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temporal, social, political, and material characteristics. To understand peri-
urbanization one must recognize the logics of power embedded in the process that
lead to highly uneven socio-environmental peri(urban) landscapes (Heynen et al.
2006; Leff 2003; Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003; Ulloa 2011). In countries of the
Global South, PUAs are often associated with areas that are physically and
politically marginal compared to the core city (Allen et al. 1999; Ranganathan and
Balazs 2015). Urban political ecology is a useful theoretical framework, as it
provides an integrated and relational approach (Heynen 2013) that allows me to
unravel the shaping socio-environmental processes that shape those uneven
landscapes, where some actors are privileged and others marginalized
(Swyngedouw 1997).

Heynen, Kaika and Swyngedouw (2006) have brought attention to the failure of
urban social theory of the twentieth-century to take into account ecological and
biophysical processes. Urban political ecology addresses this gap by recognizing
the intrinsic and co-deterministic relation between environmental and social change
(Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003). The co-deterministic relation between
environmental and social change stems from the acknowledgement that the way
humans organize society determines the way in which they transform nature, and in
turn, that nature conditions the way societies are configured (Toledo 2008).
Furthermore, an underlying assumption of political ecology is that politics and the
environment are thoroughly interconnected (Bryant 1998; Leff 2003). This co-
determination and interconnectedness imply that the political, social, and economic
cannot be separated from the ecological when working to understand peri-
urbanization (Quimbayo Ruiz 2014; Ranganathan and Balazs 2015; Swyngedouw
1997; Ulloa 2011). With this in mind, political ecology provides a lens through
which access to land, safe water and sanitation and to both natural and social
resources (e.g., education) in PUAs can be explained as rooted in social and political
factors (Douglas 2006) and manifested, for instance, in the struggles of poor
populations to access water and cope with living in areas of flood risk.

Political ecology strives for the ‘denaturalization’ of nature and for the
‘ecologization’ of social relations (Leff 2003). The dual conceptualization (of the
socio-political of nature and the ecological of society) also helps us move beyond
the epistemological duality between the natural and social sciences, towards an
interdisciplinary understanding of socio-environmental dynamics (Armitage et al.
2012). It also highlights how aspects such as location, scale, timing and duration are
determining factors of social and environmental phenomena (Toledo 2008). That
being said, in this thesis I adopt what Forsyth (2001) has called a realist political
ecology approach, wherein I recognize that the way societies transform nature is a
political process, as is the way we discuss about environmental issues (e.g.,
environmental degradation). This recognition of the politics of environmental
change is combined with a realist biophysical approach to issues such as water and
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air pollution, or changes in rainwater infiltration through reduction of permeable
surfaces, just to name a few examples relevant to PUAs.

From Urban Political Ecology to Peri-Urban Political Ecology

Urban political ecology is well suited for my research, as in most cases, PUAs are
transitioning towards urban characteristics. The fate of peri-urban landscapes is
likely that they will be absorbed by urban areas and adopt urban characteristics
(which has been shown to be the case in my study areas as I will demonstrate
throughout the thesis). Urban political ecology could therefore be more relevant to
this study than political ecology approaches that focus on rural issues (e.g., Escobar
2006; Perreault 2013; Toledo 2008). However, urban political ecology has been
criticized for its ‘metodological cityism’, referring to an almost exclusive focus on
the traditional city that excludes processes that are not limited to the city (Angelo
and Wachsmuth 2014; Heynen 2013). By focusing on PUAs where the processes
occurring there are a result of both urban and rural dynamics, the boundaries
between rural and urban are blurred, and by recognizing that peri-urbanization often
occurs beyond municipal boundaries, I aim to overcome this methodological
cityism. Similar to the findings of Simon (2008a), reviews of academic literature
explicitly concerning peri-urban political ecology draw very limited results (a few
examples include, Douglas 2006; Freidberg 2001; Moffat and Finnis 2005; Ramirez
Hernandez 2009; Ranganathan and Balazs 2015). Consequently, an aim of this
thesis is to contribute to the political ecology debates bringing PUAs to fore of the
discussion, through what could be called peri-urban political ecology. Next, I will
explore a few concepts and premises of political ecology that are particularly
relevant for my thesis.

Urban Metabolism

Urban and peri-urban areas are created and maintained through exchanges of natural
resources (like water and energy), commodities, and the main elements that make
life possible. The concept of urban metabolism is used in political ecology to refer
to these exchange processes or flows and the relations of power embedded within
them (Castan Broto, Allen, and Rapoport 2012; Kaika and Swyngedouw 2012;
Marvin and Medd 2006). Rooted in Marxist historical materialism, the concept of
metabolism was intended to tackle the material exchanges between human society
and nature, and the dynamics through which humans mediate and regulate socio-
environmental change and evolution (Castan Broto et al. 2012). For Marx, socio-
natural metabolism is the foundation through which “the natures of humans and
non-humans alike are transformed” (Swyngedouw 2006:25).
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When the concept is applied to peri-urbanization, peri-urbanization can be
understood as a socio-spatial process of metabolizing nature (Keil 2005). The
concept of urban metabolism brings attention to the socio-environmental
metabolisms of consumption, production and exchange of energy, water, food,
wastes, money, labor, etc. that shape urban and PUAs (Heynen 2013; Keil 2005;
Swyngedouw 2006). These metabolic flows are both embedded in and help shape
core-periphery power relations across multiple levels, like urban-peri-urban and
urban-rural power relations (Castan Broto et al. 2012). The influence of power
relations on socio-environmental metabolic processes can produce an array of
uneven socio-environmental landscapes that both improve or hamper socio-
environmental conditions (Heynen 2013; Kaika and Swyngedouw 2012).

The concept of urban metabolism has been used to understand socio-economic
inequalities in the distribution of resources, reflected, for instance, in infrastructure
networks. Water infrastructure networks, for example, reflect the power dynamics
behind the governance of water flows, where powerful actors dominate the
extraction and distribution of such flows (Alfonso Pifia and Pardo Martinez 2014;
Castan Broto et al. 2012; Delgado-Ramos 2015), as Swyngedouw has shown in his
research on the history of urbanization of water in Guayaquil, Ecuador
(Swyngedouw 1997), for example. At the same time, the domination of urban flows
may be challenged and subverted by individuals and groups (Castan Broto et al.
2012). I will use the concept of urban metabolisms to analyze the management and
distribution of resource flows, particularly water and waste (both solid and liquid),
the mechanisms of domination of those flows, and the daily practices of peri-urban
dwellers to challenge that domination.

Scale, Agency and Structure

Local communities both form part of and are influenced by wider political and
economic structures (Bryant 1998). As argued by Swyngedouw and Heynen (2003),
socio-environmental processes bring about dynamic and nested spatial, biophysical,
and governance scales. These scales are constantly contested and restructured.
Continuing to use water as an example, the appropriate scale at which to manage
water resources (the watershed versus local administrative boundaries, national or
international levels) is an issue open to contestation by different actors. Designating
a particular water management level, for example, comes about through social and
political negotiations and can lead to significantly different socio-environmental
conditions (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003). Another example is waste
management, and the question of whether it should be the municipality, private
sector, or individuals such as waste pickers (recicladores in the case of Colombia)
who are in charge of the process.
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Studying PUAs requires recognizing that peri-urban dwellers’ agency is embedded
in complex socio-political processes that emanate from different levels, from the
local to the global (Lampis 2013). It is therefore important to combine local-level
perspectives of society-environment interactions with analyses of the wider political
and economic structures that influence these interactions (both facilitating and
constraining them) (Bryant 1998), and explore the power relations that intertwine
people’s everyday lives and wider socio-economic structures (Leff 2003; Ulloa
2011). Since PUAs are highly dynamic and urbanization implies a constant change
of actors, policies, and scale contestation, a historical-geographical perspective
(Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003) is needed to grasp the past, present, and possible
future socio-environmental configurations of PUAs. I attempt to explore the
relations between agency and structure in the constitution of PUAs through a
historical-geographical approach with the frameworks that I explain next.

Vulnerability

This thesis is concerned with exploring the wellbeing and vulnerability of the
populations who live in PUAs and the uneven socio-environmental consequences
of peri-urbanization. The initial entry point of the research was to understand the
vulnerability of populations to multiple environmental and socio-economic
stressors, particularly given that most vulnerability and risk research focuses on
urban, rural, or sectoral analyses, but peri-urban landscapes have received little
explicit attention (examples of research with an explicit focus on PUAs that have
used disaster risk, vulnerability and/or resilience frameworks include: Beilin,
Reichelt, and Sysak 2015; Douglas 2006; Eakin, Lerner, and Murtinho 2010; Pelling
and Mustafa 2010; Thapa, Marshall, and Stagl 2008).

The key to understanding vulnerability arises from the analysis of social and
biophysical aspects of the multi-level dynamics that populations are exposed to
(Adger 2006). Vulnerability analyses in political ecology stress the socio-political
aspects that make communities and individuals differentially exposed, sensitive and
adaptive to certain socio-environmental stressors (Turner and Robbins 2008; Wisner
et al. 2004). Yet, as noted by Dietz (2013) few works actually look at the political
aspects of vulnerability and adaptation. I will attempt to bridge this gap by bringing
into the analysis the political ecology concepts introduced earlier, as well as theories
of social and environmental justice. As part of the analysis, [ will also pay attention
to the role of the state in reinforcing or reducing the vulnerability of peri-urban
populations.

Furthermore, to fully understand the vulnerability of populations, it is important to
analyze the multi-dimensional aspects that create, reduce, or reinforce vulnerability.
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This involves analyzing not only the symptoms (or manifestations) of vulnerability
but also the root causes. It is often the case that the measures and policies designed
to reduce vulnerability address the symptoms, rather than addressing the root causes.
Addressing the root causes of vulnerability may require structural changes of great
significance, which would need strong political will and longer time commitments
than the common political periods (of a few years). In that sense, they would require
questioning our very basis of society, which is something many (even most people,
and especially those holding significant power) may not be willing to do. An
understanding of the root causes of vulnerability, and how they manifest across
temporal and spatial scales is, at the least, a first step. In this thesis, I attempt to
understand vulnerability in PUAs at the community level, through analysis of the
perspectives of peri-urban dwellers embedded in reflection on the wider socio-
economic and biophysical processes that influence their vulnerability.

Operationalizing vulnerability is not an easy task, and thus I searched for a
framework that would allow me to have a comprehensive understanding of everyday
life in PUAs as experienced by its inhabitants that included consideration of both
the opportunities and challenges they faced. I was also interested in understanding
how peri-urbanization has influenced everyday life conditions. In order to do so, |
drew on the social wellbeing framework as developed by the Research Group on
Wellbeing in Global South Countries (Gough and McGregor 2007) (I will introduce
the framework in detail later in this chapter). From the comprehensive
understanding of wellbeing, I was able to distill the stressors peri-urban populations
are facing, their sensitivity to those stressors, and their capacity to cope and respond.
Applying the wellbeing framework made me interested in inquiring about the
subjective and relational aspects of wellbeing, beyond my initial ideas of what the
vulnerability analysis would entail, and thus the thesis became not only a thesis
about vulnerability but also about wellbeing. The wellbeing framework is useful to
explore life in PUAs with all of its nuances and contradictions, recognizing that the
realities of low-income PUA populations are complex, diverse and dynamic
(Chambers 1995). I will start by conceptualizing vulnerability as it will be used in
the thesis. I will go on to introduce the wellbeing framework, and the livelihoods
frameworks that will be complement the analysis.

The Vulnerability ‘Hype’

As noted by Lampis and Fraser (2012) vulnerability, in the most general terms,
refers to the susceptibility to harm. However, the concept of vulnerability has been
extensively used in a variety of fields in the past few decades, including poverty and
development (Chambers 1995), disaster risk management (Wisner et al. 2004) and
within the climate change adaptation community (Adger 2006; O’Brien et al. 2009).
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The variety of fields has meant diverse starting ontological and epistemological
approaches, as well as an array of associated terminology; terminology that is not
necessarily clearly defined nor differentiated, and that may be used differently
across groups. Some of these terms include the concept of vulnerability itself, to
other defining concepts such as hazards, risk, exposure, sensitivity, adaptive
capacity and resilience (Brooks 2003).

Furthermore, the concept of vulnerability is often used very loosely in a variety of
contexts. It is not uncommon to find that policy and development planning
documents make reference to vulnerable populations without actually defining what
‘vulnerable population’ means and how this categorization came to be. In this type
of document (national, regional and urban development plans in Colombia are
examples) the poor, particularly children, women head of households, the elderly
and informal settlers living in poverty, are considered vulnerable populations (e.g.,
Concejo de Bogota D.C. 2012; Concejo Municipal de Soacha 2012). This type of
generalizations is problematic. First, as Cannon et al. explain, vulnerability is

[N]ot the same as poverty, marginalization, or other conceptualisations that identify
sections of the population who are deemed to be disadvantaged, at risk, or in other
ways in need. Poverty is a measure of current status: vulnerability should involve a
predictive quality: it is supposedly a way of conceptualising what may happen to an
identifiable population under conditions of particular risks and hazards [emphasis in
original] (Cannon, Twgg, and Rowell 2003:4).

Second, while vulnerability and poverty research has recognized that there is a link
between poverty and vulnerability and that the poor have been historically most at
risk from natural hazards (Adger 2006), it has also found that even the poorest
households have strategies to cope with risk (Moser and Felton 2007; Moser 1998).
Using such a one-size fits all approach poses the risk of stigmatizing the poor, of
limiting the understanding of the dynamics of life in poor areas, and hiding the
differentiated vulnerability among population, as well as the root causes of
vulnerability. Policy formulations aimed at supporting vulnerable populations
without an explicit delineation and thorough understanding of who is vulnerable to
what and why, can lead to ineffective social policy that does not address the actual
problems or policies with unintended consequences.

This section aims to clarify how I will use the concept of vulnerability throughout
the thesis. The aim is not to come up with yet another vulnerability framework or
another comprehensive review of the multiplicity of vulnerability and risk
frameworks that have been developed over the past few decades. For more
comprehensive reviews of vulnerability and risk frameworks see, for instance,
Adger 2006; Brooks 2003; Fiissel 2005; IPCC 2014; Lampis 2009. Instead, I will
draw on a few existing frameworks that I have deemed suitable and useful to
understanding vulnerability in the highly dynamic PUAs. In this section I provide
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some reflections regarding vulnerability research, in order to clarify the concepts
that I intend to use, and present the frameworks that have served as sources of
inspiration and contemplation. [ will start by explaining how I understand and will
use vulnerability throughout the thesis.

Key Concepts

Vulnerability

Vulnerability is the degree to which an individual or a community is susceptible to
be adversely affected by a stressor (Adger 2006; IPCC 2014). Vulnerability is
determined by the exposure and sensitivity of populations to stressors, and the
adaptive capacity (or lack thereof) to deal with them. Vulnerability includes more
than the likelihood of being injured, and also includes the livelihoods, capabilities,
and constraints people have to cope and respond to those stressors (Cannon et al.
2003; Chambers 1995). Exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity are a product of
the biophysical, geographic, social, economic, political and cultural context of the
individual or community analyzed (IPCC 2014; Turner, Kasperson, et al. 2003).

Vulnerability is dynamic and multi-dimensional. It is the interactions across
multiple dimensions (social, institutional, political, environmental) and multiple
levels (from the individual and the community to higher social and political
structures) that determine vulnerability (Adger 2006; Ensor et al. 2014; IPCC 2014).
Given the dynamic nature of vulnerability, what is vulnerable at one point in time
is not necessarily vulnerable at another (Adger 2006). This is particularly relevant
in PUAs, since they are areas undergoing a rapid socio-environmental transition.

Stressors

A stressor is defined as a stimulus that causes stress (Merriam-Webster 2015). There
are two kinds of stressors: shocks: infrequent, abrupt with direct impact (e.g.,
flashflood, economic crisis) (Scoones 1998); and stress: continuous, slowly
increasing pressure or more prolong with more subtle impacts over a longer period
of time (e.g., changes in water availability due to climate change, increased demand
for public utilities) (Turner, Kasperson, et al. 2003). Stressors include those micro-
and macro-level events, trends, policies and processes that manifest at the
individual, household and community level affecting the wellbeing of populations
(Bunce, Rosendo, and Brown 2010; McDowell and Hess 2012).

Hazard

The IPCC (2014) defines hazard as: “the potential occurrence of a natural or human-
induced physical event or trend or physical impact that may cause loss of life, injury,
or other health impacts, as well as damage and loss to property, infrastructure,
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livelihoods, service provision, ecosystems, and environmental resources.” The term
hazard has been traditionally used to refer to biophysical events (Brooks 2003;
Wisner et al. 2004). In this thesis, | am interested in both biophysical and socio-
economic events that may adversely impact the peri-urban population; therefore, I
will use the term stressor when referring to both biophysical and socio-economic
sources of stress. I will use the term hazard to refer solely to biophysical hazards
(e.g., physical manifestations of climatic variability or change, such as droughts and
heavy precipitation events) (Brooks 2003).

Exposure

Exposure refers to the presence of populations in places and settings that could be
adversely affected (IPCC 2014) and relates to the degree of stress upon the analyzed
population (O’Brien et al. 2004).

Sensitivity
Sensitivity is the degree to which a system (in my case, the peri-urban population)
may be affected, either adversely or beneficially by stressors (IPCC 2014).

Sensitivity depends on the specific characteristics of the population (Lampis and
Fraser 2012).

Adaptive Capacity

Adaptive capacity refers to the set of resources that individuals, households and
communities have and the ability to use those resources to adjust to potential
damage, to take advantage of opportunities, or to respond to the consequences of
materialized stressors (Ionescu et al. 2008; [IPCC 2014; McDowell and Hess 2012).
Adaptive capacity is highly dynamic and the ability of populations to respond to
stressors is determined by processes at different scales (including processes
operating both within and external to the PUA). The ability to use the available
resources and take action does not necessarily translate into effective coping or
adaptation. The effectiveness of coping and adaptation strategies may be influenced
by obstacles operating outside the control of affected populations (Brooks 2003). It
is also worth making a distinction between coping and adaptation. Coping refers to
small responses, which allow populations to protect themselves in the face of a
stressor. Adaptation, in contrast, involves larger and longer- term adjustments
(IPCC 2014).

Impacts

When stressors are realized or materialized they become impacts. These impacts can
take the form of disasters or smaller consequences. The recurrence of the
materialization of small stressors can result in cumulative impacts with
consequences as adverse as those of a disaster.
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Different Conceptualizations of Vulnerability: Biophysical vs. Social

There have been several efforts (see, for example, Adger 2006; Brooks 2003; Fiissel
2005; Lampis 2009) to clarify the ontological and epistemological differences
between the concepts of risk and vulnerability as used by different research
communities. One of these efforts includes the work by Nick Brooks (2003) that
addresses the discrepancies by differentiating between biophysical and social
vulnerability. I will argue against this differentiation, but I present it below as it can
be a useful way to clarify some of the concepts and foci of different research
agendas. | then follow with a justification of my divergence from this approach, and
explain how I intend to conceptualize vulnerability in the remainder of the thesis.

Biophysical Vulnerability

The biophysical vulnerability approach comes mostly from disaster risk
management literature. The approach focuses on natural hazards and their impacts,
but the role social systems may play in the extent of different impacts is often limited
or overlooked. Notably, the focus is on the exposure to a hazard rather than on the
ability to respond and cope with the hazard. Biophysical vulnerability assessments
can be considered to be rooted in a positivist epistemology (O’Brien et al. 2007).
Within this approach, vulnerability is a function of the nature of a physical hazard
(or hazards), the extent of the exposure of a human system to that hazard, and the
sensitivity of the studied system to the impacts of the hazard. This approach is
referred to as biophysical to highlight the physical component of the hazard and its
impacts, and a social component that can intensify or moderate the damages from
the impact (Brooks 2003). This approach is concerned with the result of the
projected impact of a hazard event on a particular exposed unit, and thus it is also
often referred to as outcome vulnerability (O’Brien et al. 2007).

Social Vulnerability

The social vulnerability approach comes from a more critical tradition of disaster
risk management research with a political ecology lens (Wisner et al. 2004) as well
as from poverty research (Barrientos 2007; Sen 1987). This literature underscores
how social and political processes determine the impact of so-called natural hazards
(Fraser 2014). It emphasizes the role of political, social and economic factors in
molding the processes, outcomes and responses to biophysical hazards and is also
referred to as context vulnerability (O’Brien et al. 2007).

Brooks (2003) suggests that social vulnerability can be considered a determinant of
biophysical vulnerability since an impact results from the interaction of a
biophysical hazard with social vulnerability. While Brooks recognizes that socio-
economic factors contribute to determining the vulnerability of communities to a
range of hazards, including non-climatic ones, I find that considering social
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vulnerability a determinant of biophysical vulnerability can limit the vulnerability
analysis to biophysical hazards alone, leaving aside potential socio-economic
stressors.

Furthermore, Brooks (2003) argues that separating social and biophysical
vulnerability helps to see the compatibility between approaches that emphasize the
term risk’ (usually from the disaster risk management community) and the ones that
emphasize vulnerability (usually the climate change adaptation community). I
concur with Brooks’ position that basically both communities are looking at similar
processes, namely, trying to understand how stressors can cause harm to humans
and the factors that determine the level of harm. Separating the concepts, as argued
by Brooks, can shed light onto the equivalence of terms, such as considering the
term sensitivity as equivalent to social vulnerability. I would argue leaving the
dichotomy aside, but to avoid confusion being very explicit about what the
terminology used means.

One highly recognized model that follows the social vulnerability approach is the
Pressure and Release (PAR) model developed by Wisner et al. (2004).* The PAR
model aims to explain the way in which ‘underlying factors’ or ‘root causes’
construe everyday life, and can result in ‘dynamic pressures’ that can lead to ‘unsafe
conditions’ for particular groups. When a hazardous event occurs where these root
causes have made a particular group vulnerable to the hazard, the group is at risk to
disaster. The progression of vulnerability from root causes to dynamic pressures to
unsafe conditions in the PAR model provides a sense of movement. I introduce this
model because it underscores how vulnerability is constantly being produced,
reinforced, and reduced through factors emanating from different temporal and
spatial scales. As I will argue throughout the thesis, understanding vulnerability in
PUAs requires recognizing the influence that multi-scalar temporal and spatial
factors have on the vulnerability of peri-urban populations. In other words, it is
necessary to understand the wider socio-economic and political structures in which
PUA communities are embedded.

The PAR model has been recognized (Adger 2006; Turner, Kasperson, et al. 2003)
for being comprehensive because it retains the physical hazards aspects of the
natural hazards research tradition, while incorporating the underlying political
economy drivers of vulnerability. It has, however, been criticized for failing to
provide a systematic perspective on the mechanisms of vulnerability (Adger 2006).
It also has been criticized for being too linear, missing the feedbacks beyond the

* Risk to a social system is determined by the probability of occurrence and severity of a particular hazard and the
potential consequences if the hazard occurs (Brooks 2003; IPCC 2014).

* The first edition of the book at Risk where the PAR model was introduced was published in 1994, the second
edition published in 2004, and tried to address some of the criticisms received after the first edition.
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system of analysis, and providing too little detail on the causal progression of the
hazard (Adger 2006; Fraser 2014; Turner, Kasperson, et al. 2003). The linearity
could be argued to be partly addressed by the ‘access model’ also developed by
Wisner et al. (2004) to complement the PAR model. The access model looks at the
trajectory of vulnerability at the micro-level as an iterative process (Wisner et al.
2004). However, the macro-scale linearity is not fully addressed. To these critiques,
I would add the limitation of the model because of its focus on natural and biological
hazards® and disasters. Focusing only on natural and biological hazards can obscure
the fact that populations often face socio-economic, biological, and physical hazards
simultaneously (Lampis and Fraser 2012). The focus on disasters (and on the hazard
trigger events that cause them) can also dismiss the smaller, slow onset hazards that
may not result in a disaster but have significant cumulative impacts on everyday life
and wellbeing.

Socio-Environmental Vulnerability

While ontological and epistemological differences remain between biophysical and
social vulnerability, socio-economic and biophysical processes are most often
intrinsically interrelated across spatial and temporal scales, and thus maintaining the
dichotomy can be counterproductive. As noted by O’Brien et al. (2009), key to
understanding vulnerability is identifying how different stressors interact. This is
not to say that biophysical and social vulnerability frameworks do not recognize the
intrinsic relation between biophysical, socio-economic, and political processes, but
maintaining the dichotomy may mean missing some of the iterative ways in which
these relations take place (Fraser 2014).

Given the above, I find it more suitable to take a less dualistic approach. I will refer
to the vulnerability framework that [ will use for the remainder of the thesis as socio-
environmental vulnerability. Referring to socio-environmental vulnerability is
intended to bring attention to the interrelation between socio-economic, and
ecological and biophysical processes that determine the vulnerability of peri-urban
populations. Removing this duality underlines the fact that societies depend on the
earth’s ecosystems, their biophysical foundation and ecosystem services for the
economic and social development of humans. At the same time, the ecosystems of
today have been used and modified by humans throughout history, in ways that also
affect their capacity to sustain their functions. It is important to highlight that in this
thesis [ am mostly concerned with the vulnerability of populations, and the focus of
the analysis is on peri-urban communities and their wellbeing, rather than on the
ecosystems. Yet, this should not be misunderstood as a disregard of the
interdependent relation between people and the ‘natural’ (i.e., biophysical)

5 Biological hazards include epidemics, diseases of plants, and insects and other animals that can transmit diseases
(Wisner et al. 2004:168).
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environment. Understanding this interdependence is key to understanding the
vulnerability of peri-urban populations.

I concur with Lampis’ statement that we should aim for vulnerability studies
“guided by empirical findings rather than pre-conceived ideas on vulnerability”
(Lampis 2009:37). In that respect, the socio-environmental vulnerability framework
I propose to use is not meant to be a ‘how to recipe’, but rather to inform guiding
‘principles’ of the analysis. In addition, the importance of ‘placed-based’ analyses
has been advocated by several authors (Cutter, Boruff, and Shirley 2003; Turner,
Kasperson, et al. 2003). This thesis has been carried out at specific geographic
locations and with a particular unit of analysis, the community level, as the entry of
enquiry. Therefore the socio-environmental framework shares some similarities to
what Cutter et al. (2003) refer to as place vulnerability, in the sense that it is the
socio-environmental vulnerability of populations located in a particular
geographical location that I am interested in. Their framework also integrates
biophysical and social vulnerability.

Turner, Kasperson, et al. (2003) propose, however, an even more comprehensive
vulnerability framework in sustainability science that brings further attention to
several key issues that, I argue, are important to fully grasp the complexities of
vulnerability in peri-urban areas. Thus, I draw on this framework most significantly.

Turner, Kasperson, et al.’s framework takes a coupled human-environment system
as the focus of analysis, and underscores the synergy between social and biophysical
subsystems and the multi-scalar processes (spatial, temporal and functional) that
affect the system. This framework is appealing because of the elements that they
recognize must be included in the analysis. Elements, I contend, that are key for
analyzing vulnerability in PUAs. These elements include, consideration of multiple
interacting socio-economic and environmental stressors; explicitly linking the
system of analysis (in my case, peri-urban populations) and other scales;
recognizing and analyzing differential vulnerability within the system; and the
consideration of the role informal and formal institutions play both as stressors and
as structural factors affecting the system’s sensitivity in the form of root causes and
dynamic pressures (Turner, Matson, et al. 2003; Wisner et al. 2004).

To operationalize the socio-environmental vulnerability framework, considering its
key elements, I will use the social wellbeing framework as developed by the
Research Group on Wellbeing in Global South Countries (Gough and McGregor
2007). To explore the link between peri-urban populations and other scales, as well
as the role formal and informal institutions play in determining the vulnerability of
peri-urban populations, I will draw on the political ecology concepts mentioned
earlier, as well as on theories of justice and the notion of accumulation by
dispossession, as will be explained later in this chapter.
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Wellbeing

The social wellbeing framework, particularly as conceptualized in Sara White’s
(2010) paper will serve as an instrumental framework throughout the thesis to
deconstruct what life entails for peri-urban dwellers. Under this conceptualization
wellbeing is formulated as encompassing both ‘doing well’, ‘feeling good’, ‘doing
good’ and ‘feeling well’. ‘Doing well’ refers to the material dimensions commonly
included in measures of standard of living. ‘Feeling good’ conveys a subjective
dimension that considers people’s perceptions of their quality of life and levels of
satisfaction. ‘Feeling well” refers to the importance of good health and of being
satisfied with a person’s place in the world. ‘Doing good’ reflects the importance of
the moral dimension in people’s lives, whereby wellbeing is also about ‘living a
good life’ based on a collective understanding of how the world is and should be
(Gough and McGregor 2007; White 2010).

As highlighted by the aforementioned elements that encompass wellbeing, this
conceptualization aims to move beyond traditional utility-based and quality of life
measures (e.g., income and poverty line) (Armitage et al. 2012). It provides a wider
lens to understand wellbeing by identifying three key dimensions:

i. The subjective
1. The material
1i1. The relational.

An important appeal of this conceptualization is for the inclusion of the relational
dimension that recognizes how people’s behavior, motivations, and sense of
satisfaction are influenced by relationships with others, which is embodied in the
‘feeling good, ‘doing good’ and ‘feeling well” aspects (White 2010). Wellbeing is
to be understood both as a desired state, and, most importantly, as a process.
Through this process, the three key dimensions are interdependent and constantly
influencing each other. Wellbeing is also dynamic, and thus understandings of
wellbeing change over time and space.

Wellbeing can also be seen as a social process that happens in the dynamics between
different levels, like between the individual and the collective, the local and non-
local, and the collective and the state (White 2010). Since the level of analysis of
this thesis is the community level (I will explain the unit of analysis in the following
chapter), I am particularly interested in the collective dimensions of wellbeing as
well as the way wellbeing is mediated and constituted within multi-scalar
relationships. Therefore, the three dimensions of wellbeing will be considered
mainly as they relate to collective wellbeing, though I recognize both that wellbeing
happens in relationships between the individual and the collective, and that what
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may be positive for a community may not be so for every individual and vice versa
(Armitage et al. 2012).

The subjective dimension of wellbeing relates mostly to people’s perceptions,
cultural values, ideologies, and beliefs. It helps structure the other dimensions by
giving them meaning and value. People’s perceptions of their own lives have a
significant effect on everyday and long-term decisions. With respect to
vulnerability, people’s perceptions can influence their perceived stressors, and their
ability and willingness to cope (Adger 2006). The material dimension of wellbeing
relates to aspects such as physical and financial assets, income levels, employment
opportunities, and the availability of public utilities and infrastructure. In the
analysis of the empirical material that will be presented in chapters 6, 7, and 8, 1
have also considered issues related to environmental quality, such as water and air
pollution, as part of the material dimension. The material dimension is influenced
by the subjective, through people’s perceptions and satisfaction with particular
material conditions. The relational dimension includes two spheres: the social and
the human. The social includes aspects such as social and community relations,
community formation, organizations people belong to (like sports groups, gangs,
political groups, and religious groups), relations with the state, and the mechanisms
people have for collective action, as well as violence and crime. Again, this sphere
is influenced by the subjective through people’s perceptions of and experiences in
the community. The human sphere captures aspects such as people’s capabilities
(like education and skills), health, as well as household and community composition
(including gender and age distribution). White (2010) argues that the subjective
aspect of this sphere involves community aspirations, fears, levels of satisfaction,
trust among community members, and sense of belonging or isolation. I contend,
however, that these subjective elements are better captured in the social dimension,
as issues such as trust among community members and sense of belonging influence
community relations and collective action.

Within the wellbeing framework, the subjective dimension is embedded in the
relational and material dimensions to highlight that wellbeing develops from the
interplay of objective and subjective aspects of people’s lives. The result is an
objective and subjective analysis of the material, social, and human dimensions of
wellbeing. I will utilize these three resulting dimensions to explore wellbeing in
selected PUAs. As I hinted at earlier, I do not concur with some of the aspects that
White includes under each dimension, for instance including access to services and
amenities under the social dimension. I suggest those aspects fall better under the
material dimension. Similarly, I propose that environmental resources are also part
of the material dimension, rather than the social. As mentioned before, these
dimensions are interrelated and compartmentalizing one aspect of life in one
dimension may seem to reject this interrelation. However, for purposes of structure
and clarity, as I analyze empirical material using this wellbeing framework, I will
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move through my analysis by discussing different aspects of peri-urban life
categorized by the dimension where I believe they fit most appropriately.

Wellbeing frameworks have been criticized for missing aspects related to ecological
processes and power relations, and for not explicitly addressing the relation between
agency and structure (Armitage et al. 2012). Armitage et al. (2012) complement the
wellbeing conceptualization by bringing the natural environment into the picture,
wherein ‘being well’ includes being in harmony with others and the surrounding
environment. However, even with the recognition that wellbeing is linked to the
‘natural environment’ the conceptualization does not mean that wellbeing will lead
to environmental sustainability. I intend to utilize political ecology, justice, and the
socio-environmental framework discussed in the previous sections to address the
limitations of the wellbeing framework raised by Armitage et al. (2012).

It must be highlighted that wellbeing analyses must be contextual. This relates to
the relational and subjective aspects of wellbeing, but also to the material since
culture influences both people’s needs and perceptions. Peri-urban areas may add
an additional level of complexity to the three different dimensions of wellbeing. As
a transition zone, the dimensions (the material, human and social) that contribute
(or hinder) wellbeing in PUAs may be particularly dynamic. Furthermore, the peri-
urban population is highly heterogeneous; including migrants and long-term (or
traditional) inhabitants. Perceptions of wellbeing, therefore, may vary significantly
among individuals of the same community and may be dependent on the their
former context. For example, recent migrants from remote rural areas who migrate
in search of better opportunities in an urban setting may expect and value a
development of the area that may be quite different, even conflicting, from the
vision of a person who has lived in the area for decades and has to face (willingly
or unwillingly) the changes brought about by peri-urbanization.

Given the above, time and space are important aspects of wellbeing analyses. As
recognized by White (2010), people’s reflections on the past and their aspirations
for the future influence their perception of the present. Correspondingly, their
perception of the present impacts how they would reflect on the past and future.
Moreover, people’s perceptions of their own wellbeing and the ability to attain it is
highly dependent on their geographical location.

To further disentangle the three dimensions of wellbeing, and to facilitate the
operationalization of vulnerability, I will use vocabulary developed in the
livelihoods literature, including: capitals, resources, assets, entitlements,
capabilities, and constraints. The wellbeing framework builds on the foundation of
the livelihoods approach (among others), and thus complementing it with “a close
cousin” (White 2010:162) seems appropriate. The livelihoods frameworks can also
contribute to highlighting the understanding of wellbeing as a process that changes
over time and space. I will introduce the livelihoods framework in the next section.
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Livelihoods Frameworks

Livelihoods frameworks have been constructed for development and poverty studies
as critiques to conventional monetary conceptualizations and measurements of
poverty (Chambers 1995). These frameworks brought to the debate insights on the
opportunities and limitations populations have in accessing and managing a
complex portfolio of tangible and intangible assets, and enhancing their capabilities
to make life more meaningful. Further, they helped draw attention to the diversity
of experiences that exist among those living in poverty within communities and
within households (Bebbington 1999; Lampis and Fraser 2012).

In this thesis, livelihoods are understood as the means to make a living, and include
the capabilities and assets, as well as the constraints and stressors people confront
to make that living (Chambers 1995; McDowell and Hess 2012). Assets include
both the material and social resources people and communities have (Bebbington
1999; Chambers 1995). Bebbington (1999) underscores that assets “are not simply
resources that people use in building livelihoods: they are assets that give them the
capability to be and to act” [emphasis in original] (p. 2022). Assets can contribute
to making a living, making life meaningful, and to challenging the structures that
control the use and transformation of resources (Bebbington 1999; Scoones 2009).
In that respect, assets can contribute beyond a source of income, they can also be a
source of economic and political power. The main assets that populations use and
transform to make a living vary across space and time, and across different groups
of people (Bebbington 1999). Capabilities can strengthen the ability of people and
communities to be agents of change, make claims, question, debate, negotiate on
issues they are entitled to, and live a life they value (Bebbington 1999; Sen 1999).

In general terms, under the livelihoods frameworks vulnerability refers to the
susceptibility of not being able to sustain a livelihood (Adger 2006) and explores
what prevents people from accessing assets and achieving capabilities (Lampis
2009). I draw on three livelihoods frameworks, which I will explain below, to
further disentangle the material, human and social dimensions of wellbeing. The
livelihoods frameworks will also help me extract from the analysis the different
stressors peri-urban populations face and their sensitivity to those stressors. I should
point out, however, that livelihoods frameworks have been criticized for not fully
accounting for biophysical dynamics (Adger 2006). I hope to address this
shortcoming by giving sufficient attention to the biophysical dynamics influencing
the livelihoods of peri-urban dwellers.

Sustainable Livelihoods

Amartya Sen’s (1987, 1999) research is one of the foundational works on
capabilities and entitlements. The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework is considered
a successor to the capabilities and entitlements research agenda, where vulnerability
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was understood as a failure of entitlement (Adger 2006). A sustainable livelihood
consists of the capabilities, assets and activities that jointly contribute to the means
of living and the wellbeing of individuals and communities (Bebbington 1999;
Scoones 2009). In other words, a livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with
stressors, and maintain its assets and capabilities, without undermining the natural
resource base (Scoones 2009). This framework was developed mainly as a rural
framework (Tacoli 1999). It can be considered a complement to hazard-based
approaches as it explores the link between vulnerability and wellbeing, mainly at
the individual level.

While livelihoods frameworks are primarily concerned with agency and action
(Scoones 2009), the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework also recognizes the
importance of transforming structures and processes operating at different levels
(e.g., global, national). These structures include the public, private, and civil society
sector, and the processes that impact transformations include legislation, policies
and culture (Tacoli 1999). These transforming structures influence the access and
management of resources and the capability to be and act (Bebbington 1999). This
aspect is in line with the political ecology lens that underscores the interrelation
between agency and wider socio-economic structures. To put it another way,
populations are agents who try to manage a complex portfolio of assets to live their
everyday lives and make a living. Their agency and the access to assets are,
however, constrained by wider socio-economic and power structures (Archer 2010).
At the same time, through their agency, populations influence those structures
(Ifejika Speranza, Wiesmann, and Rist 2014). Understanding transforming
structures, Tacoli (1999) argues, is especially important in PUAs, as the changing
institutional roles, material conditions, and relations between different groups can
lead to growing social polarization.

Asset Vulnerability and Asset Accumulation Frameworks

Caroline Moser has contributed to the livelihoods urban research agenda with two
frameworks. The first one, the Asset Vulnerability Framework, defined
vulnerability as insecurity and sensitivity in the wellbeing of individuals and
communities, as well as their responsiveness in the face of ecological, economic,
social, or political shocks (Moser 1998). Moser’s Asset Accumulation Framework
(Moser 2007b) emphasizes how the poor mobilize assets across generations. With
respect to vulnerability, it addresses how in a post-disaster situation (or post
materialization of a hazard), households protect and reconstruct their asset-base.
From Moser’s frameworks, I will draw on the idea that vulnerability is linked to the
assets available to populations and their ability to manage them as well as her
analysis on how community level phenomena can influence individual and
household wellbeing.
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Cecilia Tacoli (1999) has analyzed the opportunities and constraints of low-income
groups in peri-urban areas through contrasting different livelihood frameworks. At
the time of writing, the different livelihoods frameworks were fairly recently
developed and thus Tacoli argued that there were insufficient applications. Since
then, a significant number of studies have been conducted using the different
livelihoods frameworks, and critiques of these frameworks have also emerged.
Some of the critiques include the underplay of power relations in accessing assets
(de Haan and Zoomer 2005), and the focus on the individual and household levels
underestimating the influence of community level strategies in individuals and
household’s livelihoods, as well as the influence individual decisions and strategies
have on community-level processes (Brocklesby and Fisher 2003). In this thesis, |
apply the different frameworks mentioned at the community level, in an attempt to
capture a meso-level between the large-scale processes (e.g., national and regional)
that influence access to assets, and the individual and household strategies used to
combine the available assets to make a living and cope with stressors.

Social Capital

An important component of wellbeing is social capital. Social capital relates to
access to informal and formal social structures and networks (Bebbington 1999),
and to the norms and institutions that provide or limit access and entitlement to other
assets and to representativeness (Tacoli 1999). In their work in Colombia and
Guatemala, Mcllwaine and Moser (2001) identify different types of social capital,
namely; structural, cognitive, productive, and perverse, that are useful to
deconstruct the concept and apply it to peri-urban settlements. Structural social
capital refers to social organizations and formal networks of trust, cohesion, and
interpersonal relationships. Cognitive social capital refers to the invisible and
informal norms and values related to attitudes, beliefs, and ideas that manifest
through routines and elements of trust, collaboration, and altruism among
community members. These two categories are intricately linked and manifest
through different levels, from the individual to the community and society.

Productive social capital relates to the organizations, networks, and activities that
generate favorable outcomes both for its members/adherents and for the community
at large. Perverse social capital, on the other hand, relates to networks,
organizations, and reward systems that support criminal activity and through which
members/adherents can have positive benefits with negative outcomes for the wider
community. Perverse social capital is commonly exercised through force, violence,
and illegal activities. These four types of social capital are interrelated (Mcllwaine
and Moser 2001). I will use this particular categorization of social capital throughout
the thesis. A key contribution of this categorization is the inclusion of perverse
social capital. Most research on social capital focuses on the positive aspects of it
(e.g., on the positive outcomes it has for individuals and communities), for example,
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the benefits of social cohesion and trust. In areas with high levels of insecurity and
organized crime, the perverse social capital element becomes important. I will not
discuss perverse social capital directly, but rather through the impacts it has on peri-
urban inhabitants, particularly the effect it has on building productive social capital
in the community.

Violence

As I will show in chapters 6, 7, and 8, in most of the areas I studied one of the main
stressors was violence. I will follow Mcllwaine and Moser’s definition of violence
in this thesis:

[The] use of forceful acts motivated by the conscious or unconscious desire to
maintain or obtain political, economic or social power (Mcllwaine and Moser
2001:966).

Based on that definition, violence can take different forms, including social,
economic, political, and institutional. Social violence is often gender-based and
includes intra-family violence (e.g., intimate partner-violence or child abuse),
physical and psychological abuse, ethnic violence and territorial or identity-based
violence, turf violence (e.g., hooligans), and communal riots. Economic violence is
usually linked to an economic necessity or motive (e.g., thefts, street crime,
muggings, or violence linked to drugs and kidnapping). In Colombia, when referring
to economic violence, the word insecurity (inseguridad) is often used instead, as
violence is usually connected with political violence (Moser 2004). Political
violence is exercised to gain or hold political power (e.g., the armed conflict
between the state, guerrillas, and paramilitaries or political murders) (Moser and
Mcllwaine 1999; Moser 2004). Institutional violence is committed by state
institutions such as the police, judiciary (e.g., extra-judicial killings by police), and
state officials as well as groups operating outside the state but that may be directed
to perpetrate the crime by state actors (e.g., social cleansing) (Moser 2004).

How Vulnerability, Wellbeing and Livelihoods Come Together

The socio-environmental transition from rural-like to urban-like characteristics
occurring in PUAs is manifested through changes in spatial attributes of the
landscape, in the function and quality of the peri-urban ecosystem, and in the social,
cultural, and economic characteristics of the population. That is to say that in PUAs,
the livelihoods of the population are also in transition. Through this peri-
urbanization transition, certain assets and capabilities are being destroyed,
deteriorated, or becoming unavailable, while others (often new ones) are becoming
available (Tacoli 1999). Natural assets, for example, are sometimes transformed into
physical assets or become constraints. Constraints often arise when the use and
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transformation of assets by one group negatively affects another group. An example,
which will be discussed in detail in later chapters, is the transformation of
agricultural land into urban expansion for construction of informal and subsidized
housing. The tradeoffs can arise from within the peri-urban landscape, but may also
be a result of pressures from the countryside or the city. An example of this is the
city’s use of the peri-urban as a source of materials and resources (like water,
construction materials, and food), but also as a sink for its solid and liquid waste.

The socio-environmental transition entails, as will be shown in the following
chapters, that peri-urban populations face changing socio-economic and
environmental stressors, but also have a changing portfolio of assets and capabilities
to respond to and cope with these stressors. It should be emphasized that
vulnerability results both from factors that are under people’s control and beyond
their control (Downing et al. 2006). I will highlight during the analysis how
wellbeing and vulnerability are influenced by the interaction of peri-urban
communities with the state, private sector, and civil society within and beyond
the peri-urban-

In chapters 6 through 8, to better understand how the socio-environmental transition
takes place and is experienced by peri-urban dwellers, I start with an examination
of the different dimensions of wellbeing, namely, the material, human, and social.
Within these dimensions I consider both objective and subjective aspects. One
cannot fully separate the objective from the subjective, but I suggest that the
objective emanates from people’s experiences (which are as real as they are
subjective), statistics and data that corroborate those experiences, and my own
observations and measurements (e.g. with GPS) (which are also tainted by my own
subjectivity). The subjective is highlighted through people’s perceptions of and
opinions on their own life experiences. I draw on the livelihoods concepts
mentioned above to distill what life entails for peri-urban communities and how it
is changing through the socio-environmental transition. From this examination of
wellbeing, I identify the main stressors that the population of these settlements face
and discuss them from a vulnerability perspective. I will also draw on additional
concepts throughout the thesis, such as informality, but I will introduce them when
they are pertinent to the analysis. The conceptualization of informality, for example,
is introduced in chapter 7.

In understanding peri-urbanization and the underlying structures embedded in the
process, one must recognize the link between power, recognition, distribution, and
representation. Consequently, I make use of literature on justice, particularly social
justice (Fraser 1998, 2009) and environmental justice (Bullard 1999; Martinez-Alier
et al. 2014; Schlosberg 2013; Schweitzer and Stephenson 2007), which I will
introduce next. In addition, I find Harvey’s (2004) ‘accumulation by dispossession’
a useful notion to help explain the socio-economic processes that have influenced
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the development of uneven geographies of PUAs. I will introduce this notion after
the introduction of justice.

Justice

Escobar (2006) notes that new forms of cultural difference are constantly being
created. However, he points out that diversity is normally believed to generate
conflict rather than just and equal pluralistic societies. In diverse PUAs it is then
imperative to consider processes of inclusions and exclusions in accessing
opportunities and resources, and how power operates in the constitution of these
areas. As | will show in the thesis, peri-urbanization has contributed to consolidate
the socio-spatial segregation of the study areas. Fraser (1998) contends that socio-
spatial segregation is rooted in the political economic structure of society, and can
result in socio-economic injustices, which often manifests through social and
economic marginalization and deprivation. Recognizing that power operates
through mechanisms of recognition, entitlement, and representation (Islar 2012),
one must consider the ‘politics of place’ that include consideration of the
interrelations among place, difference, justice, and politics (Escobar 2006) to
understand whose voices are being heard, whose are being ignored, and whose are
being silenced in the process of constituting PUAs. In accordance, theories of justice
are relevant to understand the peri-urbanization process and its differentiated socio-
economic and environmental impacts.

I am interested in theories of justice that are applicable not only to individuals but
also to groups, and where justice is conceptualized beyond the traditional
conceptualizations of justice as a matter of distribution (Schlosberg 2007). Instead
I seek to understand justice that considers distribution, recognition, and
representation, following Fraser’s understanding of justice (1998, 2009). I am also
interested in environmental justice, such as the share of environmental burdens (e.g.,
pollution) and benefits (e.g., clean drinking water) among populations. I therefore
also draw on that literature. As argued by Escobar (2006), it is necessary to promote
the equalization of economic, environmental, and cultural distribution. Along those
lines, proponents of a wider conceptualization of justice such as Schlosberg
emphasize the need for non-individualistic, inclusive, and broader understandings
of justice (Islar 2012; Schlosberg 2007). Such an understanding of justice engages
with social practices, rules, norms, and policies that determine the relations of power
within society (Islar 2012). The proponents of a broad and multifaceted approach to
justice do not argue for a replacement of distribution over other elements, but rather
on combining several concerns; namely, distribution, recognition, and
representation (Schlosberg 2007). I will go on to discuss these three elements.
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For years, notes Schlosberg (2007), studies on justice followed John Rawls’
conception of justice defined as the distribution of goods and the best principles to
distribute those goods. John Rawls’ 4 Theory of Justice, is concerned with ‘justice
as fairness’, which could be understood as the rules that govern a just distribution
of goods, rights, and liberties (Islar 2012; Schlosberg 2007). However, while
distributional theories of justice consider recognition and representation as
preconditions to distributional justice, Fraser argues that representation and
recognition cannot be assumed, and instead need to be considered as a separate,
complementary issue (Fraser 1998; Islar 2012). Rather than arguing redistribution
and recognition as antitheses, where claims are either about redistribution or about
recognition, Fraser (1998) sustains that justice requires both redistribution and
recognition, and also representation (Fraser 2009; Schlosberg 2007). Not all
misrecognition is a byproduct of maldistribution. That is, maldistribution does not
necessarily entail misrecognition, although it does contribute. I therefore, as part of
my analysis, need to go beyond the distribution of rights and goods, and examine
patterns of cultural value. Similarly, not all maldistribution is a byproduct of
misrecognition, and misrecognition does not directly entail maldistribution, even if
it contributes. Thus, it is important to understand how economic mechanisms that
are relatively decoupled from cultural value patterns operate and impede what she
calls ‘parity of participation’ in social life (Fraser 1998). Parity, for Fraser, means
the condition of “being a peer, of being on a par with others, standing on an equal
footing” [emphasis in original] (Fraser 1998:12). For Fraser (2009), the most
general meaning of justice is parity of participation. I would extend this to
Schlosberg’s (2013) understanding of justice, which not only entails equity,
recognition, and representation but generally, the basic needs and functioning of
individuals and communities.

Furthermore, I concur with Fraser’s argument that neither recognition nor
representation can be assumed in the world, and thus both issues need to be
considered in conjunction with those of redistribution. At the same time, virtually
any claim for redistribution will have some intended or unintended effects on
recognition. The inverse also applies. Recognition impacts distribution, especially
in highly economically unequal contexts, where recognition measures cannot
succeed without redistribution (Fraser 1998, 2009). Peri-urbanization often implies
changes in entitlements to land and water resources, for instance, which can lead to
including some, while excluding others from accessing these resources. In that
regard, the struggles that emerge from changing entitlements to resources are linked
not only to matters of distribution, they also represent struggles over representation
and recognition (Islar 2012; Schlosberg 2007).

Lack of recognition, as argued by Islar (2012), is manifested in political and social
aspects of everyday life through different mechanisms that degrade, ignore, or
devalue particular groups. Accordingly, the form recognition justice must take
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depends on the mechanisms of misrecognition that need to be redressed (Fraser
1998). In other words, the recognition needed by misrecognized people depends on
what they need in order to be able to participate as peers in social life, and the nature
of the obstacles they face on the way to achieving participatory parity. We should,
therefore, not assume that the needs are the same in every context (Fraser 1998).

With respect to representation, representation includes political voice and
democratic accountability. It also addresses questions about the (in)justice of
boundaries and frames, that is; who is included and who is excluded. As Fraser,
explains, when political space is unjustly framed, those that fall outside what is
considered to ‘count’ are denied political voice. In other words, representation
injustices can arise when the political voice of some are compromised, impairing
their ability to participate as peers in society. Fraser also refers to meta-political
injustices, which arise when the division of political space into bounded polities
works to misframe the source of distribution, recognition, and representation
injustices (Fraser 2009:147). This is relevant for peri-urban areas, as the claims of
peri-urban dwellers may not be limited to the peri-urban per se if/when injustice is
rooted in structures and processes beyond PUAs.

Parity in representation requires what Agarwal calls (2001:1624) active and
interactive participation in decision making processes. Active participation includes
expressing opinions, whether or not solicited, or taking initiatives. Interactive
participation refers to having voice and influence in a group's decisions, and thus it
is an empowering participation. Agarwal argues that the determinants of
participation include rules of entry into a group (or the appropriate body where a
decision is made), including the criteria defining membership in a group; social
norms that define who should attend and speaking at meetings and how people
should behave; social perceptions of people’s ability to contribute to various tasks;
entrenched territorial claims; personal endowments and attributes (educational
levels, property status, marital status, age, etc.); and household endowments and
attributes (which define where different groups fall in structural hierarchies of
class). Participation, however, is not sufficient in itself to guarantee equity in
distribution, recognition, or even equity in representation (Agarwal 2001; Arnstein
1969; Fraser 1998). Projects and policies that claim participation must be questioned
with regards to who is being included and who excluded. Excluding some can
worsen power relationships and further disempower the marginalized (Agarwal
2001).

Environmental Justice

As 1 have argued earlier, in PUAs socio-economic attributes of the areas are
changing, as are their physical and environmental attributes. These changes are
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significantly affecting biophysical and ecological processes. It is then relevant to
analyze the manner in which environmental ‘goods’ and ‘bads’ are distributed in
society, and the structures under which the decisions to make such distributions are
made (Leff 2003; Martinez-Alier et al. 2014; Ulloa 2011). Environmental justice
literature explores environmental distribution issues, and the embedded struggles
for representation and recognition. On this subject, Schlosberg (2013) argues that
environmental justice academics and activists extended the concept of social justice
into a new realm of distribution, recognition, and representation (or lack thereof);
that of environmental disadvantage many communities are subjected to.
Environmental justice is meant to capture the idea that different groups experience
differential access to environmental quality (Schweitzer and Stephenson 2007).
Furthermore, Schlosberg (2007:54) sustains that that the term ‘environmental
justice’ is defined in a variety of ways by different groups, illustrating that the term
is broad, integrative, expansive, and inclusive, capturing a variety of understandings
of justice itself. It is not only the concept of ‘justice’, which is broad within
environmental justice movements and theory, but also the concept of ‘environment’.
In environmental justice, the environment is conceived beyond the ‘wilderness’ or
the ‘big outside’, and is conceptualized as ‘where we live, work and play’ and the
environmental conditions in which people are immersed in their everyday lives
(Schlosberg 2013:38-39).

Schweitzer and Stephenson (2007) argue that few environmental justice studies
have been situated within the larger context of urbanization and urban research. My
analysis contributes to that research gap, as I am situating the issue of environmental
justice within the governance and management of resources in PUAs and the
impacts peri-urbanization has had on the environmental qualities of PUAs. I am also
linking environmental justice to political ecology debates of urban metabolism and
the conceptualization of peri-urbanization as a social process of transforming and
reconfiguring nature (Castan Broto et al. 2012). Similarly to Schlosberg’s (2007)
use of environmental justice, in this thesis I am mainly concerned with
intragenerational distribution, recognition, and representation issues, without
dismissing the importance of intergenerational issues.

It must be noted that literature on environmental justice focuses significant attention
on environmental movements (Bullard 1999; Martinez-Alier et al. 2014; Schlosberg
2007, 2013), and, in the Global South, on the so-called ‘environmentalism of the
poor’ (Guha 2000; Martinez-Alier et al. 2014) Environmentalism of the poor, also
called ‘environmentalism of the people’ refers to non-violent activists’ interventions
by poor or marginalized populations to defend their livelihoods against resource
extraction and against the violence exercised upon them. Martinez-Alier et al.
(2014) assert that people who are poor fight against what Harvey calls accumulation
by dispossession (Harvey 2004). I should note that in the study areas there has been
little of what could be called environmentalism of the poor, in the sense of organized
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movements of people living in poverty defending their livelihoods and fighting
against the environmental injustices they are confronted with. While a strong
environmental movement is not yet mobilized, as I will argue in this thesis, many
of the environmental struggles of peri-urban dwellers in the study area are a result
of environmental injustices.

Accumulation by Dispossession

David Harvey’s accumulation by dispossession will be a useful concept to
understand the mechanisms through which injustices, particularly related to
distribution and the environment, take place, as well as some of the macro drivers
of urban growth in the study areas. Accumulation by dispossession is a broadening
of Marx’s ‘primitive accumulation’. Primitive accumulation refers to the historical
processes of separating the means of production from the producer, as a
precondition for capital accumulation (Merrifield 2011; Perreault 2013). Through
this process, land, the basic resource for agricultural production, is expropriated
from the agricultural producer (Marx 1976 cited in, Merrifield 2011). Primitive
accumulation is normally understood as the enclosure of common lands and their
subsequent transformation into profitable investments by a growing elite (Merrifield
2011). To re-evaluate and show the continued relevance of predatory practices of
primitive accumulation, Harvey substitutes the term for ‘accumulation by
dispossession’.

Accumulation by dispossession can take place ina vari ety of ways and during
any historical period. Harvey argues that many of the same processes characteristic
of what Marx described as primitive accumulation are still relevant today, and some
have even taken a stronger role than in the past. Some of these processes, which are
also relevant for this thesis, include: commodification and privatization of land and
the expulsion of peasant populations; conversion of common and state property
rights into private property rights; commodification of labor power and suppression
of alternative forms of production; and appropriation of assets, including natural
resources (Harvey 2003, 2004, 2007; Spronk and Webber 2007). New processes
have also emerged, such as the displacement of rural and indigenous communities
from areas rich in biodiversity and water resources, as well as the growing depletion
of the global environmental commons (e.g. land, air and water) resulting in the
commodification of nature and environmental services (Harvey 2004; Kaika and
Swyngedouw 2012; Martinez-Alier et al. 2014). Market liberalization, argues
Harvey, does not produce a harmonious state in which everyone is better off.
Instead, it produces increasing levels of social inequality (Harvey 2004). Harvey
argues that the processes of dispossession are ongoing and structurally necessary
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features of capitalism; that the dispossession of livelihoods or commons, for
example, is necessary for capital accumulation (Harvey 2003; Perreault 2013).
Furthermore, Harvey (2004) sustains that the state plays a critical role in promoting
and legitimizing these processes.

As noted by Perreault (2013), Harvey’s reformulation of Marx’s primitive
accumulation provides a useful way to analyze the dispossession of rights to land,
water, and other natural resources. Furthermore, Perreault argues that nature’s
materiality plays an important, but under-theorized, role in processes of primitive
accumulation. He then proposes an extension of Harvey’s accumulation by
dispossession to include an analysis of the way nature is involved in processes of
accumulation, or what could be referred to as dispossession by accumulation. In that
respect, he argues through the case of Bolivian Altiplano farmers faced with
increasingly polluted resources from nearby mining activities, that dispossession of
livelihoods has been, to some extent, the result of various forms of accumulation,
including accumulation by contamination. Accumulation by contamination includes
the accumulation of pollutants in farmland and waterbodies, and the accumulation
of water rights (and expropriation of customary rights through water pollution)
(Perreault 2013). Accumulation by contamination results in environmental
injustices that show the differentiated impacts of metabolizing nature, where it is
often marginalized populations who experience the negative impacts (Martinez-
Alier et al. 2014; Perreault 2013; Schlosberg 2007). Similar processes of
accumulation by contamination occur in low-income PUAs. These processes will
be discussed through the lens of urban metabolism and environmental justice
throughout the thesis, and particularly in the closing analysis in chapter 10.
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4 Research Design

In this chapter I introduce the research approaches that have guided this thesis. I
start by clarifying the ontological and epistemological positions I take. I then
introduce the research methods employed, including an introduction to the case
study, data collection, and analysis methodologies. I will reflect on the above
choices throughout the chapter, including their limitations. I will conclude the
chapter with a reflection on my positionality.

Philosophy of Science/ Research Approach

This research is influenced by critical realism since this particular philosophy of
science attempts to reconcile the dialectic between positivism and social
constructivism (Archer et al. 2013). As a thesis embedded in the interrelation
between environmental, socio-economic, and political processes illustrated through
the process of peri-urbanization, it is only coherent to adopt a philosophy of science
that allows me to acknowledge the reality of biophysical processes as well as the
social and political constructions that affect how those processes are experienced
and interpreted by different groups. As I will show below, critical realism is
consistent with the (realist) political ecology (Forsyth 2001) theoretical framework
presented in the previous chapter.

Critical realism was developed from Roy Bhaskar’s transcendental realism, which
recognizes that the theory of being (ontology) is distinct from the theory of
knowledge (epistemology, or what should be acceptable knowledge) and criticizes
the epistemic fallacy which denies this distinction (Archer et al. 2013; Bryman
2008). To that end, it reconciles ontological realism, epistemological relativism, and
judgmental rationality. Ontologically, realism recognizes that there is a ‘world’
(‘reality’) that exists independent of our knowledge of it that is not merely a product
of thought. On the other hand, it rejects the correspondence theory of truth by
distinguishing between the world and our claims of knowledge about that world
(Carolan 2005). In that respect, epistemologically it accepts that only a part of the
world is available to us, and thus that we should not fall into the ‘epistemic fallacy’
and confuse what we think and learn about the world with what the world is. That
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is, we should not fall into the belief that our knowledge might provide accurate and
complete insights into reality (Forsyth 2001).

Critical realism attempts to understand what produces social change, recognizing
the role of agency while highlighting societal structures (Prowse 2008). In order to
do so, critical realists argue that researchers should avoid judgmental relativism, and
instead should be able to make generalizable claims that help understand that
change. At the same time, as researchers, we should acknowledge that those claims
are influenced by our own subjectivities and the meanings we give to action, and
thus we should also stay away from epistemic positivism (Prowse 2008; Sayer
2004). A critical realist approach is well aligned with realist political ecology as
proposed by Forsyth (2001), as realist political ecology recognizes a biophysical
reality separate from human experience that cannot be uncovered in an absolute
way, while acknowledging the social and political construction of how that reality
is understood and communicated.

Sayer (1997) raises an important caveat to common critical realist approaches. He
warns that critical realism can downplay the difficulty and contestability of
normative judgments. Critical realism underscores that explanations gathered
through empirical evidence enable us as researchers to make judgments on a
situation and that those explanations indicate to us what critical standpoint we
should take. Instead of downplaying our normative judgments, Sayer calls for an
open-ended moral debate. Even with thorough empirical evidence, normative
judgments will be made when deciding what the problem is, what ought to happen,
and where responsibility ought to lie. The degree of interconnection of many
societies means that a small change can have multiple unintended, even damaging,
consequences. Thus, finding alternatives that would benefit diverse groups is
increasingly difficult (Sayer 1997:483-485).

I can relate to Sayer’s call for recognizing our normative judgments, yet [ would
like to highlight that our normative positions are not static and are influenced by the
research process itself. Through this research journey I have reflected on my
normative judgments, and I have found myself changing my views on who may be
responsible for the current situation of peri-urban dwellers (e.g., the local, national
state, the dwellers themselves), as well as on who should be responsible for taking
action towards improving their wellbeing, and debating what such an action would
look like. In an area as complex and dynamic as the peri-urban area (PUA), there
are no single causal explanations, and solutions are even less clear as they often
come with benefits for some and drawbacks for others. In that sense, I have taken a
reflexive approach to science, engaging in a dialogue of mutual learning with
research participants, and additional ‘dialogues’ with local and ‘higher’ level
processes, as well as with theory (Burawoy 1998; Popa, Guillermin, and
Dedeurwaerdere 2014). It is through these dialogues that my own views have been
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shaped and reshaped during the research process (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood, and
Maguire 2003). While my own normative judgments have influenced this research,
I have tried to give voice to peri-urban dwellers themselves and let their judgments
surface over my own. My attempts to do this include letting participants choose the
most important stressors in their lives, and analyzing those, as well as adding direct
quotes throughout the text to highlight research participants’ perspectives on
different issues.

Methods

As social scientists we are thrown off balance by our presence in the world we study,
by absorption in the society we observe, by dwelling alongside those we make ‘other’
(Burawoy 1998:4)

This research is a qualitative research based on a case of peri-urbanization in low-
income areas of the Global South. I have selected Bogota in Colombia as a case
study through which I study the socio-environmental impacts of peri-urbanization
on peri-urban populations. Doing qualitative research has allowed me a more
detailed view of the participants’ perspectives through observation and detailed
interviewing (Silverman 2005). My research is based on the extended case study
method as presented by Burawoy (1998), whereby reflective understanding is
brought to an ethnographic study by building on theory, moving between the ‘micro’
and the ‘macro’, and connecting the present, the past, and anticipating the future
(Burawoy 1998:5). I cannot claim, however, to have done ethnography given the
limited periods I spent in the field. I will explain my research methods further below
in this chapter. I do take, however, an ethnographic approach to writing (Bryman
2008) in the sense that I describe in great detail what life entails in PUAs, in the
hope that this thesis becomes a journey for the reader through the PUAs of Bogota.

Consistent with the extended case study method, I combine local processes with
macro processes by linking observations and interviews to historical and macro
social forces that have contributed to shaping the ‘local’ (Burawoy 1998; Prowse
2008). I therefore combine ethnographic methods (including in-depth interviews
and observations) with an ethnographic writing approach, where I focus on people’s
insights from their everyday lives, with statistical information and analysis of local
and national policies. Delving into the details of life in PUAs serves to help
understand the complexity of the socio-environmental transition taking place in
PUAs, providing analytical insights into the issue of peri-urbanization applicable to
similar settings (Silverman 2005), while also recognizing that issues are very
context dependent and certain aspects are relevant only in certain circumstances
(Byrne and Ragin 2009).
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Study Areas

To study peri-urbanization in Bogota, I selected the borough (localidad®) of Bosa
in the southwest of the city, as well as the neighboring municipality of Seacha (see
Figure 2) as study areas. A quick drive through Bosa (especially if done through the
highway (autopista sur), which is the southern exit of the city (and connects the city
with the south and southwest parts of the country), would give the impression that
the borough is a consolidated urban area; this is corroborated by the current land use
plans which designate the whole borough as either urban or an urban expansion
zone. However, as this thesis will illustrate, many neighborhoods in Bosa are located
at what could be identified as the urban-rural interface (see Figure 3). In addition,
some areas (even if they represent a small portion of the borough) still present rural-
like characteristics, with low population densities, as well as agriculture and cattle
raising being the main livelihoods strategies of the population. Soacha was chosen
as a case to study the extent to which PUAs are also present beyond the
administrative limits of a municipality and the implications of this.

I selected Bosa and Soacha as study areas because the areas have experienced
significant urbanization. [ will introduce the extent of this growth in the next section,
and cover it in detail in chapter 5. From the start of my thesis I have been particularly
interested in exploring hydro-social relations through looking at access to water and
sanitation, waterbodies as a resource for irrigation and flood control, and water as a
stressor (e.g., in the cases of extreme precipitation events and floods). Given this
interest, Bosa and Soacha were also appealing because of their interesting
hydrological features, including several rivers and wetlands crossing and bordering
the areas. In addition, the politics of access to water between the municipality of
Bogota and Soacha were especially contentious when I started to explore potential
case studies in 2012. At that time, the mayor of Bogota had just declared that
provision of water by the city’s utility company should prioritize Bogota (even
though several other municipalities, including Soacha, benefit from those services).

¢ Localidades, translated roughly as boroughs, are an administrative subdivision of the municipality of Bogot4. The
municipality of Bogota is divided into 20 boroughs.
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Figure 2. Maps of Colombia, Bogot4 and Soacha

Lower box depicts the borough of Bosa and the Municipality of Soacha. Also note the Bogot4 and

Tunjuelito Rivers crossing and bordering both areas. Source: Cadaster of Bogota database and IGAC

database 2016. Map developed by Karem Garcia.
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The gray patches represent built-up areas, while the green and brown areas represent farmland and
idle land. The red dots show the selected field sites. Source: Google Earth, 2016 CNES/Astrium,
DigitalGlobe. Date of image: 01/02/2015; Cadaster of Bogota database 2016 and IGAC database
2016. Map developed by Karem Garcia.
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The research I present and analyze through this thesis is based on fieldwork in
Colombia between March and May 2013, and between April and June 2014. I also
conducted shorter exploratory fieldwork in Medellin and Bogota in September and
October in 2012, which I used as a first step to refine my research questions and
choose my study area. I chose the community level, in this case the neighborhood
(or rural settlement, when applicable) as my analytical unit of study.

Community Level as Unit of Analysis

First, it is important to clarify what [ mean by ‘community’ and ‘community level’.
With community I refer to both a territorial or geographic notion and a relational
notion (McMillan and Chavis 1986). Community in broad terms refers to an
aggregate of people who share common activities or beliefs and are bound by
geographic or relational factors (Brint 2001). Throughout most of this thesis, the
concept of community relates to a geographic notion, where community refers to a
group of people who live in a shared geographic location, a neighborhood or a
vereda. 1 may also use interchangeably the concept of neighborhood and
community. A neighborhood in Colombia is an administrative subdivision of an
urban area of a municipality. Neighborhoods vary in size but are identifiable units;
the identification is usually done based on shared physical characteristics and
boundaries, which can include morphological or spatial changes (Lopez Gil 2014).
As I am studying peri-urbanization, the concept of neighborhood does not apply to
all the study areas. In particular the areas that are still considered rural in land use
plans, the official administrative designation refers to vereda (rural district).

In addition, while most field sites are defined by the official neighborhood/vereda
administrative division, there are a few exceptions, as I will present in detail during
the respective chapters. The neighborhood in San José II in Bosa serves as an
example (I will introduce and analyze the area in chapter 6). The official
delimitation (i.e. as depicted in the municipal land use plans) and name of the
neighborhood differ from those the inhabitants of the area use. Furthermore, the
selected field site in San José II does not include the whole neighborhood, but rather
a section of the neighborhood where people share not only a geographic location
with identifiable boundaries, but also where many share a common livelihood,
agriculture. The community level then refers to processes taking place at the level
of that geographic location, be it a neighborhood, a vereda, or a section of a
neighborhood.

The geographic notion of community does not exclude that such a community may
also share a belief, practice, or identity. At the same time, when referring to the
geographic notion of community, it cannot be assumed that members of that
community share a sense of community as proposed by McMillan and Chavis
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(1986). In their theory of sense of community, McMillan and Chavis (1986) suggest
four key elements, membership, influence (a sense of mattering and making a
difference to a group), fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection. These
elements allude to relations of trust and social cohesion, and thus they require some
level of social capital. As I will discuss in later chapters, several of the study areas
show signs of limited productive social capital (Mcllwaine and Moser 2001), and
thus there is not necessarily a strong sense of community. In the peri-urban transition
zone, relations of trust and social cohesion are not static, instead they are being built
or eroded through the peri-urbanization process. To that end, I will discuss in the
analysis of the empirical material how peri-urbanization has influenced social
capital. As noted by Brint (2001), concepts such as social capital share some
similarities to the relational notion of community (McMillan and Chavis 1986), as
they emphasize the existence of social structures and ties, as well as the motives
underlying social relations.

I will also use the notion of community as relational (McMillan and Chavis 1986),
when referring to particular groups that share an identity, activity or belief, and
where group relations are not necessarily limited to the geographic units of
neighborhood or vereda. The Muisca indigenous population is such an example.
Muisca indigenous population in Bosa can self-identify as indigenous and join the
Cabildo Muisca of Bosa (indigenous organization). The community of Muisca
indigenous population refers to the group of people who belong to the Cabildo. In
this case, community has both a geographic and a relational connotation.
Geographically the community is located in Bosa, but is not limited to one
neighborhood alone, and the indigenous identity is one of the underlying motives of
interaction. I will talk about the Muisca indigenous population in more detail in
chapters 5 and 6.

Relevance of the Community Level

The community level can be considered a ‘meso’ level between the household level
and larger units of analysis such as the borough or the municipality. I consider the
community level an appropriate level to understand the socio-environmental
dynamics of peri-urbanization, which are driven by multi-scalar processes but are
manifested in changes on the landscape and the livelihoods of the population. The
community level brings attention to collective processes of neighborhood formation
and development. This unit of analysis is also used to reflect both the collective
imaginaries of the territory as well as the experiences of individuals whose everyday
lives give meaning to these territories (Escobar 2000).

By using the community level, I hope to complement and enter in dialogue with the
urbanization and vulnerability studies done at the household and individual level
(e.g., Lampis 2009; Moser 1998) and those at the municipal, regional, and national
level (Davila et al. 2006; e.g., IDEAM et al. 2014; O’Brien et al. 2004). Focusing
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the research at the meso level may seem, at times, to miss the bigger picture or fail
to acknowledge the importance of macro-level societal structures. However, guiding
theoretical frameworks, such as political ecology and critical realism, as well as
particular analytical choices help recognize that these macro-level structures are
ever-present, facilitating and constructing communities' everyday lives. My
theoretical grounding also acknowledges the way that actions of people’s everyday
lives both reinforce and transform these structures (Archer 1996; Prowse 2008).
Furthermore, as noted by Burawoy et al. (2000), in order to sharpen the abstractions
of globalization theories into more meaningful conceptual tools it is important to
study concrete, lived experiences.

A final point about how I understand and utilize the concept of community is that,
while the concept groups individuals, it is important to recognize that within groups
there are power relations at play, inequalities in status, and conflicts. These relations
affect levels of participation and the influence members can exert on the community,
and vice versa the community on its members.

Colombia

In 1993, Bushnell wrote “Colombia is the least studied of the major Latin American
countries, and probably the least understood” (Bushnell 1993:vii). More than a
decade later this statement still holds true. Colombia is a highly urbanized country
with about 74% of its population concentrated in urban settings (UN-HABITAT
2015). As recognized by Lampis and Fraser (2012), research on urban dynamics in
Colombia has focused on urban violence, poverty, migration, the provision of public
services, access to housing and land, and urban institutions. Research integrating
urban social development, livelihoods, poverty, and the environment, however, is
very limited. Contributing to filling this gap is one of the aims of this thesis.

As I will explain in chapter 5, Colombia’s fragmented geography has played a major
role in shaping the development of the country. The Andes mountain chain splits
into three separate cordilleras that branch off from each other just north of the
border with Ecuador and run more or less in a north-northeasterly direction and
influence hydro-climatic conditions as well as economic and infrastructure
development, and human access (Bushnell 1993; Montenegro 2006; Poveda,
Alvarez, and Rueda 2011). Colombia’s equatorial location combined with its
fragmented geography, atmospheric circulation patterns from the neighboring
tropical Pacific Ocean and Caribbean Sea, and strong land-atmosphere feedbacks
constitute complex hydro-climatological features (Poveda et al. 2011). These
features include a bimodal annual precipitation cycle marked by rainy seasons
between April and May, and September and November, and drier conditions
between December and February, and June and August. Topography plays an
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important role in rainfall patterns, with strong variability even within limited spatial
areas (Poveda et al. 2005, 2011).

Furthermore, global and regional scale climate processes influence rainfall patterns
in Colombia. El Nifio Southern Oscillation (ENSO) is the main mechanism dictating
interannual climate variability, influencing regional scale processes such as the
CHOCO jet and land-atmosphere feedbacks. I will not cover in detail the
hydroclimatic dynamics over the Colombian territory as it falls outside the main
scope of this thesis (for more information see, for instance, Poveda et al. 2011;
Steinhoff, Monaghan, and Clark 2015). In general, El Nifio, the warm phase of
ENSO, produces drier than normal conditions and more prolonged dry seasons in
the Andes of Colombia, and thus in the Bogota metropolitan region. In contrast, La
Nifia, the cold phase of ENSO, produces wetter than normal conditions and more
prolonged wet seasons (Poveda et al. 2011; Steinhoff et al. 2015). As will be shown
later in the thesis, these climatic patterns have direct impacts on the vulnerability of
peri-urban populations of the study areas. In particular, the impacts of wetter
conditions and prolonged wet seasons under La Nifia will be illustrated in chapters
6 and 8.

Bosa, Bogota

Bogota is the political capital and the main economic center of Colombia. It has a
population of about 6.8 million within city limits or 7.7 million with inclusion of
the metropolitan area (based on the last census in 2005). The city has experienced
significant growth in the past 100 years in all cardinal directions (Thibert and Osorio
2013). Approximately 23% of Bogota’s urban area consists of informal settlements
that house approximately 2.5 million inhabitants (Secretaria Habitat, 2009). In the
south and southwest of Bogota, about 90% of settlements started informally (Davila
et al. 2000).

The borough of Bosa, located in the southwest of the city, has experienced
significant growth, consistent with the trend in Bogotd. The borough has an
estimated population of 613,000 consisting primarily of low-income households,
with classifications of strata’ 1 and 2 assigned to the bulk of houses (Secretaria
Distrital del Habitat 2011). The borough has grown significantly over the past four
decades, and the growth has been rapid and messy (Alcaldia Mayor de Bogota D.C.

71 is the lowest socio-economic level out of 6 according to Colombia’s stratification system. Stratification is
assigned based on neighborhoods’ outdoor infrastructure (including outside appearance of houses) and
accessibility to public utilities and services (DANE 2013).

62



2015). To illustrate this, one can look to population growth: in the 1990s the
estimated population of Bosa was around 200,000 inhabitants (Duran Bernal 2005),
and has since more than doubled with current estimates at about 508,828% (Alcaldia
Mayor de Bogota D.C. 2015). Most of the boroughs growth has been through
informal settlements (Alcaldia Mayor de Bogota D.C. 2015). Consequently, Bosa is
one of the boroughs in Bogota with the highest number of informal areas (Secretaria
Distrital del Habitat 2007). Population growth is expected to continue and by 2050
the population is estimated to reach over 1 million (IDEAM et al. 2012a:42—43).

Soacha

As noted by Roy (2009), 21* century cities make a fool of census jurisdictions. The
conurbation of Soacha to Bogota provides a clear example. The municipality of
Soacha, which borders Bogota to the south, has experienced significant growth over
the past 25 years, mainly due to migration and forced displacement. Annual
population growth of the municipality continues at high rates, with a growth rate in
2009 of 4.8%. This growth rate is much higher than the national average (1.25%)
and of Bogota’s (1.48%). As a result, 79% of the population of Soacha come from
other parts of the country, and only 21% were born in the municipality (Alcaldia de
Soacha and PNUD 2009). Immigration includes migrants from other parts of the
country and low-income residents of Bogota searching for cheaper housing. Many
workers who commute to Bogota daily reside in Soacha.

Soacha has an estimated population of 489,000 (DANE 2015b), however this
estimate is based on the last census in 2005, and is at present considered to be highly
underestimated. The population is expected to continue increasing in the next
decades, with projections suggesting that the population will reach over 1,800,000
by 2050 (IDEAM et al. 2012a:42—43). The latest land use plan recognized that the
municipality is one of the municipalities in the country with the most physical,
spatial, and environmental disorder (Alcaldia Municipal de Soacha 2000). The
municipality is divided into 5 urban districts (comunas), with 381 neighborhoods,
and 2 rural districts (corregimientos)’. Approximately 41% of the 381

8 It is worth noting that the official website of the Municipality of Bogota that gives an overview of Bosa has 2
different estimates for the population: first it puts the population at 508,828 inhabitants, further below it
estimates 501,460 inhabitants (Alcaldia Mayor de Bogota D.C. 2015). The National Statistics Office (DANE)
did the last official census in 2005. The population of Bosa then was calculated at 495,283 and the population
for 2015 was projected at 646,833 (Secretaria Distrital de Planeacion de Bogota 2009).

° In contrast to Bogota’s division into localidades, other municipalities, such as Soacha, use comunas as municipal
administrative divisions of urban areas that include several neighborhoods. Rural areas within the municipality
are referred to as corregimientos. Corregimientos are composed of several veredas (or rural settlements).
Soacha has six comunas and two corregimientos.
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neighborhoods are informal. A majority of these settlements are located in high-risk
areas and present the highest poverty rates of Soacha’s urban area (Alcaldia de
Soacha and PNUD 2009).

Data Collection and Analysis

Data Collection

Through the research process I have attempted to be consistent with my chosen unit
of analysis; the community level. I designed my fieldwork accordingly. In 2013, I
visited about 20 neighborhoods in Bosa and Soacha and conducted 59 semi-
structured interviews with neighborhood leaders as well as local government
officials of the borough of Bosa and the municipality of Soacha. All interviews were
conducted in-situ. A combination of purposive and snowball sampling (Bryman
2008) was carried out, whereby local leader interviewees were selected based on
their leadership roles in the neighborhoods (usually members of the board of the
community action boards— Juntas de Accion Comunal' - JAC) or as founders of the
neighborhoods. I also conducted narrative walks (Jerneck and Olsson 2013) with
community members to better understand the socio-environmental dynamics of the
areas visited. In addition, I conducted what I would refer to as ‘narrative drives’,
where, given the spatial extent of Bosa and Soacha, [ would drive with a community
leader through different neighborhoods and areas they deemed relevant to get a
better sense of the areas based on the topics I told them I was interested in exploring.

During the interviews, and narrative walks and drives I focused on questions related
to how settlements had been founded and developed, with a particular temporal
focus on the period between the 1980s and present. I asked questions about how the
settlements accessed water and sanitation during early stages to present, how the
legalization of areas that started informally had taken place, and the main challenges
they faced today in their everyday lives. To local government officials I mainly
asked about the general contextual history of the areas, and the development of the
areas and the policies that had accompanied these developments. By meeting with
officials, I also gained access to reports and maps that are not easily found online.

Fieldwork in 2013 helped me become familiar with these large areas, build contacts
with local leaders and inhabitants, and help me narrow down the areas that [ would

1 Juntas de Accién Comunal — JAC: Community action boards at the neighborhood level, which have a board
elected by popular vote and works on a voluntary basis (National Decree 1930/1979). For a more thorough
description see Hataya (2007: 149).
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focus on during my next fieldwork period. Table 2 summarizes the research process
during fieldwork in 2013. Many of the neighborhoods visited in 2013 can no longer
be considered part of the peri-urban landscape, as they have been completely
absorbed by and integrated into the city. However, most neighborhoods that have
been absorbed by the city, if not all, share a similar settlement pattern, where
settlements were built on former farmland or idle land. Early settlers recalled stories
of the existence of dairies and crops either within the settlements or right next to
them. The development patterns and processes characteristic of these
neighborhoods that were once peri-urban are useful to understand the changes Bosa
and Soacha have undergone in the last few decades and, without being too
deterministic, the changes that may be ahead for current peri-urban informal
settlements.

Table 2. Summary of research process during fieldwork March- May 2013

Data collection Fieldwork 2013 — Bosa (Bogot4) and Soacha

What - Development of study areas from 1980s to present: landscape and access to water and
sanitation

- Main actors, drivers of change

Who - Community leaders: Members of JAC, founders of settlements or early settlers

- Government officials of Bosa, Soacha, regional and national level (e.g., IDEAM, CAR,
IGACQ)

- Academics and representatives of NGOs

How - Narrative walks and drives

- In-situ semi-structured interviews

- Participant observation

Data analysis
How - Policy document analysis

- Identification of salient themes; focus on patterns in neighborhood formation, access to
water and sanitation, formalization process

- Contrast of settlement processes in Bogota and Soacha

- Identification of particularly vulnerable groups and areas; identification of key
constraints to wellbeing and main stressors

Being introduced to community leaders was initially thanks to personal contacts
established through a friend or relative’s co-worker or acquaintance. I also contacted
key local government officials (such as the persons in charge of housing planning
in Soacha and Bosa) who gave me the contact information of community leaders in
different neighborhoods. The initial contacts in Bosa and Soacha quickly
snowballed into introductions to community leaders (usually representatives of the
JAC) and invitations to meetings where community leaders would be present. Such
meetings included a meeting of all presidents of the JACs of Bosa, a meeting of the
local environmental board of Bosa, and a meeting organized by the police in Soacha
with residents of different neighborhoods. All of these meetings were sites of
participant observation. During these meetings I would normally introduce myself
and ask for the contact information of as many attendees as I could, with whom I
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would later follow up to request an interview. Both Bosa and Soacha are recognized
as being areas with high levels of insecurity, thus arriving to neighborhoods with a
local inhabitant was very important and recommended by residents themselves for
safety reasons.

I recorded all interviews when authorization was given (only one decision maker in
Soacha did not consent to be recorded) and took notes during the interviews. I also
took photos and videos, and recorded the paths I took during the narrative walks and
drives with a Global Positioning System (GPS). I also marked the position of every
interview with the aid of the GPS. I made a photo fieldwork diary where I added
comments to the pictures I had taken, describing the persons met, the location, and
a summary of the issues discussed. I organized the pictures daily by location. After
fieldwork, I transcribed the interviews and notes. As people described places and
changes to the landscape in the recordings, having the photo fieldwork diary was
extremely useful to relate descriptions with images and videos. Marking the paths
and key locations with a GPS and transferring them to Google Earth has also been
very useful and allowed me to recap my steps from a bird’s-eye view, reflect on the
landscape features of the areas visited and their surroundings, and connect them to
people’s accounts of their everyday challenges and opportunities.

Throughout this thesis, I have included a variety of images from the field. I consider
that often there is no better way to illustrate the encroachment of the city into
farmland, or the strategies peri-urban dwellers have adopted to build their
neighborhoods and transform the landscape, than with a photo. Therefore, this thesis
is full of pictures that I took throughout the research process. Unless otherwise
noted, I took all pictures and developed the figures that accompany this text. Karem
Garcia, a cadaster engineer, developed most maps in this thesis. I also use direct
quotes in the text to give voice to the research participants and let their words
illustrate the issues at hand. In the quotes derived from interviews I provide the first
name of the respondent, but to maintain anonymity [ do not provide a last name (I
requested authorization from participants to do so). Quotes from focus groups
discussions do not include names as they were not recorded in the written or audio
records.

Following analysis of the data from fieldwork in 2013, I identified that the study
areas (Bosa and Soacha) have four main types of settlements, which make up the
PUA, namely:

1. Agriculture-based settlements (primarily ‘rural’): Settlements with
predominantly rural-like characteristics where the bulk of the
population relies on agriculture as their main livelihood strategy;
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ii. Informal settlements: Settlements without formal land titles and/or
constructed outside of the judicial, administrative, financial, and
technical norms (Davila et al. 2006);

iii. Formal settlements: These include areas initially rural or
informal, which consolidated as urban over time and were legalized
by the government. It also includes areas that were granted approval
to develop as urban neighborhoods, and construction of houses and
utilities was done partly by house owners.

iv. State-subsidized housing: Large-scale state-subsidized housing
developments intended for low-income populations.

These settlement types are not exclusive or absolute. The four described settlements
share their location at the interface of the consolidated urban areas and the open
fields characteristic of the rural areas, and are in the midst of socio-environmental
transition.

I went back to Colombia in 2014, to explore what life in PUAs entails for the
populations of these different settlements from the perspectives of wellbeing and
vulnerability at the community-level. Table 3 summarizes the research process
during my field visit in 2014. To be consistent with my analytical unit, I chose to
carry out focus groups in settlements that represented the abovementioned types.
Focus groups involve the process of understanding and negotiating different
perspectives that exist within a group of people, and can help provide insights into
community perspectives and dynamics that surround a set of specific issues (Reed
and Payton 1997). Focus groups can also be an effective method for exploring the
complexities associated with people-place relationships (Skop 2006:121).

To contrast the experiences of the inhabitants of Bosa and Soacha, I decided to select
one neighborhood/community per settlement type in each of the study areas. I
selected the field sites for the focus groups through purposive sampling (Bryman
2008) based on my findings and experience from fieldwork in 2013, analysis of
maps and satellite images, as well as guidance from local leaders and local
government officials in charge of planning. I conducted eight focus groups, four in
Bosa and four in Soacha. Figure 4 shows the location of the focus groups'!, and
Tables 4 and 5 briefly introduce the neighborhoods/areas selected. I provide a more
detailed introduction to the areas in other chapters, as shown in tables 5 and 6.

" A similar map can be found on the inner back cover of the book to help the reader better locate the field sites
throughout the thesis.
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Table 3. Summary of research process during fieldwork April — June 2014

Data collection Fieldwork 2014 — Bosa (Bogot4) and Soacha

What - Environmental, social, economic, and political dimensions of life in PUAs from 1980s
to present

- Main socio-environmental changes and drivers of change

- Most pressing stressors, impacts of materialized stressors and coping strategies
Who - Inhabitants (particularly community leaders of selected settlements)

- Members of Cabildo Muisca of Bosa

- Government officials of Bogota (at municipal level and at borough level, i.e., Bosa),
Soacha

- Academics and representatives of NGOs

How - Focus groups

- Individual questionnaire at the beginning of focus group

- Narrative walks and drives

- In-situ semi-structured interviews

- Participant observation

Data analysis
How - Policy document analysis, analysis of hydrogeological, hydrological, and risk maps

- Iterative analysis of:

* Main factors contributing to and hindering wellbeing

* Dynamics of vulnerability: exposure to stressors, sensitivity, capacity to respond, and
responses to impacts; root causes of vulnerability

It is important to underscore, that since these settlements are part of the socio-
environmental transition taking place through peri-urbanization, they are under a
constant process of change and thus are not static. Consequently, since these areas
are undergoing fairly rapid change, the conducted research can only claim to cover
a ‘timeslice’ of what has happened in the past 3-4 decades in these areas (from the
1980s to mid 2010s). As changing areas, and given expected population changes, it
is also important to recognize that what could currently be considered peri-urban
will most likely be ‘absorbed’ by the city in a matter of years, or decades at most.
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Figure 4. Settlement types and selected field sites

Polygons and points mark selected field sites in Bosa and Soacha. Source of satellite image: Google
Earth, 2016 CNES/Astrium, DigitalGlobe. Date of image: 01/02/2015; Cadaster of Bogota and IGAC

database 2016. Map developed by Karem Garcia.
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Table 4. Selected field sites for focus groups in Bosa, Bogota

Type of
Settlement

Neighborhood/area

Description of areas

Chapter

Agriculture
-based

San José 11

Borders Tunjuelito River; in some land use plans
appears as San Bernardino XXV. Residents of Bosa
often refer to it as the vereda (rural settlement) of San
José¢ II. I identified 3 distinct areas in San Jos¢ II. The
focus group took place in one of these areas (to the
west), where most of the households are agricultural.
About 15 families live in this area.

6

Informal

Villa Celina

Adjacent to Tunjuelito River. Borders eastern section
of San José I1. Approximately 250-300 live in
neighborhood.

Formal

San José |

Borders Tunjuelito River. To access neighborhood, a
squatter settlement (called Rincon de San José) must
be crossed.

Subsidized

Ciudadela El Recreo

Near Bogota River. Ciudadela El Recreo has many
housing developments. Focus group took place in the
housing development called Reservado 3, which is
one of the developments located closest to the river.

Table 5. Selected field sites for focus groups in Soacha

Type of
Settlement

Neighborhood/area

Description of areas

Chapter

Agriculture-
based

Vereda Bosatama

Delimited by the Tunjuelito River and the Bogota
River. It borders a large subsidized housing
development project called Ciudad Verde. This area
used to be part of the vereda (rural settlement). It also
borders Bosa.

6

Informal

Altos de la Florida
(sectors I, II, II1, E1
Retiro)

Located on a hill. The neighborhood has 4 sectors: I,
II, 11T and El Retiro. Part of the neighborhood is
located higher than 3000 m above sea level (which is
considered the limit to urbanization due to the
protection of high mountain ecosystems).

Formal

San Nicolas

San Nicolas has several sectors. It borders the Bogota
River. The sectors started for the most part formally,
with plots subsidized by the former urbanization
institute of Colombia (INURBE). Many of the houses
were self-constructed, water and sanitation
infrastructure also were initially constructed by
inhabitants. At the time of fieldwork they had an area
in San Nicolas that was a squatter settlement on the
river’s protected floodplain. Families living there were
evicted later in 2014 and houses torn down.

Subsidized

Ciudadela
Colsubsidio Maiporé

Maiporé housing development currently has 3 areas.
Focus group included residents of 2 (Ambalema and
Barichara). Area is at a foothill, borders autopista sur
(higway) and the El Vinculo and Cola de Tierra Blanca
wetlands (part of the Tierra Blanca wetland).
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Throughout the research process, I constantly reflected on my role and position in
relation to the research participants. While my research is not participatory action
research in the strict sense of the concept, I applied certain principles and methods
from these approaches (Brydon-Miller et al. 2003; Streck 2014). I wanted the
research process to be participatory and democratic, and whenever possible to
reduce the vertical power relation between me, as the ‘researcher’, and the
‘participants’. One strategy I took was to involve community leaders in the
organization of the focus groups. I consider ‘community leaders’ as those
inhabitants who are members of the JACs, and usually held the role of president or
secretary. In a few areas, local politicians or government officials in charge of
community participation directed me towards inhabitants who were particularly
active in matters related to the neighborhood (e.g., participating in meetings with
the municipality or making claims to government officials on behalf of the
community). I also considered early inhabitants of the community who have been
active in the development of the community to be community leaders. Early
inhabitants include inhabitants who had lived in the area for several decades, either
before peri-urbanization reached the area, or as founders of the area (and thus agents
in the peri-urbanization process).

In most cases I visited a research area first and agreed with a community leader or
a few residents on the time and place of the focus group, then left invitations with
the community leader. The community leader took the lead in inviting other
residents to participate in the focus groups. While I believe this process empowered
community leaders as representatives of their communities and active participants
of the research, it also comes with biases that should be recognized.

The time of the focus group influenced who was able to participate. Most focus
groups took place on a Saturday, in the evening or early in the morning to try to
accommodate the schedules of the residents and avoid conflicts with working hours.
In the agriculture-based areas, for instance, the focus groups were scheduled so that
they would not conflict with milking times. Even when working schedules and local
dynamics were taken into consideration, participation was not guaranteed. We had
to cancel the first attempt at a focus group in Ciudadela El Recreo in Bosa because
only two people came to participate.

Furthermore, given that community leaders were in charge of inviting participants,
inhabitants with animosity towards community leaders may not have participated,
meaning that their opinions may not be reflected in the research. At the same time,
I argue that participation of members of the JACs together with other inhabitants of
the areas helped build a neighborhood/area-wide perspective on some of the most
important issues in each area beyond the household level.

The number of participants in focus groups varied from about 5-20 participants. In
most focus groups there was a higher presence of women. At the beginning of each
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focus group, participants were asked to fill out a short questionnaire.'” The
questionnaire was intended to grasp some individual experiences that may be lost
due to group dynamics. During the focus groups, participants were asked to identify
the most pressing issues that most influenced their everyday lives with respect to
the environment, access to basic services (e.g., water, sanitation, electricity),
society, and the economy.

I guided the focus groups by posing questions and then creating mental models in
the form of causal flow diagrams on large pieces of paper, inspired by the
methodology described by Bunce et al. (2010) and Stein and Moser (2014). Mental
models, such as causal flow diagrams, help explore linkages and feedback loops
among complex issues (Bunce et al. 2010). A research assistant (or, in some cases,
research assistants) helped me take notes, pictures and videos. I asked the research
assistant to highlight in their notes issues that consumed a considerable amount of
the discussion, and whether there was agreement or disagreement among
participants. All focus groups were also recorded. During focus groups, I tried to
revisit the topics discussed and the causal relations noted on the large papers to
confirm I was representing the group’s views appropriately. At the end of each focus
group participants were asked to select 2-3 priority topics raised. The topics with
the most ‘votes’ were then discussed in relation to potential solutions and ways
forward. All focus groups were recorded.

Data Analysis

Data analysis of the material from both fieldwork trips included several steps. First,
I transcribed all fieldwork material, including recordings, notes, questionnaires from
the focus groups, and transferred all GPS data points and paths into maps. As a
native Spanish speaker all interviews and focus groups were done in Spanish. I
translated to English as I transcribed the material. While transcribing, I also included
in Spanish quotes, expressions, or words, which had particular cultural connotations
not easily translated. After transcribing, I analyzed all material in an iterative
process. I began by organizing the data using different themes in mind, then found
recurring patterns and highlighted unique issues. Then, I filtered the data and
narrowed the scope to the most salient issues and themes. The material was then
analyzed again with these themes in mind while moving between theory, research
questions, and empirical materials. I did not use any qualitative data analysis
software. Instead, I created my own databases using large Excel tables with different
tabs wherein [ would explore the data through different analytical lenses.

12 A few participants were illiterate. In those cases the research assistant or I helped them fill out the questionnaire
by reading the questions and writing down their answers.
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As the empirical material was very rich, a challenge I encountered during analysis
was that of simplifying and focusing on the most salient features without losing the
contrasting voices present within different groups and without underplaying the
complexity of the issues at hand. One of my main interests in pursuing this PhD was
to understand the multidimensional complexity of peri-urbanization as it relates to
vulnerability; with consideration of the temporal, spatial, and agency-structure
dynamics that underline the processes occurring in PUAs, and that have an indirect
and direct effect on people’s wellbeing. In academic articles dealing with PUAs and
with vulnerability to multiple stressors, I was often left with the impression that
given a word-limit and the need to focus on specific issues, the complexity was
acknowledged but not necessarily clearly illustrated through empirical evidence. I
recognize that this thesis deals with a significant amount of detail and specificities
about the case study. This is done with the conscious intention to provide empirical
evidence of both the heterogeneity of PUAs and the interrelation between different
socio-environmental stressors.

When coding focus group data, I focused on the content of what people had said and
the topics discussed rather than on who said it (Reed and Payton 1997). When
disagreements over a topic occurred, I noted them but I did not specify which
participants disagreed. I concur with the argument made in Reed and Payton (1997)
that interpretation of focus group data was only possible because of prior in-depth
qualitative research. In my case, the in-depth interviews, and narrative walks and
drives I conducted in 2013 and 2014 prior to the focus groups, and the analysis of
policy documents and reports, were crucial to my understanding of the issues
discussed during the focus groups. This is the case because previous research gave
me background knowledge helpful for understanding the context of focus group
discussion.

Because of my previous research, I brought with me a prior understanding of the
areas, how they were organized, how the JACs work, and some of the issues the
areas were facing with peri-urbanization, to give some examples. This is not to say
that some form of data is ‘better’ or ‘truer’ than another, or that complementing
interviews with focus groups and vice versa is a sort of triangulation. Instead, it is
about recognizing that different methods provide different forms of data developed
in particular contexts that can help uncover unique aspects of a given research topic.
In that respect, previous qualitative and participatory research facilitates more
significant interpretation of focus group data (Reed and Payton 1997).

In parallel and iteratively, through analysis of the empirical data, I analyzed policy
documents, reports, and maps related to urban planning, informality, access to
utilities and services, formalization processes, hydrometeorological hazards,
hydrology, and hydrogeology maps. This analysis included a review of national and
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municipal reports, official documents, and legislation within the time frame of 1980-
2015 in relation to informality and formalization policies.

Reflections on Research Process

On My Positionality

Bryman (2008:405) citing Van Maanen and Kolb (1985) maintains that “gaining
access to people, organizations and places is a combination of strategic planning,
hard work and dumb luck.” I can closely relate to that statement when I reflect on
my research process. While those factors were certainly influential, it has not only
been those three that have facilitated (and at times hindered) my access to people. |
was born and raised in Bogota, but