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Urban recycling:
A tool to FAce the ‘New’ housiNg crisis

One of the paradoxes facing degrowth is the need to provide shelter to the growing global 
population. In this context, practices and public policies of urban planning and architecture 

are vital. Urban recycling offers a sharp look at public policies in Latin America and Chile, 
discussing the need – in dialogue with the ideas of degrowth – to promote housing in 

existing areas close to workplaces, which encourages an exchange that reduces capital’s 
exploitation of time.
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Condominio propuesto con múltiples viviendas
Proposed building with several units

01· Condominios de viviendas familiares. / 
Condominiums of family houses.  
Fuente / Source: elaboración propia en base 
a información entregada por Consolida 
/ made by the authors based on data 
provided by Consolida
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02· Porcentaje de población urbana según 
escala de ciudad y década (1950-2030). / 
Percentage of urban population according 
to city scale and decade (1950-2030). 
Fuente / Source: elaboración propia en 
base a datos de Naciones Unidas (2019) / 
made by the authors based on data from 
the United Nations (2019)



121yunis, peralta  |  decrecer · degrowth

Urban Context in Latin America

I n 2008, for the first time in history, the 
world’s urban population outnumbered 
the rural population. This milestone 

marked the advent of a new ‘urban 
millennium.’ In fact, by 2050, two-thirds 
of the world’s population is expected to 
reside in urban areas. Latin America and 
the Caribbean (lAc) is considered the 
most urbanized region in the world, with 
81.2% of the population living in cities and 
a projection of 87.8% by 2050. Currently, 
17% of lAc’s urban population resides in 6 
megacities – metropolises with a population 
of over 10 million inhabitants – Bogotá, 
Buenos Aires, Ciudad de México, Rio de 
Janeiro, São Paulo, and Lima, while several 
other cities have more than 5 million 
inhabitants, such as Santiago de Chile and 
Caracas [Fig. 02]. Yet fifty years ago, the 
region had no city with more than 10 million 
inhabitants (United Nations, 2019).

Accelerated urban growth has 
consequences on urban dynamics, 
especially linked to the lack of planning in 
metropolitan areas. Cities can be viewed 
as engines of economic development and 
social progress, but it is important to keep in 
mind that they are also home to many of the 
poorest population groups, who, faced with 
a slowdown in rural exodus, now migrate 
from city to city in search of better economic 
opportunities (Jordan, Riffo & Prado, 2017). 
This growth has been characterized by 
significant migration flows, informal land 
occupation, the growth of deregulated 
housing, insufficient housing programs, 
and the absence of long-term planning. The 
concentration of wealth and vulnerability, 
combined with a more expensive land 

market, leads to excessive levels of spatial 
and social segregation, something evident 
in the increasing levels of various social 
problems, such as school delay, youth 
inaction, and teenage pregnancy (Sabatini, 
Cáceres & Cerda 2001).1 

Although the percentage of the population 
residing in informal settlements decreased 
from 29% in 2000 to 21% in 2015, more than 
100 million people in the region are still 
living in such conditions (World Bank, 2018). 
Today, in a context influenced by the coVid-19 
pandemic, eclAc estimates that the number 
of people living in conditions of poverty has 
increased by 3.9% in just two years (2018-
2020), reaching 33.7% of the population, 
where 12.5% live in extreme poverty (eclAc, 
2021). In this area, housing can be considered 
a ‘strategic axis’ for overcoming poverty and 
urban precariousness (Saborido, 2006), while 
also representing more than 70% of urban 
land use (United Nations, 2016), strongly 
impacting the composition and socio-spatial 
construction of our cities.

 Cities continue to grow. More than 60% of 
the land surface that will be urban by 2030 has 
not yet been developed (Wallemacq & House 
2018), and estimates suggest the construction 
of almost one billion new housing units by 
2060 to house the growing world population 
(Santos et al., 2015). This requires holistic, well-
designed urban policies and comprehensive 
plans, as well as a significant amount of 
funding to implement them.

Housing Policies of Social Interest, Public 
Investment, and the Real Estate Market
The Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights states that everyone has the right 
to an adequate standard of living, which 

must ensure, among other things, housing 
(United Nations General Assembly, 1948). 
In Latin America, eighteen out of the 
twenty countries that make up the region 
have included the right to housing in their 
Constitution, with Chile2 and Peru being the 
only exceptions. From this group, eleven 
nations have incorporated the adjectives 
‘dignified’ or ‘adequate,’ specifying that this 
right applies to the entire population.3 Thus, 
over the years, decent housing has been 
tacitly agreed upon as a social right at the 
regional level. However, there is a complex 
dichotomy between housing as a market 
asset and as a constitutional right. In this 
context, the housing policy of social interest 
prevailing in Latin America is based on the 
subsidy to demand, in which private entities 
develop housing projects and the state acts 
as a financial and management entity. This 
mechanism can be remarkably successful 
in reducing the quantitative housing deficit 
while promoting economic development 
through the construction industry, its 
suppliers, and the real estate market.

An example of this can be found in the 
policies adopted by the Chilean government 
from the 1970s onwards, which came to be 
known as “the Chilean model” (Amarilla 
Riveros 2018),4  replicated in countries 
like Brazil, Mexico, and Paraguay, due to 
the high number of homes it managed to 
build. However, as shown by Rodríguez and 
Sugranyes, these mechanisms generate 
significant social and urban impacts in the 
city, linked to the prioritization of quantitative 
principles over qualitative ones, and urban 
fragmentation over integration, among 
others. This led the authors to determine 
that the new urban issues in Chile involve 
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03· Clasificación de áreas ‘ideales y priorizadas’, 
con especificación de ‘idoneidad’ de cada zona. / 
Classification of ‘ideal and prioritized’ areas, including 
specification of ‘suitability’ of each zone.  
Fuente / Source: elaboración propia en base a visor web 
VUIS MIVAH (último acceso diciembre de 2021) / made 
by the authors based on VUIS MIVAH web viewer (last 
accessed December 2021)
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04· Fotografía de condominio familiar en etapa final, comuna de 
Peñalolén. / Photograph of family condominium in final stage, district 
of Peñalolén. © Yunis & Peralta
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the people “with a roof,” referring to the 
inhabitants of the housing complexes and 
neighborhoods developed between the 
1990s and 2000s (Rodríguez & Sugranyes, 
2004). An emblematic case was the Copeva 
houses scandal, showing, only three years 
after their inauguration (1994) in Bajos de 
Mena, leaks and problems after the winter 
rains due to negligence in the choice of 
materials and construction processes 
(Velásquez Ojeda, 2018). Now, to these 
problems of those “with a roof” is added the 
significant increase in the number of families 
living in informal settlements, which went 
up by 73% between 2019 and 2020, reaching 
81,643 families in 969 camps, a number not 
seen since 1996 (techo-Chile, Fundacion 
Vivienda & CES, 2021). 

At the same time, between 2010 and 
2019, the value of homes increased by 
91.8% nationwide and by 101% for the 
Chilean Metropolitan Region. This drastic 
price increase does not correlate with 
the actual gain in remuneration, which 
oscillated around 2.4% between 2011 and 
2019 (Jeri, Cannobbio & Vásquez, 2020). This 
phenomenon – which is even more visible 
in some of the poorest districts (Sabatini & 
Brain, 2006) – implies that the land available 
for housing projects of social interest is 
increasingly scarce, deepening the barriers 
faced by developers, who must allocate 
a large part of the subsidy to cover these 
expenses (Castillo & Forray, 2014).

In a context of diffuse urban growth, marked 
by the housing verticalization of the central 
districts of Greater Santiago and accompanied 
by the urban expansion and dispersion in the 
peripheral areas (de Mattos, Fuentes & Link, 
2014), it is necessary to seek mechanisms 
to ensure the right to housing, taking as 
main variables the location, integration, and 
sustainable urban development, both from a 
social and environmental perspective. In this 
sense, the prioritization of compact cities and 
promotion of a greater (and balanced) density, 
have an important impact on human well-
being and economic productivity, encouraging 
non-vehicular urban transport, connectivity 
between housing and road layout, and a 
mixture of uses that fosters the integration of 
citizens and communities (oecd, 2012). Likewise, 
the urban form plays a significant role in the 
energy consumption of cities. It is estimated 
that, in Latin America and the Caribbean, the 
implementation of compact cities by 2050 will 
have the same impact on energy consumption 
as the use of technologies with high efficiency; 
whereas for countries such as China, two-thirds 
of the potential energy savings can be achieved 
through the development of compact cities 
(Güneralp et al., 2017).

In the Latin American region, the 
deficiencies in the quality of housing 

are historically much greater than in its 
quantity, 61% and 39%, respectively (McBride 
et al., 2011). Therefore, comprehensively 
sustainable and resilient policies cannot 
only alleviate the total housing deficit but 
also become valuable tools to reactivate 
and boost local economies (United Nations, 
2015) in a territory where the construction 
sector represents on average 13.1% of the 
region’s national gdP, of which residential 
construction is 45% (eclAc, n.d.). 

A new urban planning model cannot 
succeed without considering the economic 
factors at play. According to a study by the 
Inter-American Development Bank (idB), if 
Latin America and the Caribbean were to 
reduce the housing deficit exclusively with 
homes built by governments within the 
framework of urban development programs, 
it would be necessary to make an investment 
of US$ 310,000 million, which is equivalent to 
7.8% of the region’s gross product. In other 
words, reducing the current deficit through 
new state housing construction would entail 
seven times the actual public investment 
(Bouillon, 2012). This enormous financial 
challenge is elusive: it is necessary to rethink 
the models of social housing development 
incorporating the reuse of the resources 
available in our cities, such as land and 
abandoned or deteriorated housing.

Thus, arises the question of how to face the 
quantitative and qualitative deficit of housing 
providing socio-spatially integrated, adequate, 
and well-located alternatives to people who 
cannot access them through an – increasingly –  
expensive real estate market. To this is added 
the urgency to implement a planned and 
compact urban development that reduces the 
environmental and spatial impact generated 
by urban sprawl while also significantly 
improving the quality of life of its inhabitants. 
Faced with this problem, and without 
pretending that this is ‘the’ definitive solution, 
‘urban recycling’ stands as a viable – socially 
and environmentally sustainable – alternative.

Urban Recycling: Examples of Innovative 
Policies and Proposals
It is necessary to specify that when referring 
to urban recycling, we are talking about 
reusing existing real estate resources, 
whether it is vacant land and/or buildings. 
These alternatives present an unbeatable 
opportunity to reduce the qualitative housing 
deficit, offering the possibility to develop new 
units in well-located areas and regenerate 
deteriorated areas.

At the Latin American level, incipient urban 
recycling is arising through new public policies 
to provide well-located social housing units 
while also generating new real estate business 
opportunities. An example of this is the work 
being done by the Ministry of Housing and 

Human Settlements (MiVAh) of Costa Rica. This 
entity has launched a new program called 
“Inclusive and Sustainable Urban Housing” 
(Vuis), as a reactivation policy in the context of 
the coVid-19 pandemic. This program aims to 
develop new small/medium scale and mixed-
use projects (mainly housing) in abandoned 
lots and/or buildings. With this, they seek to 
reconfigure cities through social and spatial 
integration strategies (MiVAh, 2020). For the 
development of these projects, the ministry 
has published an online map viewer classifying 
the areas as “ideal and prioritized” on a 
numerical scale, specifying the “suitability” 
characteristics of each zone [Fig. 03].

In the same way, the National Housing 
Agency (ANV) of Uruguay established a new 
set of requirements for private projects 
to be “promoted” by the Agency, which 
grants tax benefits (Decree No. 129, 2020). 
Among the different possibilities, article 
No. 5 incorporates the term “recycling” 
for the reuse of obsolete, abandoned, or 
unfinished properties for housing purposes. 
This strategy seeks to revalue the state’s 
assets, grant homes located in consolidated 
areas, and advocate for more efficient use of 
existing infrastructures and services. 

In the case of Chile, Laboratorio de 
Investigación 9x18 has extensive experience 
researching and working on issues related to 
urban recycling, specifically regarding family 
condominiums in 9x18-meters lots. This type 
of sites covers 9.4% of the surface of Greater 
Santiago. Although they were in peripheral 
areas at the time of being assigned, they 
are now (due to the city’s growth) located 
in peri-central areas, in well-connected 
urban spaces (Tapia, Araos, Salinas, 2013). 
In this context – and within the framework 
of subsidy D.S. No. 49 Solidarity Fund for 
Housing Choice (FseV), small condominium 
modality – the construction company 
Consolida, the projects’ sponsoring entity, is 
developing condominiums (2-3 homes) in the 
lots where these families currently live [Figs. 
04 y 01]. The company is currently working 
in te district of Peñalolén, in the sectors of La 
Faena, Lo Hermida, and San Luis, where there 
is a high number of multifamily households 
in lots of 9x18 meters. These projects seek 
to provide an alternative to the traditional 
application for new housing subsidies, 
usually located in areas far from work and 
family networks. In this way, the cohabitation 
of the lot can be formalized through a co-
ownership, where an apartment is built for 
each family unit, incorporating high technical 
standards.5 The success of this initiative has 
caused great interest among the residents 
of Peñalolén, who perceive first-hand the 
benefits of this solution. In addition, public 
and private actors have visited the projects in 
search of ways to replicate this model in 
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other areas of Santiago and the country 
(cNdu, 2020; cchc, 2021).

Although micro-settlements and 
densification are interesting alternatives to 
the problem of the qualitative housing deficit 
and, to a lesser extent to the quantitative 
deficit, so far they are not enough to respond 
to the growing number of families living in 
informal settlements. In this sense, although 
the Ministry of Housing and Urbanism 
(MiNVu) has already incorporated tools such 
as Social and Territorial Integration (MiNVu, 
2016), and the Regeneration Program of 
Housing Complexes D.S. No. 18 (MiNVu, 2018), 
it is still necessary to have tools that allow 
access to well-located land. In response to 
this problem, there are currently initiatives 
by local governments, academia,6 and Ngos 
that are encouraging the development 
of participatory housing projects in 
consolidated urban areas. Among them, 
the work by Urbanismo Social (n.d.) stands 
out, who, through their social real estate 
and sponsoring entity, develop integrated 
housing solutions, with good location and 
citizen involvement. The project led by the 
Municipality of Las Condes, designed by 
Juan Sabbagh and his team, is also worth 
noting, dedicated to building apartments for 
vulnerable families and middle sectors, on 
land significantly more expensive than the 
average for this type of project.

To massify these initiatives – limiting the 
unplanned urban dispersion and reducing 
the quantitative deficit of housing – there 
must be a state policy regarding land 
management in place, so it is easier to face 
the price increases that currently make 
it impossible to develop social housing 
projects. In this line, the state, through the 
MiNVu, launched the Public Land Bank in 
2020, which seeks to manage urban land 
for social housing, prioritizing subsidies D.S. 
No. 49 FseV and D. S. No. 19 (Ministerio de 
Bienes Nacionales, n.d.). This, complemented 
by items No. 11 and 12 of MiNVu’s budget 
allocation within the Budget Law (National 
Congress, 2020)7 – which encourages the 
acquisition of land for the construction of 
social housing – marks a great step forward 
in terms of the development of sustainable 
socio-environmental housing policies, based 
on the right to access adequate and well-
located housing, reusing fiscal land and 
promoting the acquisition of new sites by 
state entities and organized groups.

Final Remarks
The accelerated urbanization process in the 
region has created a double challenge for 
Latin American cities. On the one hand, these 
should overcome the current conditions of 
poverty of their existing inhabitants and, on 
the other, ensure that their new inhabitants 

integrate into urban life in a less-precarious 
context. Faced with the current housing 
crisis, partly generated due to failed housing 
policies, we have a historic opportunity where 
housing must be strategically repositioned 
at the center of the social agenda, aligning 
housing and urban policies to improve access 
to socially and spatially integrated housing. 
Urban problems go beyond an isolated 
city and, therefore, we must incorporate 
a holistic vision of urban systems. The 
housing solutions of the coming decades 
must be framed within a sustainable urban 
development and focused on a growth that 
fosters an efficient use of city resources, 
promoting densification and regeneration.

In Chile, future policies must ensure 
access to well-located urban land, nowadays 
inaccessible through the land market. To 
do this, we must strengthen, expand, and 
diversify the portfolio of housing programs. 
These plans must be adapted to the specific 
conditions and problems of each city, 
through the innovative use of regulatory tools 
and analysis of socio-spatial configurations. 
These policies could be a significant 
contribution to urban regeneration and our 
cities’ consolidation.

Thus, we identified three urban recycling 
strategies that should be protagonists in the 
guidelines of housing planning, aiming to 
reduce the qualitative and quantitative deficit 
of housing.

(I) Promoting settlement in consolidated 
areas (qualitative and quantitative deficit).
Considering the high volume of housing 
built in peri-central areas through housing 
programs in recent decades, it is essential 
to define and promote public policies 
that encourage the development of 
medium-scale projects in good locations. 
Works such as those undertaken by Labo-
ratorio 9x18 and Consolida through family 
condominiums shed light on the possibil-
ities presented by this type of project to 
reduce the qualitative deficit of housing. 
This modality, in addition, could be imple-
mented in secondary cities, where there 
is a larger number of informal settlements 
on fiscal land. Tools such as ‘settling’ help 
maintain the social, family, and work net-
works of its members.

(II) Regenerating deteriorated areas and 
complexes (qualitative deficit).
Considering the significant number of 
‘homeless’ families living in precarious 
conditions and the difficulties in accessing 
well-located land in the traditional market, 
mechanisms that do not meet the citizens’ 
needs must be reinforced and refined to 
improve infrastructure, provide services, 
and transport in neighborhoods and 

housing complexes while revaluing the 
assets of families. These types of initiatives 
can also have a positive impact on the 
future energy consumption of our cities.

(III) Strengthening the participation of 
the state in the purchase of land (quanti-
tative deficit).
The Public Land Bank has significant poten-
tial as a fundamental tool in the processes 
of urban regeneration and consolidation of 
deteriorated areas, especially in the case of 
metropolitan ones. We believe that it should 
be strengthened and expanded toward 
formalizing an incipient land acquisition 
mechanism (items No. 11 and 12), not only to 
meet immediate demand but also to pro-
vide opportunities for future economic and 
social investment.

Cities continue to grow, and so does the 
number of urban dwellers, bringing a 
significant social and environmental impact. 
Therefore, taking the Chilean experience and 
recognizing the similarity of urban processes 
and problems in Latin America (where 
the policy of subsidy to demand remains 
predominant), these strategies could be 
reinterpreted – keeping special care in studying 
local realities – and thus be applied in different 
cities of the region. Policies such as the one 
initiated in Costa Rica or Uruguay outline that, 
to a greater or lesser extent, our cities face 
similar problems related to housing deficit, 
urban deterioration, and segregation.

In short, urban recycling – through its 
different perspectives – emerges as an 
adequate and viable intervention to reduce 
the qualitative and quantitative deficit of 
housing while guaranteeing social inclusion 
in central and pericentral areas. It improves 
the capacity of vulnerable groups to access 
services and economic opportunities, 
capitalizing on future social investments and 
promoting the creation of more cohesive 
cities. 

notes

1. In the paper, the authors empirically demonstrate the effects of 
residential segregation on vulnerability rates, dissociating themselves 
from the so-called “mirror theory” regarding social inequality and 
residential segregation.

2. This could change if the proposal for a new national Constitution is 
approved on September 4, 2022.

3. Chile and Perú do not incorporate the terms housing, home, or house 
as a constitutional right. The Costa Rican Constitution uses the concept 
of “promotion of popular housing” in its Article No. 65 while El Salvador 
aspires that “the largest number of Salvadorans own a home” (Art. 
No. 119). Argentina, México, and Guatemala, in turn, specify that the 
right to housing will be for “families” and/or “workers” (art. No. 14 bis, 
4 and 105 respectively). The rest of the countries that make up Latin 
America include the right to housing, within which Brazil and Panamá 
are the only nations that do not include complementary terms such as 
‘dignified’ or ‘adequate’.
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