
 

Gated communities lock cities into cycles of
inequality
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How one half lives: Villa Bajo Flores in Buenos Aires. Roy Maconachie, CC BY-
SA

In recent years, many films have portrayed the landscape of urban
marginality and inequality in Latin America. Brazil Central Station and
City of God were both popular, but few can rival the Mexican thriller,
La Zona (the Zone), in depicting the disturbing panorama of inequality
in Latin America's megacities and the consequences of socially and
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economically divided cities.

The film is set within the confines of a gated community in Mexico.
High security walls and guards encircle a hundred or so large houses with
lush, evergreen gardens. The residents have their own council and make
their own rules and regulations.

One night, a group of outsiders infiltrates the fencing through a domestic
service entry loop. They break into a number of houses and kill one
resident. A skirmish ensues between the residents and the infiltrators,
and all the intruders are killed except for one, a young adolescent boy
who manages to escape but is trapped within the gated community.

After some intense debate in their council meetings, the residents refuse
to let the police become involved, with the consensus being that they are
too corrupt to be useful. Rather, the residents decide to take matters into
their own hands, and to resolve the robbery and murder themselves. The
adolescent intruder – in hiding in the compound – takes refuge in the
basement of a house and meets the resident's adolescent son. An
exchange occurs, and little by little, in that hiding place, they become
friends.

The film is an alarming insight into urban life in Latin America – now
the most urbanised continent with 80% of its population living in urban
areas. In Buenos Aires, urban spaces have mushroomed in recent years –
and so has inequality. According to a report of the national office of the
United Nations Development Programme(UNDP), there were 90 gated
communities at the beginning of the 1990s, 285 in 2001 and an
estimated 541 in 2008. Middle to high-income families, who can afford
the costs of running a "private city", move to these spaces seeking to
escape growing urban insecurity. If this continues, it will only increase
inequality in the city and feelings of insecurity for those in gated
communities.
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http://mirror.unhabitat.org/pmss/listItemDetails.aspx?publicationID=3386
https://phys.org/tags/urban+spaces/
http://desarrollourbano.caf.com/despliegue/publicaciones?id=2639
http://desarrollourbano.caf.com/despliegue/publicaciones?id=2639


 

Combatting insecurity

  
 

  

ow the other half lives: the gated, Ezeiza suburb of Buenos Aires. Credit: Alex
Steffler, CC BY

Crime is a serious problem in many Latin American cities. In Argentina 
an independent survey has found that 86% of the population reports
feelings of insecurity and more than 31% of the Argentinian population
was victim of an act of violence in 2013. But rather than directly
addressing youth unemployment and its attendant insecurity problems, or
adequately regulating urban land and the housing market, the state has let
the well-off take security into their own hands, most notably by allowing
them to fence themselves off from the city.

In the meantime, the population of Buenos Aires living in informal
settlements rose by 220% between 1981 and 2006, compared to a 35%
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http://www.uca.edu.ar/uca/common/grupo68/files/2014-Observatorio-Barometro-Deuda-Social-Cap5.pdf
http://www.fadu.uba.ar/mail/difusion_extension/090206_pon.pdf


 

growth for the urban population as a whole. These areas are typically
inhabited by low-income families who cannot afford rent in the city.
They occupy vacant urban land, building a dwelling from whatever
material they can afford or renting what others have illegally built.

Public services are minimal; employment opportunities are mainly in the
informal sector and are highly insecure; hunger and poor health are
endemic. It is very often the young residents of these informal
settlements who are unemployed and uneducated – and resort to drugs
and crime as an easy escape – who are causing this situation of high
insecurity.

Common ground

Everyone seeks to survive as they can. The temptation for the
economically better off to relocate to gated communities and escape
insecurity is great. Indeed, the slums and the gated communities are a
profoundly united reality, perpetuating and reinforcing each other's
existence.

Addressing the problem of urban violence and insecurity, therefore,
must be rooted in the common ground that is shared by those who enjoy
the economic and social rights of the city and those who do not: their
common citizenship of sharing the same physical urban space is a great
place to start. In La Zona, the prejudices of the resident adolescent boy
progressively diminish as he learns about the life of the intruder.

Keeping this common space of encounter is essential for survival, for as
much as one group attempts to isolate itself from another, our lives are
inescapably bound together. The state can play an essential role in
ensuring that common spaces are preserved, but it is foremost the
responsibility of all urban citizens to create spaces where collective
solutions to the common problems of all inhabitants of the city can be
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http://www.fadu.uba.ar/mail/difusion_extension/090206_pon.pdf


 

imagined and realised.

This story is published courtesy of The Conversation (under Creative
Commons-Attribution/No derivatives).
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