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The Right to the City: Struggles and 

proposals for the urban reform1

Lorena Zárate

[The Right to the City is] the right to change ourselves, by changing 
the city                                                                (David Harvey, 2008)

The urban phenomenon: The cities we have

During recent years, documents of all kinds (official reports, newspaper 
articles, essays and novels) keep repeating the same ground-breaking facts: 
for the first time in human history, half of the global population ‒ around 
3.5 billion people ‒ now live in cities, and by 2050 it is expected that 
70 percent of us will live in urban areas (albeit with many differences 
between and within regions and countries). 

In Latin America, the high tide of urbanisation took place between 
the 1950’s and -70’s, and it was strongly linked to a prominent indus-
trialisation process that produced mass internal migration. Today, the 
movement from the countryside and small villages continues, not only 
to the capital districts (many of these are in fact losing population) but 
to mid-size and big cities across national borders. In Africa and Asia the 
same process goes on, but even faster2 and under more difficult conditions 
– more precarious in economic, social and institutional terms. During 
the last 60 years, megacities from the global South have multiplied their 
populations by ten or even more.3 And by 2030, the urban population 
of Africa will exceed the whole population of Europe.

There is an abundance of pages dedicated to more or less detailed 
diagnoses and descriptions of a reality that, clearly, did not come out of the 
blue. But it is increasingly difficult to find analyses ‒ which were prolific 
forty or fifty years ago ‒ about the underlying causes of urbanisation. 
The tendency to population concentration is not only not questioned; 
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it is perceived as irreversible (our ‘urban future’). There are oscillating, 
extreme (polarising?) views that do not suffice to thoroughly explain our 
surrounding reality: from the aphorisms that strongly defend life in the 
cities and the role it plays in relation to rural areas (‘development engines,’ 
‘hope magnets’), to the apocalyptic denouncement that we are on our way 
to having a ‘planet of slums.’ In both cases, there is little said about the 
distinct responsibility of various social actors, about the relation between 
the rural and the urban worlds, or about the nuances and possibilities to 
transform the process.

The concentration of economic and political power is a phenomen-
on of exploitation, dispossession, exclusion and discrimination whose 
spatial dimensions are clearly visible: dual cities of luxury and misery; 
empty buildings and people without a decent place to live; land without 
campesinos (peasants) who are subjected to agro-businesses; and private 
appropriation and accumulation of common goods, resources and wealth 
that were collectively created.4 The conditions and rules ‒ explicit or not‒ 
that our societies have created are globally condemning more than one 
third of the world population to live in absolute poverty. The inequalities 
are increasing both in the so called developed and developing countries. 
Impoverished neighbourhoods (or: “urban slums”)5 are home of at least 
one third of the population in the global South (in some Latin American 
and African countries it could reach 60 percent or more).

What we see is a consequence of actions and omissions of many diffe-
rent actors – economic and political decisions taken for the few, affecting 
the life of the majority. At the same time, policies affecting land and space 
are a key tool to reproduce or change the huge inequities affecting our 
societies. What real opportunities are we giving to young people, the vast 
majority of the population in many of our countries, if 85 percent of the 
new jobs are created in the ‘informal’ economy?6 Not having a place to 
live, an address, is also a denial of other economic, social, cultural and 
political rights (education, health, work, right to vote and participate, and 
many others). What kind of citizens and democracy are we producing in 
these apartheid cities?

It is not new to anyone that, especially in the last 25 years, many 
governments have abandoned their responsibility for any urban-territorial 
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planning, leaving ‘the market’ to freely operate the private appropriation 
of urban spaces, almost without any restriction to real-estate speculation 
and exponential revenues. Indeed, on the contrary, states have played 
a prominent role in causing the last financial crisis that started in the 
North, then ‒  still ‒ urgently rescuing the big institutions’ private debts, 
operating a massive transfer of public resources (much of which, as we 
know, is money from people’s savings and retirement plans). Thousands of 
families have been put under the unbearable threat of eviction without any 
alternative – with particularly devastating effects for women and children.7

At the same time, many current regulations ignore, or even criminalise, 
people’s individual and collective efforts to obtain a decent place to live. 
In the South, between 50 and 75 percent of the available living space − 
not only houses but also entire neighbourhoods − is the result of people’s 
own initiatives and efforts, without any or with very little support from 
governments and other actors. In many cases, these initiatives go against 
many ‘official’ barriers − not only bureaucracy.8 Instead of supporting 
those popular processes (what we define as ‘social production of habitat’), 
our states have created conditions to guarantee that a few private housing 
developers make profits.

In Mexico, the housing policy (inspired by the Chilean model, also 
applied in other countries around the globe) is not improving the quality 
of life of the people but indeed making them poorer. The year of 1992 
marked the beginning of a series of changes, including the Article 27 of 
Mexico’s National Constitution to allow larger land appropriation on 
sites that were once communal (ejidales). After almost 10 years of what 
was presented as a ‘successful’ housing policy ‒ and as such exported to 
Central and South America ‒ José Castillo (2007, quotes from p 184) 
writes that “the result in some of these planned neighbourhoods is the 
emergence of large amounts of units overnight, with developments of 
up to 13,000 units.” They are “usually built by a single developer and in 
many cases designed by a single architect, with very little state interven-
tion.” In these new gated communities, usually located at least at two 
hours daily commute to the city centre, “there is no zoning, no planning 
for educational, commercial or civic uses, a very limited approach to 
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public space, no relation to metropolitan transport infrastructure, and, 
most importantly, no room for growth and transformation.” In other 
words, “urbanity is collapsed to the simple construction of housing, not 
neighbourhoods”(ibid).9

The cities we want: Struggles for the Right to the City and the urban 

reform in Latin America and the world 

For a long time now, we have been talking about the urgent need of an 
urban reform that is in solidarity with the agrarian reform, the national 
programs for redistribution of land from large landowners to small-scale 
farmers and other poor people, inspired by social justice and poverty 
alleviation principles.10 The main elements of a democratic, inclusive, 
sustainable, productive, educational and liveable city have been part of 
the debates, proposals and concrete experiences of social movements, 
national and international civil society networks, trade unions, academic 
institutions and human rights activists in different Latin American coun-
tries for the last 50 years. The urban reform and the Right to the City 
are now present ‒ explicitly or implicitly ‒ both in theoretical and legal 
frameworks and as a platform for action, social mobilisation and articula-
tion of alternatives in other regions as well.11.

The Earth Summit (Rio de Janeiro 1992), Habitat II (Istanbul 1996) 
and the First World Assembly of Inhabitants, Rethinking the City from the 
People (Mexico City 2000) were important moments for the articulation 
of actors and the development of concrete proposals. Undoubtedly, this 
process has gained new strength and expanded in size and content since 
2001 in the World Social Forum (WSF). Thousands of people, and dozens 
of organisations and networks, UNESCO and UN Habitat included, have 
since participated in discussions, preparations, signing and dissemination 
of the World Charter for the Right to the City 12 – defined as the equit-
able usufruct of cities within the principles of sustainability, democracy, 
equity and social justice. In its genesis and social meaning, this instrument 
primarily aims at strengthening the processes and collective claims against 
injustice and social and regional discrimination.

Although this may not be considered a ‘social movement’ on a global 
scale (does it intend to be? 13), it is certain that the various actors involved 
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in the process have been successful in different ways. On the one hand, 
they have given an urban dimension to the debates and proposals about 
territory, and on the second, they have broadened and ‘territorialised’ the 
reflections on progress and challenges regarding the struggles in defence 
and accomplishment of human rights ‒ and they have done so in dialo-
gue with other initiatives (feminist, African-descendant, indigenous and 
campesino movements, among others). Outside the WSF, nowadays it is 
not rare to see the motto of the Right to the City in marches, events, 
research work and publications of all kinds.

Parallel to these civil society initiatives, some governments at regional, 
national and local levels have created instruments to protect and realise 
human rights in the urban context. Some of the most progressive ones now 
in force include the European Charter to Safeguard Human Rights in the 
City (2000), the City Statute of Brazil (2001), the Montreal Charter of 
Rights and Responsibilities (2006), the Constitution of Ecuador (2008) 
and the Global Charter-Agenda for Human Rights in the City (2010) 
promoted by the network United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG).

At the same time, some years ago, the Heads of State in Ibero-America 
decided to instruct their Ministers of Housing and Urbanism to “promote 
the consecration of the Right to the City through the generation of public 
policies that ensure access to land, adequate housing, social infrastruc-
ture and equipment, and the financial mechanisms and sources that 
are satisfactory and sustainable” (Declaración de Santiago, point 29 
of the Action Plan). Enthusiastic and, at the same time, concerned by 
this explicit inclusion, over 100 organisations and networks from 14 
countries elaborated and promoted during 2008 a collective Declaration. 
It intended, on the one hand, to strengthen the strategic principles and 
guidelines that constitute the Right to the City (not just housing and 
proper infrastructure), and, on the other hand, to point out a number of 
measures to be launched at a national level and implemented, in coordina-
tion with states, provinces and localities, by various government offices. 
The focus of these proposals that were given to different authorities may 
be summarised in four fundamental points: 
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•	 strengthening	of	the	production	and	social	management	of	habitat	
processes; 

•	 democratisation	of	territorial	management	and	of	access	to	land	
and real estate (ie empty buildings, public or private); 

•	 legalisation	of	land	possession	and	access	to	public	services;	and	
•	 the	 harmonisation	 of	 national	 and	 local	 legislation	with	 inter-

national standards and commitments regarding human rights.

At an international level, the Right to the City was taken up as official 
motto by the Fifth World Urban Forum, organised by the UN Habitat, 
which took place in Rio de Janeiro at the end of March, 2010, and offered 
a series of massive and multi-actor activities of promotion, reflection, 
debate and training. Simultaneously, in unprecedented joint efforts and 
thanks to the role played by the National Forum for Urban Reform 
(Brazil) at the local level, international civil society networks (including 
HIC) decided to summon the first Social Urban Forum. From both 
events came declarations (Cartas de Rio), which include a great deal of 
postulates and proposals. These achievements may certainly be consid-
ered important; at the same time, this is the moment to stay active and 
alert. In the many seminars, publications and projects that will follow 
regarding the Right to the City, the contents that have been defined in 
these collective processes must be protected and moved forward towards 
an effective implementation.

The Mexico City Charter 

The government of the Federal District of Mexico City just joined the 
growing list of supporters after signing the Mexico City Charter for the Right 
to the City 14 on July 2010, as a result of an advocacy process led by the 
Urban Popular Movement (Movimiento Urbano Popular-MUP). This was 
supported by the Habitat International Coalition-Latin America (HIC-
AL), the Mexico City Commission for Human Rights, and the Coalition 
of Civil Society Organizations for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(Espacio DESC). Forming a promoting committee, they have during the 
past years encouraged the participation of an estimated 5,000 citizens in 
the elaboration of the Charter through various events and consultations.
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Clearly inspired by the international debate and local documents 
already developed and implemented, this Charter nevertheless has charac-
teristics that make it unique at an international level, both as regards the 
process of its elaboration and promotion, and its contents and proposals. 
One of those characteristics is that ‒ just as in the City Statute of Brazil 
‒ it is not limited to demanding the accomplishment of human rights 
within the city. Taking up the proposals of Lefebvre, it demands the Right 
to the City, understood as political recognition of the need for a different 
society, profoundly humane, which has urban space as a relevant setting 
for social change. Condensed into a few words, that difference is crucial. 
As some have said,15 it has direct political consequences in many ways. 
In organisational terms, its demand includes all rights and may function 
as a coordinator for its respective defenders. In analytical terms, it is a 
unified vision that makes possible the understanding of the system as 
a whole ‒ allowing for an understanding of its logics, weaknesses and 
strengths ‒ thus making it evident that the interests of diverse sectors are 
opposed only at a superficial level while sharing the common interest of 
a city that is different. And finally, in terms of the construction of more 
ambitious hopes, it concerns not simply the solving of one problem in 
particular, but rather the building of a better world; another world that 
is possible, a world in which all worlds fit.

At the same time, this Charter not only retakes, but examines and 
broadens the principles established in the World Charter for the Right to 
the City, adding concerns and proposals from different actors regarding 
social production and management of the habitat, as well as regarding 
the responsible management of the common goods, and the right to the 
equitable enjoyment of public space in all its dimensions and attribu-
tions. In general terms, it proposes a series of public policy measures and 
commitments to be carried out by the various actors in society (the central 
local government, the sub-district governments, the Legislative Assembly, 
the Superior Tribunal of Mexico City, public autonomous organisations, 
educational entities, social movements and civil society organisations, the 
private sector and people in general). In other words, it gives details not 
only about what different social actors want, but also on how to move 
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forward in order to accomplish it, and about the responsibilities that 
different sectors should take on.

Its promoters agree that this instrument aims to confront the most 
profound causes and manifestations of exclusion: economic, social, 
territorial, cultural, political and psychological. It is explicitly posed as a 
social response, counter to city-as-merchandise, and as an expression of 
the collective interest. It is without any doubt a complex approach that 
demands the linking of the human rights theme in its integral conception 
(civil, political, economic, social, cultural and environmental rights) to 
that of democracy in its diverse dimensions (representative, distributive 
and participative).

As specified in its Preamble, the formulation of this Charter has the 
specific objectives to contribute to the construction of an inclusive, live-
able, just, democratic, sustainable and enjoyable city. It wishes to stimulate 
processes of social organisation, to strengthen the social fabric, and to 
construct an active and responsible citizenship. Furthermore, it promotes 
the construction of an equitable, inclusive and solidary urban economy 
that guarantees productive insertion and economic strengthening of the 
popular sectors. In other words, the promoters of the Charter believe that 
the Right to the City can play a role in the social, economic, democratic 
and political strengthening of the population, and in support of sustain-
able territorial organisation and management.

In synthesis, it is possible to affirm that the Mexico City Charter 
conceives of the Right to the City in a broad sense. It is not limited to 
the defence of individual human rights in order to improve the living 
conditions of its inhabitants; rather, it integrates rights and responsibilities 
implicated in the management, production and responsible development 
of the city. From this perspective, it not only encompasses the construction 
of conditions that assure the access of all people ‒ without discrimination 
‒ to goods, services and opportunities existing in the city, but rather poses 
a more radical approach, profiling the city that we aspire to and want to 
construct for future generations. This is a particularly complex challenge 
in a metropolis the size of Mexico City, though not limited to it. 

The strategic foundations and proposals that are formulated ‒ as they 
are being conceived ‒ should be valid for human settlements of any size, 
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both urban and rural. Their contents are not only a catalogue of rights, 
more or less isolated, but show the enormous efforts to account for the 
complexity of a comprehensive view to and from the territory, deepening 
the interrelations between the city dreamt of and the six strategic founda-
tions of the Right to the City:

1. Full exercise of human rights in the city 

This creates a city in which all persons (children, youth, adults and the 
elderly, including girls and boys and women and men) enjoy and realise 
all human rights and fundamental freedoms, through the construction of 
conditions of collective wellbeing with dignity, equity and social justice. 
The cutting-edge exercise of participative elaboration of a Diagnosis 
and a Program on Human Rights in Mexico City (2007-2009) is an 
important step in this path. Nevertheless, in more general terms, as the 
Mexican State has been made to subscribe to the corresponding pacts, 
it will be necessary to adjust national, state and local legislation to the 
international standards of human rights, so that it becomes the general 
framework for all public policy.16

2. The social function of the city, of land and of property 

This creates a city whose inhabitants participate to assure that the dist-
ribution of territory and the rules governing its use guarantee equitable 
usufruct of the goods, services and opportunities that the city offers. It 
is a city in which the collectively defined public interests are prioritised, 
guaranteeing a socially just and environmentally balanced use of the ter-
ritory. Thus, specific instruments to stop speculation, urban segregation 
and exclusion must be generated. Various countries have made progress 
in legislation and programmes regarding progressive taxes to vacant or 
speculative land, expropriation with public purposes, prescription and 
regularisation of self-produced neighbourhoods. This process has been 
promoted by the Urban Reform Law of Brazil, the Territorial Develop-
ment Law in Colombia and the agreements on public appropriation 
and reutilisation of the urban surplus value with a social purpose.17 This 
also includes credit and subsidy programmes for impoverished sectors 
to acquire land, controlling the cost of land and marking special public-
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housing zones. During the last years, social organisations, NGOs and 
academia have thoroughly analysed the proposals for a new Housing 
Law of Mexico City, including new elements for a currently absent land 
policy in this sense (highlighting, among other elements, the possibility 
to create vacant land and real-estate banks for housing projects with social 
participation

3. Democratic management of the city 

This creates a city in which its inhabitants participate in all decision 
spaces ‒ reaching to the highest level of public policy formulation and 
implementation ‒ as well as in the planning, public budget formulation, 
and control of urban processes. It refers to the strengthening of institutio-
nalised decision-making (not only citizen consultancy) spaces, from which 
it is possible to do follow-up, screening and evaluation of public policies.18 
Various instruments have been recognised, but others must be laid out 
and deepened: round tables for consensus, referendums, plebiscites, citizen 
audits, territorial commissions, among others. In other words, a series of 
choices must be kept in mind to actually make an effective participatory 
management of the land, understood as a deepening of the practice of 
democracy. In this sense, the debate that took place in Mexico City during 
2010 must be highlighted regarding the risks that modifications in the 
Law of Urban Development and the Law of Citizen Participation may be 
contrary to that principle, and may in fact cause incongruence, or, worse 
yet, significant setbacks. 

4. Democratic production of the city and in the city 

This creates a city in which the productive capacity of its inhabitants is 
recovered and reinforced, in particular that of the popular sectors, fomen-
ting and supporting social production of habitat and the development of 
solidary economic activities. It concerns the right to produce the city, but 
also the right to an habitat that is productive, which will generate income 
and strengthen the popular economy, not just the pseudo-monopolistic 
profits of the few. It is not enough to have loose initiatives and program-
mes; rather, it is necessary to define and put into practice a series of jurid-
ical, financial, administrative, programmatic and fiscal instruments, as well 
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as practice promotion (formative, socio-organisational, technological). 
In recent years, social organisations at local level have been supported 
by HIC together with a team of professionals and academics in their 
elaboration and negotiation of a Community Project of Production and 
Social Management of the Habitat, which aims to demonstrate that it is 
possible to accomplish the Right to the City from this comprehensive and 
complex view. Nevetherless, once again, innovative and transformative 
propositions face a narrow and bureaucratic approach from the local 
authorities, and it is difficult to move forward in their implementation.

5. Sustainable and responsible management of the commons (natural, public 

heritage and energetic resources) of the city and its surroundings

This creates a city whose inhabitants and authorities guarantee a respon-
sible relation with the environment, in a way that makes possible a 
dignified life for individuals, communities, and peoples, in equality of 
conditions and without affecting natural areas, ecological reserves, other 
cities or future generations. It presupposes stricter regulations, the use 
of appropriate technology, aquifer protection, rain-water collection, 
prioritising of multimodal public transportation systems etc ‒ in other 
words, a series of basic measures that should tend to avoid or mitigate the 
environmental impact of our activities. But it also requires serious con-
sideration of the social impact of new projects and investments. Whether 
the public and/or private sectors are involved, they rarely analyse the 
negative resulting transformations and losses on livelihoods of affected 
populations (in general, populations that are usually impoverished and in 
vulnerable situations). The recent debates in Mexico City regarding the 
construction of Line 12 of the metro on cultivated land, or the Supervía 
Poniente (West Highway) in natural ravines (woods and aquifer zones), 
show the serious conflicts implicit in the imposition of infrastructure 
projects without a preceding debate, consultation and agreement with 
the involved communities and the society in general.

6. Democratic and equitable enjoyment of the city 

This creates a city that reinforces social coexistence, recovery, expansion 
and improvement of public space, and its use for community gathering, 
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leisure, creativity as well as critical expression of political ideas and posi-
tions. In recent years, a great part of those spaces, necessary for life in a 
community, have not been taken care of. They have been abandoned or 
left in disuse or, worse yet, have been privatised: plazas, parks, forums, 
multiple-use halls, cultural centres etc. Infrastructure and programmes 
to support cultural and recreational initiatives ‒ especially those that 
are autonomous and self-managed, with strong youth participation ‒ 
are needed. In short, the city as an open space and as an expression of 
diversity must be safe-guarded and taken care of. The Communitarian 
Programme of Neighbourhood Improvement (Programa Comunitario 
de Mejoramiento Barrial), in place since 2007, represents an important 
step forward in that direction; but today it faces several challenges to its 
continuity and strength. 
       
To be able to advance in the realisation of its six principles, the City 
Charter outlines the commitments that should be assumed by the local 
Government, the Delegations, the Legislative Assembly, the Federal 
District Superior Tribunal, autonomous public bodies, educational entit-
ies, civil society organisations, the private sector and people in general. 
Among others, some of these actions include:

•	 Legal	recognition	of	the	Right	to	the	City;
•	 Budget	allocation	of	the	maximum	degree	of	available	resources	

in order to gradually overcome conditions that inhibit equitable 
access to goods and services required by the population and offered 
by the city;

•	 Training	of	public	functionaries	regarding	the	Right	to	the	City	
and the human rights it includes;

•	 Establishment	of	 indicators	 to	monitor	and	evaluate	the	 imple-
mentation of the Right to the City;

•	 Promotion	of	support	and	co-investment	schemes	to	foment	activ-
ities  of civil society organisation in matters related to the Right to 
the City;

•	 Provision	 of	 a	 follow-up	 to	 the	 implementation	of	 the	Federal	
District Human Rights Program from the perspective of the Right 
to the City;
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•	 Assuring	the	inclusion	of	themes	linked	to	the	Right	to	the	City	
in formative, research, exchange and dissemination programmes 
and activities of universities and other educational centres;

•	 Broad	dissemination	of	the	contents	of	the	Charter	and	the	good	
practices derived from its application;

•	 Document	cases	of	violations	or	incompliance	of	progressivity;
•	 Promotion	of	awareness	and	consensus	regarding	the	responsibi-

lities that must be assumed by citizens to construct a city for all. 

As the Charter states in its final paragraphs, the effective fulfillment of 
these commitments implies dynamic processes of interaction and negotia-
tion among the different actors involved, and it poses new challenges for 
public administration. Spaces and mechanisms to incorporate organised 
social participation in the management of the city are demanded. All of 
this requires a generation of new forms of inter-sectorial coordination of 
co-responsible actions, assigning a more active role to the communities 
and urban and rural organisations when public programmes in their 
territories are negotiated and articulated.

These implications are particularly relevant in the present context. 
Three years after the formal signature of the Charter, an intense debate 
goes on about the need for a political reform regarding the City’s legal 
status within the national framework – with its fiscal and financial 
implications – as well as its internal administrative arrangements and the 
urgent metropolitan coordination. The full text of the Charter is now at 
the heart of proposals for a new Constitution for Mexico City. 

We have a long history ahead of us 

At this point it is necessary to say it out loud, and firmly: there shall not 
be a right to live with dignity in the cities, as long as there is no right to 
live with dignity in the countryside. Considering that those categories 
are not static ‒ and today, more than ever, they are being questioned by 
the juxtapositions, the coexistence and mixtures between them ‒ the 
Right to the City compels us to look at the territory and the places we 
inhabit in a more comprehensive and complex manner. Although various 
analyses and policies insist on presenting the two realities as autonomous 
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and separated, the truth is that the countryside and the city cannot be 
understood ‒ and thus cannot be transformed ‒ one without the other. 
Environmental (ecosystems, watersheds, climates etc), social (migrations, 
family relationships, organizational forms), economic (production, dist-
ribution, consumer, reuse, recycling and final disposal circuits), political 
(legal framework, programmes and policies) and cultural (language, 
traditions, collective imaginaries) phenomena interweave relations and 
processes that bring them all together. Our struggles cannot be an accom-
plice to a dual vision that keeps the city and the countryside separated and 
in confrontation; or in a relation more of competition and exploitation 
than of complementariness and balance. At the same time, it is unlikely 
that overpopulated cities and the empty countryside is something that 
the planet is prepared to endure, nor is it the best alternative to the 
construction of a dignified life in more just societies. For decades, the lack 
of small-scale rural family production incentives, coupled with a more 
or less aggressive campaign praising urban consumerism, has expelled 
millions of youth from their places of origin, leaving them without any 
viable options. On the other hand, the alternative of ‘returning to the 
countryside’ has somehow become a kind of privilege, reserved for the 
sectors with greater resources.

Doubtlessly, much of the contents of this new Right to the City is 
found in cosmovisions and practices prior to capitalism. Many of them are, 
in essence, not only different from but contrary to capitalism. We must 
pick up this perspective again and deepen it, if we want the urban reform 
to move forward as a proposal for a paradigm change, to face what many 
call a ‘civilisational crisis.’ The values and proposals within the Right to 
the City have various points in common with the ancient world views of 
‘good living’ (sumak kawsay in Quechua) and ‘living well’ (suma qamaña 
in Aymara), which have taken on political and programmatic relevance 
in the last decade.

Among other elements, it is worth mentioning that both the Right to 
the City and these indigenous world views:

•	 situate human beings and the relations among them and with nature 
(humans understood as part of nature, and nature as something 
sacred) at the centre of our reflections and actions;
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•	 consider the land, housing, habitat and the city as rights, not 
merchandise;

•	 deepen the conception and the exercise of democracy (not just 
representative democracy, but, most of all, participative and 
communal democracy);

•	 foster collective and not only individual rights;
•	 conceive and feed an economy for life and for the community;
•	 exercise complementariness rather than competition (competiti-

veness); and
•	 respect, promote and guarantee multiculturalism and diversity.

In broader terms, it may be affirmed that in both cases an epistemological 
struggle takes place, because it involves collective construction processes 
of meaning (concepts and discourses, and, at the same time, practices) 
‒ and thus, they run the same risks, as many prior proposals, of being 
co-opted and emptied of their contents. At the same time, ‘good living’ 
and the Right to the City highlight the fundamental role of the State (at 
different levels) in the redistribution and construction of more just and 
egalitarian communities (regulatory guarantees, institutional capacity, 
public resources). They also emphasise the relevance and the right to 
strengthen self-managed processes and the construction of people’s power.

It is clear, now more than ever, that a radical cultural change is neces-
sary as regards our ways of production, distribution and consumption, 
as well as in our symbolic referents and the values that direct our societal 
life, if we really want to make good living possible for all. One of the 
major challenges we face is to find the words and the places that allow 
us to keep bringing together these visions, deepening these debates and 
putting together diverse experiences that ‒ in the countryside and the 
city ‒ resist and, at the same time, construct new possible worlds, so 
necessary and urgent.

Together with other networks and social movements, La Via Campe-
sina included, the Habitat International Coalition is now promoting a new 
phase in the dialogue about the Right to the City and the urban reform, 
aiming to build a global platform of learning, exchange and common 
actions. The process towards the Third UN Conference on Human 
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Settlements (Habitat III) in 2016 will certainly be a golden opportunity 
to keep working on this path and move forward on the implementation 
of this collective agenda.

Notes 

1. The text is partly based on an article originally written for the publication The Right 
to the City, Institut de Drets Humans de Catalunya and Observatori DESC, Barcelona, 
2011, pp. 53-70 (in Spanish and Catalonian). Electronic version available at http://www.
idhc.org/esp/161_propies.asp 

2. According to UN-Habitat, between 2005 and 2010 Africa experienced the highest urban 
growth rate in the world (3.3% per year) and it is expected to maintain that tendency 
during the next 15 years (UN Habitat 2008, p 15).

3. Megacities are today the home of 4 percent of the world’s population and 9 percent 
of the global urban population. Meanwhile, 52 percent of the world’s population lives in 
cities with less than 500,000 inhabitants. Statistics taken from Davis (2006, Figure 2). 

4. It is estimated that, out of all the private land in the world, three quarters are in the 
hands of only 2.5 percent of the world population. At the same time, 71.6 percent of rural 
families in Africa, Latin America and Asia (China excepted) are landless or have little land, 
while women own only an estimated 1-2 percent of all titled land worldwide, which is 
often explained by that women rarely can inherit property (Steinzor 2003). 

5. According to UN-Habitat, a slum is the most degraded area of a city, characterised by 
inadequate housing conditions, lack of basic services and security of tenure. But the origins 
of the concept (during the first half of the 19th century) reveal very negative meanings, 
linked to a strong stigmatisation and discrimination of its inhabitants: it is a place of the 
“lowest class...occasional labourers, street sellers, loafers, criminals and semi-criminals”; 
“nests of ignorance, vice”; see Charles Booth, “Life and Labour of the People in London”, 
1889, and description from Cardinal Wiseman Ward, included in Ward 2008, p 568. 
Those connotations are still present in the dualism ‘formal/informal’ frequently used by 
governments and academics to describe both the people and the places where they live, 
despite the fact that they can be as different from each other as Rocinha in Rio de Janeiro 
(Brazil) or Kibera in Nairobi (Kenya).

6. UN-Habitat 2008, op cit, p XIV.

7. For a detailed analysis of the financial and mortgage crisis of 2008, its links with the 
economic and housing policies, and the preliminary recommendations, see the Report 
of UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing, Raquel Rolnik, presented 
at the Tenth Session of the Human Rights Council, A/ HRC/10/7 (February 4, 2009), 
Available at http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/10session/reports.htm As for 
the situation in the USA, the National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty Report, 
presented before the Subcommittee on Housing and Community Opportunities House 
Committee on Financial Services in March 2009, stated that “National estimates place 
at least 840,000 people as literally homeless – on the street or using temporary housing 
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– on any given day. Over the course of one year between 2.5 and 3.5 million people will 
experience homelessness. Approximately 1.5 million of those will be children, meaning 
one in every 50 children in America is homeless. Due to the current economic conditions, 
it is estimated that as many as 1.5 million additional persons may become homeless over 
the next two years.” Electronic version available at http://www.nlchp.org/content/pubs/
HR_TestimonyforLA2.pdf

8. Habitat International Coalition (HIC) members have been analysing and supporting 
this process in different countries and cities of the world for more than three decades, 
promoting another ‘view’ on social production and management of habitat that has 
influenced programmes, policies, laws and constitutions, as well as relevant international 
documents. Among others, please refer to some of the following publications: Enrique 
Ortiz F. y Ma. Lorena Zárate (eds), 2002, Vivitos y coleando. 40 años trabajando por el 
hábitat popular en América Latina, Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana y HIC-AL, 
México; Enrique Ortiz Flores y Ma. Lorena Zárate (eds), 2005, De la marginación a la 
ciudadanía: 38 casos de producción y gestión social del hábitat, Fundación Forum Universal 
de las Culturas, HIC y HIC-AL, Barcelona; y Rino Torres, 2006, La producción social 
de vivienda en México. Su importancia nacional y su impacto en la economía de los hogares 
pobres, HIC-AL, México.

9. Castillo 2007, pp 183-184. This policy was possible thanks to the profound trans-
formation of the financial system and the promotion of individual private ownership as 
the only alternative (both being strong recommendations by the World Bank of the 90s 
(World Bank 1993). According to the latest Mexican National Census (2010), there are 
5 million empty houses in the country.

10. The 1945 FAO Conference highlighted the need for agrarian reform as a means to 
economic and social progress, and bringing an end to land tenancy systems character-
ised by inadequate distribution of land, large terrains being put to little agricultural use, 
exploitation of labourers and extensive rural poverty (Monsalve 2008).

11. For a compilation of articles on recent struggles, achievements and challenges at 
global and local level see Sugranyes and Mathivet 2010. 

12. Full text of the World Charter available at: http://www.hic-net.org/document.
php?pid=2422

13. “Activists repeatedly question themselves about what are the necessary conditions that 
a collection of movements ‒ which broadly address issues of access, inclusion, citizenship 
and rights ‒ need to consider in order to form a Right to the City movement. Further, 
some question the use of the word ‘movement’ while suggesting that lacking a central 
leadership or coordination and a shared agenda does indeed challenge the idea of the 
Right to the City as a coherent movement but at the same time opens up both analytical 
and activist opportunities. In this sense, concepts like ‘network’ are suggested to best 
describe the dispersed nature of the actors” (Caruso 2010, p 102.

14. Full text of the Mexico City Charter and other related materials available at: http://
www.hic-al.org/comite.cfm (Spanish) and http://www.hic-net.org/php?pid=5407 
(English).
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15. See Marcuse 2010. 

16.. It should be noted that, according to the international human rights framework, the 
obligations of the state in this matter are grouped as follows: 1) Respect: to abstain from 
taking measures that obstruct or hamper the exercise of human rights; 2) Protect: to inhibit 
that third actors (private sectors, enterprises) affect or violate the human rights of popula-
tions and people; and 3) Guarantee and accomplish: to dedicate the maximum amount 
of available resources to achieve human rights, under the principle of non-retrogression.

17. Some of this material may be looked up on www.hic-al.org/psh.cfm?base=3&pag=i
nstrumentosavances 

18. The Council and the National Conference of Cities in Brazil, with a broad and very 
disciplined process of local and national participation, although not perfect, make up a 
good example of maximum authority and equal representation of all social sectors. The 
Council is composed of 86 representatives, 49 from civil society organisations and 37 
from different governmental bodies. More information available at  http://www.cidades.
gov.br/index.php/o-conselho-das-cidades.html (accessed April 15, 2014).
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