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by 

Mercedes Bidart 

Submitted to the Department of Urban Studies and Planning on May 21, 2019 in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of Master in City Planning 

ABSTRACT 

A massive expansion of social exclusion in cities, induced by neoliberal models, crystallized in 

Latin America through the privatization of the public sector, reduction of the welfare-state, 

financial speculation and abusive extraction of natural resources. The aspiration of solidarity 
economies emerged in part as a counterproposal, challenging the institutions, norms, values, 

and practices that organize the current economic process of urban production and 

consumption. The main objective of a solidarity economy is to generate the material 
foundation to fulfill community-level needs by creating a discreet, territorialized economy 

which recognizes and prioritizes the social- and use-value of local transactions.  

In this thesis, I explore how a situated knowledge of marginalized communities’ problems, and 
assets as they understand them, might be leveraged and strengthened by technologies which 

enable them to gain a consciousness of themselves and their economic strength within the 

urban socioeconomic system.  In 2017, I founded and built a team that works with micro-
business owners in Villas de San Pablo (VSP), Barranquilla, Colombia, to develop a platform 

called QUIPU. QUIPU is a reference to the Incan knotted strings record-keeping devices of 

census data, transactions, and narratives such as royal histories, myths, and songs. Adopting a 
Participatory Action Research method, I use the design of the QUIPU digital technology 

platform to strengthen community economic ties and local wealth, and inspire radical planning 

for social-economic transformation.  

The result of the design process detailed in this thesis is a digital market-place that supports 

the development of thriving place-based economies in low-income communities.  QUIPU 

maps and connects local “prosumers” (or local producers that are also local consumers) and 
creates a trading system that promotes shared wealth creation and wealth retention in place.  

Just as other marginalized communities have used self-enumeration and mapping exercises to 

spur community cohesion and advocacy, this thesis argues that co-designing technological 
platforms in the service of local solidarity economies can help build a pathway for change and 

equitable urban development.  In short, QUIPU aims to translate situated knowledges into 

situated technologies that work by and for marginalized communities. 
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“…We are facing modern problems for which there are no longer modern solutions. Ontologically 

speaking, one may say that the crisis is the crisis of a particular world or set of world-making 

practices, the dominant form of Euro-modernity (capitalist, rationalist, liberal, secular, patriarchal, 

white, or what have you), or, as already mentioned, the OWW—the world that has arrogated for 

itself the right to be “the” world, subjecting all other worlds to its own terms or, worse, to 

nonexistence…” 

 

Escobar, Arturo.  

Designs for the Pluriverse (New Ecologies for the Twenty-First Century), 2017. 

  



 9 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

MOTIVATION 

‘…One economy is democratic, an association between neighbors to reach the bien común. 
The other one is about individual needs. We have to find strategies that enable all of us to 

win if one wins, like a chain… we need to unify resources to bring common benefits, to solve 

the necessities of a neighborhood, of a pueblo…’ said Andrea, resident and business owner of 

Villas de San Pablo.  

Her words gave sense to my professional and life experience so far as well as my belief of 

what is emerging in the world and what I want to support. Her reflection was part of an 

activity I organized with business owners of Villas de San Pablo, a semi-public housing 

neighborhood in the outskirts of Barranquilla, in Colombia. We were thinking of definitions 

of the “solidarity economy” as an alternative to the mainstream neoliberal economy.   

The solidarity economy concepts in South America are represented by scholars like Coraggio 

that define the economy as:  

The plural system of institutions, norms, values and practices that organize the economic process of production, 

distribution, circulation and consumption, to generate the material bases of the realization of the needs and 

legitimate desires of all inter-generationally, to live with dignity, with responsible freedom of choice, in 

democracy and in balance with nature (Coraggio, 2015). 

The workshop I designed in Villas de San Pablo was the first of a co-design process to build a 

digital tool that could foster, through collaboration, the economic development of Villas de 

San Pablo. The process of organizing it was of course informed by several aspects of my own 

training at MIT and my previous work experiences in my native country, Argentina.   

There, when I was 19 years old and still studying Political Science at the University of Buenos 

Aires, I joined TECHO, a Latin American NGO that seeks to overcome poverty in slums 

through the collaborative work between families living in extreme poverty and youth 

volunteers. I joined their “Micro-Credits” program as an advisor of women entrepreneurs 

living in informal settlements. Inspired by the Grameen Bank model, the program provides 

micro-credits through ‘solidarity groups’1. During three years I advised more than 10 groups 

                                              

1 Grameen Bank is a microfinance organization and community development bank founded in Bangladesh. It 

makes small loans to the impoverished without requiring collateral. The loan is given to members that are part 
of groups. The members of the group guarantee the payment of the loan if the individual cannot pay.  
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in a neighborhood called “Amancay” in Escobar, a municipality in the Greater Buenos Aires 

(Argentina). I supported them with the development of their businesses but also by listening 

to their life problems and successes. These women gave me a lifelong lesson in 

entrepreneurship, resiliency and collaboration and the first glimpse of what a solidarity 

economy could mean in practice.  

The further I progressed in my university studies, the clearer it became that in order to change 

the situation of these women I needed to get in-depth knowledge of how to design better 

public policies that would support their efforts at strengthening a localized economic 

ecosystem. This enthusiasm brought me to CIPPEC, the Center for the Implementation of 

Public Policies for Equity and Growth. My involvement in CIPPEC showed me a wide range 

of possible policy areas from which to attack poverty. I joined the Cities policy area because 

I wanted to get involved with local governments, the  decision makers that are closer to the 

people.  

I worked at CIPPEC for five years and engaged with mayors and public servants of more than 

20 cities across the country. I witnessed a big gap between the exercise of public service and 

the concerns of families in neighborhoods like Amancay.  Citizens like the micro-business 

owners I worked with in Amancay were not part of the policy design and implementation 

process in Buenos Aires. They were not invited to participate; neither were they included in 

the governments’ definition of cities urban footprint and priorities. Slum dwellers were not 

even considered in the cases where the policy intervention focused on housing and 

infrastructure. But their participation alone did not seem to be the problem.  

In some cases of the public interventions I witnessed, there was an intention of assigning 

resources to solving some pressing issues such as access to water and sanitation, but I realized 

these were just band-aid solutions that reproduced poverty subsistence. Policies that focus 

on housing and slum upgrading and NGO programs such as micro-credits, are tackling the 

symptoms and not the roots of a deeper systemic problem2.  Participation alone is insufficient 

if structural systems are not set up to empower participatory policy making, as Carolini (2017) 

explains about participatory budgeting in Maputo, where participatory instances created to 

                                              
2 For Theory U, symptoms of a systemic problem are those that can be seen. Roots are the hidden causes. 

(Scharmer, 2017). 
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legitimate the status quo caused a Sysphean dilemma3. I believe, the origins of this dilemma and 

more widely inequity are embedded in an economic system that is collapsing.   

The current mainstream market economy purported by the neoliberal doctrine, depends on 

the extraction of labor and nature. In current capital accumulation is based, not just on the 

exploitative classic model of labor plus-value and an abusive extraction of natural resources, 

but a financial speculation blended with digital intelligence exacerbating capital accumulation 

and debt. In Latin America, during the last three decades of the XX century, there was a 

massive expansion of social exclusion  induced by neoliberal models crystalized in the 

privatization of the public sector, reduction of the welfare-state and destruction of economic 

structures based on industrial production (Coraggio, 2014). To work, the market economy 

needs the population to acquire its logic of competitiveness and individual success as second 

nature. The consequence is social injustice. As Johan Galtung’s analyses, structural violence is 

created by unequal power and life chances because there is an uneven distribution of value, 

resources and decision power in the system. (Galtung, 1969).   

Are other ways of designing and planning public policy possible? And better for marginalized 

communities? Could structurally marginalized people be the agents of the wealth 

and policy creation process? 

These are the questions I brought with me to the City Planning Program at MIT. During my 

first semester I was exposed to two main factors that influenced my understanding of possible 

answers. The first one was the introductory class to the International Development Group 

(IDG), where we challenged the traditional understanding of development. The second was 

the work of Katrin Kaeufer, at the Community Innovators Lab, where she researches values-

based banks and alternative financial systems.  

For my final paper of the IDG class, I wrote about an experience of community currencies in 

Kenya that I got to know about because of Katrin’s research group. I was interested in re-

thinking the concept of money itself, the center of the current financial and economic system. 

I wondered if alternative currencies could be a driver to democratize the economy and grow 

awareness about the structural failures of the current socioeconomic system.    

                                              

3 The word comes from the character Sisyphus in Greek mythology, who was sentenced for his wrongdoing to 

push a boulder up a hill and watch it roll back down, again and again, forever. 
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Over the last decade more than 300 local alternative paper currencies have been created 

(Cohen, 2016). Local currencies as community exchange networks are a way of identifying 

and activating the community’s assets by keeping them local. They build on the foundation of 

what a community is possessing, rather than on what it is lacking (DeMeulenaere, 2010).  

I studied the case of community currencies started in 2010 by the organization “Grassroots 

Economics” in Kenyan informal settlements, that currently reached more than five 

communities and proved that complementary currencies can increase users disposable 

income, increase trust and collaboration.  

Could this also be implemented in informal settlements in Latin America such as Amancay?  I 

knew that in Latin America smartphones adoption rate doubles Sub-Sahara Africa4. With these 

two insights I proposed creating a digital platform that could help businesses in Amancay 

connect to each other through a community owned credit system5 and at the same time 

visualize the offer of goods and services in the neighborhood. 

I applied to a competition organized by the Human Dynamics Lab at the MIT Media Lab about 

blockchain and FinTech platforms. I was one of the nine winners of the 2018 cohort of the 

Transnational Innovation Alliance. I was shocked. I have never expected that an idea to 

transform the roots or the economic system would be funded by institutions such as Deloitte, 

one of the top global consultant firms and Mahindra Finance, top Indian financial organization.  

This was my opportunity to follow my intuition and pilot other ways of planning. The design 

of a digital platform could be a driver for that. When I was volunteer with TECHO, I learned 

that to convene communities it is important to work on something tangible and relevant to 

them. TECHO uses the construction of emergency houses as a tangible project to work with 

communities. I could use the design of technology as a planning tool to bring people together 

to support the collaborative growth of their economy.  

                                              
4 62% penetration of smartphones in Latin-American countries while in Sub Saharan African’s ones is 34% (GSM 
Association, 2018).  
5 The case of alternative currencies created in Kenyan slums, showcase the implementation of collaborative 

credit systems. Collaborative credit systems (CCS) are, according to Bendell, Slater and Ruddick (2015), different 

from banked-issued credit because they involve the voluntary collaboration between people and organizations, 
rather than compulsory arrangements between banks and governments, to issue and transact credit. The CCS 

are mostly called mutual credit, the participants trade through the trust on what that ‘voucher’ will value in the 

future, the currencies are issued as promises of future value. What is particular from a CCS is that all accounts 
close at zero, because the purpose of the system is to do accounting for exchange, rather than for accumulating 

wealth. 
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Although “Amancay” was my inspiration, due to a connection between the MIT Center for 

Advanced Urbanism (LCAU) and the Colombian NGO Fundación Mario Santo Domingo 

(FMSD), I decided to spend my summer at their offices working in Barranquilla with businesses 

owners of Villas de San Pablo, a 6,000 inhabitants semi-public housing project.   

FMSD, is the designer, developer and manager of Villas de San Pablo. Their relationship with 

MIT originated when LCAU was contracted to evaluate FMSD impact of housing security on 

the quality of living of families living in one of their developments.  

My goal was to implement a participatory process to co-design a digital platform that maps 

businesses, locally connects business owners as producers and consumers of the 

neighborhood and creates incentives to generate and retain shared wealth within the 

community. 

My aim was to use the design of technology to explore ways in which that platform could 

open spaces of imagination of a democratic economy that works for all, but specially for 

people living at the margins of mainstream economic and political system. I am exploring if 

mapping the neighborhood’s popular economy and making it visible to its inhabitants could be 

a way of making the system aware of itself and plan radical ways to change it from within, 

inspired by the premise of Theory U about awareness based system change, that says: “…you 

can’t understand a system unless you change it (K. Levin), you cannot change a system unless 

you transform consciousness, you cannot transform consciousness unless you make a system 

see and sense itself…” (Scharmer, 2017).  

RESEARCH QUESTION AND EXPERIMENTAL METHODS 

The research question that guides the project described in this thesis is: Under what 

conditions do place-based technologies strengthen community led socio-economic 

development? 

I explore the answer to this question through the implementation of a participatory process 

to design and develop a digital tool.  

This thesis is not about the solution and the technology itself but about the process of 

designing technology as an urban planning action and as a tool to plan urban economies in 

marginalized communities. 
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PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

To answer this question I implemented Participatory Action Research (PAR) methods. 

Participatory Action Research is a research method that aims for social democratic change 

through: action, research and participation. “…AR aims to increase the ability of the involved 

community or organization members to control their own destinies more effectively and to 

keep improving their capacity to do so within a more sustainable and just environment…”. 

(Greenwood & Levin, 2007). PAR is based on the principle that all people have relevant 

knowledge . Therefore, PAR is about working with the local interested parties throughout all 

the research process not as ‘subjects of study’ but as co-researchers, democratizing the 

relationship between the ‘expert researcher’ and the members of the community where the 

research is taking place. (Greenwood & Levin, 2007). 

To frame my research I used Greenwood and Levin’s, description of PAR as a “co-generative 

process” of two type of actors and two phases. The two type of actors are the insiders, who 

“own” the problem and the outsiders, the professional researchers who seek to facilitate the 

co-learning process. The two phases are: (1) clarification of an initial research question (that 

is reshaped during the process), and the (2) social change process. The first part is about 

defining and describing the problem that is pertinent to the participants and establishing a 

learning space called “communication arena” where people feel trust and safeness. Examples 

of “communication arenas” are team-building sessions, task force meetings, leadership group 

meetings etc. Also, at this first stage, the asymmetry of information and power between the 

insider and outsider needs to be solved for the participants to become active players in the 

change process. “…The initially asymmetrical situation between insiders and outsiders can be 

balanced only by the transfer of skills and knowledge from the professional researcher to the 

participants and the transfer of information and skills from the local participants to the outside 

researcher…” (Greenwood and Levin, 2007). The second part of the process is about solving 

problem through actions. The actions that result from the “Co-generative process” create a 

double feedback loop that results in new learnings and understandings that led to new actions. 

The process is described in figure 1. 
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Figure 1. The Cogenerative Action Research Model 

 

Source: Greenwood & Levin, 2007. 

THEORY OF REFLECTIVE PRACTICE: THEORY U 

As a professional and personal reflection practice I used Theory U, a change management 

method to work on personal, organizational and societal transformation. 

Theory U methods are based on the premise that the current social and economic system is 

like an “iceberg”: beneath the visible level of events and crises, there are underlying structures, 

mental models, and sources that are responsible for creating them. If ignored, they will keep 

us locked into reenacting the same old patterns time and again. “Progressing through the 

levels of the iceberg, from surface to depth, will illuminate several blind spots that, if attended 

to, can help us rebuild our economy and society to be more intentional, inclusive, and 

inspired” (Scharmer & Kaeufer, 2013) 

To progress through the levels of the “iceberg”, Theory U proposes an innovation method 

called “presencing” that enables groups and stakeholders to co-sense and co-create the 

future. This method has the shape of a U and states that profound innovation requires us to 

suspend downloading patterns in order to activate generative social fields. See image 1. 
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Image 1. U Process: Downloading vs Presencing. 

 

Source: Scharmer, 2017 

The five movements of the U process are: 

1. Co-initiating: Uncovering shared intention. Listening to others and building a first 

container. 

2. Co-sensing: Seeing reality from the edges of the system 

3. Co-presencing: Connecting to your/the group highest future potential 

4. Co-creating: Prototyping the new to learn by doing 

5. Co-shaping: Embodying and institutionalizing the new across eco-system 

As I was working for Presencing Institute in developing this methods for teams through the 

“Societal Transformation Lab”, I adopted this methods to guide my personal reflection and 

approach to create discourses during the field work and to help my practice as planner. 
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I used this method to strengthen my listening and attention during the time I spent designing 

with the neighbors of Villas de San Pablo. 

“…the way we pay attention to a situation, individually and collectively, determines the path the system takes 

and how it emerges. On all four levels—personal, group, institutional, and global—shifting from reactive 

responses and quick fixes on a symptoms level to generative responses that address the systemic root issues is 

the single most important…” (Scharmer, 2007) 

LIMITATIONS 

The research posed some limitations. The main one was that before stablishing the 

partnership with FMSD and the doing the first field trip I had a pre-conception of what I was 

able to provide as a solution, because I got a seed grant to develop a digital platform. We 

went with the preconceived research goal of co-creating a tool that could foster economic 

collaboration between VSP dwellers. To overcome this bias, I did not present to the 

participants of the project the idea for which I had received the seed grant, we followed a 

PAR process that had the economic development of the neighborhood at the center but 

without mentioning my proposal. It was surprising how some of the ideas that came up from 

the people in the workshops were around creating digital solutions similar to what I have had 

proposed to the competition at MIT.  

Another limitation of the research is the way in which the participants were defined. The goal 

of the research around economic development was defined by me, the researcher, and the 

partnership with FMSD determined who was invited to participate. The call to attend the first 

workshops was done by staff of FMSD to the micro-businesses that they work with in the 

neighborhood. Therefore, the neighbors that attended were the ones that are usually engaged 

with FMSD activities. I sought to address this limitation after the survey, because we did the 

survey to business owners while they were working at their stores/houses. After the survey 

we called all of them to attend the participatory mapping activity to analyze the results. 

Overall, the project has the intention to be a community led socio-economic development 

process, but VSP community is not homogeneous and there is not just one community.  
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CASE BACKGROUND 

I. COLOMBIAN HOUSING AND ECONOMIC POLICIES 

A. A NEOLIBERAL TURN IN HOUSING 

As in most of Latin American countries, the housing situation in Colombia is critical: in 2005, 

36.21% of the households in the country suffered from housing deficits (DANE, 2005). 

Roughly 24% corresponds to a qualitative deficit and 12.37% of the households had 

quantitative deficit 6 (DANE, 2005). In 2005, 8.8% of urban households lived in informal 

settlements (702.635 households). This number increased to 11.17% in 2016, when 1,227,193 

urban households of a total of 10,990,379 lived in informal settlements7.  

The housing deficit is unevenly distributed, affecting the lowest socio-economic strata most 

(1, 2 and 3). That is why there is a huge demand for social interest housing (Davila, 2006). In 

Colombia, 28% of the population lives in poverty, of these, 8.5% in extreme poverty and 17.8% 

are under multidimensional poverty8 (FMSD, 2018).  

The housing problem in Colombia comes associated with huge social and economic issues in 

cities. Since 1980s, the housing deficit has grown in cities along with rising in informality in the 

suburbs, mostly due to migration of rural population to cities, in part as a consequence of the 

armed national conflict. In 2016, 76.71% of Colombian population lives in urban areas (World 

Bank, 2016). There is also competition for territorial control in Colombian cities that 

characterizes urban informality as violent (Davila, 2006).  

Over the last two decades, Colombia’s housing policies have followed clear liberal principles 

(Cuerva & Jaramillo, 2009). Since the 1990s, the housing deficit was treated differently than 

before. Before the 1990s, housing policies were focused on direct provision of housing for 

                                              
6 Qualitative housing deficit refers to the houses that do not comply with quality standards of construction and 

habitability. Quantitative housing deficit refers to the number of households that lack access to a housing unit.  

7 It refers to urban households. A home in the settlement is one in which you have a home that presents at 

least one of the following four characteristics: i) Without access to an adequate water supply method (methods 
other than "aqueduct" are considered inadequate ), ii) Without access to an adequate sanitation method (iii) 
Overcrowding (3 or more people per room) and, iv) Built with precarious materials (walls built with bamboo) 

cane, mat, other types of plant material, zinc, fabric, cardboard, cans, waste, plastic or homes that floors walls 
and floors). (DANE) 

8 Multidimensional poverty encompasses the various deprivations experienced by poor people in their daily 

lives – such as poor health, lack of education, inadequate living standards, disempowerment, poor quality of 
work, the threat of violence, and living in areas that are environmentally hazardous, among others. (UNDP, 

2018) 
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low-income population. Since then, however, neoliberal policies focused on individual 

subsidies, transferring responsibilities to private agents such as corporations and citizens 

(Davila, 2006). 

Two main policies shifted housing and social protection policies from the 1990s: (1) The 

creation of the Social Interest Housing system (Sistema de Vivienda de Interes Social) that 

provided subsidies to the demand-side (I.e. Households)9. The public institutions of direct 

housing provision such as the Territorial Credit Institute (Instituto de Crédito Territorial) 

and the Central Mortgage Bank (Banco Central Hipotecario) were eliminated and the 

demand-side subsides were intended to cut government expenditure by increasing the 

demand of poor families for ‘social’ housing built by the private sector assuming that the 

private sector, would be able to offer more housing in a more efficient way than the public 

sector. (2) Transformation of the financial and credit system, into (multibanking) multibanca,  

by converting housing savings and housing credit public institutions into commercial banking, 

changing the set value of housing credits by the market. (Davila, 2006) (Gilbert, 2002).  

At the same time, housing policies in Colombia have tried to face other problems beyond the 

provision of housing units: generating more employment,  responding to socio-natural 

disasters, and displacement from guerilla and paramilitary activities (Gilbert, 2002) (Cuerva & 

Jaramillo, 2009). As a consequence of trying to attend so many challenges through housing 

policies, Colombia opted to provide many small subsidies, instead of better quality ones, to 

reduce government expenditure and have a broader impact. These decisions however 

resulted in poor housing quality and location for those in poverty, and at the same time uneven 

distribution across different regions of the country (Gilbert, 2002).  

Colombia’s decisions reflect those in the larger regional context as well. During the 1990s, 

Latin American countries received a general advice from multilateral organizations such as the 

World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank to limit their expenditure in 

productive activities and intervene less in the market economy. They argued that employment 

would grow quickly if the government intervened less and left the provision of services, such 

as transportation, housing, health and education, to the initiative of the private sector. 

(Gilbert, 2002).  

                                              
9 Law 3rd, 1991. Colombia.  
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Since the creation of Colombia’s Social Interest Housing system in 1991, housing developers 

received financial incentives to build social housing in order to bridge the housing deficit gap. 

However, these incentives (like tax exemptions) were not enough to overcome the incapacity 

of the state to produce good quality housing and enough urban land. Houses for low-income 

population were thus small units built on the outskirts close to informal settlements, and poor 

households usually preferred to live in bigger and cheaper places albeit informal. Moreover, 

due to beneficiaries’ low income and the small size of the government’s subsidies, few 

households were able to afford the offered housing (Alfonso, 2018). 

In 1999, the anti-inflation policy  goal of one-digit inflation10 was achieved, but a mortgage 

crisis happened as a consequence of the mismatch between the salaries of the creditors of 

the system that was adjusted by the low inflation and the increase in the elevated interest rate 

of the multibanking scheme (Alfonso, 2018). 

B. MACROPROJECTS OF SOCIAL NATIONAL INTEREST POLICY 

In 2008, during the second government of the President Alvaro Uribe, and under the National 

Development Plan 2006-2010, in the ecosystem of that crisis, the global financial crisis started 

by Lehman Brothers in United Stated began. Colombia was one of the countries that suffered 

a recession and the government decided to intervene to overcome the recessive cycle.  

In this context, the “Macropoyects of Social National Interest” (Macroproyectos de Interés 

Social Nacional) were adopted as a national tool for planning, financing and managing urban 

land to foster the construction of social interest and priority interest housing across the 

country.  

The “Macroprojects of National Social Interest” were created under the law 1151 in 2007 as 

part of the National Development Plan 2006-2010. However, this law was declared 

unconstitutional given that it put national government land regulation competences on above 

of municipal councils’ ones, which are determined by the 313 article of the Colombian 

Constitution.  The Macroprojects initiative was revisited in 2011 and was enacted under the 

law 1469 and the National development Plan 2010-2014. The “Housing Macroprojects” was 

a strategy to strengthen the offer and demand for housing to respond to Colombia’s housing 

deficit.  

                                              
10 Policy that consisted in lowering the inflation from two digits to one digit. 
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The current Macroprojects program is defined as a tool to make shared decisions between 

national government and municipalities about zoning and land use to build housing and 

pertinent infrastructure (1469 Law, 2011). This law was used by the National Ministry of 

Housing, City and Territory to expand the access to urban land to build Social Interest 

Housing (VIS) and Priority Interest Housing (VIP)11. To build and run the Macroprojects, the 

law enables the possibility of creating land trusts (fiducias) that comprises by private 

corporations, national, regional and municipal governments. The National government 

provides subsidies to the fiducias through the National Housing Fund (Fonvivienda).  

By 2017, 14 Macroproyects were assigned during the first (2007 – 2009) and second 

generation (after 2009), seven of them developed by private entities. None of them reached 

100% occupation yet. 

Alfonso (2018) argues that the Macroproyects were a “neocorporativist” solution to the 

housing crisis, given that, to overcome the lack of urbanized land, they ended up being 

approved to be built anywhere, bypassing municipalities’ capacities to implement their Land 

Use Plans (POTs). 

In 2012, the housing policy for poor households changed under article 12 of the law 1537, 

establishing that there will be the delivery of 100,000 houses as a “family housing subsidy in 

kind”; in another words, free housing. The beneficiaries were households under extreme 

poverty, those displaced by the armed conflict, households affected by natural disasters and 

those living in risk areas. This type of housing is estimated to represent 51% of the projected 

solutions in Macroproyects and the geographic distribution will be in urban areas outside big 

metropolises (Alfonso, 2018). 

C. DISPLACEMENT IN COLOMBIA 

To understand the complete picture of housing and poverty in Colombia, it is important to 

mention that Colombia is the country with the second highest number of internally displaced 

people in the world, with 6.3 million after Syria with 7.6 millions of victims (IDMC 2015b).  

                                              

11 Vivienda de Interés Social (Social Interest Housing – VIS) and Vivienda de Interés Prioritario (Priority Interest 

Housing - VIP) are both for low-income households to be able to buy their first housing unit. VIP subsidies are 

just for families that belong to strata 1 and receive less than two minimum salaries (Colombian income division 
scheme) and VIS subsidies are for families that receive less than four minimum salaries. They also differ in the 
price of the house that can be accessed, being VIS 135 minimum salaries and VIP 70 minimum salaries. 
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Displacement is a consequence of two main problems: the first is a long-standing civil armed 

conflict caused by drug trade, guerrilla war and paramilitary movements’ violence over the 

last 60 years. The Internal Displacement Monitoring Center states that more than one in ten 

Colombians have at some point in their lives been forced to flee their homes as a result of 

violence, or fear of it, related to the armed conflict. In July 2013, the government’s National 

Centre for Historical Memory published a report which estimated that between 1958 and 

2012, more than 220,000 lives were lost. The report attributed most of the deaths to 

individual killings, but also said that nearly 2,000 massacres had taken place over the same 

period. (Center for Historical Memory, July 2013) (IDMC 2014). 

The second cause of displacement are the effects of social and natural disasters that displaced 

more than 3 million people just between 2008 to 2015 (IDMC 2015b). There are three main 

natural hazards in the country that affect housing and living conditions: slow flooding, 

landslides and torrential flows. Seventy-five percent of the country’s departments are 

threatened by these three types of natural hazards. In addition 29% of the country’s national 

territory (32.6 hectares) and 18 million people are threatened by hydrometeorological 

hazards. Over the last 20 years, on average 2,800 houses have been destroyed per year due 

to flood (DNP, 2018). In sixteen departments12 more than 50% of their population live with 

social vulnerability due to natural disasters, meaning that they do not have access to resources 

to respond and manage risk.  

II. MACROPROJECTS IN VILLAS DE SAN PABLO 

A. THE HISTORY OF VILLAS DE SAN PABLO 

The participatory process I describe in this thesis occured in Villas de San Pablo, in the city of 

Barranquilla, one of Colombia’s “Macroprojects of National Social Interest” (Macroproyectos 

de Interés Social Nacional – MISN). Villas de San Pablo (VSP), is the first of the 25 approved 

Macroprojects initiated in 2009. However, the development started in 2007 by FMSD before 

being recognized as MISN in 2009. The project was built in two different phases and with 

three different types of buildings and acquisition schemes.  

The first phase was from 2007 to 2008 (image 2), during which time the project was FMSD’s 

private development that provided land and infrastructure for self-built housing that had to 

follow certain guidelines. During this period, 700 one-story houses were built. These houses 

                                              
12 Departments in Colombia are the subnational administration of government.  
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are for one household and financed with families’ savings and government subsidies (Vivienda 

de Interes Social program – housing of social interest).  

At the end of 2008, the National Ministry of Housing provided VSP the status of 

“Macroproject of National Social Interest”  (MISN). It took until 2012 for VSP to adapt to 

MISN regulations and be given a license to continue the construction of housing under MISN 

benefits of subsidies and funds.  

Image 2. Location of Villas de San Pablo in relation to Barranquilla.  

 

Source: Google Maps. “Barranquilla” and “Villas de San Pablo” retrieved from 

https://goo.gl/maps/44StaZJoFYiYN91J9 
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Image 3. Villas de San Pablo in 2007 

 

Source: “Villas de San Pablo” 10*57’45.62”N 74*51’53.09”W. Google Earth. December 9, 2007. May 8, 2019. 

The second phase of the project started in 2012, when FMSD began the construction of on 

another 832 apartments. These apartments were assigned by the Social Prosperity Ministry 

of the National Government to families for free, as part of the ‘100M free houses’ policy. 

Seventy-five percent of the beneficiaries were displaced victims of the armed conflict and 

received the houses under the victims law 1448/1424 of 2012. The buildings have four floors 

with at least four apartments per floor. Most of the units were inaugurated in 2015 (Image 4). 
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Image 4. Villas de San Pablo in 2014 

 

Source: “Villas de San Pablo” 10*57’33.69”N 74*52’04.10”W. Google Earth. November 27, 2014. May 8, 2019. 

The second phase, also involved the construction of two-story houses, but under the VIP 

program (Vivienda de Interes Prioritario - housing of priority interest). The VIP program was 

a special subsidy by the national government for formal workers and FMSD extended the 

program for informal workers. The subsidy consisted of a fixed line of credit and 438 two-

story houses were developed. The municipal government purchased 21 of those houses for 

families that they needed to re-locate from a slum in the center of Barranquilla called ‘La 

Bendición de Dios’. Another 90 units of those were acquired by the National Adaptation Fund 

to re-locate families from risk areas not plausible for mitigation.  

In 2018 (Image 5), in total, VSP had built and delivered 1,955 units: 700 one story family units, 

468 two-story units, 832 apartments; and currently has 249 in progress. The FMSD owns 137 

hectares, of which  54.9 are so far developed. The area has six areas of ‘social infrastructure’ 

such as a public school, a community space, a ‘Punto Vive Digital’ (space for digital training), 

a library, a plaza and a football court. Last year, the neighborhood also inaugurated a technical 

training center called Servicio Nacional de Aprendizaje (SENA). Most of these social 

investments were developed by the national government.  
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Image 5. Villas de San Pablo in 2019 

 

Source: “Villas de San Pablo” 10*57’33.96”N 74*51’47.11”W. Google Earth. January 14, 2007. May 8, 2019. 

B. VILLAS DE SAN PABLO DEMOGRAPHICS 

VSP currently has 6,874 inhabitants, 48% of which are men. The average age is 25 years old 

for men and 22 for women. With regard to living conditions, one story (Image 6) houses have 

26,8% of hacinamiento (more than 2 people per room), while two floor units and towers have 

over two-person occupations in 41,7% and 42,3% of units respectively. On average there are 

4.08 people per housing unit. 
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Image 6. A mini store in a one-story house in VSP. 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart. 

The towers (image 7) have the highest percentage of unemployment (32%), while households 

living in one and two-story units (image 8) have less than 6% unemployment. At the same 

time, the towers have the lowest percentage of home-based workers, with 3,9% while the 

other type of units have 26,4% and 29,7% (FMSD, 2017). One cause of this disparity can be 

that it is forbidden by the municipality to run home-base businesses in vertical buildings. In 

my discussions, residents in the towers admitted to me that they hide their economic activities 

from surveys as a result. 
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Image 7. Towers in VSP 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart. 

Approximately 50% of VSP inhabitants live for less than one minimum salary per month 

(269usd). This means that they are stratus 1 in the Colombian categorization to income taxes 

and state subsidies’ allocation13. Half of the adults living in one and two-story houses are self-

employed and 60% in the towers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
13 Socioeconomic stratification of households in Colombia is determined by the characteristics of housing and 
the area where it is located.  There are six levels, one being the lowest. It is used to determine subsidies 

allocation, taxes and contribution for public services (DANE). 
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Image 8. Two-story houses in VSP 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart. 

The residents of the towers are more dependent on State subsidies, since half of the 

households are beneficiaries of the program of “Families in Action”14, compared to 35% in the 

second stage and 21% in the first. (FMSD, 2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
14 Families in Action is the program of Social Prosperity that gives to all those poor and extreme poor families 
with children and adolescents a conditioned economic incentive that complements their income for the 

formation of human capital, the generation of social mobility, access to programs of secondary and higher 
education, the contribution to overcoming poverty and extreme poverty and the prevention of teenage 

pregnancy. (DPS: http://www.dps.gov.co/que/fam/famacc/Paginas/default.aspx).  

http://www.dps.gov.co/que/fam/famacc/Paginas/default.aspx
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Table 1. Comparative table between types of buildings 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart based on FMSD data 2018.  

C. FUNDACIÓN MARIO SANTO DOMINGO COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT MODEL 

The Mario Santo Domingo Foundation (FMSD) is a non-profit organization that belongs to 

the Colombian business group Santo Domingo, with 55 years of operation in the Colombian 

territory, especially in the Caribbean Region. Currently, the FMSD has the General 

Directorate in the city of Bogotá, with branch offices in Barranquilla (Atlántico) and Cartagena 

(Bolívar), and in its organizational structure it has a team of 170 direct collaborators, who 

support the strategic, missionary units and support of the organization (FMSD, 2015). 

VAAS ROUTE: ROUTE OF LINKAGE, ADAPTATION, SUPPORT AND EXIT 

Since the ‘free houses’ phase started, to create more ‘community cohesion’, the foundation 

implemented a path called ‘VAAS route’ that each family needs to follow before moving to 

the neighborhood.  The route contains the Integrated Development for Sustainable 

Communities (DINCS) model.  

The ‘VAAS route’ (Ruta de Vinculación, Adaptación, Acompañamiento y Salida) consists of 

approximately seven years plan that has four main phases: housing allocation (2 ½ months), 

adaptation of families already in place (12 months), development support (3 to 5 years) and 

auto sustainable community (12 months). FMSD aims to exit the community after all the 

process is finished.  
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The four steps are: (1) housing allocation happens during two months and a half before the 

families move, (2) adaptation happens during the first year of the families living in the 

neighborhood and is when the DINCS model is acquired by the families to develop the ‘sense 

of community’, (3) development support is the phase when the DINCS model with the 

community committees are strengthen, the foundation helps in the design and implementation 

of community projects, (4) The last phase, called auto sustainable, was not implemented yet, 

but the foundation expects to end their interventions in the community by stablishing 

partnerships with the community, public and private actors to continue with the efforts 

started during the third phase.  

DINCS MODEL 

From the second phase of the VAAS route, The Foundation uses a model called “DINCS” 

(Integrated Development for Sustainable Communities) to work with community members 

living in the neighborhood.  

The DINCS model tries to “develop communities beyond housing solutions” and include 

efforts that involve life planning, leadership, social organizing, technology, environment etc. 

The model defines four types of interventions guidance and advice, public private partnerships, 

development plans and grassroots groups.  

These types of interventions focus on 12 themes (image 9), that most of them are represented 

by neighbors committees: technology, urbanism, housing, security, health, education, sports 

and recreation, income generation, commerce, culture, religion and environment.  

Image 9. DINCS Model FMSD. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Fundación Mario Santo Domingo 
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CHAPTER 2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

the north is luck 
the south is you 

the west is plague 

the east is you 
the centre would be in 

if the north were not death 

if the south were not you 
if the west were not plague 

if the east were not you 

if the centre were to leave  
 

Santos, Boaventura de Sousa (2010) 

Four main concepts and perspectives guided my analysis of VSP’s socioeconomic situation as 

well as the design of the platform I will describe in this thesis: popular economies, solidarity 

economies, radical planning and technology design. I decided to use southern urbanisms 

concepts and concepts coined in South America to understand the situation in a South 

American urban area because as Boaventura de Sousa Santos explains,  

“we find ourselves at a time when the questions that societies place us are strong and the answers given by the 

Eurocentric paradigm are weak. Therefore, in the extent of the suspicion of its indolence and finitude, a more 

demanding and more critical epistemological quest is necessary and urgent” (Sousa Santos, 2014).  

I use Sousa Santo’s ‘Epistemologies of the South’ as a conceptual framework to try to 

understand and recognize the diversity of knowledges in the world and the multiple worlds 

in which people live. As his framework poses, I decided to go to the South and learn from the 

South, using academic research and concepts from the non-imperial South: “the non-imperial 

South which is the metaphor, both for human suffering, as for the ability to survive, endure 

and build” (Sousa Santos and Cunha, 2015). In translation I began my project by listening to 

and learning from the residents of VSP. Their understanding of the economia barrial 

(neighborhood-scale economy) and their ideas on how to improve it as a community. 

Also Arturo Escobar builds on Epistemologies of the South framework saying:  

“…there is a glaring gap between what most Western theories today can glean from the field of social struggles, 

on the one hand, and the transformative practices actually going on in the world, on the other. This gap reveals 

a limit faced by mainstream and leftist theories alike, a limit that stems from the mono-ontological or intra-

European origin of such theories. To think new thoughts, by implication, requires stepping out of the epistemic 
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space of Western social theory and into the epistemic configurations associated with the multiple relational 

ontologies of worlds in struggle. It is in these spaces that we might find more compelling answers to the strong 

questions posed by the current conjuncture of modern problems with insufficient modern solutions…” (Escobar, 

2017). 

BEYOND INFORMAL ECONOMIES: POPULAR ECONOMIES  

INFORMAL SECTOR: THEORIES AND DEBATES  

The theory and debate around the concept and understanding of the causes and consequences 

of the informal economy and informal sector was interpreted and exposed by different scholars 

along the years. The four main schools of thought and theory started in 1970s with the Dualist 

School of thought, represented by the International Labor Organization, moved to the 

Structucturalist, represented by Manuel Castells and Legalist School by Hernando De Soto 

around 1980s, and finally appeared the Voluntarist School around 2000s, led by Maloney. 

The attention to the informal economy started around 1970, when the economist Hans Singer 

pointed out that the “Lewis Turning Point”15 was not going to happen in developing countries. 

Singer described that widespread unemployment in developing countries was a consequence 

of an imbalance between limited creation of jobs due to technological advances, and a 

significant growth in the population due to a progress in disease control. (Chen, 2012).  

The term informal sector was coined by Keith Hart in 1973 when he “discovered” the informal 

activities pursued by people in Ghana. At the same time, Hans Singer went with an 

International Labor Organization (ILO) mission to Kenya. After these missions ILO highlighted 

the role of the informal sector to create employment and reduce poverty.  

Fundamentally, the term informal sector responds to colonial relations and a notion of the 

“proper economy”. This perspective is known as the Dualist school of thought (Chen, 2012). 

The informal sector was considered peripheral and not linked to modern capitalist 

development and the formal sector. Informality for scholars like Hart and scholars at the ILO 

provides an income for the poor in times of crisis. For them, there is a mismatch between 

people’s skills and the structure of modern economic opportunities.  

                                              

15 “Lewis Turning Point”: The point when wages would begin to rise above the subsistence 

level because economic development in developing countries would, in the long-term, 
generate enough modern jobs to absorb surplus labour from the traditional economy (Lewis 

1954) (Chen, 2012). 
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By 1980, informality started to be seen also as part of formal institutions in advance capitalist 

economies. There was an informalization of employment contracts and relations. Standard 

jobs were being turned into jobs with hourly wages, with more flexiblity in norms and few 

benefits. Scholars from the 1980s saw informality not as a parallel situation to formality as 

Dualists, but as a subordinate and dependent feature of capitalist development. This school of 

thought is known as Structuralist and is represented by Portes, Castell and Benton (1989) 

(Chen, 2012). 

From Structuralist perspective, the agents of informality are wage workers and small 

businesses that provide goods and labor to the formal firms. Informality is at the center of 

national economies, and the unregulated activities’ flexibility and lower cost are a key part of 

the economic system’s perpetuation and success (Castells & Portes 1989).  

Since 1990s, the growth of informality in the workforce worldwide has been mostly a 

consequence of globalization (Chen, 2012).  Many industries left a growing number of people 

outside traditional labor relations without legal and social protection. Globalization generated 

new jobs and opened new markets, but that did not mean that the jobs created were good 

quality ones, nor that the new markets were accessible to all. In response to global 

competition, formal firms hired workers under informal conditions or outsourced the 

production to other firms and counties. Also, local firms faced competition from imported 

goods and services (Chen, 2012).  

In 1998, Sasskia Sassen also under the Structuralist School, explained how capitalism and 

globalization created informality. She calls it “advanced capitalism” and it emerged after World 

War II in developed countries from the rise of new consumption patterns. She defends that 

informalization must be understood in the context of economic restructuring caused by the 

decline of the manufacturing-dominated economy and the rise of a new service-dominated 

era (Sassen, 1998). Sassen explains that due to the change in the structures of consumption, 

the organization of work has evolved to respond to new patterns and this originates the 

necessity of informal transactions, labor and means of production (Sassen, 1998). As Sassen 

explains: 

“informal economy refers to those income-generating activities occurring outside the state's regulatory 

framework that have analogs within that framework. The scope and character of the informal economy are 

defined by the very regulatory framework it evades. For this reason, the informal economy can only be 

understood in terms of its relationship to the formal economy -that is, regulated income- generating activity.” 

(Sassen, 1998). 
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In addition to the Structuralist School, another School of thought called Legalists, led by 

Hernando de Soto, emerged in 1989. Legalist define the informal economy as a new status of 

economic life created after the rural migrated to the urban where they found an hostile legal 

environment. These new urban dwellers, mostly poor, are informal because they cannot 

afford the cost of formality and also suffer from the cost of informality. The agents of 

informality are self-employed and micro-entrepreneurs (De Soto, 1989).  

For the Structuralist, informality is generated as a way to maintain formality, not as something 

separate indeed it is even fostered by the government as a way of control. For the Legalist, 

however, informal activities spring up as a result of a strict legal system and when the “state 

doesn’t have sufficient coercive authority” (De Soto, 1989). Another difference is that for the 

Structuralist, the relationship between formality and informality is what makes the economic 

system more efficient, while for the legalist, this separation is disrupting economic efficiency, 

being unable to capture the value created by the informal system. Informality has “dead 

capital” that needs to be unlocked through better laws (de Soto, 1989).  For the legalist, the 

fact of not having “good laws” that protect informality creates a burden to a the society as a 

whole because it: declines productivity, reduces investments, creates an inefficient tax system, 

limits technological progress and complicates macroeconomic policy (De Soto, 1989). 

Structuralists, like Castells and Portes (1989) state exactly the opposite. For them, informality 

is an alternative model of economic organization that creates the necessary social effects to 

maintain thriving capitalist systems.  

By 2004, there was a fourth School of thought called Voluntarist represented by William 

Maloney. The Voluntarist, considers informality as informal entrepreneurs that  deliberately 

seek to avoid regulation and taxation as a rational decision based on a cost-benefit analysis 

(Chen, 2012). In Maloney’s terms  

“the urban informal microenterprise should be viewed as a part of a voluntary small firm sector to those 

in advanced countries that, due to the laxity of enforcement of labor and others codes, can choose the 

optimal degree of participation in formal institutions” (Maloney, 2004). 

Informality vs formality, defined in a binary way falls short to understand its’ power dynamics 

and role in the current economic system and creation of the urban space. Within urban 

planning literature, informality as a concept has been strongly intrigued by a number of post-

colonial scholars: such as Ananya Roy, Vanesa Watson, Libby Porter among others. 
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For example, in 2009, Ananya Roy described that the informal spheres that seem to be outside 

the sight of the states, are essentially used by the governments as means of resource 

allocation, accumulation and authority, pacing itself outside the law to practice development, 

she defines it as ‘unchecked liberalization’ (Roy, 2009). As she explains, informality is not 

synonymous with poverty, and is a de-regulated, not unregulated system. In her words: 

“Deregulation indicates a calculated informality, one that involves purposive action and 

planning, and one where the seeming withdrawal of regulatory power creates a logic of 

resource allocation, accumulation and authority” (Roy, 2009). 

The binary approach to informality characterizes the informal as a way of producing and 

reproducing the urban living that happens outside market transactions. This recognizes 

formalization as the solution. However, informality is a domain of market transactions (Roy, 

2005) and formalization might cause dispossession because it disregards preexisting property 

use rights (Harvey, 2003) (Porter, 2011).  

Informality is recognized as a “state of exception” from the formal modes of urbanization, as 

a parallel trend rather than complementary ways of urbanization (Roy, 2005) (Lombard & 

Huxley, 2011).  

Relating informality to poverty, as a trend that happens outside the market, and as an 

exemption to urban and economic development in cities, falls short of explaining the role of 

economies of production and consumption that have a place in “the margins” of cities of the 

global South.  

POPULAR ECONOMIES 

While theories of informality are rich, in this thesis I argue that they are not comprehensive 

enough to understand the causes and identity of the ‘ordinary’ economic dynamics of South 

American low-income urban areas like Villas de San Pablo. To understand the VSP economy, 

I will use a term coined in the ‘South’ instead, named popular Economy (PE). 

Popular economy is a native category that condenses the economic, political and symbolic 

practices of various social sectors that are excluded from traditional labor relations (Navarro, 

Navarro, Geandet, Roig y Chena, 2017). The PE is heterogeneous, as the informal sector 

categorized in 1978 by ILO16.  However, the ILO categorization lack a territorial perspective 

                                              
16 In 1978, the Regional Employment Program for Latin-America and the Caribbean (PREALC), a project of ILO, 

aimed to categorized informal employment to start counting per country and defined it as:  
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to the popular economy that comprises the social relations that are embedded in its 

maintenance, as well as, the accumulation logics.  The popular sectors have their own 

practices with few possibilities for obtaining the necessary resources to maintain their 

households. This is why these sectors have stronger family and social linkages with their social 

environment (Cabrera and Vio, 2014). The territory plays an important role in the PE, as well 

as the patterns of production, consumption, and organization that are not always the same as 

market logics. In short, the  logic of PE is not the one of limitless accumulation but is one that 

want to acquire means to reproduce their lives in the best possible ways (Coraggio, 2015).  

PE is the economy of the workers that live of their labor and have limited material resources. 

They depend on the continuous realization of their work force to survive and sustain projects 

of dignified life. Is the economy of the ones that do not live on rents for accumulated assets 

or of the exploration of others’ labor. Its elementary unit of organization is the domestic unit, 

the immediate place of reproduction of human life. The PE includes: salaried workers, 

autonomous entrepreneurs that produce and sell and/or market goods and services, the poor 

and unemployed, domestic workers that generate wealth by satisfying the families’ own 

consumption in cities and rural areas. The PE is resilient and innovative, changes strategies 

depending on the economic context. It covers a big portion of social demands that are not 

attended because they exceed State’s capacities or are not profitable to private capital 

investment: fresh food, textiles, personal services, electricity distribution, housing and habitat. 

(Coraggio, 2018). 

The Economic Roundtable of Evita Movement in Argentina point out three dimensions of the 

popular economy: a symbolic one, implying that bring sense to peoples life beyond capital 

accumulation; a politic one, through which workers look for labor rights beyond the 

traditional boss figure; and an economic one, that highlights the double exploitation dynamic 

                                              
• Private employees and workers who work in establishments, businesses or companies that occupy up 

to five people in all their agencies and branches, including the employer and partner; 

• Family workers without remuneration in companies of five workers or less; 

• Unpaid workers in companies or businesses of other homes; 

• Domestic employees in companies of five workers or less; 

• Day laborers or laborers in companies with five workers or less; 

• Self-employed workers who work in establishments up to five people, except professional 

independents; 

• Employers or employees in companies of five workers or less; 

• Government construction workers or government employees are excluded. 
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that oppresses this sector: their work is undervalued and they are harassed by the financial 

sector (Navarro, Navarro, Geandet, Roig y Chena, 2017).  

The popular economy is not just defined by its relationship with the formal economy as the 

informal economy is usually described, but it is a social, political and economic organization 

that is mainly developed in the vulnerable sectors of society (Navarro, Navarro, Geandet, 

Roig and Chena, 2017) and I would add, that is place-based. 

However, popular economy, as subaltern urbanism in Roy’s terms, is not just the economy of 

the poor. It is a broader term that comprises a set of values that makes it different from the 

capital corporation economy (economía empresarial de capital) and the public/state economy 

(economía pública) (Coraggio, 2018). Coraggio describes the popular economy as one of three 

types of economies that coexist: (1) Capital Corporation Economy: unlimited accumulation 

of the diverse fractions of capital; (2) Public Economy: power accumulation and governability 

goals to achieve the “common good”; (3) Popular Economy: reproduction of one’s own life 

and the domestic units of the workers (Coraggio, 2018). 

Popular economy can be confused with ‘subaltern’ politics and popular culture, as those who 

did not and could not belong to the elite classes. Subaltern urbanism, as popular economies, 

tends to be related with the study of poverty, of the habitus of the disposed, of the 

entrepreneurialism of self-organizing economies (Roy, 2011). But as Roy describes, subaltern 

urbanisms are heterogeneous and comprises spaces beyond slums, subalterns mark the “limits 

of archival and ethnographic recognition” (Roy, 2011).  

SOLIDARITY ECONOMIES 

POPULAR SOLIDARITY ECONOMIES  

Popular Solidarity Economies are constituted by popular economies, but entail other cultural, 

social and political factors to become real. PSE are relations of mutual recognition, 

cooperation, reciprocity, complementarity, between people and institutions of the PE. PSE 

means to foster decentralized and stronger territorial governments and proximity exchanges 

that create a ‘buy local’ culture (Coraggio, 2018). 

It is important to clarify, that the PSEs are also connected to the other types of economies. 

In short, PSE does not mean isolation. It creates sustainable local political and economic 

ecosystems that combine the individual interests of producers and consumers with a scheme 
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of common good that benefits everyone in a sub-system, acknowledging the connection to 

the other two types of economies (capital and public) (Coraggio, 2018).  

The popular solidarity economy defines “economy” differently from the mercantilist 

economy. Economy means:  

“... the plural system of institutions, norms, values and practices that organize the economic process of 

production, distribution, circulation and consumption, to generate the material bases of the realization of the 

needs and legitimate desires of all inter-generationally, to live with dignity, with responsible freedom of choice, 

in democracy and in balance with nature” (Coraggio 2015: 2). 

The aspiration to a Social and Solidarity Economy emerges as a proposal that challenges the 

current mainstream market economy purported by the neoliberal doctrine. The capitalist 

economy depends on the extraction of labor and nature. In current capital accumulation is 

based, not just on the exploitative classic model of labor plus-value and an abusive extraction 

of natural resources, but a huge financial speculation. In Latin America, during the last three 

decades of the XX century, there was an massive expansion social exclusion  induced  by 

neoliberal models crystalized in the privatization of the public sector, reduction of the welfare 

state and destruction of economic structures based on industrial production. This models 

were intensified by civic-military dictatorships along the region. (Coraggio, 2014) (Gago, 

2015).  

Currently, under the digital economy, called by Anita Gurumurthy as ‘information age 

capitalism’, the model is even further deepened. Digital intelligence blends with finance 

exacerbating capital accumulation and debt. Furthermore, the ‘connected digital worker’, of 

the gig economy, represents a new flexible type of labor that is risky and precarious. 

(Gurumurthy, 2018).  

The subtle and invisible acceptance of these rules creates structural violence. Structural 

violence in terms of Johan Galtung  (1969) means the type of violence that occurs beyond a 

person’s harmful action but a “…violence that is built into the structure and shows up as 

unequal power and consequently as unequal life chances…”. Structural violence is social 

injustice and happens when resources and the power to decide over allocation of those 

resources is unequal, there is an uneven distribution of value in a system. (Galtung, 1969).   

In the work of such violences in Latin America, Native Americans’ expressions like “El Buen 

Vivir” (from the Quechua expression Sumak Kawsay) found new political ground. 
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“Buen Vivir” means “Harmonious Coexistence”, a good life that is not a new instrumental 

development alternative, but an alternative to the whole western idea of development. This 

concept tries to reclaim the ancestral knowledge and sensibilities of indigenous communities 

that were a reaction to the conventional and colonial ideas of development and progress. 

Buen Vivir poses another approach to what means a good life, making special emphasis on the 

relation with Nature (Gudynas and Acosta, 2011). 

Buen Vivir priotitizes an ethics of responsibility (solidarity action, cooperation, 

complementarity, recognition of the social other and nature, prudence, positive freedom), 

while the market Economy is guided by Ethics of Enlarged Reproduction of Private Capital or 

Ethics of the Irresponsibility (strategic action, utilitarianism, egocentric individualism, unlimited 

individual and global accumulation as an efficiency criteria, concept of well-being based on 

consumption and inequality, negative freedom). (Coraggio, 2014). The first one has a 

restitutive relationship with nature (seen as a subject) and the market economy an extractive 

relation in which nature is valued as a reserve of ‘resources’.  

How technology serve as a radical planning tool to enable more spaces of collaboration at the 

margins, like that in Buen Vivir and PSE? In the next section, I discuss possibilities of this 

connection via local currencies.  

LOCAL CURRENCIES AS A MEAN TO FOSTER SOLIDARITY ECONOMIES  

Local currencies as community exchange networks are a way of identifying and activating the 

community’s assets by keeping them local. They build on the foundation of what a community 

is possessing, rather than on what it is lacking. (DeMeulenaere, 2010).  

Alternative means of exchange and accumulation of value existed far before nation states 

adopted legal tender 17  currencies. Recently, however, local currencies have been 

implemented around the globe as a response to economic crises because they supply the lack 

or unstable valorization of fiat currency, such as in Argentina 2001, Spain 2008 and Greece 

2015 (Cohen, 2016). Over the last decade more than 300 local alternative paper currencies 

have been created (Cohen, 2016). 

                                              
17 “Currencies with not legal tender does not mean that they are illegal. Legal tender means that currency is 

presented for payment of debts, then it must be accepted by the creditor or the debt will not be recognized by 

a court of law. This creates a strong incentive for people to trade in legal tender currencies, and also forces 

people to accept them. Anyone exercising a choice not to accept legal tender, for whatever reason, would have 
nothing with which to pay taxes. It should be noted here that although a currency might not be legal tender does 

not mean that it is illegal, rather it exists without the state requiring us to accept it” (Ruddick, 2016) 
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Local currencies, present an alternative perspective of the economic system, from their 

ideation to their implementation. As Cohen (2016) states, local currencies are virtually 

impossible to accumulate at any large scale that would give any single holder monopolistic 

rights. Community-based local currencies, have risen as means of building a stronger, 

sustainable, locally owned economy that can be resilient to national and global economic and 

ecological crises (North, 2013; Carroll, 2015). These local currencies, seek to support local 

communities over foreign companies and investors (Cohen, 2016). Some of them bind the 

value of the local currency to a national currency and others keep an independent value. In 

the U.S. there are examples like ‘BerkShares’, in the Bershire region of Massachusetts, they 

can be acquired by exchanging U.S. dollars for this BerkShares, which then must remain in the 

community. Other examples are OakShares18, in Oakland, California, Salt Spring Island dollars 

in Canada19, or the Bristol Pound in the United Kingdom20 (Carroll, 2015). In the developing 

world, there are examples such as the case of Bangla-Pesa in Kenya, which I describe later, 

and the case of Banco Palmas in Fortaleza, Brazil. The latter is in the process of digitalization 

and after 10 years, sales by local merchants had increased 30 to 40 percent due to the local 

currency.21  

RADICAL PLANNING 

Radical planning is a relevant concept in the design of alternative currencies because its core 

proposal is to contest the status quo. Previous theories of planning remained in the bounds 

of conventional wisdom of planners as professionals who stand outside of society. More 

recent participatory planning scholarship has taken steps to open the bounds of planning 

theory to include others who aren’t “planning professionals”  

As Miraftab, argues 

“…The contemporary neoliberal era’s universal formal citizenship has brought selective material inclusion. 

People may gain more access to state institutions through local governments and the possibility of participation, 

as well as social and political inclusion in institutions of the state, but that does not necessarily mean their 

substantive inclusion. As people’s political rights expand, their access to livelihood resources may simultaneously 

erode…” (Miraftab, 2009).  

                                              
18 www.oaklandgrown.org 
19 www.saltspringdollars.com 
20 www.bristolpound.org 
21 http://www.ictformicrofinance.org/sites/default/files/8.pdf 
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Mirfatab explains that neoliberalism relies on inclusive governance and gaining citizen consent 

and perceptions of inclusion. The World Bank and other state entities have adopted 

development of local states and participatory development as part of their mandate in order 

to maintain order and control, which depoliticizes communities’ struggles and extends state 

control. They create “Sanctioned spaces of participation” (Mirftab, 2009). She differentiates 

participatory spaces between invited spaces created by the external organizations and invented, 

created to contest the hegemony.  

Invited spaces are “…those grassroots actions and their allied non-governmental 

organizations that are legitimized by donors and government interventions and aim to cope 

with systems of hardship…” (p. 38 bottom). Invented spaces are “…those collective actions 

by the poor that directly confront the authorities and challenge the status quo…” (p. 

39).  These spaces are not mutually exclusive and insurgent citizenship practices move across 

both of them.  

Miraftab defines radical planning as insurgent, counterhegemonic, transgressive and 

imaginative. She explains that everybody can be a planner -activists, mothers, professional 

planners, unemployed, city councilors etc.- , but they should destabilize the status quo and 

create alternative ways of planning, not generated by the state and/or NGOs: 

“Overcoming the bifurcated construction of civil society, planners should not confine their practices to only the 

sanctioned spaces of participation – be it through NGOs and NGO-ized community groups, or through formal 

structures of local officials. Insurgent planning recognizes, supports and promotes not only the coping 

mechanisms of the grassroots exercised in invited spaces of citizenship, but also the oppositional practices of 

the grassroots as they innovate their own terms of engagement” (Miraftab, 2009).  

For Asef Bayat (2000) use the concept of ‘Quiet encroachment’ to explain activism of 

marginalized groups in cities of the global South. He describes such activism as  “…non-

collective but prolonged direct action by individuals and families to acquire the basic 

necessities of their lives (land for shelter, urban collective consumption, informal jobs, 

business opportunities and public space) in a quiet and unassuming illegal fashion…” (Asef 

Bayat, p. 536).  “Quiet encroachment” is also a way in which ordinary people do radical 

planning of their places, however, the advancement of their practice is gradual and cumulative.   

These struggles are at the cost of the rich and powerful or the state, not the fellow poor. 

These struggles are cumulatively encroaching on new territory, and challenge the notions of 

order and modern city governance. For Bayat, as for Miraftab, Marginalized and 
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deinstitutionalized are reproduced by globalization and neoliberalism and they react to it by 

“quiet encroachment” (Bayat, 2000). 

Examples of quiet encroachment are informal settlements in cemeteries, rooftops, 

state/public lands; refusing to pay state electricity bills; street vendors encroaching on 

copyrights of multinational companies. They are driven by necessity, not deliberately political; 

but they can become political and collective when their gains are threatened. 

Finally, Victoria Beard (2003) writes about radical planning in authoritarian political contexts. 

She states that normative radical planning theories have a lack of  understanding of a how a 

repressed community gains the skills and experience and power to initiate a radical planning 

process, as well as, how this normative model will work in socio-political contexts that 

admonish political activism as subversive or destabilizing. 

Beard’s theory on radical planning supports that citizens learn the skills for radical planning by 

first participating in state programs, which can then lead to more innovate locally-driven 

planning, that then becomes covert. Then when the state weakens, these experiences prepare 

the community for radical or insurgent planning. She calls it “a thousand tiny improvements”. 

TECHNOLOGY DESIGN: SMART CITIES FOR WHOM?  

“Who shall plan, for what purposes, in what conditions, by what devices and for whom?”. In 

2016, Kloosterman posed this question in the context of the ‘digital revolution’, one that is 

different from 1930s modernist debate. Nowadays, urban planning discourses often center 

around the capabilities of cities to use data analytics, artificial intelligence, sensors among 

other technologies. Ben Green, in his book “The Smart Enough City” (2019), for example, 

says that technology can be a valuable tool to promote social change, but, frequently, the use 

of a technology-driven approach to solve urban challenges is not comprehensive of other type 

problems neither careful of negative consequences. The vision of ‘smart city’ solvers is usually 

done from “tech goggles” (Green, 2019). Planners that use “tech goggles” perceive that the 

solution to every social problem is to become smarter by developing technology based 

solutions that can make the city more efficient and convenient. In Greens words “seeing 

technology as the primary variable that can or should be altered, technophiles overlook other 

goals, such as reforming policy and shifting political power”.  
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Tech goggles plan the city from computers and technology. This idea of expert and centralized 

urban planning seeking order and efficiency dates from the urban utopias of high-modernism 

represented by Howard, Le Corbusier, Moses, among others.  

Industrialization in Western Europe and North America from 1830 until World War one are 

the origins of high modernism and the twentieth-century its epic moment. High modernism 

emerges as a reaction towards the crisis of state power, such as wars, economic depression 

and colonialism (Scott, 1998). Scott states that high modernism or urban utopias emerged as 

a way of planning the future in opposition to the former present of disorder and misery. 

Urban utopias consisted in planning and controlling all the aspects of social life considering 

the society as an object plausible of measure and design. Through social engineering (Scott, 

1998), the state aimed to maintain economic and social progress. The state as a despot and 

representative of the elites, constituted the ‘high authoritarian modernism’ applying its power 

to generate an efficient social order.  

Two main positions arise in front of high modernism: the efficiency seekers guided by 

aesthetics such as Le Corbusier and the human functionality seekers guided by diversity such 

as Jane Jacobs. The first, the main representative of high modernism, was a ‘visionary planner 

of planetary ambitions’ (Scott, 1998). Such a planner, he supported one way of planning 

modern cities, the geometrical layout, that could be applied to any city in the world, beyond 

its history and culture. For Le Corbusier (1947), for example, the city that could achieve 

speed, could achieve success. He viewed the city as a ‘beast to domain’ in which planned 

segregation was an optimal condition. Jane Jacobs (2003), in contrast,  observed the city as a 

laboratory, not for doing experiments but from which existing complexity and disorder the 

planners could learn. For Jacobs, on the contrary of segregation, what maintains cities vitality 

is the diversity of uses of the urban space, what she called ‘cross use complexity’. As Scott 

stands, Le Corbusier saw the city from the air while Jacobs saw it as a pedestrian. For Jacobs 

(2003) the cities under the high modernists beauty driven development were suffering as 

‘sacrificial victims’.    

On the same side than Jacobs is Davidoff (1965), who considered the planner as a political 

actor. He contends that the city planner has the responsibility of advocating for his ideas, even 

if he has to confront the public agency in which he is a member. On the contrary of 

modernists, who defend a unitary and technical way of planning, Davidoff sustained that the 

process of planning should be ‘plural’: counting with alternative plans made by interest groups 
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from outside the government. He proposed a shift from a passive role of the citizen, to an 

active and propositional role.  

Some authors claim that urban science today reproduces some patterns of high modernism, 

such as a promise of technology and the ‘digitally networked urban space’ as a solution to all 

the current urban life problems and the possibility to measure the city’s ‘exact conditions’ 

(Goh, 2015). Authors like Mitchell, support this idea by saying that the new digitally connected 

city is a global village that merges the human body, the space and the technology (Goh, 2015).  

Also Green says that if Le Corbusier were alive today, he “would be one of the smart city’s 

most vocal and provocative boosters”.  It could be argued that similar to high-modernism, 

the technologic determinism of Smart Cities fails to recognize the importance of the people 

during all the policy and technology design process. People are seen as mere “users” and data 

providers and cities as abstract technical problems that can be optimized (Green, 2019).  

However, nowadays, the discussion about smart cities and the use of technology to solve 

urban challenges is happening in a different economic era than high modernism. High 

modernism happened as a consequence of industrialization, but, currently, we are living in the 

digital and global economy era, also called ‘information age capitalism’ (Gurumurthy, 2018) 

The world is becoming digital, digitalized, and digitally mediated at an astonishing pace. In 

2017, Internet users became a majority of the world’s population, not just the wealthy ones 

but actually reaching the ‘margins’  (Graham, 2018).  “…Ninety-five percent of the world’s 

population live in a place that is covered by a mobile-cellular network, and 84% of people on 

the planet live somewhere covered by mobile broadband networks (ITU 2016)…” (Graham, 

2018).  

The world’s connectivity brings other questions to the ‘modernism’ debate. Currently, the 

debate is also around the opportunities or threats that ‘technology determinism’ brings to 

‘development’ policies and programs, known as “Information and communication technologies 

for development” (ICT4D)22. There are more and more of this kind of initiatives that focus 

on how to design interventions to benefit the world’s poor. As Mark Graham says, similar to 

Ben Greens’ point on “tech googles”, these ICT4D interventions often fail because they put 

technology as a central agent of change at the individual or organizational level, but do not 

concentrate on structural characteristics of problems. Mark Graham makes the point that 

                                              
22 Examples are fintech solutions that pretend to foster financial inclusion such as mobile payments, health and 

education platforms, among others. 
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ICTs alone are not enough to shift the positionality of the peripheries and the center of the 

global economy.  

Tim Unwin says that digital solutions to poverty reduction should go beyond ensuring that 

everywhere has connectivity. There has to be support of the poor and marginalized on how 

to use all the potential of ICTs ones connectivity is in place. Those with higher socioeconomic 

status use the internet to strengthen their career and status, whereas those from 

disadvantaged backgrounds use it to play games or chat, thus perpetuating a digital divide 

based on socioeconomic status (OECD, 2016) (Unwin, 2018). As Unwin says, “The interests 

of many private sector companies are primary in generating profits from expanding internet 

usage , rather than in enabling poor people to use the internet effectively to enhance their 

lives and livelihoods.” (Unwin, 2018).  

In this context, Mark Graham wonders: What does increasing digital connectivity and the 

digitalization of the economy mean for people and places at economic margins? Is digitalization 

amplifying existing inequalities or allowing the poor to be transcendent? Who are the winners 

and losers in our new digital and digitally mediated economies? 

To the question of the role of modernism to find solutions to current challenges, Arturo 

Escobar questions:  

Will there still be “modern solutions to modern problems”? Or has modernity’s ability to even imagine the 

questions that need to be asked to effectively face the contemporary ecological and social crisis been so fatally 
compromised, given its investment in maintaining the worlds that created it, as to make it historically necessary 

to look elsewhere, in other-than-modern world-making possibilities? But are these other possibilities, as far as 
we know them (e.g., those that emerge from relational and place-based forms of living), still viable alternatives? 
Or have they become, rather, historical impossibilities given their relatively small scale and scope when compared 

with the globalization juggernaut? (Escobar, 2017) 

I wonder: How can people in marginalized communities take agency on 

technology design and use it to improve their conditions? 

SITUATED TECHNOLOGIES  

I define “Situated Technologies” as digital and/or social technologies that serve as a tool to 

contribute to the solution of a problem that is place-based and its affecting the people living 

there.  

“Situated Technologies” are designed with the people they pretend to serve and in their 

design they understand and respond to a place characteristics and its cultural origins. Situated 
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Technologies are not the kind of products that result from the modernist development 

approaches but products that respect the pluriverse23 

Moreover, these technologies and its designers, recognize that the digital product is not a 

panacea and they embrace tech as a powerful tool to address needs and empower people in 

conjunction with other forms of social change.  

In other words, my perspective on situated technologies, is similar to the description of 

“interactive design” that Arturo Escobar mentions in his book “Designs for the Pluriverse”: 

“…Malcolm McCullough’s concept of “interactive design” is based on situated technologies that, rather than 

being decontextualized and value neutral, are embodied, place based, convivial, and conducive to care (see also 

Manzini 2015; Ehn, Nilsson, and Topgaard 2014). This conception resituates digital technologies within human- 

and place-centered design, thus counteracting modernity’s proclivity to decontextualized speed, efficiency, 

mobility, and automation…” (Escobar, 2017) 

However, the concepts of McCullough’s, Manzini 2015; and Ehn, Nilsson, and Topgaard make 

focus on the design but they do not describe what entails a “Situated Technology”.  

To their description of design of situated solutions, I add that situated technologies should be 

tools that foster place-based systemic change by acknowledging the roots of the problems 

over the symptoms suffered by the users and designers of the technology. By acknowledging 

the roots, I mean awareness of conjunctural social, political and economic power relations 

present in the place as well as structural oppression and violence.  

Moreover, are technologies that open channels of collective imagination of better futures by 

building on existing assets rather than on privations. The design of Situated Technologies 

happens when the agency is not in the technology but in the visions of the world the users 

want to create. 

Are there technologies that enhance creativity? Are there technologies that empower people 

to be makers and creators of their worlds and systems rather than passive recipients? 

(Scharmer, 2018). From a Theory U perspective, do technology-enabled tools let individuals 

and communities see themselves through the mirror of the whole? (Scharmer, 2018). These 

                                              

23 Arturo Escobar’s concept of pluriverse means that “The diversity of the world is infinite; succinctly, the world 

is made up of multiple worlds, multiple ontologies or reals that are far from being exhausted by the Eurocentric 

experience or being reducible to it” “pluriverse is the coexistence of multiple worlds” (Escobar, 2017) 
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are the questions that inspired a process of co-design with residents in VSP, the subject of 

the next chapter. 

CHAPTER 3. QUIPU: A TOOL FOR LOCAL 

ECONOMIES’ SYSTEMIC CHANGE 

“You never change things by fighting the existing reality. To change something, build a new model 

that makes the existing model obsolete.” - Buckminster Fuller 

 

This chapter is describes a participatory process to design a digital platform that aims to foster 

economic and civic participation. The platform took the name and shape of QUIPU. During 

the design, I realized the platform had to respond to three main problems that the community 

of Villas de San Pablo is facing. 

QUIPU’S MEANING 

The Inca, were a civilization originated in Peru that grew to include peoples and cultures all 

along the west coast of South America from 1400 to 1532. They were the only pre- 

Columbian state that did not invent a system of writing. 

Instead they relied on QUIPUS: knotted strings to encode information. They use these 

colorful, three-dimensional string systems — as record-keeping devices to tally census data, 

inventory resources, and record narratives such as royal histories, myths, and songs (Cecilia 

Vicuña, 2018). 

In 1583, after the Spanish conquered the Inca Empire, the Catholic Church banned that system 

of record-keeping used throughout the Inca’s 3,000-mile swath of the Andes. Ledgers, 

censuses, and tax records were, essentially, erased. Histories, genealogies, creation myths, 

and poems were quashed.  

Recently a Harvard student called Manny Medrano figured out that the colors of the strings 

in the quipus he examined matched the first names of 132 taxpayers in a small Peruvian village. 

In a Boston Globe article, Medrano says: “We think of language as either spoken or written 

down. But the khipu really takes that and breaks that boundary and makes language something 

that can be felt, something that can be touched, and something that can be handled.” (Guerra, 

2018). 
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This is why we picked QUIPU as a name. It represents other ways of knowing and recording 

transactions previous to colonization. Situated technologies try to come back to these 

economic and social roots of our region.  

CHALLENGES  

I. VISIBILITY: INFORMATION OF OFFER AND DEMAND OF GOODS AND 

SERVICES 

In Villas de San Pablo, due to the two phases of construction of the neighborhood, the location 

of the housing unit in the physical space, determines proximity to clients, to the school, the 

police, the foundation office and many more. The random assignment of units condition the 

economic possibilities of the families. Most of them, when they moved to VSP, they had to 

change their economic activity. As an example, in their previous neighborhood they were able 

to sell food from the window of their house to their neighbors because they were located on 

a street, but now in VSP, if you live in the fifth floor of one tower, you are banned to use your 

unit for commerce and at the same time, if you do it, very few people will notice that you are 

offering something (see chapter 3, transaction relations). On the contrary, one-story houses, 

were most of them transformed into commercial shops. The families use their housing unit 

for commerce and for living.  

The benefits determined by the location and characteristics of the housing unit show that 

informality is not homogeneous. Informal/popular economies, as the formal, has hierarchies, 

imbalances and inequalities. The built environment can either deepen or smooth this 

situations.  

II. ECONOMIC DOWNTURNS: CASH-FLOW AND CAPITAL 

From the production and consumption mapping I carried out and the data bases of the 

Foundation, I realized that Villas de San Pablo has more than 300 businesses and that there is 

a wide offer of goods and services inside the neighborhood. However, local businesses have 

high demand for goods and services when workers receive their wages, but in moments of 

business downturns (sometimes even in the same month), due to the lack of money liquidity, 

residents are not able to get basic necessities and local businesses could not sell their 

products.  
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Based on the responses to the survey, the months of less sell are February, January and August 

and there are two moments in the month were most of the sells happens. Sells that happen 

in the middle weeks of the month are usually done by credit.  

There is a lack of money liquidity and most of the income of the neighbors that comes from 

salaries, remittances or government subsidies, is spent outside the neighborhood.  

Using Banco Palmas analogy, the neighborhood is like a bucket with many holes. Money gets 

in their households, however, it does not remain inside the community and is usually spent 

outside. 

Moreover, there is a lack of access to capital to grow their business. 80% of businesses that 

responded to our survey said that if having extra money at the end of the month they would 

invest it in their business, however, more than half of the respondents did not accessed to a 

loan. When we analyzed the data together, people responded that banks and foundations 

asked for many requirements they cannot meet to access formal loans. As a consequence 

they asked to informal lenders that are predatory and ask for abusive interest rates.  

III. BEING POOR IS EXPENSIVE: INEFFICIENT SUPPLY CHAIN 

After second trip, in which we prototyped the platform, we realized the importance people 

gave to the marketplace itself as a way to connect and visualize their offers.  

However, there was a main challenge we were not attending yet: goods offered in the 

neighborhood are always more expensive than outside the neighborhood. Commerce 

businesses (“tenderos”) and producers usually do not buy their products to wholesale stores 

but to supermarkets and then resale inside and/or produce with those supplies.  

70% of the respondents said they do not buy inside because is more expensive. This makes 

them travel to the city to buy groceries, but, as they do not usually make big purchases per 

month due to lack of capital they end up buying at smaller scales (“menudeo”) from local 

stores. While one coffee pot from the store is 0.062usd, one package at a supermarket that 

yields 80 cups is 2.17usd. Buying at smaller scale locally is 3.5 times more expensive.  

QUIPU PROPOSAL 

In this section I will describe the proposal we designed with Villas de San Pablo residents we 

called QUIPU.  As the initiative is not implemented yet, I am describing a solution that is in 
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progress. Moreover, is important to clarify that QUIPU as it is described here is not the 

ultimate solution, and as it is designed as a situated technology, will iterate several times more 

before it achieves a final product.  

The solution is based in the ideas and iterations my team and I did in VSP. As an example, in 

one of the workshops we made with the micro-business owners that participated in the 

research, Lilian, one of the participants proposed: 

“…An entity can create an application where the businesses can be placed,  to advertise in the app 

and show address, telephone, what it sells, prices, promotions. That can give sustainability to the 

business. There we can put a  review and ask for delivery…” 

"…It is possible to manage an application that allows us to have all the businesses in the same place. 

It's like Uber, you click and you know where the nearest car is, the value of the trip, the driver, the 

model of the car. That is more reliable. I know where the businesses are without being visible and 

without being affected by the municipality detecting the horizontals…” 

See Chapter 3 to learn about the design process to date. 

QUIPU PLATFORM 

QUIPU supports the development of thriving place-based economies in marginalized 

communities to increase disposable income and promote community wealth creation and 

retention. 

 We do that by creating a digital marketplace designed to: 

I. Map and connect community microbusinesses, suppliers, and buyers 

II. Create a trading system that through digital vouchers makes bartering more efficient 

III. Generate and visualize data about community production and consumption 

In order to solve economic stagnancy in low-income communities, Quipu creates local digital 

markets that enable trade through a mutual credit system. Through Quipu, institutional, self-

employed, formal and informal sector workers belonging to the same community can create 

their own business profiles and exchange goods and services using a local currency. 

The local digital market increases business activity by promoting visibility and connecting 

businesses to their community, ensuring that wealth is created and shared locally. The 

creation of their own trading system raises user’s purchasing and saving power because, they 
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can use the local credit to buy within the local market and reserve national currency to either 

save, invest, or spend outside of the community. 

The platform will generate data about the economic transactions and assets of the 

neighborhood that can be employed by the users in two different ways: (1) Transactions 

between users can create a financial score that can enable access to loans from financial 

institutions to grow their businesses. (2) Information about their purchases and sales can 

suggest the creation of buying clubs.  

(1) Credit score for financial services. This information will be provided to the user to 

use it as he/she prefers. By recording the transactions in QUIPU, the user can prove 

his/her level of risk to the financial institution and lower the interest rates as well as 

requirements to access loans. 

(2) Collective bargaining. As mentioned before, one of the challenges of buying locally is 

the high prices of products offered in the neighborhood and the low capacity of VSP 

inhabitants to buy at scale. With the information about the products offered by QUIPU 

users, the platform will suggest links between users to make collective purchases. In 

the future, QUIPU can also connect with big suppliers and help VSP business owners 

with deal making.  

Quipu operates on a web based and app platform that takes advantage of the high penetration 

of smartphone and internet in informal settlements (62% penetration in Latin America and 

98% in VSP). We aim to be a disruptive digital tool to build economic justice in communities 

of Latin-America like VSP by fusing technological innovations like blockchain with grassroots-

community-organizing to alleviate some of the pressing market failures that plague such 

communities. 

Quipu’s value proposition, consists on: Visualizing available local products and customers on 

a map, connecting local buyers and sellers with each other and suppliers to make it easier to 

buy and sell locally and, creating shared wealth by increasing communities’ capacity to retain 

and exchange resources and assets in place. 

As a summary, wealth remains inside the community, increases purchasing power and visibility 

and records transactions that can enable the access to formal financial services. 
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HOW IT WORKS  

Our ideal user, Marta, would begin by creating a profile of her Cakes Shop on the Quipu app. 

She will instantly receive 50% of the value of her production in quipu points (like airline points) 

with which she can buy what is offered in the marketplace. As an example, if she offers 10 

cakes of a total value of 100 she will receive 50 in quipu points. Now she will have the 10 

cakes + 50 points.  

With a profile, she will be able to offer products and services in the digital local market, and 

accept Quipu points as payment for them. 

With Quipu, she can be visible to the neighborhood on a map and on a search engine. When 

people buy Marta’s cakes, she can accept payment through both Colombian pesos and Quipu 

points. When Marta has enough points, she can use her quipus to buy handmade shoes from 

Carlos, who lives in the same informal settlement and participates in the same economy. After 

each transaction, users will be able to rate the products, sellers and buyers.  

Once Marta has built a transaction history, the app calculates a financial score for her that she 

can use to access loans from financial institutions. In addition, Marta can use the information 

she learns about her local economy from the transparency of the platform to bargain for 

better quality and prices of both public and private services. 

IMAGINING ALTERNATIVE FUTURES: WHY SYSTEMIC CHANGE? 

Form studying Theory U and working with Otto Scharmer at MIT, I learnt that systems are 

based on the quality and sum of relationships. Scharmer calls social systems to those that we 

look from outside, and social fields those systems which we explore from their interior. 

QUIPU aims to make local economic systems “sense and see” themselves to generate what 

Scharmer calls Awareness-Based System Change (ABSC).  

System change based on awareness, means switching from seeing the system as something 

out there to seeing the system from a perspective that includes one’s own self. ABSC can 

create social fields where members are present and sensitive to generate possible futures 

rather than spaces where people are absent and “downloading” information (see Theory U 

section). To change the social field, there has to be a shift of the relationship between the self 

and the whole.  
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When this shift happens in a group, it is called a “Dialogue” -“Dialogue” not as people talking 

to each other but as the capacity of a system to see itself-. To see its own patterns and 

assumptions. (Image 11). 

Image 11. Seeing the system out there.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Scharmer, 2017 

Image 12. Bending the beam of observation to seeing system and self 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Scharmer, 2017 

It is about moving from a “silo view” to a systems view, or in Theory U terms, from an ego-

system awareness to an eco-system awareness.  

Systems are created by thought and information. The economy as a system, operates through 

laws that we take for granted, and that is how individuals act in the system, following that 

thought and the information they receive. “…The blind spot of our time is that we take 

mainstream economic thought for granted, as if it were a natural law. But in reality, all so-
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called economic laws begin to melt and morph into something else the moment you begin to 

change the most important variable: the  quality of awareness of the participants in a 

system…” (Scharmer, 2013). 

Scharmer writes that according to Peter Senge, the author of “The 5th Discpline”,   states that 

thought creates organizations, and organizations hold human being prisoners. The essence of 

system thinking is to help people close the feedback loop between the enactment of systems 

on a behavioral level and the its source on the level of awareness and thought. (Scharmer, 

2017). 

To be able to understand and transform systems, it is necessary to go to the margins of the 

system. Going to the edges of it is how members can visualize the main pain points and 

transform it (Otto Scharmer, 2017). 

QUIPU, as a situated technology, is based on awareness-based system change principles and 

its design process and product functions as a tool towards social fields transformation from 

the margins by: 

• Fostering the design of technology as a way to enhance creativity. Empowers people 

to be makers and creators of their world and systems. 

• Putting money and income at the center of the discussion because it is a main pain 

point for the community and is at the center of their system. Works with individuals 

that make their living from the popular economy to maintain the subsistence of their 

families. These individuals are part of a place-based economy. That is why QUIPU 

worked as an incentive and opened channels to imagine a different system.  

• Visualizing the local place-based economy and community assets in a place through a 

map and a marketplace.  

• Allowing individuals and communities to visualize the social-ecological footprint of 

their choices at the point of purchase or consumption (Scharmer, 2017). 

• Growing by trust. It is a network that grows by trust and personal relationships 

because to be part of it VSP neighbors decided as a rule that you need to be approved 

by three other users. 

• Framing the “solution” from a collective perspective and not individual as many social 

programs and NGO solutions. E.g.; Micro-loans.  
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• The platform is an invented space of planning, different from invited spaces such as 

WhatsApp and Facebook.  

Although QUIPU aims to have systemic change impact, as I explain in Chapter 5, I recognize 

that systemic change is a progress that also depends on structural changes that go beyond 

products that can be designed in place-based marginalized economies. To make QUIPU a tool 

for systemic change it, would be necessary to have a radical planning approach to participation 

and urban planning. 
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CHAPTER 4. DESIGNING A ‘SITUATED 

TECHNOLOGY’ 

TIME LINE 

Image 12. Project’s timeline  

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

TEAM 

The team that carried out the project with me was different in each phase of the process. 

Before the field-trip I worked with three classmates of a class at MIT SLOAN School of 

Management called “New Enterprises”. During the field trip, Francisco Susmel, one of my ex-

colleagues at TECHO Argentina joined the project. After the first trip, the team was Francisco 

Susmel, Juan Constain (DUSP, MIT), Viviana Siless (Harvard MHG), Jonathan Laguna (SDM, 

MIT) and Gonzalo Ortega (DUSP). During the second trip I went with Viviana, Jonathan and 

Francisco. After the second trip and nowadays, the team is the same except from Jonathan.  

PARTNERSHIP 

Before the field trip, I had online meetings with FMSD directors to plan the activities of the 

trip and understand their model of intervention in Villas de San Pablo (VSP).  
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One of the things we discussed during  meetings was how we would introduce our possible 

“solution” to the community members of VSP in order to understand if our help could match 

their needs and desires. From those conversations we learnt about the “DINCS model” 

(Integrated Development for Sustainable Communities) that FMSD uses to work with 

community members (described above).  

On our calls we decided that from the community committees that the neighbors and the 

foundation have, the most suitable to work with my project is the section dedicated to foster 

economic development of the neighborhood called “Offer and Demand Strategy”. Three 

foundation employees and around ten neighbors are working on this committee.  

We realized that to make a successful process we needed to fit into the VAAS route and 

DINCS model, and be a continuation of it rather than a complete alternative. We wanted 

FMSD and the community to see us as partners of their economic development goals.  

At this stage, before meeting the “micro-businesses” also called “entrepreneurs”, we made 

the assumption that the Foundation was working closely to the neighbors’  “Offer and 

Demand committee” and that, as the directors told us, there was interest in exploring a 

project of sharing economy to increase economic development.  

We had some questions that we wanted to answer during our field trip, such as: Is there a 

collaborative environment in place? Are people engaged to the Foundation’s plans on 

economic development? Are there enough local businesses trading with each other? What is 

inhabitants perception of the foundation interventions? Is the foundation working with people 

as partners or beneficiaries? 

FIRST PHASE OF CO-GENERATIVE ACTION RESEARCH: PROBLEM 

DEFINITION 

A. FIRST FIELD TRIP: MOVING TOWARD PARTICIPATORY ACTION 

RESEARCH 

June 2018 
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I. INTRODUCTION MEETING: FUNDACIÓN MARIO SANTO DOMINGO 

The first day in Barranquilla, we had a meeting with the Foundation’s directors. The Director 

of Enterprises Development and the Director of Knowledge Management of the Foundation, 

were present at the meeting and we showed them a presentation with our plan for the month 

as well as the goals of our research, which was the design of a technological platform that 

could foster the economic development of VSP through collaboration.  

After that meeting we started to work on the first intervention with the team of Knowledge 

Management: a consumption and production mapping. The consumption and production 

mapping consisted on a tool to understand the economic flows inside the community. We 

built on what Banco Palmas and Grassroots economics had done in Brazil and Kenya, but 

adapted it to the local context.  

II. PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH: MICRO-BUSINESSES OWNERS 

A. PRESENTATION TO THE COMMUNITY  

Our second day in Barranquilla we met the first group of business owners. Approximately 30 

people came to the meeting. They were called by the team of the Foundation working on the 

ground and were chosen because of their relationship with the “Offer and Demand” section 

of the VSP team.  

The VSP team invited them to join a meeting with two students that were there to develop a 

research project around the economic development of the neighborhood. 

In that meeting we introduced ourselves, discussed what “Solidarity Economy” means to 

them, told them about PAR and how we thought we could do it in VSP. We proposed to the 

attendees to create a team of researchers to conduct a survey about the economic activities 

in the neighborhood. We showed them a proposal of questions that could be included into 

the survey.  The participants gave us their feedback on the questions, and although we did 

not define them entirely as PAR methods suggest, we made sure we had another instance 

between this first presentation and the survey to make the final decision on the questions we 

wanted to make as “outsiders” and “insiders”. 

B. SURVEY DESIGN 

The survey consisted of a ‘production and consumption mapping’ inspired by Banco Palmas in 

Fortaleza and Grassroots Economics in Kenya, two organizations that worked on similar 
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projects about collective economic development of neighborhoods. These two groups started 

analyzing the assets and economic flows of the community before planning interventions.  

The survey consists of  66 questions and their design was a result of a collaborative work with 

the ‘knowledge management’ area of the foundation and the neighbors that attended the first 

meeting.  

The “consumption and production mapping” survey, was directed to business owners who at 

the same time are consumers in their community (households). The survey consisted of five 

sections: business owner basic information, economic activity, behavior as a consumer, trust 

and collaboration, and technology.  

FMSD conducted a census on businesses location and activities in the different sections of the 

neighborhood. The study recognized 300 businesses. We decided to survey a sample of at 

least the 10% and divide the number of businesses needed to survey in each of the three 

sections of the neighborhood based on the location of businesses recognized by the 

foundation census. The sample size was 40 business owners of the community.  

We divided the neighborhood into three sections: one-story houses, two-story houses and 

towers. This division is the way the inhabitants recognize the areas of VSP and also the way 

the neighborhood was populated over time. Moreover, each section presents uneven socio-

economic development measures. As an example, the towers have 32% of unemployment 

while one-story houses 6%.  

Being a group of locals and non-local pollsters made the approaching the interviewees much 

easier and erased a barrier that we had as foreigners asking about sensitive things like income. 

The local pollsters ended up doing the surveys by themselves, subtracting and adding 

questions in each interview as needed.   

C. SURVEY TRAINING 

Two days after the first meeting, we called the 30 attendees of the first introductory meeting 

to carry out the survey and to do a brief training on surveying. Seven neighbors came to the 

training plus seven FMSD employees assigned by the Director. (Image 13) 
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Image 13. Team that made the survey in VSP 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart. 

D. COLLECTIVE DATA ANALYSIS 

After the survey, we organized a meeting with the interviewed and the interviewees to discuss 

the results of the consumption and production mapping. In that meeting we showed the 

attendees the aggregated data in graphs and pie charts, and asked them to locate on printed 

maps the answers to ‘why’ we got those results. We separated the room into three tables 

with ten people per table. The tables were sorted according to VSP type of buildings: one-

story, two-story and towers.  

A. WHAT IS THE ECONOMY?  

We explained that the type of survey that we did was called ‘mapping’ because the project is 

about an economy that has a specific geography, Villas de San Pablo. And that is why we 

brought printed maps of the neighborhood to work on.  

We asked: “What is the economy?” Some answers were: “administration”, “money”, “an 

organizational way to do a project or have a venture”, “strategies”, “companies”, “high 
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prices”, “discipline”, “resources and how we use it”, “economic income”, “organization”, 

“commerce”.  

We showed them the neoclassic definition, of economy as ‘allocation of scarce resources for 

multiple purposes’ (MAES ICO/UNGS, 2007).  We showed a simple picture of few resources 

of food, housing, health and another picture of many people on the planet with multiple needs.  

After that slide, we asked ‘who accesses those resources?’, and we showed a quote that 

explains that who accesses them are those who have the money to buy those resources, and 

prices define who can and who cannot access. This is the start of social inequality: who 

accesses and who does not. We asked if people think the economy brings social inequality, 

and there was a unified answer: “si, claro” (yes, indeed), “the economy brings social conflict”.  

After those simple definitions, provided by the “Financing other economy booklet” (MAES 

ICO/UNGS, 2007), we asked the attendees to respond with their own words: ‘What means 

solidarity economy?’, we proposed them to imagine ‘How would another economy look like?’, 

‘Do you have examples?’. Some of the replies were: 

 ‘…One economy is democratic, and the other one is about individual needs. We have to find 

strategies that enable all of us to win if one wins, like a chain…’  

‘…Unify resources to bring common benefits, to solve the necessities of a neighborhood, of a 

pueblo…’  

‘…An association between neighbors to reach the bien común…’ 

‘…Solidarity economy is like a company with many partners…’ 

‘…It is about cooperativism, the solidarity economy also seeks to maximize profits and reduce costs. 
The difference with the traditional economy is that in the  traditional/capitalism there is only one 

rich and many poor. The rich man owns the supply chain, owns the product from the beginning until 

its final transformation. In a solidarity economy, is different, it is about a chain between consumers 
and producers to reduce costs. The neighbor who makes bread sells the bread cheaper to the 

neighbor that has a fast food business, to minimize the cost. There is a benefit for both of them, 

and at the same time, for the final buyer because he/she can buy at a lower price…’  

To those answers, together we defined on solidarity economy as an economy that puts the 

people in the center, but at the same time considers the environmental sustainability and the 

territory. Also it is an economy that is not based on producer/seller versus buyer as 

competitors, but as agents of reciprocity and mutual help. (MAES ICO/UNGS, 2007). After 

discussing solidarity economy, we analyzed the results of the survey.  

B. SURVEY ANALYSIS  

We did the survey analysis following a presentation where we displayed the survey results on 

charts (image 14). Each sector of the survey was described in slides and between them we 
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asked the tables to indicate geographically ‘why’ we had those results. Also, we asked each 

table to write down into post-its their main ideas. After the tables conversations, one 

representative per table summarized the main points to all the room and added their ideas to 

a map.  

Image 14. Collective mapping activity: MIT team showing data from the survey 

results. 

  

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

It is important to analyze and display reflections on a map because the whole project is a 

output of an economy that is place-based. The geography of the economic activities in the 

neighborhood let people think on spaces and how they relate to economic outcomes.  

The survey topics were: Micro-business typologies, economic activity, transactions 

relationships, behavior of the producer as consumer, trust and solidarity and 

technology.  

At the end of the survey analysis we had a map populated with the insights from all the groups.  
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BUSINESS TYPOLOGIES  

In this category we asked questions about the importance of the business in each household’s 

economy among other demographics about the business owners. Sixty-one percent of the 

business owners are women. This was not a surprise to the workshop attendees. They said 

this is because women stay at home taking care of their family and having a home-based 

business was a good alternative. (figure 2) 

Figure 2. Gender of micro-business owners of VSP 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

More than half of the interviewees rely on business as their main source of household income 

of their household (figure 3). And 70% of the respondents said that 3 or more people in their 

house depend on their business. Half of the ones that said the business is not their main 

source of income, indicated it is because they are employees at the same time. This means 

that the business is a side-hustling activity. Thirty-seven percent of the ones that do not rely 

on the business as their main income is because their main income comes from another self-

employed job and 13% receives family support (figure 4). 
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Figure 3. Is this business your household's main source of income? 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

Figure 4. If this biz is not the main source of income, what is it? 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

Sixty-nine percent of business owners have live in the neighborhood for between one and 5 

years (25% less than a year, 23% between one and three years and 9% between three and five 

years). And around 50% have worked in their industry for more than three years, which 

means that they might have been doing this before moving to VSP (figure 5). Regarding the 

businesses average income, 63% of the businesses gain between 31 and 248usd monthly (less 

than one minimum salary).  
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Figure 5. Number of business owners have been doing this economic activity 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

Also, one out of every three business owners interviewed said one member of their family 

skipped a meal due to lack of resources in the last month.  

ECONOMIC ACTIVITY 

In this section of our survey we asked questions about the type of industries available in the 

neighborhood (commerce, production, mix of both and services); the different types of 

businesses (clothing, pharmacy, technic services, restaurants, groceries etc.) and the average 

income.  

The most popular type of industry is commerce, meaning the re-selling of goods inside the 

neighborhood (41%). The remaining 60% is divided between services, mixed businesses and 

production. Of the 60%, services are 27% of the businesses and 21% are a mix of production 

and commercialization. The latter means a business in which the products that are being sold 

were produced by the micro-business. (figure 6 and 7). 
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Figure 6. Type of economic activities in VSP 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

Figure 7. Type of businesses in VSP 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

The offer of products and services in VSP is very diverse. In VSP people can find businesses 

from cabinetmakers to beauty shops to drugstores.  

FIRST NEIGHBORS REFLECTIONS TO THE DISPLAYED DATA 

First they discussed the data at the three different tables. Each table discussed a different area 

of the neighborhood although each group was composed of inhabitants of the three sectors 

(one, two-story and towers).  
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The task was to put points on the map in the location where they recognized businesses in 

their section of the neighborhood (visible and non-visible) and reflect about the diversity and 

amount of them (image 15). 

Image 15. One of the groups discussion about the displayed data. 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

One representative from each table came to the front of the room and shared the main 

outcomes of their table discussion. Each table wrote the number of businesses they mapped 

on a paper that they then stuck to the shared map. 

Liney, the neighbor that represented the table that discussed the towers, said that they 

recognized 39 businesses in the “Supermanzana 19”. She also drew a sad face beside a store 

that sells alcohol because she told the story of one of the participants that used to have a 

beauty shop that the municipality closed down (because businesses are not allowed in 

horizontal property), while the liquor store was not forbidden.  
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Lilian, the neighbor that spoke about the one-story houses, mapped 39 businesses. She said 

that most of the stores are on the avenue, but there are also many dispersed and hidden that 

people do not know about their existence (image 16). 

Image 16. Lilian, one of the business owners, sharing with all the group. 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

Juan, the neighbor that represented the two-story houses, said that they mapped 24 

businesses and that there is a wide offering of products and services in the area. 

TRANSACTION RELATIONSHIP 

Most of the businesses (82%) said that the majority of their clients are from inside the 

neighborhood (figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Location of the majority of the clients 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

However, as figure 9 shows, the distribution of clients inside the neighborhood is not even 

for all the businesses. One-story houses have clients from all the rest of the VSP areas, while 

two-story houses and towers, the majority of clients come from their same sector.  

Figure 9. Location of clients depending location of business 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 
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SECOND NEIGHBORHOOD REFLECTION ON THE DISPLAYED DATA  

To analyze these results, we asked each table to discuss: Why do you think two-story houses 

and towers sell mostly in their own sections of the neighborhood? Why do one-story houses 

reach more than their own areas of VSP? 

The participants said that the main reasons are that one-story houses were the first ones that 

were built, and are in the section that has more offerings of goods and services, the stores 

are visible and are located on main streets. Also, they mentioned that the towers do not sell 

as much because the stores are hidden; They cannot make them visible because of the 

municipality restrictions. Moreover the stores are located on different stories, not at the 

street level. Also, the area is more unsafe and people that live in other sectors do not frequent 

it and do not know what is being offered. 

The bus route and the entrances by car and motorbike to the neighborhood also benefit some 

stores more than others. On the map (image X) they drew a purple  line to indicate the bus 

route and the concentration of stores on the main street.  

Furthermore, two-story and towers’ stores are smaller and newer than one-story houses; 

Therefore, they need to offer more delivery.  

HOME AND BUSINESS CONSUMPTION BEHAVIOR  

We asked the business owners which were the three main supplies they buy for their business. 

We clustered the products into categories. Most of the products required for their business 

are purchased outside VSP (figure 10). The main reasons for buying supplies outside the 

neighborhood were because they are not available inside (54%) or they are very expensive 

(42%) (figure 11). This indicates that to create a solidarity economy, there is an opportunity 

to make an assessment of demand that is not met inside and also an opportunity to lower the 

costs inside the neighborhood.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 72 

Figure 10. Where do you buy the supplies to run your business? 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

Figure 11. Reasons why supplies are bought outside.  

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

However, when we asked the business owners about their consumer behavior as households, 

the distribution between the amount of products they buy inside and outside the 

neighborhood is more favorable to inside VSP purchases. We gave them options based on 

Colombia’s family food basket. (figure 12) 
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Figure 12. Places of consumption of products/services for household 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

The distribution of reasons for buying products for the household outside varies slightly from 

the ones to buying supplies outside (figure 13). The first reason is because inside the 

neighborhood, goods are more expensive and the second is because the product or service 

is not available in VSP. 

Figure 13. Reasons why household products/services are bought outside 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 
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FINANCIAL SUPPORT  

We asked if the businesses received a loan in the last 3 months to run their business and 

56.8% responded that they did not. From the ones that responded yes, 47% received the loan 

from formal banks, 15% from foundations or microfinance organizations and the same 

percentage from predatory lending (“gota a gota” in Spanish).  

Also, 80% of the respondents stated that if having extra revenue at the end of the month, 

they would invest it again in the business. 

THIRD NEIGHBORHOOD REFLECTION ON THE DISPLAYED DATA 

They said the requirements that banks and social organizations ask them to receive loans are 

many and very difficult to meet for VSP businesses, such as having a perfect score in 

“DataCredito” -Colombia’s credit score system that can be easily damaged, E.g. by not paying 

mobile phone plan-. They said there is a lack of capital and that leads people to seek informal 

lending sources. VSP has a committee that worked on educating people in financial services 

so they do not ended up seeking predatory loans. 

COLLABORATION AND TRUST 

As we are proposing a solidarity economy project, we asked questions about the level of 

collaboration between VSP neighbors and business owners. We asked about their perception 

of trust and collaboration levels. Approximately 70% believes trust and collaboration ranges 

from average to very high (figure 14). 

Figure 14. Perception of trust and collaboration 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 
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We also asked if they sell by credit, buy by credit (buy and/or sell products and services that 

are not immediately payed) or barter (exchange one product/service for another). We made 

this question to understand if trust was also part of their everyday transactions. The data for 

bartering, for example, shows that more than 50% never barters, and 32% infrequently barters 

(figure 15). Having trust does not mean bartering more, they expressed bartering was not 

efficient.  

Figure 15. frequency of bartering. 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

 

INTERNET ACCESS 

Ninety-three percent has internet access, either through the towers’ free internet access or 

because they buy data for their cellphones. Fifty-percent would buy and sell products/services 

to their neighbors through the internet. Of the ones that said they would not buy on the 

internet to their neighbors, the main reasons were lack of trust in technology or lack of 

knowledge about how it works.  

IMAGINATION OF SOLUTIONS 

To finalize the workshop we asked of the participants and ourselves: What alternatives can 

be created to improve the economic development of Villas de San Pablo? The attendees 

discussed the answer in groups and shared their reflections with the whole group later.  
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Image 17 is the final map that they created from all the group reflections. After each activity, 

one representative per table summarized the discussion of his/her small group to all the 

participants and stack a note on the collective map that was at the front of the room.  

Image 17. Collective map  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

Some of the discussed options were:  

o An app that can work as a place to advertise (“Like a digital telephone directory”)  

o Participatory markets. 

o Central market, like a commercial Fair with recreation space. 

o Collaborative bonds between business owners,. 

o Association between shops. 

o Affordable public space for businesses. 

When we asked about a digital solution, Lilian said: 

"An entity can create an application where the businesses can be placed,  to advertise in the app and 

show address, telephone number, what it sells, prices, promotions. That can give sustainability to the 

business. There we can put a  review and ask for delivery” 
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"It is possible to manage an application that allows us to have all the businesses in the same place. 

It's like Uber, you click and you know where the nearest car is, the value of the trip, the driver, the 

model of the car. That is more reliable. I know where the businesses are without being visible and 

without being affected by the municipality detecting the shops in towers” 

This last part of the “Participatory Mapping” workshop was the first step towards the second 

phase of the “Co-generative Action Research Model” called Solving Problems Through Acting. 

SECOND PHASE OF CO-GENERATIVE ACTION RESEARCH: SOLVING 

PROBLEMS THROUGH ACTING 

E. GAME 

One of the results of the survey was that the neighborhood suffers from unstable cash flow. 

There are some periods of the month in which the businesses do not sell all their products 

due to pay cycles.  

To fill that gap, and based on the neighbors’ suggestions of local bonds and businesses 

associations, we proposed to simulate a local currency. To try this out, an idea that we had 

before arriving to Barranquilla, we organized a role play through an easy game. 

The premise was that one day there is no more money in the community because of some 

disaster. So what would happen if they had to trade their goods and services via barter 

directly?. First we answered the question through barter and in a second step of the game, 

we introduced “vouchers” that represented the value of the items they bartered in the first 

step. By using vouchers, bartering was easier, because it overcome the challenge of exchanging 

goods that are not desired by both parties of the exchange.  
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Image 18. Vouchers for the second step of the game. 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

The reflections from the game were that they increased community purchasing capacity, they 

got to know what their neighbors are selling, they developed trust through knowing each 

other and recognizing that money could just have an exchange value instead of being 

accumulated. E.g.; one neighbor at the end of the game had all her vouchers, plus the ones 

she received by selling her products. She felt she was wealthy but then she realized she did 

not have any products to eat, because she did not spent her vouchers. 

C. TASK FORCE GROUP 

After all the activities, we called one more meeting with whomever was interested in 

continuing with the technological design of the “solution”. Approximately 15 people attended 

that meeting. We showed them how a digital marketplace could look (Image 20) and we 

discussed together the rules of that marketplace, such as: who can join? What categories of 

products? Who earns vouchers to trade and how? How many?. We ended the meeting with 

more questions than answers. We agreed on creating a WhatsApp group to continue the 

communication once we (MIT team) left the neighborhood. On the next day through the 

WhatsApp group, the neighbors asked us for a last meeting to ask questions and give ideas.  
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Image 20. First platform design 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

In that last meeting, we continued the conversation about rules and they committed to 

continue the diffusion of the project while we were not there and to do a “participatory 

market”. We committed to continue with the software development and come back with a 

prototype in some months. 

D. CLOSING MEETING WITH FOUNDATION 

Our last day in Barranquilla, we met again with the directors of the Foundation. We showed 

them the results of the project and established next steps.  

We also proposed how we and the community imagined their participation in the project. 

We suggested that they create a new line of credit with below-market interest rates based 

on a new credit score that the platform could create and to accept the local vouchers as 

payment of a percentage of the loans they currently give to VSP businesses. The community 

said they trust the Foundation and they would like to count on some kind of support from 

them during the implementation of the platform. However, they want to own the platform 

and not depend on the Foundation’s existence to use it. FMSD’s answer was positive and they 

even proposed to include the electricity provider as one of the institutions that could receive 

the vouchers as part of the bill payment.  
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B. IN THE MEANTIME (BETWEEN FIRST AND SECOND TRIP)… 

In the meantime, between the first and second trip to Colombia, the QUIPU team became 

more robust, because new people I met at the Department of Urban Studies at MIT got 

involved dedicating a lot of time to the project.  We added four team members, with specific 

skills that the nature of the solution needs such as urban design, computer science, urban 

economic development, financial services development and business administration.  

Moreover, we maintained weekly meetings with the Foundation team working on the ground, 

specifically with the coordinators of the “Offer and Demand” section. In these meetings we 

shared how the activities with the task force were evolving and we provided the information 

they needed, such as brochures to explain what the platform was about.  

The WhatsApp group was active right after we left but afterwards it lost dynamism. We were 

working on developing the prototype, but technology takes time and that did not let us show 

immediate results. We realized having a second trip with the product soon would be key to 

keeping the project alive in VSP. 

C. SECOND FIELD TRIP: PROTOTYPING 

In November the team and I did our second field trip to fulfil our commitment of showing the 

task force from VSP a functional prototype of a QUIPU platform (digital marketplace), as 

shown in the image below. (image 21).  
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Image 21. Business owners trying the prototype. 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

I. MEETING PARTNER 

Before our meetings with the taskforce of micro-business owners, we met our Foundation 

partners. We updated the directors on how our relationship with the team on the ground 

and the neighbors evolved after the last trip. They shared their vision of the project and their 

role in it.  

Their general vision of the micro-business owners is that they need guidance in order to be 

able to use a platform to sell and buy and the foundation could play that role.  

II. WORKSHOPS 

We did two workshops with the same people we worked with in June and some others that 

the Foundation and the neighbors included in the project after our first trip. Approximately 

20 old and new micro-business owners came to each workshop.  
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The agenda we prepared was to try some “tasks” in couples with the platform (one tablet per 

couple). The tasks were: create user profile, upload a product, buy and sell. We included 

moments of reflection between each exercise and at the end. Between each “task” the couples 

shared with the whole group their concerns, suggestions and how they decided to use the 

platform. After the whole exercise we imagined what the platform could be used for and what 

key features could be included in order to be useful for the businesses every day transactions.  

The participants used the “chat” of the platform as a way of including “bargaining”, a main 

dynamic of informal trading. They also suggested the inclusion of “promotions” as a category, 

E.g.; “buy one and get one free”. Moreover they suggested to put more images than text to 

indicate the user steps, given that there is a high rate of illiteracy among business owners. 

I. ESTABLISHING LEADERSHIP 

At the end of each workshop we asked who would like to be part of the core team that 

would try out the platform as we developed it, and who is willing to lead the project in VSP. 

Around ten people joined the leading team and they all shared that they prefer to have direct 

contact with us, not necessarily with the Foundation in the middle.  

From the workshops, we confirmed that the community members interested in the economic 

development of VSP have agency and ownership of the project, beyond the role of the 

Foundation. We contested FMSD assumptions that the micro-businesses of VSP need 

guidance to understand how a platform can work. They have more agency than what FMSD 

assumes.  

D. FUTURE STEPS 

After the prototyping trip, from November 2018 to June 2019 the team at MIT have been 

developing the minimum viable product (MVP). The MVP incorporates the feedback the 

participants of the prototyping workshops gave such as the ‘promotions’ category and the 

necessity to bargain on the chat to change products’ prices depending the buyer.  

After trying the MVP in June 2019, the MIT team will work on adding more features to the 

platform that foster a solidarity economy in the neighborhood incorporating micro-businesses 

feedback. Moreover, the team will work with VSP neighbors and FMSD in setting the 

governance of the platform and maintenance. 
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CHAPTER 5. IMPLICATIONS 

VSP PLANNING MECHANISMS: RADICAL? 

As Miraftab states, there is a misunderstanding between the practices and concepts of 

'inclusion' and 're-distribution': "Symbolic inclusion does not necessarily entail material re-

distribution" (Miraftab, 2009). FMSD's DINCS model in Villas de San Pablo is an example of 

'inclusion' with no necessarily 're-distribution' of resources. 

Villas de San Pablo, like the rest of Colombian Macroprojects and global south sites and 

services in general, provide housing units without a livable environment. All the houses look 

the same, and their design does not correspond with the characteristics of the places from 

which the neighborhood inhabitants are coming. In Villas de San Pablo, one out of every three 

people skipped a meal due to lack of resources (survey June 2018), and 50% of the inhabitants 

have a monthly income lower than one minimum salary. As Levis Sierra, one of the tower's 

residents, said: "we are not allowed to have a business in our apartment, our business stopped 

since we moved here, our economy decreased."  

The VAAS route and the DINCS model participatory planning process work as invited spaces 

of participation to community members to work on programs to improve their wellbeing. In 

Miraftab words, these are spaces of symbolic inclusion but do not redistribute capital and 

economic resources. FMSD housing projects, beyond providing secure housing, are not 

necessarily leading to better income generation activities. The invited participation instances 

reproduce the injustices of the system and close spaces of bottom-up planning instances, also 

known as radical. FMSD supports and guides the neighbor committees of VSP by facilitating 

their discussions and establishing planning procedures to agree on the annual action-plans of 

each thematic committee (I.e., health, education, income generation, etc.)  

“In societies that have emerged from a colonized legacy, “citizens have gained rights they 

cannot eat!' (Miraftab, 2009). Through political inclusion practices, such as public-housing 

development and associated participation processes, neoliberalism pursues legitimation and 

stability but does not redistribute equity. The marginalized will continue marginalized, but 

under a political and economic “container” provided by the State. By “container," I mean a 

sum of public-houses located in an isolated area and deprived of conditions that make a 

suitable habitat beyond the access to formal housing. 
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As a response to the lack of income generation opportunities in VSP, there is a massive growth 

of the 'informal economy,' recognized as those income-generating activities occurring outside 

the State's regulatory framework that have analogs within that framework (Sassen, 1998). 

Worldwide, a limited share of the economic development and planning of cities occurs 

through formal structures; the informal sector has risen to the point that represents more 

than 50% of the economy in Latin America (ILO, 2018). Colombia, Barranquilla, and VSP are 

not an exception to this pattern. Seventy-four percent of the Colombian population lives and 

works in urban areas, and 56% of urban employment is informal (ILO, 2018). In Barranquilla, 

55% of the total employment of the city is informal24 and in VSP approximately 60% of the 

inhabitants are self-employed workers.  

Miraftab (2009) explains that everybody can be a planner -activists, mothers, professional 

planners, unemployed, city councilors, etc.-, but they should destabilize the status quo and 

create alternative ways of planning, not generated by the State and NGOs. 

The 'popular' income generation activities in VSP can be recognized as part of an oppositional, 

invented and counter-hegemonic movement that shares aspirations in terms described by 

Miraftab, or as non-organized actions through which the individuals win space from the State 

but not necessarily with a consciousness of the past and imagination of an alternative future.   

Self-generated economic activities in VSP obey this last statement, also known as “quiet 

encroachment” (Bayat, 2000), rather than insurgent planning in terms that Miraftab uses. 

However, they represent a way of radical planning that can learn and pivot from the current 

'state-directed' and 'community-based' planning (Beard, 2003). 

The powerful in Bayat's terms can be the State, and that is the case of VSP dwellers, who 

transformed the interior spaces and façade of their houses to be able to do their economic 

activity. 

Marginalization and deinstitutionalization are reproduced by globalization and neoliberalism, 

and those within the former react to the latter by “quiet encroachment” (Bayat, 2000). Villas 

de San Pablo is a product of Colombia’s housing policy during the first decade of the twenty-

first century when the development of large scale infrastructure projects was handed from 

the State to NGOs and private organizations (Saldarriaga, 2006).  

                                              
24 Barranquilla en Cifras, Febrero 2018. Barranquilla Municipal Web Site. 
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To respond to NGO's and State planning of the neighborhood, families in VSP applied a kind 

of "quiet encroachment" as they made transformations to the built environment to be able to 

continue generating income as they used to do in their previous localities. Towers' residents, 

for example, do not pay the consortium monthly bills regularly and do not participate in 

consortium meetings as the foundation and municipality require it. As one of FMSD staff 

members said: "We want the towers' residents to build community and to attain the rules of 

living in apartments, but they do not know how to follow these rules." 

However, 'quiet encroachment' in VSP is, in a way supported and encourage as it is clear that 

the neighborhood needs informal economic activities to be sustainable. In the neighborhood 

there is no commercial area where people can buy everyday groceries, and there is a need 

for auto-generated employment as the 'formal' city primary source of employment is not as 

accessible. In Bayat's words, the professionalization of NGOs after 2000, establishes new 

forms of clientelism, diminishing the mobilizational future of grassroots (Bayat, 2000). 

FMSD encourages these informal activities through its "Income Generation Unit" section of 

the DINCS model. They help VSP businesses through the coordination of a committee of 

'business neighbors' that are willing to help organize community activities and outreach to 

foster income generation activities in VSP such as "Participatory Markets," training and 

microcredits. 

In their 2018 report, FMSD highlights as successes that they supported the development of 

participatory community plans for each committee; they registered 39,277 participation in 

activities such as , and they made 12 formal alliances of public-private-partnerships. 

Under FMSD guidance, having informal businesses is not a political act of resistance, but a way 

of individual survival that contributes to the stability and legitimacy of the State, they are not 

necessarily challenging domination (Bayat, 2000). However, Bayat and Beard describe that 

these passive actions can become political and radical if they have either resistance from the 

State (Bayat, 2000), or the State weakens (Beard, 2003). There needs to be a window of 

opportunity for the actors to organize and confront the status quo in which they live, but this 

will happen if they lose the possibility to continue with their counter-hegemonic ways of 

gaining from the powerful.  

Although Beard writes about how radical planning can spring in more authoritarian contexts 

than Colombia, her way of describing how cumulative efforts create collective agency is a 

useful framework to understand and imagine radical planning in VSP as well. In her framework, 
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groups of communities follow processes that progressively transform into radical, first 

sanctioned by the State, 'state-directed', then by communities' community-driven', and after 

that 'covert planning', a middle step between mobilizing for needs that are compatible  with 

State's priorities and for more transformative purposes (Beard, 2003).  This process goes on 

until communities use lessons learned to enact a way of planning that is not useful to the 

system that oppressed them.  

VSP’s community, or at least the part of the community organized under committees, 

represent a blend of each of the steps that Beard mentions. Depending on the initiative, they 

are more driven by the State/Foundation or by their organization, as the case of “Mujeres 

Combativas” (Combative Women) -group of women that auto-organize to talk about 

feminism-. However, there is not yet an awareness based collective action to transform their 

society as Miraftab’s radical planning definition.  

As Beard describes, planning for social transformation always exists, but as there is invisible 

fear, we should look at smaller acts that unfold previous to radical planning. In VSP there is 

no fear of public participation as in authoritarian states that Beard describes. However, there 

is a dependence on the State and FMSD as providers of subsidies and housing. More than 50% 

of the neighbors are beneficiaries of 'Familias en Acción’ (FMSD, 2018)-. This dependency 

makes it difficult to challenge the supporters of those provisions and invent spaces of 

participation.  

As Beard questioned: “How does a politically oppressed group learn the skills and gain the 

experience and confidence to organize against a more powerful repressive force?”, I wonder: 

how can the VSP community firstly create a shared vision and identity and gain 

the confidence to organize as a collective to create and retain shared wealth?  

In Beards words, 'A savvy community would continue to move among various modes (of 

planning), depending on the context and the desired outcome.' Can technology enable 

radical planning and awake system-awareness? 
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POPULAR ECONOMY IN VILLAS DE SAN PABLO 

“…Economic growth, one might conclude, has abandoned low-income communities. We need to 

find anchors to regenerate these communities, to reconstitute neighborhood sub-economies. This 

task becomes particularly important absent any sign that mainstream patterns of economic growth 

will find ways of locating growth in these communities…” 

Sassen, 2010 

During the design process in Villas de San Pablo, I described in this thesis, I worked with self-

employed workers of the popular economy. I am working on a product tailored for those 

who have the culture of hustling independently by producing or commercializing goods and 

offering services locally. In Villas de San Pablo, FMSD calls them “micro-empresarios” (micro-

business owners) and FMSD counted more than 300 in 2015. 

Neither the municipality nor FMSD counts the people that are employed informally in VSP, 

but they do count self-employed workers. Around 50% of the people living in the one and 

two-story units fall under this category and 60% in towers. However, the numbers FMSD 

provides on home-based own account workers they are increasingly lower, they recognize 

30% of the people living in the one and two-story as working at home and 3.9% in towers. 

The numbers in the towers might be undercounted, giving that, as I mentioned earlier, it is 

forbidden by the local government to have a business in horizontal apartments.   

Economic activities deployed in VSP are not just a continuation of the world’s, Colombia’s 

and Barranquilla’s economic trends (more than 50% of workers are informal), but are also a 

reaction to the physical design of their neighborhood.  

People transformed their houses into business units. Family houses -mostly one and two-story 

units- are restaurants, grocery stores, gyms, beauty salons, churches, kinder gardens, among 

other commercial uses (Image 22, 23, and 24). 
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Image 21. Julia's shoe store in a two-story house 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

Image 23. Danyris restaurant inside the one-story house 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 
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Image 24. Juan Mena grocery store in a one-story house 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

The towers present smaller transformations because they do not want to be visible. Most of 

the changes to the physical arrangement of their units are inside their units. They advertise 

with tiny charts on their balconies (Image 25). 
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Image 25. Tower business 

 

Source: Mercedes Bidart 

However, the type of housing is not the only factor that differentiates the commercial 

activities in each sector of the neighborhood; bus routes are another. During the participatory 

map workshop explained earlier, people living in towers signaled that big stores and 

restaurants were located in the one-story houses on “calle 134” because the bus that 

connects the neighborhood with the city passes by that street.  

As I explained before in the process design section, the survey revealed that there is a  

concentration of visible and successful stores in the one-story houses. Because they are the 

oldest inhabitants of VSP (even when transportation was not getting to VSP) and because of 

the visibility of their offers. Every section of the neighborhood buys goods from the one-story 

houses; however, businesses in the towers sell to the people living in the towers.   

The consequences of VSP’s physical design and the revelations from my survey about bartering 

and selling by credit among peers within VSP both helped me understand that VSP’s self-

employed population is very heterogeneous and not necessarily solidary. Although their 
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perception of trust and collaboration is high, 64% answered that they never barter and 70% 

said they rarely sell by credit. 

The popular economy is not necessarily a popular solidarity economy (PSE). Being innovative 

and creative regarding the production of own-source incomes do not necessarily translate 

into neighborly generosity and solidarity.   

As Roy writes in "Slumdog Cities," people's economy25 can also be active frontiers of 

contemporary capitalism where accumulation happens but need to be 'unlocked' from dead 

capital to liquid capital in terms of Hernando de Soto. Roy defines it as "poverty capital" that 

is seen as assets functional to the global market, beyond the self-organizing economy of the 

people. People's economy in marginal urban spaces, such as slums, let its inhabitants survive 

to serve the reproduction of the economic system as labor force. The existence of the Popular 

Economy, while not solidarity, is helpful to reproduce the existing conditions.  

SITUATED TECHNOLOGIES DESIGN AS A TOOL TO FOSTER RADICAL 

PLANNING AND POPULAR SOLIDARITY ECONOMIES 

The popular economy in VSP is not exempt from the rules of neoliberalism and the market 

economy. Being and creating a 'popular economy' does not necessarily entail solidarity. 

Furthermore, as Gago (2015) describes, neoliberalism is not a homogenous and compact 

doctrine; on the contrary, is represented in a plural way, at different levels. As Foucault defines 

power capillarity, neoliberalism gets the same shape of being distributed everywhere.  It is 

rooted in almost every aspect of modern life and human interaction. VSP is not an exemption.  

The 'pluralization' (Gago, 2015) of neoliberalism logics is what makes it alive, difficult to name 

and to confront. Gago calls it 'neoliberalism from below' because in spaces like VSP there is a 

mixture of logic and rationalities, that from an economic and political theory perspective 

would be incompatible, but they coexist in the territory. 

Neoliberal logics can be seen at individualist behaviors such as of overpricing goods and 

services inside the neighborhood, discrimination of the neighbors that received the 'free 

houses' and the competition for FMSD resources. But at the same time, VSP community 

committees organize community practices such as "Participatory Markets," the "3R program" 

                                              
25, Roy describes people’s economies based on community economies defined by Gibson-Graham: squatter, 

slum dweller, landless, informal credit. (Roy, 2011) 
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-vouchers system to reward recycling-, community action-plans and conform worker 

cooperatives such as "Fenix" (make and commercialize school uniforms). 

“…a neoliberal rationality is superimposed with a repertoire of community practices 

producing as an effect what we call neoliberalism from below…” (Gago, 2015).  

The transition from Popular Economies as quiet encroachment that perpetuates 

neoliberalism logics, to Popular Solidarity Economies as radical planning that 

promotes collaboration between neighbors will depend on the means through 

which participation is enacted. 

Currently, in VSP, participation is invited and is focused on individuals over the collective. 

Through the implementation of the PAR process to understand and improve the economy of 

the neighborhood, I realized that our workshop was the first time that FMSD staff and VSP 

business owners had an activity to think about the economy from a collective perspective 

rather than an individual approach. FMSD supports micro-businesses, beyond their legal 

status, and they provide individual micro-loans and tailored training. Around 95 micro-

enterprises benefited from FSMD's Income Generation Area activities. However, these 

mechanisms of support are not opening channels of the imagination of alternative ways of 

organizing the community economic system neither they are thinking on the neighborhood 

as one economic ecosystem that can improve as a whole.  

The design process and usage of situated technologies can be a mechanism of radical planning 

that creates counter-traditional-economic spaces of being in community and reproducing our 

life. If the situated technology rises place and community identity and awareness of the 

performance of the local economy, it can help the PE become PSE.   

This transformation will depend on the conditions of participation, and situated technologies 

can be a tool to invent spaces of participation in Miraftab words. 
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CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

In this thesis, by describing a PAR process to design a digital platform called QUIPU, I showed 

how building on situated knowledge to create situated technologies could be a means of 

enacting civic participation and raising socio-economic consciousness to inspire radical 

planning in marginalized communities.  

Just like other communities (E.g. Slum Dwellers International) have used enumeration and 

community mapping exercises to build community cohesion, coherence and consciousness as 

a way to counter-planning the physical space against official strategies that marginalized them 

(Bradlow, 2015), I use a digital platform to help residents in VSP gain consciousness of their 

positionality within an economy in order to help them begin to conceive of an economic 

development counter-plan that focuses on the community beyond the individual vendors. 

Situated technologies and their design face limitations in their aim to foster radical planning 

and economic development counter-plans. Limitations are mostly embedded in the 

acceptance of the current system rules that limit the power of imagination of alternatives. As 

an example, QUIPU in VSP needs to consider externalities that its use can create that do not 

necessarily contribute to building solidarity economies: there can be competition between 

sectors of the neighborhood that are currently advantaged by the status quo because of their 

location with stores that are now invisible. Barriers to entry to the platform imagined by 

neighbors can also be elitist and exclusionary. Vendors also might not want to create buyers’ 

club because this can go against their competitive advantage.  Furthermore, the data generated 

about community transactions can be used by the city administration as a tool for surveillance 

and control and prejudice businesses that are currently hidden.  

As a consequence, the following steps in the design and implementation of the technology to 

respond to limitations and externalities, will be to think about how the tool itself can raise 

consciousness: Can this platform transform the way we think of about and conceive of an 

economy?  

To answer that question will require researching and tweaking the design by making visible 

not just the information to users about their behavior as individual vendors, but also their 

assets and connections as a community. It also requires understanding what the best way to 

show users information for their use and for "outsiders" are. Furthermore, the governance 
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of the platform and an offline businesses association will be defined to create an offline 

movement that can use the tool as an excuse to gather and inspire radical planning toward 

PSE. 
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