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 Low-income communities are often referred to as areas of blight, as something to 

be removed. This analysis argues that these communities can be resilient and contain vibrant 

cultural and economic resources. This work will focus on identifying the assets that make 

impoverished areas resilient and how these assets can best be accessed. Transportation 

investments in poorer neighborhoods can be thought of as a type of upgrading, in which the 

government, community and businesses come together to improve the quality of life for the 

urban poor. Increasing mobility through transportation investments helps low-income 

populations gain more access to assets within the city. First, two case studies are considered 

where work was done within the reality of the slum to improve its transportation infrastructure. 

These investments will then be outlined as to how they can improve access to assets within the 

slums. These case studies are in Bogotá, Columbia and Medellin, Columbia and are examples of 

“slum upgrading.” Columbia was chosen because of its extreme urbanization of the poor—over 

two-thirds of the country’s poor lives in an urban area (UNDP, 2010.) Thus, the actions 

Colombia is taking towards improving transportation in the lives of the poor will have a greater 

effect on other countries looking to improve mobility.  

Introduction 

 Danny Boyle’s film, Slumdog Millionaire, is set in Mumbai amongst the slums of 

Dharavi. Dharavi is portrayed as a decrepit, violence-filled area where a collection of 

multifarious characters gather for wicked dealings. After the film was released, along with the 

loud acclamations from Hollywood, there was an outpour of criticism regarding the portrayal of 

Dharavi. At a conference for the Prince of Whales’ Foundation for the Built Environment, the 

Prince held a much different image of Dharavi and slums: 
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Whenever I visit settlements such as Dharavi in Mumbai…I find an underlying, 

 intuitive, grammar of design that subconsciously produces somewhere that is 

 walkable, mixed-use and adapted to local climate and materials which is totally absent  

from the faceless slab blocks that are still being built around the world to  warehouse the  

poor, despite their failure here in Britain and indeed in other highly developed economies  

in past decades (Prince of Whales, 2009.) 

 

Here we have two divergent images of what slums contain. The Prince’s view highlights some of 

the key aspects this essay wishes to address; that slums have created a creative system in which 

they can gain access to a multitude of assets through thoughtful investments such as 

transportation projects. Slums consist of a complex system of interrelated components that work 

together to build and sustain great swaths of the urban poor. This paper argues that society has 

much to learn in adapting projects to better suite the unique organization of slums and that 

mobility is a key component maximize their quality of life.  

  The word “assets” is most typically associated with money and investments such as your 

home or your car. However, in order for us to understand the complexity of life for an urban 

slum dweller, we must expand our understanding of what comprises an asset. Many people living 

in these areas live outside the cash economy, meaning they do not have access to cash and rely 

on other means to fulfill their needs. Having restricted access to currency presents a unique 

conundrum in an urban setting; most commodities require money to obtain. The urban poor’s 

counterparts in rural areas have the advantage of obtaining goods from other means than with 

monies, such as through farming practices.  Thus, those living in slums rely on a greater array of 
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assets. Assets are both tangible and intangible outlined here in five types: labor, human capital, 

productive assets, household relations and social capital (Moser, 1998.) 

 
Table 1. 
Assets	  Commonly	  
Used	  by	  the	  Urban	  

Poor	   Description	  
Labor	   The	  most	  important	  asset	  for	  the	  poor.	  If	  

they	  do	  not	  have	  the	  physical	  capability	  to	  
work,	  they	  do	  not	  have	  access	  to	  cash	  and	  
quickly	  fall	  into	  destitution.	  

Human	  Capitol	   Health	  status,	  which	  determines	  people’s	  
capacity	  to	  work,	  and	  skills	  and	  education,	  
which	  determine	  the	  return	  to	  their	  labor.	  

Productive	  Assets	   Housing	  is	  most	  vital	  for	  poor	  households	  

Household	  
Relations	  

Mechanism	  for	  pooling	  income	  and	  sharing	  
consumption.	  

Social	  Capital	   Reciprocity	  within	  communities	  and	  
between	  households	  based	  on	  trust	  deriving	  
from	  social	  ties.	  

Source: Adapted from Moser, 1998 
  
 Here, it is important to distinguish between being vulnerable and being poor. Caroline 

Moser, in her article, The Asset Vulnerability Framework: Reassessing Urban Poverty Reduction 

Strategies, states that “Although poor people are usually among the most vulnerable, not all 

vulnerable people are poor, a distinction which facilitates differentiation among lower-income 

populations (Moser, 1998.) What is meant in this quote is that there are critical differences in 

resiliency among slum dwellers. There is a wide range of what it means to be poor. Those on the 

bottom end of the spectrum can go from being poor to being destitute at the slightest disruption, 

such as missing a day’s work. While on the higher end of the poverty scale there are those who 

have a great capacity for resiliency, where they have assets in many different forms other than 

cash that they can rely on in cases of difficult economic times.  
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Transportation and Access to Assets 

 A reliable, safe and efficient transportation system expands the portfolio of assets open to 

those living in slums. A faster, cheaper way to connect to the city allows slum dwellers to 

expand their job search and save enormous amounts of time and energy in commuting. 

Improving transportation solidifies the portfolio of assets belonging to those living in a slum. It 

gives access to reliable jobs in the marketplace, freeing up dollars spent on commuting to invest 

in savings and frees up time to spend galvanizing social relationships in the slum. Anyone who 

has visited a megacity realizes the drastic underinvestment in public infrastructure for 

transportation. Particularly in South America where population growth has far outstripped 

economic growth, investment in roads and public transportation has not kept pace. For the poor, 

lack of proper and reliable modes of transportation has great implications for their quality of life. 

Long hours spent in commuting, higher costs of transportation and a deficiency of safety are all 

prevailing characteristics of mobility in many urban slums (IHC, n.d.) 

Case Studies in Slum Upgrading 

 To better illustrate how access to assets in slums is improved by transportation 

investments, two case studies are examined. The first is a Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system in 

Bogotá, Columbia named TransMilenio. Arguably one of the most successful transportation 

investment projects in the world, Columbia’s BRT was a relatively inexpensive project that led 

to huge gains for the urban poor by providing safe, reliable and efficient transportation. However, 

as will be illustrated, this system does not provide access to the poorest of the poor in Bogotá. 

The second case is a project known as Metrocable in Medellin, Columbia were they installed 

aerial cable cars (similar to gondolas) from the barrios (slum) to the city. The advantage of this 

system was that it linked to the existing bus system so riders only paid one fair. Also, the cable 
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cars being suspended in the air allowed for a speedy exit of the barrios, characterized by narrow, 

winding streets. Both of these projects were innovative, cost-effective transportation investments 

that are adapted for cities that are experiencing rapid population growth. They have forever 

changed the landscape of transportation and the effects of these projects on the lives of the slum 

dwellers are further explored here. 

TransMilenio 

Planners in Bogotá, like those in many South American cities, have been struggling to 

upgrade their infrastructure to keep pace with their exponentially growing population. Roads in 

Bogotá are riddled with potholes and cars. Problems with taking public transit are rampant; it is 

extremely dangerous and excruciatingly slow. For the city’s poor, this proved to be a huge 

obstacle to job and personal security. If you have to spend five hours out of your day in a 

commute, this detracts from the time spent with family and neighbors, leading to increased 

isolation. So that, in times of need you will have little other options open to you because of a 

limited social network. It also means that, because of the lack of connectivity from the slums to 

more job rich areas, job searches are drastically limited.  However, building and maintaining 

roads require a huge public investment. While Columbia’s urban population was rapidly growing, 

its economy was not. Lack of public monies for infrastructure created this downward spiral of 

degradation in transportation. This eventually proved to be a huge hindrance in promoting the 

economic goals for Bogotá that detracted interest from tourists and investors.  

The cities transportation infrastructure had been geared towards cars, although they 

carried the minority of the population. Then, Mayor Enrique Peñalosa radically changed the city 

from planning for the few to planning for the poor, and thus attempted to distribute equally the 
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quality of life in Bogotá. This meant planning for transportation that the poor used—busses, 

bikeways, and pedestrian corridors.  

 BRT was seen as a solution to many of the problems associated with mass transit. They 

created dedicated lanes for large busses to speedily carry more passengers. So, in 2000 a Bus 

Rapid Transit system was formed and is now used by 1.6 million people and reaches 84 

kilometers of the city (World Bank, 2010.) What is important for our purposes in this paper is to 

ask: 

 

• How has this improved the lives of those residing in slums? 

• Has the BRT project allowed slum-dwellers greater access to the assets in a slum? 

• Which assets are reinforced by the BRT? 

• Is BRT the optimal transportation investment for the urban poor? 

 

As for the first question, there has been some critique of the BRT serving the poorest of the poor, 

particularly at the onset of the program. In a broader sense, TransMilenio is safer than the old 

system of thousands of busses jockeying for passengers and flying across lanes of traffic. Having 

a dedicated lane with fewer busses reduces accidents and increases safety for everyone, poor and 

otherwise. Having dedicated lanes also decreases the time spent commuting. According to the 

World Bank, who financed much of the BRT project: 

 

…(there was)an average time savings of 32 percent (20 minutes) per trip vis-a-vis the 

traditional bus system. That's more than 10 hours a month for the average rider. The 
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program has also decreased accident rates by 90 percent in corridors where the system 

operates, according to 2009 data (World Bank, 2010.) 

 

Generally speaking, bus riders are typically poorer, so the BRT would be helping those in the 

barrios to expand their job search through quicker travel times. Before BRT, the traditional bus 

system would stop at random, unpredictable times. Bus users ended up waiting much longer at 

each stop. Consequently, robbery was prevalent at bus stops. With the BRT, there are set stops 

and times, reducing the robbery rate by 83% (UNDP, 2010.) 

But has the BRT project allowed slum-dwellers greater access to the assets in a slum? It 

is difficult to see if BRT helped the poor to gain access to more social capitol, human capitol, to 

utilize their labor, or to invest in productive assets such as housing. To be sure, it has provided 

aid in the area of human capitol in terms of health- BRT has improved air quality by reducing 

CO2 emissions significantly and reducing noise pollution as well. However, it is difficult to say 

if BRT has drastically increased the urban poor’s access to jobs and helped them to form better 

social ties by freeing up more time. Bogotá is the world’s capital for kidnappings and guerilla 

warfare. The poor may therefore gain better connectivity to the city and be able to expand their 

job search, but there may just be no opportunities for anyone.  

Mayor Peñalosa has been heavily critiqued for focusing so much of a poor country’s 

precious dollars on the physical environment, rather than investing it in human capitol projects 

such as healthcare and education. An argument to that is, there can be all the school and hospitals 

in the world, but if you can’t get there in a safe and efficient manner then you will not be 

reaching the marginalized populations living in areas disconnected to those amenities because of 

a lack of transport.  
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In order to justify investing in physical projects such as BRT, you must make it available 

to the poorest of the poor. This is where the most serious critique of BRT comes into play, which 

should be addressed if the project can fully improve the lives of the poor. Fares are set at such a 

price that it excludes the poorest of the poor. Julie Porter, in her article Trade Union Responses 

to World Bank Restructuring Projects: The Case of TransMilenio in Colombia, states: 

 

However, the current 1,600 pesos (approx. 80 US cents) TransMilenio fare (which 

excludes the price of the feeder busses) currently puts the service beyond the reach of 

many of the city’s poorest and most vulnerable citizens. 

 

Feeder busses are important for calculating total cost of transit for a system that is already too 

expensive for many slum dwellers. These busses pick up riders where the BRT drops them off 

and takes them to other non-centrally located areas (typically where their residence is—the 

slum.) Predictably, many of the urban poor would also need to take these feeder busses in order 

to reach their final destination, adding onto their daily commute price. That being said, the 

National Association of Secondary School Students, the National Association of University 

Students and the Organization of Colombian Pensioners are advocating for a two-tiered fare 

system (Porter, 2010.) Under the two-tiered system, the poor would be able to pay a lower rate, 

ameliorating the high cost of this system. 

Is BRT the optimal transportation investment for the urban poor? Under this system, 

travel times have been reduced and accidents have dramatically decreased. TransMilenio has 

now implemented an integrated fare system, allowing for free transfers to feeder busses. The 

United Nations Development Programme found that “Use of transfers saves riders approximately 
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US $0.60 per day, which is equivalent to fourteen percent of the average daily income of a low-

income passenger” (UNDP, 2010.) Money saved in commuting can now be used to make 

upgrades to their productive assets, such as housing or save for a time when their health may not 

allow them to make use of their main asset, labor. However, a two-tiered fare system needs to be 

implemented in order to have a wider beneficial impact on the urban poor.  

Metrocable 

Medellin, Colombia faces many of the challenges in Bogotá. It is a rapidly urbanizing 

city overwhelmed by drug cartels and a myriad of other social ills. Public transportation was 

similarly in dire straights with extremely congested traffic, and the poorest areas were 

underserved. It is also home to thousands of the country’s poor, housed on precarious hillsides 

on the outskirts of the city. Medellin is located in the Aburra Valley and thus surrounded by hills. 

The hillsides are not as desirable as it is more removed from the city center, thus slums have 

developed on top of them. Because of their remote location and the steep gradient of these slums 

(the Santa Domingo Barrio), Medellin’s public transportation system (Metro) does not service 

this area.  Also, Santa Domingo was known as a place full of crime, violence and drug cartels. It 

is estimated that residents would spend two and half-hours commuting each way (The Gondola 

Project, 2010.) Residents of the Santa Domingo Barrio had to rely on convoluted means of 

transporting themselves to the city where many worked and accessed amenities of the city such 

as healthcare. Dedicating five hours for a commute every day doubtless detracts enormously 

from being able to invest in social capital and improving household relations. This is evident in 

the level of crime that occurred in Santa Domingo: it was obvious that there was no community 

fabric in place for residents to rely on.  
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Metrocable, a system of gondolas used to quickly transport people across Medellin, was 

begun in 2004. It was conceptualized from a system of gondolas known as the Caracas Aerial 

Tramway that carried passengers from Caracas, Venezuela to a luxury hotel. Metrocable was 

designed to reach the poorest area- Santa Domingo- and connect it to the rest of the city. This 

transportation project was only one part of a larger urban upgrading project for Santa Domingo. 

It included upgrading public spaces, building parks, a new housing project and library, and a 

separate cable line to connect to large forested park to attract tourism (Davilo, 2011.) Lead by 

their progressive mayor, Sergio Fajardo, the plan began to take shape by building gondolas that 

was integrated into the city’s Metro service. The gondolas take the travelers of Santa Domingo a 

mile down the steep hillside to a Metro stop, decreasing travel times and costs enormously.  

Known as Linea K, this first Metrocable line was established in a barrio of Santa 

Domingo with 230,000 inhabitants and is two kilometers and carried 3,000 passengers an hour 

(Davilo, 2011.) Because the Metrocable is a part of the Metro system as a whole, residents are 

not charged additionally to take the bus but are only charged once. Used to their government 

exercising military powers against them to crush violence, residents were finally being supported 

by the local authorities. Combined with the other urban upgrading strategies laid out for Santa 

Domingo, crime rates in the area began to fall drastically. Local business began to thrive along 

the route, increasing by 70% and many jobs were created as a result (Alcaldía de Medellín, 

2009.)  

 Linea K was so wildly successful that it was not difficult to get the city to invest in two 

more: Linea J and Linea L. Linea J is 2.3 kilometers and opened in 2008 in a section of the slum 

containing 295,000 people (Metrocable, 2011.) Linea L completed this in 2010 and is the 

promised dedicated line to the cloud forest, mainly for tourists.  It covers 4.6 kilometers in just 
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14 minutes to a nature reserve (Stone, 2010.) It will connect the poorest of the poor in Santa 

Domingo, those living in the highest areas, to the city and to gain access to a precious 

commodity in such a heavily urbanized area—green, public space. As a result of its success in 

Medellin, other South American countries are quickly catching on to the relative affordability 

and effectiveness of the gondolas in improving the lives of the urban poor.  

 Again, for our purposes it is important to ask the same questions as in the case of 

TransMilenio: 

 

• How has this improved the lives of those residing in slums? 

• Has the Metrocable project allowed slum-dwellers greater access to assets? 

• Which assets does Metrocable reinforce? 

• Is Metrocable the optimal transportation investment for the urban poor? 

 

It is most obvious that in this case, the transportation investment has drastically improved the 

lives of the urban poor. Before, residents of Santa Domingo were effectively cut off from the 

assets of the city with a two and half our commute each way. This led to drastic degradation of 

the lives of the urban poor, allowing drug cartels to overrun the area and violence to prey on the 

lives of the poor. While by no means is the area completely rid of its problems, it undoubtedly 

has made great inroads. Commute time to a Metro station has reduced from an hour and half to 

just seven minutes (Davilo, 2011.) This is a three-hour addition to their lives. Giving them time 

to spend in their community, fixing their house, or simply resting with family members. Because 

residents are now connected to the city, they can expand their job search. Not only would this 

connectivity allow greater job opportunities, but it links the poor with the great many amenities a 
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city provides for health, culture and social mobility. The value of social inclusion is hard to 

capture quantitatively, but to be sure it cannot be underestimated. Recognition by your 

government, your city, that you and your community are worthwhile to invest in and connect has 

to be a validating experience. In a study done on the tie between transportation and social 

exclusion highlights the lack of governance and inclusiveness into the city before Metrocable: 

 

…it was found that Mayor Fajardo in 2003, recognized the high levels of violence and 

poverty as the main problems of the area, and attributed to the general absence of the 

(local) government the deterioration of the physical and social conditions (The area had 

been neglected for so long that Medellin had a sort of social debt to repay them in terms 

of pubic investment and governance (Cañón-Rubiano, 2010.)  

 

Therefore, its connection economically, socially and physically to the city resulted in a complete 

transformation of the area.  

Which assets does Metrocable reinforce? While increased time spent with family 

members may seem like a pleasure and not a necessity, it has been shown that a lack of 

recreation time in poor communities leads to domestic abuse and violence (Moser and Mcllwaine, 

2000.) Of course, in order to make a real impact on the urban poor who must function in the cash 

economy, an innovative transportation system must increase their cash flow. Because the Metro 

system has been streamlined with Metrocable, where riders only need one ticket to ride the cable 

car and the bus, the project saves the urban poor about $100 a month (Metro de Medellin, 2004.)  

The urban poor are often characterized by having an increased prevalence of disabilities. 

Labor is the most vital asset to someone who is poor. Those who become sick or injured 
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therefore find it difficult to recover, resulting in becoming even more impoverished. Metrocable 

provides more readily accessible platforms, which permit people with disabilities greater 

mobility.  

Lastly, in order for the urban poor to access assets at all there most are some promise of 

personal security. After the implementation of Metrocable, crime was drastically reduced in the 

area. Overall, it reduces travel time out of the slum to seven minutes from an hour and half, 

connects 40,000 people a day to the city, and provides service to the poorest of the poor 

(presumably the disabled.) 

 So, is Metrocable the optimal transportation investment for the urban poor? Well 

considering all of the above-mentioned improvements in Medellin, one would tend to simply say 

“yes.” Other South American cities seem to think it is their answer as well. A gondola system 

has been put in Caracas, Venezuela and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil is expected to begin one as well. 

However, this system worked for Medellin, Caracas and Rio because the cable cars are serving 

immensely dense areas that were cut off from other public transportation options. Or, as 

Leonardo Cañón-Rubiano, phrases it in his work, Transport and Social Exclusion in Medellín. 

Potential, Opportunities and Challenges: 

 

The novelty of the Medellín case lays its spatial application: the Metrocable  

project proved that Gondola-lift systems can provide a reliable, every-day efficient 

transport alternative for densely populated hillsides on large cities(Cañón-Rubiano, 

2010.) 
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Thus, Metrocable does seem like the optimal transportation investment for the urban poor should 

the above conditions be met. It is also politically viable since it is relatively inexpensive and 

quick to implement, meaning politicians would be able to advertise their name on the project.  

Linking Transportation and Assets  

 Using these two case studies, I have attempted to draw a connection between how 

transportation investments can improve linkages to assets in the slum. The types of transportation 

investments that work best for the poor are not building expensive roads and rail, but innovative 

approaches that can be incorporated into the existing infrastructure so as to keep prices low and 

accessibility open. Slums and the urban poor that reside in them are here to stay. It is important, 

therefore, that we look at the assets that are important to the lives of these slum dwellers: labor, 

human capital, productive assets, household relations and social capital (Moser, 1998.) 

 In Bogotá’s Bus Rapid Transit system, we find that it has reduced commute time 

marginally, increased personal security and improved human capital in that it provides for a 

healthier environment. Yet there are limitations in the structure of the BRT. It excludes the 

poorest of the poor by setting prices out of reach for the most destitute population. However, it 

was shown to save travelers money, which can be used to invest in productive assets and 

mitigate against tough times when labor cannot be used as an asset.   

 Metrocable is an exciting use of cable car technology. It provides an efficient, cost-

effective method to reach impoverished communities with little disruption or displacement of 

residents. All five categories of assets outlined have been improved by Metrocable. More jobs 

were provided as local business cropped up along the route and people can drastically increase 

the area were they search for jobs, as their commute is much shorter. Due to the increased 

connectivity to the city, the urban poor were able to access health services in the city, increasing 
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their human capital. Because of the money saved in transit, residents had an opportunity to invest 

in their productive assets such as housing.  Finally, household relations and social capital were 

bound to improve as three hours of time are now saved from using Metrocable.  

 Overall, it is clear that transportation investment such as these provide cities and their 

leaders with an opportunity to drastically increase the quality of life for their urban poor. 

Increasing mobility in urban slums increase the portfolio of assets available to its residents if 

done in a manner that truly understands the needs of the urban poor. Complex, intricate systems 

that compose urban slums require creative projects to increase mobility and access.  
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