
We are pleased to announce the launch 
of cLIMAsinRiesgo, an action-research 
project that seeks to improve our 
understanding of the accumulative risk 
cycles or urban ‘risk traps’ that impair 
the everyday day life of many women 
and men, girls and boys in metropolitan 
Lima, as well as to identify possible 
actions to disrupt these traps through 
coordinated actions and investments by 
local communities and state agencies.
This project builds upon the work 
initiated in 2012 with local communities 
in Barrios Altos (in the historic centre 
of Lima) and José Carlos Mariátegui 
(in the periphery of the city) through  
Learning Lima [www.learninglima.net] 
and the mapping project ReMapLima 
[www.remaplima.blogspot.com].  

What do we know about 
‘everyday risks’?
While events like earthquakes and 
hurricanes can threaten urban life in 
dramatic ways, a prevailing focus on 
large disasters has obscured the much 
more frequent but often unrecorded 
smaller everyday hazards and episodic 
disasters that account for a high 
proportion of all disaster-related 
injuries, impoverishment and damage 
or destruction of housing and essential 
social and physical infrastructure in 
urban areas. This is highly problematic, 
when considering that a sizeable 

proportion of Lima’s population - and 
that of many other cities across Latin 
America and the Caribbean, Asia 
and Africa - are unequally exposed 
to unsafe living conditions on a daily 
basis, especially in the face of climate 
change.
 cLIMA sin Riesgo tackles this gap 
heads on, by exploring how everyday 

hazards and episodic, small-scale 
disasters accumulate to produce ‘risk 
traps’ in Lima. Such risk traps, not 
only have disproportionate impacts on 
the urban poor, but also undermine 
the efforts and investments made by 
ordinary citizens and by state agencies 
to mitigate risk, undermining the 
potential benefi ts offered by cities.
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cLIMA sin Riesgo is a 20 month long research project, started in February 2015 
with funding from the Climate and Development Knowledge Network (CDKN). 
The project examines what causes urban risk traps and how these traps impact 
people’s lives and threaten the investments made by ordinary citizens and 
public authorities to mitigate risk. Its ultimate aim is to promote collaborative 
strategies to disrupt risk accumulation cycles.

What are urban risk traps?
Risk can be generally understood as the combined potential outcome of 
hazards, vulnerabilities and the individual and collective capacity of different 
social groups to cope with risk.

 We see ‘risk traps’ as cyclically re-occurring dangers that accumulate 
over time in specifi c places, they are often repetitive and go unrecorded 
(which makes them invisible). Drivers of ´risk traps´ include factors like low 
incomes, poorly planned or inadequate infrastructure, normative pitfalls, 
social stigma and land and housing speculation. For women and men who live 
in conditions of poverty this means higher levels of vulnerability and also has 
a negative impact on the future of the city as a whole. 

Disrupting urban ‘risk traps’: Bridging fi nance
and knowledge for climate resilient infrastructure
planning in Lima

RISK =
Hazard Vulnerability

Coping Capacity
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Lima’s Metropolitan population has 
grown fast, increasing fivefold over 
the last 54 years, totalling a little more 
than 9 million people today. According 
to projections by the Metropolitan 
Planning Institute, while the pace of 
growth is slowing, the population will 
increase with another 4 million by 
2035. Moreover, Lima is the second 
driest metropolis in the world (after 
Cairo), chronically suffering from 
water scarcity, this being one among 
many other critical challenges. Like 
in other cities in Latin America, 
the causes for physical, social and 
economic risks are deeply entangled, 
calling for the urgent need to re-
evaluate the safety of those living with 
risk and to devise preventive actions to 
improve their quality of life.
 The project examines how 
exposure to everyday physical risks 
manifests differently  in the city centre 
(Barrios Altos) and in the periphery 
(José Carlos Mariátegui), where the 
living conditions present a range of 
challenges that limit the possibilities 
for a sustainable social, environmental 
and economic development. 

BARRIOS ALTOS:  
Living with risk in the  
historic centre 
Barrios Altos belongs to the district 
Cercado de Lima and is an important 
part of the limeños history and 
identity. Located in the easternmost 
quarter of the historic centre, the area 
was declared by UNESCO a World 
Heritage Site in 1991. Today, despite 
its historic status, the built structures 
and infrastructure of the area are fast 
deteriorating in the absence of state 
and private investments. 
 The current residents of the quintas 
(colonial-era residential houses) face 
daily risks from unstable, unsafe 
buildings and overcrowding conditions. 
Basic infrastructure services such as 
sewage lines, water pipes and electrical 
connections are in a similar state 
of disrepair. Flooding from ruptured 
drains is a common occurrence, as 
are fires from faulty electrical cables. 
Despite conditions fraught with risk, 
many of these decaying buildings are 
still inhabited by low-income families, 
mostly tenants who are at risk of 
eviction due to market speculation and 
the high land values generated by its 
strategic location in the city centre.
 Private developers are rapidly 
transforming the neighbourhood from 
residential to commercial incrementing 

“The spokesperson (of the land trafficker) knocked on our door, gave us a 
notification and said “you have to resettle, this place has an owner so you better 
move otherwise you will end up with nothing”. He came to scare us.”  
A neighbour from Barrios Altos points to the high tenure insecurity and frequent threat of eviction 
faced by many tenants in the area.

José Carlos Mariátegui, at the edge of 
the city, is part of Peru’s most populated 
district, San Juan de Lurigancho. It 
is home to ever-expanding informal 
settlements which occupy steep 
slopes and ‘lomas costeras’ - a unique 
seasonal and valuable ecosystem.

the risk of fires and collapse as well 
as leaving public spaces abandoned 
making them unsafe. Against these 
odds, the people of Barrios Altos still 
strive to organise in order to cope with 
everyday risks, resist evictions and the 
changes that are eroding the cultural 
heritage and patrimony of  
their neighbourhood.

A house is more than a room with a roof and four walls 
In June 2015, tenants from Barrios Altos and Monserrate came together in 
an assembly to discuss common concerns related to their vulnerability to 
the collapse of buildings, as well as the illegal and often violent evictions 
they face on a regular basis. A working group was formed to tackle these 
issues collectively and is now building local capacities to propose to the 
Municipality of Lima concrete interventions to maintain the residentiality  
of both areas. 

Barrios Altos in the Historic Centre of 
Lima is partially protected by UNESCO. 
This neighbourhood concentrates 
old and dysfunctional infrastructure, 
deteriorating buildings and vulnerable 
tenants.



JOSÉ CARLOS MARIÁTEGUI:  
Living with risk at the edge  
of the city
Situated in San Juan de Lurigancho, 
Lima’s most populated and poor 
district, José Carlos Mariátegui 
includes several informal settlements 
or ‘pueblos jóvenes’, similar to those 
found in the periphery of many other 
cities across Latin America. These 
settlements are often referred to as 
the ‘expansion of the expansion’  – 
occupying the slopes of the valleys in 
areas characterised by the seasonal 
presence of ‘lomas costeras’. The 
lomas are part of Lima’s ecological 
infrastructure and have the capacity to 
trap humidity and generate seasonal 
meadows, which help as a buffer to 
climate variability and support the 
recharging of Lima’s aquifers. 

 
Waves of occupations have hit the 
dry and steep ravines of the district 
since the late 1990s, initially through 
collective land invasions and more 
recently through informal subdivisions 
of land. Both practices are driven 
by the unmet demand for affordable 
housing and land elsewhere in the 
city. Here, everyday risks include 
rockslides from the continued 
occupation and the opening of roads 
and paths further upslope, fires 
from poor electrical installations, 
breathing problems from dust, a humid 
environment, poor insulation and 
ventilation and inadequate access to 
water and sanitation, which leads to 
gastrointestinal diseases, among many 
other threats.

Together we are stronger
In May 2015, twelve settlements in the upper slopes of José Carlos 
Mariátegui came together to launch their own federation (Federación de 
Pueblos de las Partes Altas de José Carlos Mariátegui). This initiative 
marks a historic moment, strengthening their collective capacity to reduce 
and prevent risk, to ameliorate their living conditions and to have a unified 
voice to combat land trafficking in the area and to establish new bridges 
with public organisations.

“The retaining wall behind our house 
collapsed and we were injured. Due 
to the rain, there was a mud and rock 
slide. We also lack good stairs, so 
people frequently fall.” 
A female neighbour from José Carlos 
Mariátegui talks about the physical threats 
experienced from living on a slope. 

PARTICIPATORY
MAPPING 

ASSESSING FINANCIAL 
INVESTMENTS

STRATEGIC ACTION  
AND SCENARIO PLANNING

How does cLIMA sin Riesgo  
work in practice? 
Working with local communities and 
public agencies in the historic centre 
and periphery of metropolitan Lima, 
cLIMAsinRiesgo aims to enhance 
spatial knowledge, assess ongoing 
investments and efforts to mitigate 
risk and create evidence-based tools 
to inform climate resilient funding 
mechanisms and ultimately disrupt 
urban ‘risk traps’. 

To understand how risks are 
distributed and where they 

accumulate

Made by inhabitants and state-
led projects and programmes 

to understand how these can be 
redeployed to prevent risk

To build dialogue and find 
solutions  between citizens 

and institutions

The carving of new plots in areas of 
high risk, involves a laborious process 
where time and money is invested 
to make them habitable: flattening 
the land, building retention walls, 
transporting materials, to then raise 
a house and begin the procedures to 
acquire basic services. This process 
can prolong over several years, each 
time generating further small-scale 
risks that accumulate and intensify 
over time. This in turn pushes 
impoverished settlers further into 
‘risk traps’ that cannot be reverted by 
individual coping practices alone.



We want to hear from you
There is great value in collaboration 
and the exchange of knowledge. 
Through our work in Barrios Altos 
and José Carlos Mariátegui we aim 
to better understand the causes and 
manifestations of urban risk traps 
in other neighbourhoods  – creating 
transferable tools that could be applied 
at scale across Lima and adapted in 
other cities. You can help to tackle 
urban ‘risk traps’ by sharing your 
experience and initiatives in Lima 
and elsewhere through our website 
and blog.
 To date several public institutions 
have expressed interest to participate 
in the project, including: Secretariat 
of Disaster Risk Management (SGRD), 
National Centre for Estimation, 
Prevention and Reduction of Disaster 
Risk (CENEPRED), Lima’s Water and 

Sanitation utility (SEDAPAL), Ministry 
of Environment (MINAM), PREVAED-
PP068 at Ministry of Economy and 
Finance (MEF), General Direction for 
Housing and Urban Planning Policies 
and Regulations at the Ministry of 
Housing (MVCS), Ministry of Culture 
(MINCU), UNESCO, PROLIMA, 
Civil Defence at the Metropolitan 
Municipality of Lima (MML), Urban 
Renovation MML, Municipality of 
San Juan de Lurigancho (MSJL) and 
Metropolitan Table on Water, Sanitation 
and Hygiene for Emergencies in Lima, 
among others. Contact us to work with 
cLIMA sin Riesgo.
 For more information, please visit 
our website at www.climasinriesgo.
net, and subscribe to receive the latest 
updates and news. You can reach us by 
email at: a.allen@ucl.ac.uk

Upcoming activities by 
cLIMAsinRiesgo 
How is risk mapped, why and with 
what consequences?

A series of exciting activities will take 
place throughout July-September 
2015, including capacity building in 
participatory mapping workshops 
will be held with local community 
residents and representatives from 
various public organisations on the 
following dates: 
• 12-13 and 19 July: 

In José Carlos Mariátegui, as part 
of The Leadership School (ESDEL), 
coordinated by CENCA.

• 11 and 18th July: In Barrios Altos, 
in collaboration with CIDAP.

• 14th July: Presentations and 
discussion panels with UNESCO, 
Ministry of Culture, Ministry of the 
Environment, Ministry of Housing, 
CENEPRED, INDECI, PROLIMA, 
Urban Renovation Programme 
MML and community mappers from 
Barrios Altos. 

• A series of interviews to be 
conducted throughout July by Rita 
Lambert will cast light on how risk 
is mapped by different institutions 
which shape urban planning in Lima.

• July-September: An ambitious 
qualitative and quantitative survey 
will be undertaken in both areas 
to understand the everyday risks 
affecting local residents and the 
investments they make to cope with 
and mitigate negative impacts.

Who is involved in the project? 
cLIMA sin Riesgo is led by 
Prof. Adriana Allen at The Bartlett 
Development Planning Unit (DPU), 
University College London (UCL), 
in collaboration with Foro Ciudades 
Para La Vida (FCplV) (Peru), Centro 
de Investigación, Documentación y 
Asesoría Poblacional (CIDAP) (Peru), 
Instituto de Desarrollo Urbano 
(CENCA) (Peru), and the support of 
UN-Habitat, The Bartlett Centre for 
Advanced Spatial Analysis (CASA) and 
Department of Civil, Environmental and 
Geomatic Engineering (CEGE) at UCL. 
 The project continues to work with 
community groups in Barrios Altos and 
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Above: The cLIMA sin Riesgo team with the 
mayor of San Juan de Lurigancho.

José Carlos Mariátegui articulating 
their valuable inputs in the research 
and strategy building, together with 
actors from the public and academic 
spheres. 
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