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I. INTRODUCTION: THE CITY

IM URBAN CONTEXT

1. National Overview

The Republic of Guatemala has an area of 108,889
km?. It borders with Mexico, El Salvador, Honduras and
Belize, as well as with the Caribbean and the Pacific
Ocean. Guatemala is a country with a great bio-diversity
in a small territory, with geo-morphological and climatic
areas which vary markedly, with regions of considerable
agro-ecological richness. Two thirds of the country is
mountainous, and 34 per cent is covered by woodland.
The average temperature is between 18 and 22° C.
Guatemala is located in the Central-American Isthmus,
a region with a high level of risk from natural phenom-
ena, as well as which it is extremely vulnerable due to
the poverty of the majority of the population.

Guatemala is divided into 8 Regions, 22 Departments
and 331 Municipalities. Guatemala City is located in
Metropolitan Region 1 (see Map 1)

The country has a population of 11.3 million. There
are 2.5 million inhabitants in the Metropolitan Region —
20 per cent of the total. National population density is
104 inhabitants/km2, climbing to 1,213 inhabitants/km?
in the Metropolitan Region. In the second half of the
1990s, the population grew at a rate of 2.7 per cent,
much higher than the average for Latin America and the
Caribbean (1.3 per cent per year).

MEXICO

JATEMALA

Source: CIA factbook

Urban growth is very rapid, given that in the 1990s the
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double in less than 20 years. The average urban growth
rate in Latin America and the Caribbean is 2.2 per cent
annually.

These levels of population growth have been main-
tained in Guatemala because the global fertility level of
from 5 to 6 children per woman is the highest in Latin
America. There is a clear difference between the fertility
rate of the rural population (6 children), and the urban
population (4 children), as well as between social strata
(see Table 1).

With regard to ethnicity and culture, Guatemala has a
population which is approximately 55 per cent indige-
nous, and 45 per cent ladina (Spanish-speaking).
Twenty languages are spoken, although the dominant
language is Spanish. The main ethnic groups are the
Maya, the Garifuna, the Xinca and the Ladina. It is a

Table 1: Fertility Rates by Region, 1995-2000
(Average number of children per
women of childbearing age)

Country
Average

m METROPOLITAN 3.45
REGION 8 6.29
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Map 2. Guatemala City, Political Divisions

multi-ethnic, multi-lingual and multi-cultural country.

In conformity with the characteristics of underdevel-
oped countries, the population is young - 58 per cent of
the population is under 19. In 1990 52 per cent of the
labour force still worked in agriculture, 28 per cent in
services and 20 per cent in industry, while the average
participation of the economically active population in
agriculture in Latin America and the Caribbean is 25 per
cent.

According to the UNDP human development index,
Guatemala ranked 117 out of a total of 174 countries in
1999. In 1997 the GDP per capita was US$1,690, in
comparison with an average of US$4,127 for Latin
America and the Caribbean.

The average monthly income per family in the whole
country was US$227 in 1999. In the urban areas the
figure was US$423. Almost 70 per cent of the popula-
tion lives on less than US$2 per day, and of these,
almost 30 per cent of the population of the country, and
8 per cent of the urban population live on less than
US$1 per day.

Income distribution is extremely uneven, the differ-
ence in income of the richest and poorest 20 per cent
of the population differing by a factor of 30, in contrast
to 12.7 in Costa Rica and 15.1 in Honduras.

There is a correlation between the high population
growth rates in regions and departments with higher
indices of rural and indigenous populations with higher
indices of poverty. Such is the case of Regions 6, 7 and
2. The marginalisation of the indigenous cultures has
been inherited from the Spanish colonial period (see
Map 3).
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2. The History of Guatemala City

Guatemala City is today the largest in the Central-
American Isthmus, and in the Caribbean Basin. It is the
capital of the Republic of Guatemala, the centre of polit-
ical, economic and industrial power in the country.

The city was founded by the Spaniards in 1776, in the
Ermita Valley after the Santa Marta earthquakes which
partially destroyed Santiago de los Caballeros, the old
capital of the province of Goathemala, now known as
Antigua Guatemala.

The city was laid out according to the Laws of the
Indies, following a gridiron plan, with streets running
north-south and east-west, with a central square and
three smaller squares. The housing in the central
areas, where the Spaniards lived, was built on the
Mudejar pattern, whose principal characteristics are a
wide doorway with a vestibule, and a central patio
surrounded by a veranda giving onto the bedrooms,
with the kitchen at the end. The Indian villages were
located around the city, in already existing settlements
or in new ones.

From independence in 1821, a process of great
importance for the present-day life of the city began,
which was the gradual shift of municipal property to
private ownership. Another of even greater importance
for the future of the city was the expropriation of the
Church’s properties, and their change of use to govern-
ment departments and educational institutions, a factor
which allowed an important functional evolution in the
city without affecting is spatial form.

At the beginning of the 20th century the city had
100,000 inhabitants, and began to show the effects of a
modernisation programme, initiated by the Liberal
Revolution, especially in the accegtance of foreign
lifestyles.

The city was destroyed by the 1917 earthquake. The
reconstruction did not destroy its form, but did affect its
pattern of development.

In the mid-20th century, attempts at modernisation by
the state led to new sources of employment in the city,
leading to the immigration of rural populations. In 1954
the country underwent a brusque change when the
state put an end to the agrarian reform programme,
which together with an increase in socio-economic
problems accelerated the migratory process. As a result
of this migration, the population of Guatemala City grew
from 285,000 inhabitants in 1950 to 573,000 in 1964.

Many of these immigrant families occupied the
houses which had been built by the high-income popu-
lation in the centre of the city, giving rise to the so-
called palomares (tenements). Other immigrants
invaded unoccupied urban lands, producing new
precarious urban settlements, or consolidating the
existing ones. For example, in 1959 there was a
massive invasion of lands in Ciudad Nueva, which was
dislodged. Several weeks later, 600 families invaded
the sides of the gullies which defined Zone 5, in front of

the Olympic Stadium, giving rise to a massive settle-
ment, “La Limonada”, which still exists in precarious
conditions.

The exodus from the rural areas increased as a result
of the social effects of the 1976 earthquake, and socio-
political conflicts. In order to deal with the immigration
caused by the earthquake, the government built tempo-
rary shelters for the affected families, which remained
for almost a decade. Later, principally in order to move
this population, the government, by means of the Banco
Nacional de la Vivienda (National Housing Bank —
BANVI) and other institutions constructed minimum
housing, and sites and services schemes.

The economic crisis and the armed conflict became
worse in the 1980s, which resulted in a new wave of
immigration of people displaced by the conflict, who
also participated in invasions of urban land. They built
large precarious settlements on lands belonging to
BANVI, intended for green areas for the residential
developments built after the earthquake, and on lands
where BANVI had intended to build other settlements.
There were even invasions of sites with services in
construction.

The invasions continued in the 1990s, some were
demolished, others were consolidated. In some cases
the situation reached dimensions never before seen.
For example, in 1991 areas surrounding the municipal
garbage dump were invaded, with the resulting lack of
minimum hygiene standards. Several years later, the
Guatemala Municipality relocated the inhabitants, and
built shelters for them.

This situation grew worse with the new liberal orienta-
tion of the Guatemalan economy, which resulted in a
reduction in social spending on housing by the state.
BANVI was closed down, and the government founded
the Fondo Guatemalteco para la Vivienda (Guatemalan
Housing Fund — FOGUAVI) with a subsidy programme
which has been inoperative.

The growth of Guatemala City has been more hori-
zontal than vertical. This means that there are peripheral
areas as much as 20km from the city centre, and the
new precarious settlements have had to locate further
and further away. This situation has provoked, in a
sustained form, the poverty and social precariousness
which continues to be one of the most serious national
problems, but which is especially generated in
Guatemala City and its metropolitan area.

At the beginning of the 21st century the city is charac-
terised by a large horizontal expansion, with peripheral
commercial sub-centres, an inefficient public transport
system, a proliferation of precarious settlements, a free
market economy and a decrease in state attention to
housing needs. Of its 2.5 million inhabitants, approxi-
mately a third live in precarious settlements.
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3. The Physical City

The politico-administrative divisions of Guatemala
are the Metropolitan Region or Region 1; the
Department of Guatemala; and the Municipality of
Guatemala. The Metropolitan Region and the
Department of Guatemala constitute the same territory,
made up of 17 municipalities, of which Guatemala
Municipality is one.

There is no exact official definition of the metropolitan
area of the city. For the purposes of this report
Guatemala City will be interpreted as being the
Municipality of Guatemala and its metropolitan area,
constituting the urban area which occupies parts of the
surrounding municipalities in the Department of
Guatemala.

The city’s urban area includes part of 11 of the 17
municipalities of the Guatemala Region, or the
Metropolitan Region. It is estimated that in 2010 parts of
15 of those municipalities will be urbanised, as well as
San Lucas Sacatepéquez in the Department of
Sacatepéquez (see Map 4)

As such, all the information in this report refers to the
Metropolitan Region (the Department of Guatemala).
This region is located in the geographical south-centre
of the country, between latitudes 14° 40’ and 14° 30’
north and longitudes 90° 40’ and 90° 25’ west. Average
altitude is 1,500 m.

The Metropolitan Region of Guatemala presents a
great geological and topological diversity. The valley is
surrounded by the hills and mountains of the Sierra
Madre, as well as a number of volcanoes, some of
which are active (such as the Volcan de Pacaya). In
hydrological terms, there are two main watersheds in
the valleys, the southern one which drains towards the

Map 4. The Urban Area of Guatemala
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Pacific, and the northern one, which drains towards the
Atlantic.

The area also has a number of climatic zones, which
varies from hot and dry in the north, to warm and humid
in the south and east, with, generally, gentle, dry
winters. The average rainfall from 1980 to 1989 was
1,112.3 mm (INSIVUMEH)

The metropolitan region is composed of 17 municipal-
ities (see Table 3). It is estimated that in 2010 only San
José del Golfo and Chuarrancho will not have areas
forming part of the capital city’s conurbation, although
they will continue to be dormitory municipalities for
people working in Guatemala City. The density of the
Metropolitan Region is 1,212 inhabitants/km?.

Guatemala municipality has a density of 4,470 inhabi-
tants/ km?.

Table 3. The Municipalities in the
Metropolitan Region of Guatemala

Population
(thousands)

66.6

San Pedro Ayampuc

Mixco

San Pedro Sacatepéquez
San Juan Sacatepéquez
San Raymundo

Chuarrancho



UNDERSTANDING SLUMS: Case Studies for the Global Report on Human Settlements 2003

4. Demographics'

The population of the Guatemala Metropolitan Region
is 2.4 million (INE 1999), NOT IN REFS while that of the
country is 10.5 million. In other words, 23 per cent of the
country’s population lives in the Metropolitan Region.
There are 514,143 households, giving an average of 4.7
people per household, while the national average is 5.3.
89 per cent of the population of the Metropolitan Region
is in the urban area.

The population growth rate in the Metropolitan Region
was 3.1 per cent per annum between 1995 and 2000,
but in Guatemala Municipality it was only 0.7 per cent,
with population growth concentrated in the outlying
municipalities, for example, 7.9 per cent in Villa Nueva,
3.8 per cent in Mixco, and 4.4 per cent in San Juan
Sacatepequez.

Of the total population 48 per cent are men, and 52
per cent are women, and 77 per cent of household
heads are men (INE 1999).

In contrast to the figures for the country as a whole, in
which 55 per cent of the population are indigenous, in
the Metropolitan Region this proportion is 19 per cent.
17 per cent of the population is under 7 years old, 19
per cent is between 7 and 15, 58 per cent is between 15
and 65, and 6 per cent is over 65.

In Guatemala the economically active population is
identified as those between 15 and 65 years old. At a
national level the percentage of the population in this
range is 51, and for every 100 people of productive age,
95.5 are of dependent age. In the Metropolitan Area this
ratio is 100:72.

The illiteracy rate of the population over 15is 13.1 per
cent, compared to the national average of 30.7 per cent
(INE 1999).

As far as religion is concerned, Catholicism is
predominant, but there is also a high percentage of
Evangelical religions.

5. The Urban Economy

The primacy of Guatemala City can be seen through
a series of economic data (Metrépolis 2010, 1995). It is
estimated that the Metropolitan Region generates 63
per cent of the country’s industrial production, and
houses 70 per cent of the nation’s industrial plants. The
city carries out 90 per cent of internal commerce, 80 per
cent of demand for goods and services, 71 per cent of
investment in productive infrastructure, 80 per cent of
private investment, and the 2.5 million inhabitants of the
region demand almost 80 per cent of the country’s
public services (Metrépolis 2010, 1995).

a. Income

The average household income (INE 1999) is
Q5,672.53 (US$736.7), while average expenditure is
Q3,672.23 (US$476.9).

b. Employment Trends

The employment tendencies are as follows:

Of the total population occupied, 71.7 per cent works
in services, 22 per cent in industry, 6 per cent in agricul-
ture and 0.3 per cent in mining and quarrying (INE 1999)

According to the INE figures, unemployment is only
3.26 per cent, but the truth is that within the occupied
population, there is a large underemployed population,
that is to say their incomes are not sufficient to cover
their needs. The maijority of the population with insuffi-
cient incomes is in the informal sector.

There are no concrete data on the number of people
in the informal economy, but it is continually growing as
a result of immigration to the Metropolitan Region. It is
estimated that the Region concentrates 90 per cent of
the total informal economy in the country. It is further
estimated that for each Quetzal generated in formal
commerce there are two in informal commerce
(Metropolis 2010).

c. Economic Base and Resource Base

The economic base of the city is in services and
industry. It is the centre of political and economic power
of the country. The city was not founded for the exploita-
tion of a resource, but as a centre for political, commer-
cial and industrial power. This has been and continues
to be its main role.

d. Relation to the Global Economy

As was already mentioned, the metropolitan area is
the economic axis of the country, concentrating
commercial activity (Metrépolis 2010, 1995).

e. Gender Participation in the Workforce
Female participation in the workforce is 42.5 per cent.

The highest proportion of women workers is concen-

trated in unskilled labour, as well as services and sales.

6. Governance

The Sistema Nacional de Consejos de Desarrollo
Urbano y Rural (National System of Councils for Urban
and Rural Development) was created for the adminis-
tration of the country. This is composed of a National
Council, 8 Regional Councils, 22 Departmental
Councils and 331 Municipal Councils.

The Metropolitan Region has a Metropolitan Council
for Urban and Rural Development. This is also the
Departmental Council. This system represents the
public and private sectors, co-operative organisations,
trade unions and NGOs.

The Mayor and Municipal Council are elected, the
council being composed of councillors and sindicos.
There are 17 municipal councils in the Metropolitan
Region.

The Guatemala Municipality has recently set up a
system of 14 districts, with auxiliary mayors. Within
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each district there are delegations integrated by repre-
sentatives of neighbourhood committees. The council-
lors are elected from the neighbourhood committees,
and preside over the delegations. Within these, the
mayor elects the auxiliary mayor. Finally there are
Neighbourhood Committees, which are expected to
have local security, education health and sports
commissions

The municipalities are autonomous, with the capacity
to elect their authorities, provide public services, obtain
and spend local resources and control territorial plans in
their jurisdiction. Moreover, they receive 12 per cent of
the general national budget, which is distributed by the
central government to the municipalities according to a
formula which includes the population level, territorial
area and level of development of the municipality.

The municipalities are the second level of elected
government in the country. The regional and depart-
mental authorities still do not have the power of the
municipalities, due to their lack of autonomy, decision-
making capacity and financial control.

The departmental governors and regional develop-
ment council presidents are named by the President of
the Republic, and lack autonomy, decentralised deci-
sion making capacity, and their own budgets, and as
such, power over the municipalities. For these reasons,
at the metropolitan level, these levels of government are
inoperative for the purposes of inter-municipal co-ordi-
nation.

There are various political parties in Guatemala, the
principal ones being the Frente Republicano
Guatemalteco, in power in central government, and the
Partido de Avanzada Nacional, in power in Guatemala
Municipality and in other important municipalities in the
Metropolitan Region. The political differences between
these two parties prevent joint efforts in the develop-
ment of the city.

The biggest problem facing the Metropolitan Region
is that there is no political and technical organism
administering and planning the territory. Each munici-
pality manages its own territory, and there are often
incompatibilities in land use and service provision
between neighbouring areas. Only Guatemala
Municipality has an adequate planning, zoning and
urban construction control system, but it has no jurisdic-
tion beyond its immediate territory. As well as
Guatemala, in the Metropolitan Region only Mixco, Villa
Nueva, San José Pinula and Santa Catarina Pinula
have their own ordinances. The rest of the municipali-
ties have carried out urban regulation on the basis of six
obsolete instruments dating back four decades, as well
as having a high level of institutional administration.

Il. SLUMS AND POVERTY

IEMl TYPES OF SLUMS IN THE CITY
1. Types

As has already been mentioned, Guatemala has a
critical poverty problem. It is estimated that in the
Metropolitan Region, 60 per cent of the population is
poor. Within this sector of the population, those with the
lowest incomes live in precarious conditions.

The housing problem is a reflection of the poverty
conditions of a sector of the population which does not
earn enough to be able to pay for housing, and the state
has not managed to develop an adequate housing
policy, with subsidies for the poor population. As a
result, poor families resort to various housing alterna-
tives, such as lodging with family members, renting land
to build themselves temporary housing, or renting
rooms in palomares (old deteriorated buildings with
improvised enlargements, where a family lives in each
room). Another housing strategy is the acquisition of
plots in private subdivisions which lack basic services
and which are generally located on the slops of ravines.

With these possibilities becoming exhausted, and in
the face of their continued housing need, families, both
individually in groups, invade private or state land,
unused land, gullies or green areas for state housing
projects. This housing form accounts for a third of the
population of the Metropolitan Region.

In general, it can be stated that formal housing is built
on flat areas, or on gentle slopes in the valley, or on the
sides of the surrounding mountains, while the informal
settlements are built on the sides of gullies within the city.

There is no official classification of the low-income
settlements in Guatemala. The first attempt at classifi-
cation was that carried out by the UNICEF-SEGEPLAN
study. This characterised the precarious areas of the
city, identifying 232 precarious settlements in 1991,
inhabited by 702,100 people. This study classified the
settlements into three groups: the most precarious
settlements; those of medium precariousness; and
those of low precariousness. The classification was
made on the basis of conditions of habitation, taking
account of the following variables: land ownership; facil-
ities for urbanisation; public service supply; community
structures; housing and plots. These variables are
related to employment variables: income levels; access
to work opportunities and basic goods suppliers. They
are also related to the social conditions, which include
the level of social organisation, and the collective iden-
tity of the settlement.

The most precarious settlements are those located on
illegal plots, on land which is unsuitable for construction,
with steep slopes, generally in gullies prone to land-
slides or floods, where there is no water supply,
drainage or electricity or paved roads, no community
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equipment, and where the houses are generally built of
waste material, on irregular plots often of less than 72
m?, and with no services in the house.

The settlements with intermediate precariousness
levels in this classification have the land regularised, and
although they are still mostly on the sides of gullies prone
to natural disasters, they have better access, they have
public taps and washstands, partial drainage and electri-
cal systems, some pedestrian streets with pavements.
Although they have some common health, educational
and recreation equipment, the houses are still mostly
made of waste materials, although they tend to be larger
than 72 m?, and some have internal services.

For the effects of this study, the term “slum” is under-
stood to refer to all settlements of greater or medium
precariousness, inhabited by the population with the
highest indices of poverty, with a clear socio-spatial
segregation in the urban area, and with a high degree of
lack of satisfaction with their living conditions and basic
needs and urban services. The land on which they are
settled is not generally legally theirs. At both levels of
precariousness, as well as these housing deficiencies,
can be added precarious employment, health, educa-
tional and recreational conditions.

The study carried out by CEUR-USAC On living
conditions and land tenure in the precarious settlements
of Guatemala City classifies the settlements as follows:

a. Settlements on Private Lands

These are subdivisions of private lands, which have
not been authorised by the municipality because of their
location on steep slopes, or near foci of pollution, and
which are sold without any services. They were sold to
people of limited resources who were unable to by a
better-located, serviced plot. The purchase is normally
not regularised.

b. Invasions of State or Private Lands

These invasions are rapid actions, and are often
demolished, while many of the areas where they occur
do not have the minimum conditions necessary for
housing production (gullies, polluted rivers, by the side
of railway lines, on rubbish tips, etc). The occupied state
lands are mainly the property of BANVI and DAHVI. In
some cases there has been a legalisation process.

c. State Sub-divisions

From the 1980s, BANVI began sites and services proj-
ects on the edges of the city. These were distributed as
minimum lots with sanitary services, while the production
of the house was left to the owner. At present, these
settlements have the appearance of permanent settle-
ments, with houses made of concrete block and corru-
gated zinc sheeting. Living conditions are slightly better
than those in other settlements, and the legalisation of
tenure is not a problem. However, in many settlements,
the green spaces have also been occupied.

d. Urbanised Villages

These are peripheral rural villages lacking services,
which have been absorbed by the growth of the city.
There are illegal and irregular forms of occupation.

e. Renting
This is the situation in which the owner rents land for
occupation without providing services.

f. Occupation by Permission

These are principally state lands on which the
invaders have been given permission to live.

These two last categories are varieties of invasions.
The proportions of different forms of access to land,
according to the 1997 COINAP-UNICEF study were:
invasion, 31,683 plots (92.9 per cent); sale, 1,611(4.7
per cent); rental, 551 (1.6 per cent); by donation, 196
(0.6 per cent); and by transfer, 64 (0.2 per cent).

2. Location and Age of Settlements

The precarious settlements are largely located in the
gullies which criss-cross the Guatemala Valley. They
are mainly in the municipalities of Guatemala, Villa
Nueva, Chinautla and Mixco.

Precarious housing areas were already typical of the
Spanish colonial cities, in which the city centres were
occupied by the Spaniards and Creoles, and the
precarious areas, in the periphery of the cities were
“Indian villages”, in which the indigenous population,
mestizos and blacks lived, constituting the artisan
labour force of the city.

There has been no specific investigation into the ages
of the settlements. However, the key dates are related
to those of the city’s history: the palomares originated
after the 1917 earthquake. The big invasions of state
and private lands occurred after 1959, and intensified
after the earthquake of 1976. The big invasions of
BANVI lands took place from the 1980s.

The present day existence and proliferation of precar-
ious areas in the city follows two important processes.
On the one hand, the urbanisation of the Metropolitan
Region, since its growth as an industrial and service
centre attracts populations from the rural areas. On the
other hand, the pauperisation of the country resulted in
an increase in poverty levels in the last few decades.
This process has affected the urban poor, such that
many people who lived in palomares, tenements, or
with family, subsequently became land invaders.

3. Population Size and Characteristics

Just as there is no official classification of slums, there
is also no official figure of the number of precarious
settlements. There are clear differences between the
figures given by the different institutions, for a number of
reasons, principally because of the different criteria used
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to define the settlements; the constant changes in
names used; the lack of official statistics relating to
precarious settlements (the National Statistical Institute —
INE — only defines housing types without locating them
in their socio-spatial context). The different institutions
are agreed, however, that the growth of these areas is
accelerating, and will continue to do so if the model of
socio-economic development is not changed.

In the 1991 UNICEF-SEGEPLAN study 232 precari-
ous settlements are identified, inhabited by 702,100
people. The rest of the poor population at the time,
approximately 272,900 in the Metropolitan Region, lived
in palomares and tenements. This adds up to 975,000
poor people living in inadequate living conditions. Of
these 178,100 people lived in 91 settlements of maxi-
mum precariousness.

The quantitative study of the urban marginal areas of
Guatemala City elaborated by the Inter-institutional
Committee for Attention to Precarious Areas (Comision
Interinstitucional para Atencién de las Areas Precarias,
COINAP), with the support of UNICEF, at the end of 1977,
Identified 161 precarious settlements, and 176 poor
neighbourhoods, that is, 337 nuclei of population in situa-
tions of poverty and extreme poverty. Within the category
of poor neighbourhoods can be included the settiements
of medium of low precariousness from the 1991 study.

As far as growth of settlements is concerned, compar-

ing the existence of 91 settlements of extreme precari-
ousness existing in the 1991 SEGEPLAN-UNICEF
study, With the 161 identified in 1997, there was an
increase of 76.9 per cent in the phenomenon in 6 years,
or an increase of almost 12 settlements per year.
However, the government's Human Settlements and
Housing Division (Divisién de Asentamientos Humanos
y Vivienda, DAHVI) indicates that 2 new settlements are
formed per month. Meanwhile, the population of
178,100 inhabitants registered in 1991, living in the
settlements with high levels of precariousness, had
grown to 231,900 in 1997, an increase of 30.2 per cent.

4. Socio-Economic Characteristics of the
Population

In the face of the lack of statistical data from the
censuses, the results will be used on the survey of
4,435 household heads in 61 settlements carried out in
December 1993 as part of the Living Conditions and
Land Tenure Study in precarious settlements in
Guatemala City.

a. Age of the Population
37 per cent of the population is under 14, a smaller
proportion than the national one of 50 per cent. 53 per
cent are between 15 and 49, with 10 per cent being over
50. This implies that the majority
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of the population is of an econom-
ically active age, and is looking for
an entrance to the workforce.

b. Migration

59 per cent of the household
heads are immigrants, with 52.3
per cent being from other depart-
ments, predominantly from the
south-west and south-east of the
country. Only 6.6 per cent
migrated from other municipalities
in the Metropolitan Region, while
the rest were born in Guatemala
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One of the methods used to
measure poverty is to establish
whether a family’s income covers
the cost of a basic food basket
(canasta basica de alimentos
CBA), and a basic vital basket
(canasta basica vital CBV) which
also includes costs of transport,
health, education etc. Those
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below the CBA level are in extreme poverty, and those
below the CBV level are below the poverty line.

31 per cent of household heads interviewed have
incomes below Q500; 51 per cent below Q1000; 11 per
cent below Q1,500 and only 7 per cent have incomes of
more than Q1500 per month. The average income of
household heads of precarious settlements does not
cover the CBV, and especially in the case of the inva-
sions and rental settlements, does not cover the CBA.

d. Employment

47 per cent of the interviewees worked in the private
sector, 38 per cent in the informal sector, and 15 per
cent in the public sector.

OFFICIAL DEFINITIONS OF
SLUMS

1. Definitions and their Predominant Use

The definitions which appear in the Municipality of
Guatemala housing policies and documents are asen-
tamientos humanos precarios (precarious human settle-
ments) and barrios urbanos marginales (marginal urban
neighbourhoods).

Without being official, these settlements are also
commonly referred to as low-income colonies or poor
neighbourhoods, when they already have most of serv-
ices, they are proprietors of the land and they have a
formal housing.

2l UNOFFICIAL DEFINITIONS OF
SLUMS

1. Popular Understandings of Slums

The inhabitants of the settlements alone refer to their
settlements as “settlements”, with the hope that one day
their nucleus will enter the category of “urban colony”.
This is what happened with the settlement of La
Limonada, one of the older marginal settlements, whose
residents prefer to call it ‘Colonia 15 de Agosto’.

2. Relevant Local Language Terms

The most common language terms are:
B asentamiento: settlement
B barrio marginal: marginal neighbourhood
B palomar. dovecote

Other terms used are:
B toma: land invasion
B champa: precarious housing, self-built with waste
materials

3. Slum Dwellers’ Perception of their own

Status

The people interviewed manifested their preoccupa-
tion that their situation is critical and they receive no effi-
cient support from the government or the municipality.
They have been organised in residents’ associations to
fight for their demands for tenure legalisation, the
construction of formal housing and basic services. They
state that they are willing to pay, if granted low-interest
facilities, in line with their limited economic possibilities.

I3l OFFICIAL DEFINITIONS OF
POVERTY

1. Definitions and their Predominant Use

The officially used definition of poverty is the situation
in which a household’s income is below a minimum
previously defined as the poverty line.

The poverty line in Guatemala is defined in monetary
terms, as the income necessary to satisfy minimum
calorie requirements as well as other non-alimentary
needs (transport, education, health). Extreme poverty is
defined as being when a population is unable to achieve
the necessary minimum calorie intake. The poverty line
in Guatemala, according to ENIGFAM 98-99 data was,
for that period, Q4,020 for poverty and Q1,873 for
extreme poverty.

2. Changes to Definitions over Time

In Guatemala indices of basic unsatisfied needs (NBI)
have been used to create poverty maps since 1993,
based on the 1981 census, and later updated with the
1994 census data. The NBI indices take as their refer-
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ence minimum standards in dwelling type, crowding,
subsistence capacity, school attendance, and sanitary
situation (potable water and waste elimination).

The principal difference over time is that formerly
poverty was defined in terms of a basic alimentary
basket, and now it is defined in terms of minimum calo-
rie consumption.

I3 UNOFFICIAL DEFINITIONS OF
POVERTY

1. Popular Understandings of Poverty

In the opinion of a person of medium income “it’s not
that there are several categories of slum neighbour-
hoods, but rather there are people in extreme poverty,
who crowd into peripheral areas and who need housing
and services. Although some have partial services”.

“The settlements are a den of thieves. The govern-
ment should make the people there work, or put all
those dirty Indians into jail” was the opinion of someone
without much social conscience, but which reflects
racial discrimination in Guatemala.

2. The Poors’ Perception of their own
Poverty

According to the inhabitants of the settlements, their
main preoccupation is tenure legalisation, since they
live with the uncertainty of whether someone might evict
them. Furthermore, while their situation is not regu-
larised, they will not receive services. They indicated
that they had to join invasion groups because the rent
they paid in palomares increased too quickly. For other
residents of a legalised private subdivision, their main

priority was to combat violence and crime generated by
the gangs, and then to resolve problems of services and
equipment.

[M THE ORIGINS OF THE SLUM
TYPES

1. Social, Economic and Political Forces
which have Formed the Slums

The precarious settlements have been forged as a
result of constant immigration, accelerated from the
1950s by economic problems (poverty), political prob-
lems, and as a result of natural phenomena such as the
1976 earthquake, and the natural increase in population.

2. Social, Political and Economic
Advantages of the Slums to the City

One of the principal characteristics of the precarious
settlements is that their populations are predominantly
in the productive age range (CEUR-USAC 2000). The
inhabitants of the low-income settlements contribute to
the growth of the informal economy, and constitute the
source of low-cost labour for manufacture, industries
and services.

However, these contributions are, more than an
advantage, a problem for the development of the city
and the country, given that the low-incomes they receive
do not allow the inhabitants to satisfy their minimum
social requirements, nor to gain access to adequate
habitat, leading them to occupy dangerous areas, which
furthermore, are the only green areas left in the city.

The indigenous immigrants tend to lose their culture
due to the urban influence. Furthermore, there is an
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interaction of different ethnic groups between the popu-
lations of a single settlement, whose residents have
their origins in different parts of the country. In the city,
the great majority of traditions come from the Spanish or
Creole roots, for example, fiestas and processions.

Politically, the oldest settlements represent an elec-
toral base, because their inhabitants are registered as
having been born in the city. Those settlements, as
such, motivate political interventions. The more recent
settlements have immigrant populations who do not
vote in the city, but in their places of origin.

Ml