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Brief PointsIn the 1990s, Medellín, Colombia was 
beset by the world’s highest levels of 
lethal violence and plagued by social 
and political crises. Yet, a transfor-
mational process of social urbanism 
has seen political, business and civil 
society coalitions implement changes 
that successfully reduced violence and 
inequality. Central to this process was 
the public utilities company Empresas 
Públicas de Medellín (EPM). This 
policy brief outlines the role EPM 
has played in Medellín and offers 
insights into how private sector actors 
can support peacebuilding in urban 
contexts.
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• Medellín underwent a remarkable 
urban tranformation in the 2000s.

• A coalition of urban stakeholders sup-
ported an innovative social urbanism 
policy agenda focused on inclusive 
mobility and public space interventions 
to build peace.

• The public-private utilities enterprise 
Empresas Públicas de Medellín (EPM) 
provides 30% of its profits to fund 
inclusive social projects in the city.

• EPM repurposed its infrastructure in 
vulnerable areas in a participatory way 
to create new public spaces and address 
violence and exclusion.

• EPM’s actions have supported urban 
peacebuilding, extended formal services 
and enhanced the company’s reputation 
and profitability.

Kristian Hoelscher Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)



w w w.pr io .orgPRIO POLICY BRIEF 12 2019

Context

In the 1990s, Medellín, the capital of Antioquia 
province, was beset by the world’s highest levels 
of lethal violence. The city was ravaged by pow-
erful narcotrafficking and urban armed groups, 
and experienced a sustained social and political 
crisis. Yet the late 90s saw a transformational 
process in Medellín that drastically reduced 
violence and extended services and rights. This 
radical transformation has been lauded for its 
innovative architectural, public space and mo-
bility interventions.

This policy brief highlights how business actors 
can contribute in fundamental ways to reduc-
ing urban violence and supporting peace. Based 
on interviews with political actors, company 
managers, academics, urbanists, architects and 
citizens in August 2018, it lays out the role that 
a unique public-private actor, Empresas Públicas 
de Medellín (EPM), has played in the transforma-
tion of Colombia’s second city.

EPM’s role in supporting urban peacemaking has 
been facilitated by the company’s unique struc-
ture and symbiotic relationship with the mu-
nicipal and state governments. Given this, EPM 
has both (i) financed and supported many of the 
principal policy instruments of social urbanism; 
and (ii) pursued a participatory strategy of using 
infrastructure and service delivery to repurpose, 
reclaim and reimagine public-private space in a 
way that addresses violence and inequality.

Moreover, the company views their social con-
tributions as good for business and operations. 
Through working with and in communities in 
an engaged and socially progressive manner, 
EPM has built trust, formalised service delivery 
in vulnerable areas, and expanded the com-
pany’s customer base.

Violence and Miracles

Medellín’s place as the world’s most violent 
city in the 1990s is in stark contrast to its cur-
rent image. Emerging from the grasp of Pablo 
Escobar in the 1990s, the city has through 
successive mayoral terms been a model of how 
multi-stakeholder cooperation can overcome 
violence and insecurity and promote inclusion 
and development. Today, Medellín is viewed as 
a paradigm of social urbanism and policy in-
novation, with the transformation dubbed the 
‘Medellín Miracle’.

This oft-repeated ‘miracle’ narrative lauds the 
leadership and vision of successive Mayors – 
particularly Sergio Farjardo – as main reasons 
for the reduction of violence in Medellín. Ob-
scured by this, however, are the multiplicity of 
actors that played essential roles and the process 
of change over time that enabled long-term 
improvements in the city. Broadly, Medellín’s 
transformation can be considered to have been 
enabled by several factors (see Brand and Dávila 
2011; Maclean 2015; Doyle 2018):

• The overwhelming extent of the crisis of 
violence which necessitated innovative 
collective action;

• A coalition of progressive political actors 
entering decision-making space;

• A unique political approach that fostered the 
continuation of social urbanist policy across 
multiple political terms and parties;

• Engaging professional classes in a multi-
sectoral, multidisciplinary way to address 
the challenges of violence, including the 
business community;

• The embrace of public space and mobil-
ity interventions to address violence and 
inequality;

• Changes in operations of the perpetrators of 
violence.

EPM and Working through Violence

While inclusive political coalitions and vision-
ary leadership were certainly vital to Medellín’s 
turnaround, the role of the business community 
was also of significant importance. During this 
period, an Antioquian culture of entrepreneur-
ism and innovation intersected with the sense 
of social or collective responsibility in a period 
of crisis. Here, actors in the private sector be-
came important allies in supporting and financ-
ing policies that enabled the city to collectively 
work through violence.

Vital to Medellín’s process of working through 
violence was the role of public utilities company 
Empresas Públicas de Medellín (EPM). Founded 
in 1955, and reorganised into an Industrial and 
Commercial State Company in 1997, EPM is 
a unique public-private firm wholly owned by 
the government of Antioquia yet operating as a 
private company. It operates multi-sectoral utili-
ties services in Medellín and throughout Latin 
America as a private multinational in competi-
tive utilities markets as one of the most success-
ful multilatinas in the public services sectors 
(Rivera 2015). In its unique public-private hybrid 
role, EPM provides 30% of its revenues to the 
municipal budget that are earmarked for social 
urbanism projects. As former Mayor of Medel-
lín Aníbal Gaviria said: ‘You cannot think of 
this [transformation] if you don’t have EPM’ 
(Interview 2018).

Business Support for Social Urbanism

As the costs and uncertainty of conflict in Me-
dellín became existential, business and political 
elites saw the necessity of re-establishing influ-
ence on the city (Restrepo Santamaria 2011). 
Central to the innovative measures taken to ad-
dress the causes of violence and promote peace 
and security was the role of EPM. Tied closely 
to municipal authorities due to its ownership 
structure, EPM had a key role in guiding, fund-
ing and implementing many of the interven-
tions that had positive peace impacts in the city. 
Foremost was the mandate to earmark 30% of 
their annual profits to the municipal budget to 

Plaza de Cisneros by the EPM library, Medellín. 
Photo: Juan Camilo Trujillo / CC BY / Flickr
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Return on Social Investment

Securing and revitalising once insecure neigh-
bourhoods – which limited EPM’s access to con-
sumers – has also been economically beneficial 
for the company. As a utilities provider, physical 
access to neighbourhoods throughout the city is 
paramount to their business operations. Yet the 
urban nature of violence in Medellín presented 
fundamental impediments to safe access into 
neighbourhoods which were controlled by vio-
lent actors.

By working with communities in designing 
public space interventions that reduced violence, 
EPM has built a strong network of relationships 
with communities across the city, and is gener-
ally seen as a well-regarded corporate citizen. In 
developing positive community relations and 
working through violence in these communi-
ties, EPM has been able to increase connections 
of low-income households to formal water and 
power grids and reduce illegal connections. This 
has been made affordable through scaled water 
pricing structures, prepaid electricity meters, 
and other pro-poor means of formalising access 
to services – and, by extension, formalising citi-
zenship and the right to the city.

As a senior architect at EPM described:

‘Now we can operate more easily be-
cause we do not have violence in those 

territories. We have less thefts be-
cause [the communities] feel that the 
government is there. It is really much 
better. So, people feel that “Wow! 
EPM helped me. It is a good com-
pany”. We do not have problems with 
the communities. We are working to-
gether. It is really, really good because 
people feel the responsibility… Be-
cause you can build up a sustainable 
prospect for the company. You have a 
guarantee for the future… They can 
feel that it is not that company that 
gives you an invoice, it is not only that, 
[but it] is really, really a community 
company.’ (Interview 2018).

The Problem with Miracles

Despite the success of social urbanism, there are 
important criticisms to engage with. For EPM, 
Rivera (2015) notes the tensions around com-
modification of water through the access of EPM 
to previously informal neighbourhoods. This 
intersects with concerns about neoliberal reform 
and governmentality that have evolved with the 
expansion of the state (Maclean 2015), as well as 
a related concern that the city’s ‘social urbanism’ 
has morphed from an internal socio-spatial proj-
ect into an external strategy to attract capital and 
position Medellín as a global city (Brand 2011). 

fund social interventions (Bateman 2011). In 
doing so, EPM were instrumental in support-
ing mobility, public space and infrastructure 
projects, enabling those in urban peripheries to 
access the city, parks, libraries and the Metro-
cable gondolas (Maclean 2015). In revitalising 
poor and often violent neighbourhoods, these 
initiatives were characterised by high quality 
architecture with a focus on participatory design 
and educational opportunities.

Urban Interventions

Beyond financial support for the social urbanist 
policies of the government, EPM has also in its 
own actions sought to direct its business opera-
tions and social responsibility activities in a way 
that addresses inequalities and promotes peace. 
Since 2012, EPM has pursued a programme 
of integrated urban interventions designed 
to transform walled off water storage tanks 
throughout the city into high quality open pub-
lic spaces. These UVAs (Unidades de Vida Ar-
ticulada – Articulated Life Units) have been de-
signed using participatory approaches with com-
munity, and mandating significant shares of 
employment in construction and maintenance 
of the UVAs for local communities. In this way, 
EPM has created safe, secure public spaces with 
free services (education, childcare, courses etc.). 
Further, these spaces have been created in in-
secure, violent and marginalised communities, 
transforming the spatial construction of the city.

Photo: EPM
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PRIO

The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is a 
non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.

THE PROJECT

Kristian Hoelscher is a Senior Researcher at 
PRIO. His research focuses on the intersec-
tions of cities, politics, conflict and develop-
ment.

THE AUTHOR

The Norwegian Research Council-funded 
Learning Flexibility project examines novel 
urban practices emerging from cities in crisis. 
The Peace and Reconciliation department of 
the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs also 
contributed funding as part of a project on 
corporate strategies to assist peacebuilding in 
Colombia.

As a physical infrastructure provider, EPM 
gained financially and operationally from its 
investments in innovative projects that sought 
to improve security and reduce violence in vul-
nerable neighbourhoods. While interviewees 
reiterated this was not the primary motivation 
for engaging in peace-building activities, the 
expanded market access provided by physical ac-
cess to formerly insecure neighbourhoods was a 
supporting factor that both provided additional 
institutional presence in vulnerable areas and 
increased revenues, which were transferred to 
social urbanism projects.

Political proximity enhances business-peace 
impacts

EPM played a unique role in Medellín’s social 
urbanism due to its hybrid structure and con-
nections with political power. In being both 
independent from and answerable to the state, 
the company was able to leverage its position 
to support policy through financing of social 
development while similarly creating opportuni-
ties to expand its core business activities.

Beyond the implications for businesses, there 
are key lessons for how cities can successfully 
address urban violence:

• Public space interventions supported by 
social service provision can be an effective 
means to address violence and inequality and 
build citizenship and community.

• Non-traditional approaches that rely less on 
the state security apparatus can be success-
ful where policies are implemented with 
strategic goals to address equity and safety.

• Effective governance, policy continuity over 
time, and multi-stakeholder participation 
before, during and after interventions appear 
to be conditions for success.  

More broadly, inequality and violence remain 
significant problems in the city (Sotomeyer 
2017). In recent years, homicide has risen and 
there is concern that the current administration 
has broken with the enduring approach of previ-
ous administrations.

Thus, while such concerns do not invalidate the 
achievements in Medellín, they contextualise 
the challenges that all actors – including busi-
nesses – face when engaging in urban projects 
to build peace and inclusion. As an interviewee 
stated: ‘the problem with miracles is that they 
are too simple, too easy and may even be wrong’ 
(Interview 2018).

Lessons from Medellín

The role of businesses in building peace in a 
fragile city such as Medellín intersects with how 
businesses can work through violence and sup-
port peacebuilding in Colombia more broadly 
(Rettberg et al. 2019).

Extreme violence can motivate business 
involvement in peacebuilding

As insecurity climbed, the costs and uncertainty 
in Medellín became unbearably high for politi-
cal, economic and civic urban stakeholders. Sup-
porting multi-stakeholder efforts, EPM began to 
play a central and innovative role in supporting 
the state and building peace. 

EPM did so indirectly through its financing 
of social development programmes through 
earmarked budget transfers. Moreover, it was 
through its own UVA projects that EPM trans-
formed closed-off urban infrastructure into 
vibrant, secure public spaces, and provided ser-
vices to marginalised neighbourhoods.

Economic benefits of peace can be a 
supporting factor for business engagement
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