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The Focus City Research Initiative (FCRI) is a series of eight action research projects funded by the International 
Development Research Centre (IDRC) in Canada. In the “Focus Cities” approach, multistakeholder city teams 
worked in partnership over four years, to research and test innovative solutions to alleviate poverty. The participating 
researchers worked in the following cities: Lima (Peru), Cochabamba (Bolivia), Moreno (Argentina), La Soukra 
(Tunisia), Dakar (Senegal), Kampala (Uganda), Colombo (Sri Lanka) and Jakarta (Indonesia).
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A waste picker and recycler´s home in Villa María del 
Perpetuo Socorro human settlement.

Solid waste separators.

he left bank of the Rimac river is the “Lima 
Focus City project” intervention area. In the 
District of Lima, it is a marginal zone both 

physically (along the edge of the Rimac river, on the 
edge of the district) and socially (due to the high degree 
of poverty). It has a population of 80,2001 [sic], in 
which 28 percent are young people between 15 and 
29 years of age and 24 percent are families that have 
a woman as “head of the household.” It is a zone of 
progressive, informal occupation on top of an old landfi ll 
in a railway easement area, in the river’s protected 
area, and in the unused places in an industrial zone. 
Here physical vulnerability is expressed in the harshest 
way. There are numerous natural and anthropogenic 
dangers: homes along the river’s edge, self-built homes 
on unstable ground, dangers relating to rain (fl oods and 
landslides), dangers of fi re due to the poor state of the 
electrical network and inadequate recycling practices for 
cardboard and paper, etc. Added to the physical and 
environmental vulnerability is a high degree of social 
vulnerability (population density, poverty, insecurity, low 
income, etc.).

In summary, a lack of compliance with land-
use planning policies and the scarce possibility 
of sustainable development scenarios have led 

to vulnerable conditions due to natural and 
anthropogenic events and, as a result, 

a high risk of disasters.

Therefore, the project being carried out proposed as its 
objective to “Contribute to reducing the physical, environ-
mental and socioeconomic vulnerability of the population 
from MIRR by implementing a participatory action-re-
search strategy.”

Participatory action-research proceeds through repeated 
cycles, in which researchers and the community start with the 
identifi cation of major issues, concerns and problems, initiate 
research, originate action, learn about this action and proceed 
to a new research and action cycle.

Municipal authorities have been participating directly 
in the project work process, despite the fact that MIRR 
does not have its own local authorities but is subject 
to various municipal agencies (management offi ces, 
assistant management offi ces or programs) or decen-
tralized management by the Metropolitan Municipality 

of Lima, and therefore the population cannot establish 
an ongoing, sustained relationship with a view to the 
future with its authorities. The project has been coordi-
nating joint actions with the Emergency Preparedness 
Offi ce to promote risk management workshops and is 
now organizing a drill and reinforcing the Brigadas de 

Has the project involved city authorities ?

Metropolitan Area has over 8 million inhabitants (one third of the 
country’s population). This population multiplied more than 12 times 
between 1940 and 2005, occupying land in a chaotic fashion through 
a horizontal, primarily informal expansion process. According to the 

Metropolitan Municipality of Lima, the Metropolitan Lima Region is the most developed and has the lowest 
poverty index in Peru, but has the highest concentration of poor people in the country, growing year after 
year in absolute terms. Therefore, Lima is one of the most vulnerable cities in Latin America; its inhabitants 
are at constant physical, environmental and social risk. This situation is aggravated by the geographical 
location of Peru’s capital city, given the subduction process of the Nazca plate (oceanic) underneath the 
South American plate (continental), which results in high magnitude earthquakes that have destructive ef-
fects, as well as the existence of the El Niño phenomenon.

T

The Lima/Callao



When the project began, we found conflict among lea-
ders everywhere in MIRR. Added to this was their dis-
trust of working with some NGOs and a current of opi-
nion at odds with the municipality due to the relocation 
of families located along the river’s edge. This subject 
was and still is used by some leaders to encourage 
divergent opinions and to make some assistantialist de-
mands to municipal management and even the NGOs 
that work in the area. In an attempt to deal with this 
situation, the project is trying to encourage the popula-
tion to have medium-term development objectives and 
perspectives that allow them to overcome personal or 
group interests in pursuit of more comprehensive deve-
lopment in this area. In this framework, the project has 
used a participatory approach and developed a dia-
gnostic process and prepared solution proposals for 
the area’s physical vulnerability problems. There has 
been significant participation in this process by both 
local leaders, women, young people, and garbage se-
paration and recycling organizations that operate in 
this area. 

It should be highlighted that, because the project uses 
the Participatory Action Research (PAR) methodology, 
a group of researchers has been formed from the com-
munity itself (consisting of local leaders, women, young 
people and garbage separators) and it is preparing 
the diagnostics and proposals for reducing MIRR’s vul-
nerability. This group has participated in the study ac-
tions and diagnostics (applying surveys, focus groups, 
field visits, etc.), all the way up to the solution iden-
tification phase for the area’s vulnerability problems, 
interacting with the project’s technical team on a day-
to-day basis.

Two inter-institutional authorities have been set up in 

the project intervention area (called the “Coalición Co-
munitaria” [Community Coalition]), one in Conde de la 
Vega and another in Mirones Bajo. These authorities 
have become permanent spaces for the community to 
meet with various public institutions that work in the 
area and to promote various social, employment and 
other training topics in order to strengthen the skills 
and talents of young people from MIRR. This platform, 
offered by the Coalition, is an asset for the area, and 
is being used by the project to carry out training acti-
vities, exchange experiences and coordinate joint ac-
tions aimed at strengthening Disaster Risk Management 
skills in order to reduce the population’s vulnerability.

In terms of working with the organized garbage sepa-
rators and recyclers, workshops were held to prepare 
the ATIARRES Asociación de Segregadores [Garbage 
Separator Association] Activity Plan, which is deve-
loping a set of activities aimed at strengthening skills 
in order to :

a) Improve the organizational and work culture

b) Reduce vulnerability in the separation work, and

c)  Develop economic alternatives to garbage 
separation.

Has the project involved organized civil society and residents? In what 
types of activities ? 

Defensa Civil [Emergency Preparedness Brigades]. The 
Assistant Management Office for the Environment and 
the Office for Local Participation (led by Branch No. 
6) from the Municipality of Lima are coordinating joint 
actions to develop technical and information proposals 
relating to vulnerability. The Local Branch No. 6, also 
called the “Resident Branch”, is the most representative 
municipal authority in the area, not only because it is 
physically present in the left bank of the Rimac river, but 
also because it is developing, organizing and implemen-
ting actions for the population (“natural or anthropoge-
nic disaster prevention talks,” “health,” “caring for the 
environment,” “employment training,” etc.). 

The Lima Focus City project has also been coordinating 
and involving authorities from higher learning institutions 
in its activities. One of these is the Universidad Nacional 
Mayor de San Marcos (Faculty of Geographical Engi-
neering), which has specialized professors and enginee-
ring students interested in the project topics participating 
in project activities and offering presentations at events 
organized by the project. Similarly, the project has in-
creasingly been promoting the Universidad Católica’s 
participation with respect to the specialized training that 
the Project Team requires.

The process of working with municipal authorities has 
been achieved through an ongoing relationship esta-

blished by the project coordinators who strategically 
identified and tried to establish direct relationships with 
authorities and professionals responsible for the above 
offices, whose activities best matched the project acti-
vities. Personal visits were made to present the project 
proposal in precise and detailed terms, and those mu-
nicipal offices and agencies continue to participate in 
team meetings. These meetings serve to advise of project 
activities and progress, as well as to gather information 
that may lead to joint actions being taken or improve-
ments in our progress with the project. Currently, tech-
nicians and professionals from the Municipality of Lima 
offices increasingly recognize and are open to having 
more and larger events (for analysis and exchange) on 
the topic of disaster risk management and vulnerability 
in order to reduce such vulnerability. For example, the 
Forum on “Risk Management and Adaptation to Climate 
Change in Urban Areas” was held in the Ministerio de 
la Presidencia [Ministry of the Presidency] Auditorium in 
November 2009.



By diagnosing and identifying proposals to reduce their 
physical, social and financial vulnerability, the project 
seeks to use a participatory approach to define the cri-
teria to identify in which areas of MIRR and with which 
specific social organizations it will implement illustrative 
pilot projects that show the population and the autho-
rities (local and national) concrete ways to reduce vul-
nerability in marginal areas such as MIRR, and at the 
same time contribute to reducing the population’s po-
verty through its direct participation.

In this framework, the plan is for these pilot projects to 
revolve around activities in order to :

– Reinforce the physical security of homes, 

–  Improve and recover the most important public spaces.

–  Strengthen the work urban garbage separators do, ma-
king it more environmentally friendly and increasing 
the economic potential in order to benefit these small 
business owners.

For such purpose, preparations have begun for certain 
necessary instruments such as production registration 
slips, a proposal for installing a Formal Stockpiling Cen-

ter, a proposal for technical and production training 
courses that include activities for products made using 
recycled material (cards, bags, etc.).

In financial terms, these pilot projects will involve contri-
butions from the population, local authorities, private 
institutions and the project itself.

Is important to highlight the “Specific Economic Diagno-
sis regarding Separation Work in the Area” as part of 
the General Economic Diagnosis for the left bank of the 
Rimac river. Both are key instruments in order to better 
plan and orient separation and other work of a financial 
nature in the area within the framework of a Concerted 
Development Plan Focused on Risk Management. These 
diagnoses are the basic input so that the Garbage Se-
parators Association (ATIARRES) can prepare its ope-
rational workplan using a participatory approach; the 
work strategy in the plan considers reducing the finan-
cial vulnerability of workers involved in solid waste se-
paration. 

The project is creating a set of instruments and tools that 
will be useful for preparing plans and policies to reduce 
vulnerability. Two essential instruments for achieving this 
objective are the group of community researchers that 
has been established and the Participatory Action Re-
search methodology. 

The Group of Community Researchers allows the popu-
lation’s points of view and approaches to be incorpo-
rated more systematically, and those contributions will 
nourish the strategy to reduce vulnerability. Further, it is 
believed they are an important factor in order to ensure 
that the proposals collectively produced by the project 
are sustainable and ongoing.

The Participatory Action Research Methodology is an 
instrument that allows us to learn from the intervention 
process itself and during all project phases: the dia-
gnostic phase, proposal formulation, pilot project imple-
mentation, and awareness and incidence of key actors 
to reduce vulnerability.

The third instrument used is the progressive building of 
a Concerted Development Plan. In the first phase this 
involves formulating a participatory and technical dia-
gnosis. This diagnosis provides very important techni-
cal information regarding the identification of the most 

vulnerable zone in the left bank as well as their degree 
of vulnerability. This diagnosis will also determine the 
population’s perception of the risks and threats it is sub-
ject to. Specific studies will also take place regarding 
the degree of vulnerability of homes, of the work solid 
waste separators do, and so on. 

We are entering the proposal formulation phase and we 
hope this participatory process of formulating a concer-
ted strategy to reduce vulnerability in the intervention 
area becomes a pioneering experience for formulating 
development proposals where the problem is to reduce 
physical vulnerability and risks due to disasters in urban 
areas. 

The documentation and systematization of the experien-
ce with the group of Community Researchers will be the 
basic instruments for such contribution.

To what extent is the project creating conditions and instruments to 
financially benefit the marginalized urban communities that are the 
project’s target group ?

To what extent is the project creating instruments that can 
be used to prepare plans and policies to reduce vulnerability ?
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