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Abstract

An analysis of Arica (Chile) is presented as a border city. It aims to describe and 
analyze the migratory mobility of the city of Arica and the settlements where 
the migrant population resides, a discussion centered on Latin American bib-
liography on border cities, mobility, migration and human settlements is pro-
posed, where we resort to the categories of the ghetto and precarious city. Data 
production techniques were applied combining statistical production from of-
ficial sources together with observation and documentary analysis. The results 
show that the migrant population is mainly Peruvian, Bolivian and tends to 
be in three large areas of the city: north, south and valley of Azapa. It is spe-
cifically investigated in the case of Cerro Chuño, which is problematized as a 
migrant settlement, discussing the expression of ghetto and precarious city.

Keywords: border city, migrations, precariousness, Cerro Chuño.

Resumen

Se presenta un análisis de Arica (Chile) en su condición de ciudad frontera. 
Con el objetivo de describir y analizar la movilidad migratoria de la ciudad 
de Arica y los asentamientos donde reside la población migrante, se plantea 
una discusión centrada en bibliografía latinoamericana sobre ciudades fron-
tera, movilidad, migración y asentamientos humanos, donde se resaltan las 
categorías de gueto y precariópolis. Se aplicaron técnicas de producción de 
datos que combinan producción estadística de fuentes oficiales en conjun-
to con observación y análisis documental. Los resultados muestran que la po-
blación migrante es mayoritariamente peruana, boliviana y tiende a localizar-
se en tres grandes áreas de la ciudad: norte, sur y valle de Azapa. Se indaga 
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específicamente en el caso de Cerro Chuño, el cual es problematizado como asen-
tamiento migrante bajo la discusión de las expresiones de gueto y precariópolis.

Palabras clave: ciudad frontera, migraciones, precariedad, Cerro Chuño.

Introduction

In recent decades, Chile has experienced a significant migratory phenomenon. 
Between 2018 and 2019 alone, the foreign population increased almost 20%, going 
from 1 250 365 to 1 442 522 (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas [ine] & Departamento 
de Extranjería y Migración [dem], 2020). Consequently, as analyzed in general terms 
and specifically for the border city of Arica, the Chilean case is characterized by 
being intense in a short number of years —the doubling of that population between 
2014 and 2019— according to official figures (ine & dem, 2020). This phenomenon 
has an effect on the different socioeconomic, productive, and territorial structures 
of the country.

This paper focuses on the spatial production where these migrations materialize, 
especially in the city margins, in places overshadowed by the bonanzas of neoliberal 
globalization (Sassen, 2016a, 2016b). Therefore, the causes of population mobilities 
are located between the political sphere of nation-states and the governance of large 
business corporations, which put a strain on the global and the local (Sassen, 2003). 
These centralities of power constitute the contemporary geopolitical sphere that 
provokes expressions of a previously unobserved migration, in contexts that are 
sometimes apocalyptic, involving climate change and loss of habitat, which can lead 
to humanitarian crises (Sassen, 2016b).

The urban expressions of these human mobilities often result in the densification 
or formation of precarious settlements (Canales et al., 2019; Mora, 2009), with the 
formation of ghettos and confinement spaces for the migrant population. Mobile 
modes of inhabiting manifest themselves in these spaces, with an often unimagined 
tendency toward permanence for the people involved.

In this context, the work presented here refers to Arica, a border city in northern 
Chile with a population of around 221 000 inhabitants. Arica has received a considerable 
proportion of migrants since the late 2000s. This border condition generates “waiting” 
spaces for people who, searching for the mythical “Chilean dream”, arrive in the 
country with the expectation of having a good job and better living conditions. On this 
journey, the original destination for the migrant population is the capital, Santiago, or 
other northern cities, with Arica being predominantly a transit city.

In the course of their mobility, many remain in transit and begin to swell the 
ranks of the precariously employed masses who live in substandard housing or recycle 
subsidized housing complexes built in the 1990s. The specific case analyzed is the 
Cerro Chuño housing complex, located at the northern entrance to the city, which 
serves as a paradigmatic example of the aforementioned process. This paper proposes 
the concepts of precariopolis (Hidalgo, 2007) and ghetto (Wacquant, 2010) to analyze 
the materiality of these spaces that are linked to the Chilean reality of the effects of the 
subsidized housing policy.
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Despite its peripheral and frontier location, Arica is an example of the rescaling 
(Valdebenito & Navarro, 2019) of medium-sized or smaller cities that world urbanization 
is developing, a product of the reordering of the global political economy. Thus, this 
paper aims to describe and analyze the migratory mobility of Arica and the settlements 
where migrants reside to specify how they have produced their inhabited space, based 
on the categories of precariopolis and ghetto they assume in Arica.

Accordingly, this paper first presents the methodological research proposal to 
establish the definitions of border cities, settlements, and migrant mobilities. It then 
addresses the concepts of ghetto and precariopolis associated with urbanization 
and production of space. Following that, it analyzes the structure and dynamics of 
migratory mobility in Arica. It concludes with the analysis of the case of Cerro Chuño 
and the forms of location of this population on the periphery of the city.

Methodology

The methodological design is of a mixed nature. First, quantitative and qualitative 
techniques are used since the complexity of the problems addressed requires 
overcoming false dichotomies that structure research methods in the social sciences 
(Bourdieu et al., 2000). Accordingly, the data production techniques used were 
descriptive statistics, observation, and documentary analysis (Table 1). 

The statistical analysis was based on two sources, the annual registry of the 
Department of Immigration and Migration and the Population and Housing Census. 
These helped form a longitudinal overview of the migratory dynamics of Arica, 
distinguishing nationalities, sex, age, and educational capital. This study added to this 
list the construction of synthetic indices to investigate spatial differences in migration. 
Furthermore, it applied an index of household overcrowding and an index of housing 
quality, both of which made it possible to appreciate the distribution of these variables 
according to the census division used by the State of Chile and the city of Arica.

This study complemented the statistical evidence with the collection of qualitative 
data. At this point, field observation of these spaces was key since this technique helps 
to comprehend the experience of inhabiting the place and the realities of daily life 
by considering their immanent dynamics (Pellicer et al., 2013). The observation 
scheme and the insertion strategy were defined based on Guasch (1996). Following 
the first point, indirect observation of the urban space of the city of Arica was carried 
out. Regarding the second point, Cerro Chuño was accessed with the help of a key 
informant, an inhabitant of a neighboring town. This enabled the researchers to 
go relatively unnoticed, which made possible the construction of field notes and 
photographic images to illustrate the urban deterioration of the neighborhood and 
typical street scenes, outlining the way of life in it and its relationship with the rest of 
the city.
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Table 1. Techniques, data, and products

Data production 
technique

Procedure Specificities and use

1)	 Descriptive 
statistics

1.1)	 Univariate statistics

1.2)	 Variable crossing

1.3)	 Construction of synthetic 
indices: overcrowding and 
housing quality

1.1)	 Migration flow by year and nationality

1.2)	 Ratio of the migrant population by city zone (census district)

1.3) The overcrowding index implies the division of the total 
number of rooms occupied exclusively for sleeping by the total 
population of the household. The standard used as a boundary 
for overcrowding is a maximum of 3.5 persons per room. Any-
thing higher is considered overcrowding.

The housing quality index considers three variables from the Pop-
ulation and Housing Census: the materials used in the roof, walls, 
and floor of the dwelling, where segmentation is made of house-
holds with precarious materials and those without them. Then, 
the population that does have good materials is divided by the 
total number of households. Next, a sum of each of these vari-
ables is added up and divided by three, which generates an index 
ranging from 0 to 1, where 0 means greater precariousness and 1 
means the absence of precariousness.

2)	 Observation Definition of observation scenar-
ios according to the division of 
the city by macro zones (center, 
north, south, peri-urban). Speci-
fication of observation for Cerro 
Chuño population.

General landscape characterization: housing typology; location 
of infrastructure, equipment, and services in zonal or neighbor-
hood structures; population dynamics and flows according to ac-
cess and transit. Application of qualitative content analysis to data 
produced.

3)	 Documenta-
ry review

Compilation of press sources, 
documents from non-govern-
mental organizations, govern-
ment agencies, and audiovisual 
documents related to the Cerro 
Chuño population.

General characterization of the Cerro Chuño problem, review-
ing press coverage, the voices of the population that generates 
the historical narrative, and the mechanisms used by non-govern-
mental organizations and the State.

Source: created by the author

Finally, a review of public documentation on the particular conflict of Cerro Chuño 
took place, including news from the local press (El Morrocotudo and Arica al Día), 
ngo reports (National Institute of Human Rights), and ministerial agency registries 
(Ministry of Housing and Urbanism). All these data were subjected to a qualitative 
content analysis based on categories and codes extracted from the texts reviewed.

Border cities: typologies, settlements, and migrant mobility

Border cities correspond to a category of complex cities, which is expressed in their 
functionality, form, and socio-productive diversity. Thus, it is understood that border 
cities are urban areas where the State, as a vector of territorial organization, exacerbates 
and condenses the political, economic, and social model. Therefore, they are defined 
by their geographic position, the interactions of the societies living on either side of 
the border, the flows and halts that produce an urban entity on the borders, and the 
scale used (Steinman, 2012; Zarate, 2012).
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These are usually established as transit cities for migrants, where in many cases, 
halts are more temporary due to work activities or advantages, or political, economic, 
or legal limitations that prevent greater dynamization of mobility (Coubès et al., 2020; 
Alarcón, 2019; Mendoza, 2014).

Research on border cities is recent and corresponds to the field of border studies. 
These studies focus mainly on analyzing the differences in economic dynamism on 
either side of national borders concerning the areas of common urbanization that 
respond to these dynamics (Alegría, 2009; Herzog, 1991).

In some cases, cross-border metropolises arise that share common problems 
(Herzog, 1991), defying conventional policies of national states. This phenomenon is 
observable in the border cities of Mexico and the United States, and also between Latin 
American countries, which face the consequences of the intense mobility generated in 
these spaces (Sohn, 2014; Steiman, 2012; Brites, 2018).

In South America, one of the derivations of the transboundary metropolis concept 
is that of twin cities or binational cities (Ehlers et al., 2001). These types of cities make 
it possible to describe the growth of urban space and the cultural relations between the 
inhabitants of these places. In addition, from an operational perspective, twin cities 
allow for the questioning of state policies on the border, the different socio-spatial 
scales, and the phenomena associated with social interaction and mobility between 
them (Steiman, 2012).

Studies such as that of Posadas-Encarnación on the Argentina-Paraguay border, 
and on the triple border of Brazil, Paraguay, and Argentina —the location of the 
Itapú hydroelectric power plant—, account for the spatial, social, and environmental 
effects of the construction of extractivist megaprojects and the intensification of 
neoliberalism (Brites & Catullo, 2016; Brites, 2018; Souza & Brites, 2017). Some of 
the relevant aspects for the studies of these spaces are the transport of goods and 
the mobility of people, as well as the illegal trafficking of products, drug trafficking, 
human trafficking, migration outside the regulatory framework, and violence (Espín, 
2013; Dorfman, 2015; Trejos, 2015; Dammert & Bensús, 2017).

In this context, three points characterize a border area: there is no single urban 
ecology, cross-border markets are not integrated, and there are profound differences 
in the planning and management of the cities (Alegría, 2009). For example, Hiernaux 
(1994) demonstrates that regional border economic development policies, with the 
installation of maquiladora industries, boosted internal migration from the country to 
these cities, which is one factor in urban growth.

In this aspect, although there are exchanges between both sides of the border, these 
are an effect of financial and multinational flows that form “winning” and “losing” 
spaces, whose effects are observed in different uses and scales. In the residential 
sector, gated communities on the peripheries of cities represent the contrasts in 
living conditions generated by the inequality of economic development, which can be 
observed, for example, on the Mexican border (Méndez et al., 2005; Enríquez, 2007; 
Peña, 2015).

These changes in habitat and habitation not only take shape in those spaces where 
middle and upper classes reside —who are originally from those places or are part of 
the labor mobility of better socioeconomic standards of the same countries—, but also 
where national or foreign migrants arrive in precarious settlements, many of them 
of a transitory nature with a tendency to become permanent (Canales et al., 2019; 
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Mora, 2009). Just as new housing developments are being built, some existing ones are 
also being densified. In the latter case, a rental market accommodates this demand, 
reflected in the rental of rooms or beds without provision of services (Fernández Niño 
et al., 2018; Cordero et al., 2019).

Examples of such places can be found all over the world. In Europe, there is the 
recent case of Calais in France, near the English Channel, which became a symbol of 
the precariousness of a settlement formed by the crisis of migrants fleeing the Syrian 
conflict and the Islamic State, whose destination was the United Kingdom (Sassen, 
2016b). In a different context —but also of a humanitarian crisis— is the case of the 
Central American migrant caravans seeking the “American dream”. On their way, they 
enter places of refuge or precarious settlements on the periphery of Mexican border 
cities (Canales et al., 2019; Cordero et al., 2019).

Underlying these dynamics is the global phenomenon of mobility, understood not 
only as the implicit migratory process to cities, but also as the current condition of 
movements of goods, services, ideas, people, and exchanges on the surface of the 
earth, which are taking place at a transformative speed not observed before in the 
evolution of humanity (Salazar, 2019).

Mobility has intensified due to greater economic dynamization within the framework 
of capitalist globalization to generate spatial transformations (Martínez Pizarro, 2000; 
Muñoz Jumilla, 2002), which involve anything from daily commutes in large cities to 
phenomena of interregional scale. These may be caused by commuting to work, study, 
or tourism, among other aspects (Módenes, 2008; Rodríguez & Espinoza, 2012).

Even migrant mobility of a more precarious nature combines residential spaces with 
different degrees of transience in areas of the city with a greater level of deterioration. 
For example, Jiménez (2017) analyzes the structuring of “migrant ghettos” in relatively 
abandoned neighborhoods in Santiago de Chile. Schiappacasse (2008) also inquiries 
into the production of socioeconomic residential segregation and migrant confinement. 
This framework requires a general review of the concept of ghetto. Its relationship 
with the precariopolis, a concept used to describe the urban areas of marginalization 
produced by the Chilean subsidized housing policy, can provide tools to think about 
the formation of spaces such as the city’s periphery and, in particular, Cerro Chuño.

The categories of ghetto and precariopolis as a
basis for empirical analysis

The concept of ghetto has a long tradition in urban studies and has been applied to 
various realities of society, from Jewish ghettos in Europe to African-American ghettos 
in North America (Wacquant, 2013; Sternberg, 2017). With over 500 years of usage, 
the word is of Italian origin. Etymologically, it refers to a place of metal smelting. 
The origin would have been in a neighborhood in Venice specialized in that activity. 
The word expressed separation and enclosure, according to the 1907 etymological 
dictionary by Pianigiani, an issue that materialized in the confinement of the Hebrew 
community of Venice in 1516, where Italian and German Jews were excluded in a 
separate area of the city (Wacquant, 2013).

In an unfinished debate, Wacquant (2001, 2010, 2013) postulates that a ghetto 
is a socio-spatial apparatus of segmentation and ethno-racial control, an expression 
of the inequality and fragmentation of the salaried labor force. Thus, the ghetto is 
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an institutional device that uses space to combine two opposed goals: maximizing 
material benefits extracted from a group considered “contaminated” and minimizing 
intimate contact with those same members. Therefore, the ghetto implies two faces. 
On the one hand, it fulfills opposite functions for the fenced-in and unfenced-in 
groups, which it unites in a relationship of asymmetrical dependence. On the other 
hand, confinement and enclosure do not imply the absence of internal integration 
and protection. External isolation intensifies social contact and cultural forms inward 
(Wacquant, 2010).

For a ghetto to emerge, spatial confinement must be imposed. It must have a 
distinctive and duplicated set of institutions that allow the enclosed group to reproduce 
itself within the perimeter. Thus, a ghetto is a machine for the production of tainted 
identities. However, stigma production can also increase the collective pride of those 
symbolically damaged (Wacquant, 2010).

The ghetto in Latin America is associated with the urban living conditions of the 
working classes. There is a tendency to exemplify the ghetto with the marginality 
and housing isolation that these groups of people resist (Sabatini & Brain, 2008; 
Delfino, 2012). Studies tend to emphasize the quantitative indicators representing 
them in terms of income and education (Moreno-Izquierdo & Lucero, 2010) and 
their preponderant demographic characteristics (Saraví, 2020). Therefore, what 
remains is to delve deeper into the production of space and the morphology that, 
in socio-spatial terms, the ghetto creates in cities. As Carlos (2007) points out, 
the urban ghetto is the effect of the relationship between social morphology and 
spatial hierarchy, which segregates groups in the urban fabric where forms of the 
appropriation, use, constitution of identity are produced.

From the above, this study understands that the category of the ghetto is a space in 
the city inhabited by a population with common characteristics where, beyond their 
multiethnic origins, there is a similar origin in their survival strategies and ways of life. 
At the same time, this is a space of confinement, which begins by being assumed as 
transitory but can become fixed and permanent.

An essentially precarious habitat characterizes these places. In Chile, the concept 
of the precariopolis has made it possible to think about the production of these spaces. 
Understood as complementary to the ghetto, it is a descriptive and analytical meaning 
of urban forms produced by marginality and precarious subjects living with social 
stigmas in neoliberal contexts.

The precariopolis is originally associated with housing complexes built by the State on 
the periphery of cities. It grants access to urban services (sanitation, electricity, and roads) 
but denies access to the well-equipped city. Thus, it is urbanization without a city that 
generates and houses precarious lives, marked by the absence of human security values 
beyond the residents’ economic and consumption capacity (Hidalgo, 2007, 2018).

Access to housing for informal immigrants is trapped between the speculation of 
those who manage rental or buying and selling markets and the immediate need for 
survival associated with the condition of poverty, which excludes them from the normal 
process of access to services. Thus, the concept of precariopolis within a border city 
needs to be broadened to describe the migrant condition relative to the inhabited 
space and the deployment of strategies and practices to locate and access housing 
beyond the formality of the mechanism.

This condition of precariousness places the person in an asymmetrical relationship 
defined by constant insecurity. The constant uncertainty and sense of danger is 
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a contingent rule, not an exception. Thus, the ground is paved for governments 
to reproduce securitarian policies of population control. For Lorey (2016), 
precariousness cannot cross a certain threshold; otherwise, it would provoke the 
possibility of insurgency. This is where the State interposes itself, precisely to govern 
at that threshold.

This form of precariousness is linked to people’s life trajectories left behind 
and subsumed in the forms of capitalist production. They relate to the planetary 
insecurity posited by Sassen (2016b), which identifies human beings exposed to 
inequality, to their condition of passengers in transit and constant recyclers of their 
living conditions, without ever being recognized by the prevailing system of social 
production (Butler, 2006).

Arica, a border city: recent flows of migration dynamics

The city of Arica occupies a peripheral position in the Chilean context. It is the 
capital of the region of Arica and Parinacota, in the extreme north of the country, a 
political-administrative unit recently created in 2008 (González & Ovando, 2010). The 
city represents 97.8% of the region’s total population, serves as a border city, and is 
located 56 km from the city of Tacna, Peru. The closest Chilean city is Iquique, located 
approximately 300 km to the south. However, Arica is located in a central position in 
the South American continent. It is the northern gateway to the country, where the 
reception of the migrant population throughout its history has been constant.

Arica is located in an essentially dynamic territory where the presence of the 
Aymara ethnic group —to name only one of the most important— is decisive due to 
its traditional mobility across the different ecological levels, between the highlands 
and the coast (Díaz & Tapia, 2013; González, 2019). In the modern context, the city 
of Arica was originally founded under the Peruvian state. However, it was transferred 
to Chilean rule in 1883 as a result of the War of the Pacific between both countries, 
as well as Bolivia. This background is not a mere detail because today, in geopolitical 
terms, the region where Arica is located is a porous border area, which is reflected 
in its migration flows and the centrality the city assumes due to its status as a port 
(Dilla, 2005; González, 2015, 2019).

From the mid-twentieth century to the present, the main migratory dynamics have 
been associated with the productive phases that the city experienced. The regional 
policy of those years, related to a process of “inward” growth, favored creating a free 
zone linked to the port and the promotion of industrialization (Pizarro & Ríos, 2005; 
González & Ovando, 2019). For the same reason, the city was attractive for migrants from 
other regions of the national territory. In that period, professionals and technicians in 
state positions, workers in educational and hospital services, and families let go from 
the saltpeter mines. Among others, they arrived to settle in a city that was transforming 
the urban space from its traditional form. In parallel, the migratory dynamics are 
characterized by indigenous populations, mainly of Aymara ethnic origin, coming 
from the highlands and regional valleys, such as Putre, Caquena, Codpa, Ticnamar, 
Azapa, and Vitor, among others (Meza, 2019; Ovando & González, 2019).

Since the 1980s, Aymara migration has produced a “depopulation” of the rural 
sectors of the region, as the younger generations left their homes of origin motivated 
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by a city that offered them the possibility of modern development (Chipana, 1986). 
One of the anthropologists who studied these peoples identified in this process the 
concrete possibility of the extinction of the social reproduction of this culture, which 
was defined as a “holocaust of progress” (Van Kessel, 2003).

Contemporary interpretations indicate that a circular movement characterizes the 
current type of migration rather than a process of depopulation and displacement of 
origin-destination. This circular movement is essentially a phenomenon of the flow 
between cities, valleys, and highlands, which transcends state borders because many 
of these communities have kinship ties with families living in Bolivia (Meza, 2019).

Linked to the border with Peru, travel to and from Tacna is a daily occurrence. 
The inhabitants of Arica travel to Tacna for tourism, food, clothing, and health 
services. For the population of Arica, Tacna offers lower health care costs than 
Chile. Likewise, for the population of Tacna, Arica offers tourism and leisure 
services such as the beach and specialized consumer markets. Travel between Arica 
and Tacna is done by bus, collective cabs, or train, with the latter recently having 
been renovated for tourist use. This is what some authors define as cross-border 
mobility in a circulatory territory (Tapia et al., 2017; Guizardi & Valdebenito, 2016; 
Valdebenito, 2017; Podestá, 2011).

In this context, the figures of the National Customs Service report an intense 
situation of mobility. Thus, for example, the Chacalluta pass border crossing, located 
12 km from the city of Arica, represents more than a third of the national total of 
private vehicle and passenger traffic both entering and leaving the country, which 
reached six million by 2016 (Tapia et al., 2017).

Accordingly, the interdependent dynamics with Tacna can define the city of 
Arica as a cross-border metropolis (Herzog, 1991). However, this does not configure 
a common urban area since there is still a wide separation in the desert space that 
occupies the border area of both countries. Similarly, understanding it as a twin city 
(in this case with Tacna) means that they have a similarity and interaction beyond the 
border (Brites, 2018), an issue that, for now, is undecided.

Figure 1. Definitive residence permits granted by the Department of Immigration and Migration, 
region of Arica and Parinacota

Source: created by the author based on the Department of Immigration and Migration (Departamento de 

Extranjería y Migración, 2019)
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Given these high levels of flow, the number of foreign migrants may seem small. 
However, their presence has doubled in the last decade, even if only the official records 
of the Department of Immigration and Migration of the Ministry of the Interior and 
Public Security are taken into account (Figure 1). These figures could be even greater 
if “undocumented” migration is also considered. According to Pérez et al. (2015), 
in the region of Arica and Parinacota —only between 2011 and 2013— about 5 000 
sanctions were issued for exercising labor functions without a visa. This gives a minimal 
picture of migratory mobility.

The results of analyzing entry into the country according to the nationality of 
origin indicate that of nearly 16 000 definitive residences granted between 2000 and 
2018, Peru and Bolivia account for approximately 90%. Colombia (3.74%), Venezuela 
(1.8%), and Ecuador (1.7%) follow with figures that do not exceed 4% (Figure 2), 
numbers that only confirm the role of the migrant neighborhood that this border city 
provides. Other characteristics of the migrant population can be observed through the 
analysis of the 2017 census. It illustrates that the migrant population is predominantly 
female, that the majority of heads of household (women or men) have up to 12 years 
of schooling (72%), 18% have technical professional training, and almost 10% have 
more than 16 years of schooling, i.e., university education. However, beyond these 
general data, it is important to investigate the distribution of this population within 
Arica, relating its presence to the general housing characteristics in certain areas of 
the city.

Figure 2. Entry into the country according to nationality in the region of Arica and Parinacota

Source: created by the author based on the Department of Immigration and Migration (Departamento de 

Extranjería y Migración, 2019)
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The migrant population in the precariopolis of Arica

The migrant population tends to be located in three large areas of the city of Arica, 
the north, the south, and the Azapa valley. As presented in Figure 3, the Azapa Valley 
holds practically one-third of this population. The rest of the population is distributed 
unevenly throughout the census units of the territory of Arica, although the districts of 
Pedro Blanquier, Chinchorro, Cancha Rayada, Fuerte Ciudadela, Chaca, and Molinos 
stand out.

On the one hand, it is striking that the location of these population clusters in the 
Azapa district corresponds to one of the peri-urban areas of the city in the San José 
river valley. However, on the other hand, this peripheral area of the city is a center 
of agricultural activity and has seen its housing stock grow in recent years, especially 
concerning a change of residence of the upper classes, who come to live in gated 
condominiums or plots of land.

Table 2. Gender and population by district. Overcrowding and housing quality index

Census district Men Women Total
Total district 
population

% Migrant 
population

Overcrowding 
of the migrant 

population

Total population 
overcrowding

Housing 
quality 
index

Puerto 229 218 447 2 546 17.56 1.57 3.64 0.93

Regimiento 206 256 462 4 454 10.37 2.87 3.36 0.96

Chinchorro 606 735 1 341 20 728 6.47 4.89 3.16 0.98

San José 233 333 566 11 932 4.74 5.63 3.75 0.92

Población Chile 249 382 631 8 237 7.66 3.22 4.06 0.89

Azapa 3 086 3058 6 144 21 601 28.44 0.91 3.87 0.74

José Manuel Bal-
maceda

261 374 635 11 000 5.77 4.43 3.91 0.93

Carlos Dittborn 276 487 763 9 907 7.70 3.53 3.68 0.93

Parque Lauca 137 158 295 4 216 7.00 3.83 3.73 0.89

José Miguel Carrera 128 168 296 5 218 5.67 4.68 3.76 0.91

Condell 133 197 330 5 506 5.99 4.74 3.52 0.95

Fuerte Ciudadela 550 897 1 447 36 633 3.95 6.78 3.73 0.95

Chaca 83 96 179 338 52.96 0.56 3.35 0.47

El Morro 173 233 406 3 028 13.41 2.05 3.64 0.91

Chacalluta 336 297 633 2 966 21.34 1.42 3.30 0.76

Molinos 85 71 156 478 32.64 1.09 2.81 0.69

Pedro Blanquier 707 904 1 611 31 324 5.14 5.24 3.71 0.95

Cancha Rayada 499 742 1 241 27 530 4.51 5.81 3.82 0.95

Las Torres 349 491 840 11 775 7.13 3.74 3.75 0.92

Rezagados 472 251 723 1 947 37.13 0.19 14.32 0.87

Total 8 798 10 348 19 146 221 364 8.65 3.12 4.14 0.92

Source: created by the author based on the Population and Housing Census (ine, 2017)
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However, at the same time, agricultural production has continued in this sector, 
especially the cultivation of olive trees and other fruit trees, which have traditionally 
employed people from Peru and Bolivia. That population provides domestic service 
and care for older adults in the rest of the city (Leiva et al., 2017; Stefoni, 2009; 
Tapia, 2015).

The districts of Chaca and Molinos have a markedly rural character. It is striking 
that migrants play a decisive role in their demographic structure. Although the 
number of inhabitants is small, they make up half or a third of the population, 
respectively. The population in these areas —and Azapa— live in more precarious 
housing, with problems in the roofs, floors, or walls. However, districts such as Pedro 
Blanquier, Cancha Rayada, or Fuerte Ciudadela do not suffer from overcrowding 
(Table 2; Figure 3).

Figure 3. Overcrowding in Arica

Source: created by the author using Arc Gis 10.1 based on the Population and Housing Index (ine, 2017)

These last three districts (Cancha Rayada, Pedro Blanquier, and Fuerte Ciudadela) 
account for a quarter of the total migrant population. Given that they are highly 
populated areas, migration does not significantly affect the overall total. These 
neighborhoods have been urbanized in recent decades through the construction 
of subsidized housing. Interestingly, the Peruvian and Bolivian migrant population 
is located in these areas since formal access to property through subsidies requires 
satisfying permanence requirements in the country, forming family nuclei, and 
demonstrating vulnerability according to governmental standards. This does not 
mean that the entire migrant population can use these mechanisms since they can 
also settle through leasing or other types of access. However, as presented in Table 2, 
their presence in quantitative terms is notable.
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A landscape dominated by semi-detached houses and four-story buildings characterizes 
these spaces in the city. In addition, there are services, commerce, and other infrastructures 
such as repair shops, neighborhood businesses, and churches. However, observation of 
these spaces demonstrates that they are mostly monofunctional places, where housing 
uses predominate to the detriment of others (Figure 4).

Figure 4. North Arica

Source: created by the author

Accessibility was difficult from the city center or the areas urbanized during the 
developmental era (1960s and 1970s). The urban fabric is relatively fragmented, either 
by highways that segment it or by altitude, such as in the southern zone. However, the 
most significant aspect is the fragmentation at the neighborhood level, either because 
the new subsidized housing typologies are conceived in terms of closed neighborhoods 
or because some neighborhoods deliberate and close their passages for different 
reasons, which cuts off pedestrian traffic.

These characteristics are typical of the state precariopolis described by Hidalgo 
(2007, 2018). These urban areas created according to the subsidized housing model, 
located in the new extended margins of the city, are characterized by internal household 
problems such as overcrowding or by being relatively fragmented from central urban 
spaces and generally adjacent to environmental risk zones. The northern zone of 
Arica is paradigmatic because of polymetal waste and the construction of two adjacent 
settlements, Los Industriales and Cerro Chuño. The latter has been the subject of a 
long dispute.
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Toward the formation of a migrant ghetto in Cerro Chuño?

The Cerro Chuño settlement is a space produced by the subsidized housing policy of 
Chile. Its construction began in the early 1990s on land used as a landfill site within a 
former industrial zone located on the northeastern outskirts of Arica. In the late 1980s, 
more than twenty thousand tons of toxic waste, imported from the Swedish company 
Boliden, were deposited at the state-owned Site F (Valdebenito & Navarro, 2019).

Records of the time show boys and girls playing with the “mud”, taking it home 
and spreading it everywhere they went (Colectivo Salud en Movimiento, 2019). The 
problem is that the mud contained lead and arsenic, to which the population was 
exposed. The lack of protection of the waste meant that these materials were spread 
throughout the northern part of Arica, which contaminated it and caused illnesses in 
hundreds of people (Instituto Nacional de Derechos Humanos, 2012).

The seriousness of the problem increased in the 1990s when the Arica Housing and 
Urban Development Service decided to produce approximately 12 000 homes adjacent 
to the waste, where the Los Industriales and Cerro Chuño housing developments were 
built. At the end of the 1990s, there were many complaints about health problems 
affecting the population exposed to polymetals.

After scientific investigations and visits by the authorities (Saavedra, 2019; Colectivo 
Salud en Movimiento, 2019), at the end of 2009 the decision was made, through the 
Master Plan for the Polymetals of Arica Case, to eradicate and demolish the entire 
Cerro Chuño settlement and part of Los Industriales. However, this plan did not 
materialize. Although the settlement was eradicated, not all the people who lived there 
benefited from a proper relocation, resulting in some reoccupied houses.

Today, Cerro Chuño is a town that exhibits the failure of subsidized housing 
policies in Chile. Its landscape is that of a half-destroyed ruined space (Figure 5). 
There is an abundance of rubble and garbage everywhere. Some houses have been 
demolished, but others in the interior persist in their original structure, repaired 
with doors, windows, and even extensions. They have irregular access to sewage and 
drinking water, and most have only informal access to electricity. In any case, it is not 
a desolate neighborhood. On the contrary, its inhabitants use the streets, and there is 
much commerce (auto repair shops, bars, grocery stores, and street commerce).

These activities occur amid the arid landscapes of the city, which increases the 
intensity of the aroma and forms that structure the landscape of Cerro Chuño: burnt 
oil, benzine, burnt garbage, exhaust fumes, frying and fast food. Toward the eastern 
boundary of the housing complex, waste of all kinds can be seen, combined with 
new precarious dwellings and automobile scrap. In this context, life does not seem 
to be able to reproduce itself. Even so, a good part of the population does. There is 
a relationship of dependence on the water truck, which delivers drinking water, and 
private merchants who sell drums of water.
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Figure 5. Cerro Chuño

Source: created by the author

For the inhabitants of Arica, this place has progressively become a no man’s land. 
Capitán Ávalos Avenue, the main access road to this town, has become an urban 
frontier. Entering Cerro Chuño means entering a world with its own rules, where 
residing implies adapting to a way of living that constitutes a permanent threat to 
health and life; being subject to the state pressure of eradication without a housing 
solution; or coexisting with sporadic gangs of drug traffickers who occupy abandoned 
houses (Saavedra, 2019). As Santos (1990) stated long ago, the landscape is a social 
product that can be appreciated through the roughness that expresses the passage of 
historical time and stands as a legacy of past societies and as testimonies of an era.

Currently, more than a thousand people with stable residences still inhabit Cerro 
Chuño. According to the latest official registries, the composition of its population 
according to national origin indicates that half of of the population is Chilean, while 
the rest are from Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, Dominican Republic, Venezuela, and Haiti 
(Housing and Urbanism Ministry, 2018; El Morrocotudo, 2018).

This settlement has a notable migrant character. It is visible to the naked eye just 
by passing through. However, the migrant population that arrives there does not tend 
to stay for a long time. Instead, their residence is transitory and irregular. It depends 
on the possibilities offered by family networks, job opportunities, or formalization of 
their stay in the country. Valdebenito and Navarro (2019) indicate that a common 
feature of the families that pass through Cerro Chuño is that they have lives marked by 
being subject to contexts of political or sexual violence of the place of origin, by being 
in incessant transit between various places of the subcontinent, or by the absence of 
regularized documentation in their entry to Chile. Accordingly, this place has acquired 
the characteristics of a mobile settlement. Migration, then, does not occur according 
to a fixed origin-destination logic; rather, it is the mobility of a mass of labor force 
searching for a place to settle down, even if that purpose is vague (Salazar, 2019).
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Cerro Chuño is of a dual nature. On the one hand, there is still the longstanding 
presence of some families waiting for improvement or compensation due to state 
negligence. On the other hand, it is a transitory settlement that, given its condition 
as the ruined remains of the Chilean subsidized housing policy, allows a series of 
opportunities beyond the current legal framework, like lower room prices, staying 
hidden under irregular conditions, or carrying out illicit activities.

The treatment of this problem by the government has led to a stigma about 
Cerro Chuño. The press tends to characterize it as a space of criminality. Regional 
government agencies operate cautiously according to xenophobic and racist precepts 
(Autoridades buscan evitar que Cerro Chuño se convierta en “tierra de nadie”, 2010). 
Undoubtedly, this context exposes its inhabitants to the punitive mechanisms of the 
State and, consequently, to public non-recognition (Sassen, 2016b). As Wacquant 
(2010) establishes, stigma is based on imposing a tainted identity from institutional 
apparatuses and amplified by media networks.

Through the Regional Ministerial Secretariat of Housing and Urbanism, the State’s 
actions permit the idea of the application of spatial confinement devices typical of 
a ghetto. One way of solving the particular housing conflict has been through the 
allocation of subsidies and the subsequent relocation of the population. However, the 
subsidies are not enough for the entire population involved and have been used rather 
as a control and separation device.

However, despite the degree of spatial confinement and stigma, the presence of a 
plurality of social classes within Cerro Chuño cannot be demonstrated, which would 
contradict the definition of a ghetto by Wacquant (2010). Rather, there is a population 
that has not been able to flee from there; they are in transit and turn to informal work 
as a survival strategy, an issue that speaks of the degradation of the mechanisms of 
social integration and, ultimately, of the structuring of conditions of advanced urban 
marginality (Wacquant, 2001).

Although not all poor areas nor all segregated areas imply the constitution of a 
ghetto (Wacquant, 2010), the mercantile dynamics of the population strain this 
condition. The proliferation of an informal rental and home buying and selling market 
controlled by groups of people who have imposed some demands on the access to 
housing (Valdebenito & Navarro, 2019) can be considered as a form of organizational 
enclosure or duplicity of institutions.

In any case, unlike mechanistic visions, which could suggest that all evils can be 
found in Cerro Chuño, to generate closed interpretation around the idea of the ghetto 
because of its easy application to a critical context such as this one, the deterioration 
of the social fabric is not so clear. Furthermore, the political cooperation between 
settlers and non-governmental organizations has been a factor in stopping evictions 
proposed by the ministerial authority (Valdebenito & Navarro, 2019). Therefore, 
organized action has managed to stop the onslaught of institutionalism, which, despite 
developing a master plan of intervention more than ten years ago, has not managed 
to establish a policy that means a substantive improvement of the living conditions of 
the population involved.
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In closing

The border city of Arica is a gateway to Chile. However, the migration flow is mainly 
directed toward other cities in the north and center of the country. Therefore, 
stopping in the city of Arica makes it possible to obtain temporary jobs in agriculture, 
commerce, construction, or tourism and move to cities in neighboring countries.

In general terms, the migrant presence in Arica has doubled since 2010 to date, 
with the Peruvian and Bolivian populations standing out and constituting 90% of the 
total. These have had a traditional presence in the territory due to ancestral mobility 
and the functions of Arica, understood as a coastal and port space of the Andean 
region, a phenomenon that has become more dynamic in the 21st century due to the 
search for job opportunities. Although there is significant mobility and migration, 
Arica has internal characteristics defined by the Chilean political model that differs 
from the concepts of cross-border metropolises or twin cities, which could be defined 
only by the interaction with Tacna. Thus, the border demarcates and regulates the 
space and the subjects that enter according to binary mechanisms defined around the 
formal and informal.

On the other hand, new subjects stand out as an expression of a new type of migration 
generated by the continental corridors that connect Chile with the rest of the continent. 
Therefore, the attraction to Chile is due to the image of progress and prosperity that 
has been created and exported during decades of economic growth, which promotes a 
representation that triggers the mobility of these groups. However, within the migrant 
masses, a group can only settle in predominantly precarious environments, either 
because of the poor quality of housing or because of far from optimal and dignified 
living conditions: Cerro Chuño is the most notable example of this.

In this area, characterized by a long-standing environmental conflict, almost 50% of 
the population is migrant. Although this area is characterized by housing confinement, 
duplication of institutions expressed in the creation of informal markets for renting, 
buying, and selling housing, and a strong public stigma attached to it, it is not entirely 
feasible to apply the ghetto category (Wacquant, 2010). The reason lies in the conditions 
of advanced marginality attributable to the hyper-ghetto category (Wacquant, 2001), 
characterized by greater violence, degradation, and precariousness.

Cerro Chuño is a mobile residential space where, despite the public stigma that 
weighs on the area and those living there, one can also find solidarity networks, work with 
social organizations, and the protection of its inhabitants. This population is perhaps 
one of the most serious and eloquent examples of the Chilean neoliberal state’s mode 
of production of precarious residential space. In other words, the implementation of 
subsidized housing policy in an environmental “sacrificial zone”, with several hundred 
sick and dead people in its wake. Undoubtedly, a much more realistic expression of 
the possibilities and images projected internationally by Chile.
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