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Some reflections on the election of representatives in the ghettos of Buenos Aires 

  Ezequiel Nino1 

 

“The trouble with being poor is that it takes up all your time.” (Willem de Kooning) 

  

The economic gap between the rich and the poor is not limited to the fact that the former 

can access or acquire goods and services to which the latter do not have access. It should be 

added that—among other things—the poor must pay more for certain products and that the 

quality of some services that they receive (whether free because they are from the state or for 

which they are paying the same price as everyone else) is worse. On this kind of impact on the 

poor, constitutional law has broad responsibility, for although it has been manifestly violative in 

any interpretation of the right to equality, its development has been meager at best. 

Here are some examples of these situations, which are from Argentina but demonstrate 

patterns that tend to be repeated in other developing countries. 

 

Higher prices 

• Since gas networks do not reach poor neighborhoods, the poor have to pay three times 

more cost for propane tanks than habitants of formal cities have to pay for their gas.2  

• Cellular phones are four times more expensive per minute for low-income people who 

choose prepaid services because they are unable to commit to a monthly subscription.3  

• The rent for a dwelling in a villa de emergencia (of about twenty meters) costs the same 

as a studio of thirty-five meters in the formal city.4  

                                                        
1 Professor of the University of Palermo and Torcuato di Tella University 
2 http://www.rionegro.com.ar/diario/calefaccionarse-mas-caro-para-los-mas-pobres-900006-9574-nota.aspx 
3 http://opinion.infobae.com/walter-schmidt/2014/06/23/el-celular-es-cuatro-veces-mas-caro-para-los-pobres/ 
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• The interest rates on loans for the poor are much higher than the interest rates for the 

middle class and larger still than the rates that are paid by those with high incomes. 

 

Worse services 

• A case from the Legal Clinic of the University of Palermo that reached the Supreme 

Court demonstrated that the commuter train service that goes through an upper-class area 

is far superior to the service that goes through a lower middle/lower class area, in spite of 

the fact that the cost is the same.5 

• The public squares and spaces in middle and upper class neighborhoods are much better 

furnished and maintained than those located in areas where the poor live. 

• Public schools in advantaged areas have far superior teaching quality and even provide 

education that is bilingual and double-shift.6   

• The police tend not to enter to carry out crime prevention in the most informal parts of 

large cities. When visiting a villa de emergencia in Buenos Aires, Rosario, or Córdoba, it 

is easy to see that many more windows are barred than in the formal parts of the city. 

 

Weakness in the claim? 

There are many reasons for this type of unequal treatment that differ from the traditional 

economic notion of poverty that assumes that those who have fewer resources will acquire fewer 

goods and services. Among other things, the informality with which the disadvantaged carry out 

their activities, the fewer options that the poor have for choosing goods and services, the 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
4 http://www.perfil.com/sociedad/Alquilar-en-la-Villa-31-mas-caro-que-en-algunos-barrios-20140105-0023.html 
5 http://www.cij.gov.ar/nota-13646-La-Corte-revoc--fallos-que-hab-an-desestimado-dos-amparos-por-el-estado-del-
servicio-ferroviario.html 
6 http://edant.clarin.com/suplementos/zona/2009/06/14/z-01938835.htm 
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difficulties of infrastructure and access encountered by those who wish to provide the goods and 

services, and the weaker defense of the rights that the poor exercise. This work will focus on this 

last aspect.  

Of the aforementioned examples, there are some that are clearly related the weakness or 

strength of individuals’ claims. Public education is perhaps where the State’s differential 

treatment of people is most visible. People connected to the educational system consistently 

testify to how the pressure placed on administrators by parents with greater purchasing power 

and greater education affects the responses and benefits provided by the public service. 

Some observers see shortcomings in the coordination and access to information in the 

weakness of the poor’s claim as generating a scarcity of sustainable, long-term policies for the 

poor. Keefer and Khemani, of the World Bank, identify three reasons for why political 

competition fails to improve the provision of public goods. Keefer and Khemani claim that (1) 

low-income citizens have trouble identifying the contributions that a particular official or 

politician can make to policies and the relationship between these policies and the citizens’ well-

being; (2) political competition does not improve real policies because the beneficiaries do not 

believe in the promises that are being made and as a consequence, they do not ask for them; and 

(3) citizens are very heterogeneous as regards their needs and claims.7 

In turn, Drèze and Sen examined differences in the provision of basic services between 

two states in India with a similar gross product, but with a large difference in the quality of those 

services. In the state of Uttar Pradesh, they found that a rural school that was not functional for 

ten years could exist without generating any public upheaval, while in Kerala, there were 

massive citizen demonstrations if one primary health center did not have personnel for a few 

                                                        
7 Keefer, Philip y Stuti Khemani, “Democracy, public expenditures and the por: Understanding Political Incentives 
for Providing Public Services”, The World Bank Research Observer, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Spring 2005), pp. 1-27. 
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days. They argue, among other things, that this is due to less patronage among public officials in 

Kerala and a higher level of culture and information among the state’s citizens than those of 

Uttar Pradesh.8 

It is common sense to suppose that the types of claims that the poor can realize are very 

distinct from those of other social classes and that the public officials have, as a consequence, 

fewer incentives to address these needs. The non-marginalized sectors not only have better 

economic and cultural resources to create proposals, access to communication channels, and 

other relevant tools without but they also live in the same neighborhoods as the public officials. 

No public officials live in the villas de emergencia.  

 

The ghetto of the villas of Buenos Aires 

 The degree of overcrowding and marginalization of the villas in the Metropolitan Area of 

Buenos Aires (the City of Buenos Aires and the municipalities that surround it) constitutes an 

increasingly acute problem since the villas’ growth is exponential and there do not exist adequate 

public policies for urbanizing the villas. In 1991, the population that lived in these locations had 

not yet reached a half-million people (the population was approximately 465,000 accordingly to 

that year’s census). In 2010, the population reached almost two million people.9 But even the 

growth appears to have accelerated in these last five years, at least in the City of Buenos Aires. 

According to a report by the local government, in 2010, there were about 163,000 people in the 

villas and settlements, and in 2014, about 275,000.10 

 These neighborhoods have become genuine urban ghettos. To justify such an appraisal, 

one can turn to different elements that demonstrate the near absolute fragmentation between the 

                                                        
8 Jean Drèze and Amartya Sen, “An Uncertain Glory: India and its Contradictions”, Princeton 2015 
9 http://www.lanacion.com.ar/1250717-viven-mas-de-2-millones-en-las-villas-bonaerenses 
10 http://www.ambito.com/diario/noticia.asp?id=757376 
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formal city and these areas. Among other things: (a) the labyrinthine, circulatory connections 

across the passages in the villas, which hinder the entry of non-residents, including firefighters 

and ambulances; (b) the absence of state control of the safety of buildings and electricity and of 

the hygiene of the food that is sold in the numerous shops; (c) the lack of any control of the 

abuses in the informal systems of rent for the rooms and shacks in the villas; (d) the presence of 

educational spaces inside the typical villas or adjoining them that concentrate only on the local 

population; (e) the lack of public transport inside the neighborhoods that make mobility difficult 

and the insufficient amount of public transport in the vicinity; (g) the existence of established 

networks for producing and selling illicit drugs that are tolerated by the authorities; and (h) the 

stigmatization of the residents whose identification documents reveal where they live. 

The context of these ghettos is very relevant for understanding the problem. On the one 

side, the Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires (which includes the City of Buenos Aires and the 

suburbs that belong to another jurisdiction) have a GDP per capita, measured with purchasing 

power parity, comparable to cities like Istanbul, Krakow, Porto, and St. Petersburg, which clearly 

do not suffer from similar situations of marginalization.11 

On the other hand, there are numerous projects involving the urbanization of villas that 

have been carried out by urban planners, economists, and other experts, which have made clear 

that it is possible to progressively tackle such projects with the City’s resources. Nonetheless, a 

public policy with this objective has never been initiated, which has allowed the situation to 

spiral out of control. This further reinforces the concept of a ghetto with a distinct legal and 

economic system, which is generally self-regulated and cut off from the conventions of the rest. 

 

                                                        
11 See Metro Global Monitor 2014, published by the Brookings Institute, available at 
http://www.brookings.edu/research/reports2/2015/01/22-global-metro-monitor 
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Improving representation? 

 The narrative shows that the social disruption of these people has a major connection to 

the disconnect between them and the State, the disinterest of their public officials, and the lack of 

social pressure when it comes to the absence of resources. In that vein, the question of 

representation becomes especially important. 

 In the villas de emergencia of the city of Buenos Aires, there is an experience of 

expansion of representation and strengthening of the claims that is quite original and provides 

material to reflect on regarding the idea of the legal empowerment of the poor.12 

 Historically and in a self-managed way, the settlers of some villas began to designate 

representatives to interact in a unified way with the national and local states and with the 

businesses that provide public services. This type of representation took two alternative models, 

depending on the neighborhood: (a) the election of one delegate per block and a Neighborhood 

Council composed of these delegates, or (b) the election of a President of the villa and a 

Directive Commission, which assumes a kind of legislative role. In the 1990s, self-organized 

elections were held, and in 1998, a City law formalized the situation. To promote the 

urbanization of these neighborhoods, a coordinating, participatory committee, composed of 

representatives of the Executive Branch, the Legislature, and the residents of the villas, was 

established, in order diagnose and monitor the housing polices in these neighborhoods. In turn, 

the committee had to dictate the electoral rules and draft the electoral roll for the elections in the 

villas and the transitional housing centers and call open elections within the first year of its 

operation. 

                                                        
12 An interesting global perspective can be seen in the work of the UN Commission on the Legal Empowerment of 
the Poor, http://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/briefing-papers/global-legal-empowerment-initiative 
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 However, the local state did not enforce this law, and as a result, the coordinating 

committee was not created and the elections within the neighborhoods were not organized to 

select a representative. On one hand, locals in some villas and one City legislator mobilized, on 

the other hand, lawsuits were filed for this administrative lapse requesting that the courts order 

the elections to be held. One judge consolidated all of the suits related to the urbanization of the 

villas and the elections. The demands were sustained in many cases and the Executive Branch 

was ordered to conduct the elections. Since the State failed to comply with these orders, the 

judge prepared an intervention into the villas, appointed experts to conduct censuses and carry 

out the elections. The judge identified a very clear link between the lack of representation of the 

residents and the State’s inaction in complying with the urbanization agreements to which the 

State had committed. Among other things, the judge held: 

With the outcome of this case, the link between the lack of representatives from the 
neighborhood and the failure of the administrative bureaucracy to construct housing 
and allocate land, prima facie, has been proven. This aspect makes it more than 
constitutionally dysfunctional, since there is also a danger of maintaining the 
bureaucratization of representative structures and lack of local participation in them. 
Despite the profuse legislation, the claims of various public authorities, and the legal 
agreements of the Government of the City of Buenos Aires (see the Act of November 
27, 2006) regarding the urgent implementation and execution of the elections in the 
villas de emergencia, in this case, the elections had not been established. At least 
there are elements showing that normalization of the neighborhood institutions has 
begun.13 

 

 Between 2006 and the present day, the courts organized nine elections in the villas and 

settlements. 14  To do this, it was decided that the elections would be organized by experts 

appointed by the presiding judge (including urban planners proposed by the Department of 

Architecture at the University of Buenos Aires, anthropologists who specialized in the villas de 

                                                        
13 Expediente 12975, “Villa 20 Y otros c/ IVC y otros sobre procesos incidentales” , expte. 12975, City of Buenos 
Aires, September 4, 2007. 
14 The difference between an emergency village and a settlement is that these last  
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emergencia, lawyers, and sociologists from NGOs 15 ). Despite the unorthodox solution, the 

elections proceeded smoothly, without complaints of fraud or violence. They had, of course, a 

very strong influence on the candidates of the political niches that represent the national and 

local executive powers. The majority of the elected representatives gained political membership 

in those parties and received financial support for their electoral campaigns. This was visible not 

only in the electoral campaigning but also in the organization of transportation on voting day by 

which the locals went to vote. 

 In several cases, the winners of those elections remained in office even though their term 

had expired. The judge who had firmly driven the case through moved on to a different position 

and those who replaced him did not keep the initial impulse going. 

 Other judges in charge of different cases did not pursue them thoroughly either, and as a 

consequence, they came to nothing. In informal conversations, legal workers involved maintain 

that it is not the judicial branch’s role to intervene so substantially in these types of issues and 

furthermore, that the judicial branch does not have the tools to take on a commitment of this 

type. Despite the fact that the court of the City of Buenos Aires is known as one of the most 

activist courts in the region, the court is not accustomed to interventions that are so direct and 

that involve assuming an executive role in the absence of action by the responsible 

administrative body. In the meantime, due to exceptional circumstances, the city government 

recently organized an election to renew delegates in Villa 31 (Villa 31 is the one near the center 

of the city, located on land that is potentially of great value). The critics of the administration of 

Mauricio Macri, the center-right mayor (and likely future president), said that this special 

treatment was the result of the administration’s intent to award property titles to the villa so that 

the city, in turn, could be sold the land that was occupied by the villa. 
                                                        
15 The Civil Association for Equality and Justice (www.acij.org.ar) 
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Is a special mode of representation fair? Does it advance equality? 

How do we think about this issue? Upon reading these facts, some intuitions become 

clear. On the one hand, the need to both empower these disadvantaged people and to position 

them more firmly in front of both the State and the private entities that provide public services 

makes us look favorably upon the possibility that there are people in the public sphere who have 

a unified voice. This allows for the problems of communication, coordination, and information 

access to be solved. At the same time, we must recognize the client-based risks that arise when 

individuals assume a mandate on behalf of people with low expectations for accountability. On 

the other hand, the existence of specific democratic mechanisms naturalizes the existence of 

these groups within society and perhaps, dispels the idea of incorporating the rest. And to add 

further complexity, the issue includes the dilemma of whether we should strengthen and develop 

these neighborhoods or if, on the contrary, we should gradually eradicate them so that their 

inhabitants can be adequately and equally integrated with the rest of the city. 

Although the experience of Buenos Aires is too recent to provide conclusive results, it 

can help initiate a conversation on the justice of a specific representative arrangement, and where 

appropriate, the justice of the type of representation for marginalized groups. 

 

Special types of representation 

While the central principle of democracy is that everyone is equally represented, in actual 

electoral systems, there are distinct preferences for particular groups of citizens. For starters, the 

clearest example of such a system of representation follows from the principles of federalism, 

which privileges the citizens of smaller states over those of larger states, with practical 
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consequences. In the United States, various studies have concluded that the smallest states 

clearly benefit from their representation in the Senate. Among others, a report by the Brookings 

Institute found that the overrepresented states tended to receive higher per-capita budget 

allocations, principally in discretionary programs.16 The representatives from these states know 

that they have the special power to negotiate concrete benefits for their voters.  

In turn, many countries have established quotas in their parliaments for the representation 

of suspect classes. According to a global study, thirty-four countries have quotas for women, 

twenty countries have such quotas for other minorities, and sixteen countries have such quotas 

for both women and other groups. Countries that have quotas for other groups vary in the 

minorities chosen for these quotas. Several countries in sub-Saharan Africa have such quotas for 

minority tribes; other countries have these quotas for indigenous groups (Colombia, Fiji, New 

Zealand, Venezuela, Taiwan, etc.); other countries have quotas for religious minorities (Pakistan, 

India, and Iran); other countries have quotas for the disabled and the young (Uganda and 

Rwanda); and other countries have quotas for oppressed castes (India).17 Latin America is clearly 

the region that has least developed its representative system in terms of this trend, as they are 

only contemplated in two places.18 These systems have different formats: some set a certain 

number of seats for members from a particular community; in others, candidates who belong to 

particular groups face fewer requirements for election; and in others, the electoral districts are 

designed so as to benefit minorities. 

                                                        
16 Frances E. Lee, “Representation and Public Policy: The Consequences of Senate Apportionment for the 
Geographic Distribution of Federal Funds”, The Journal of Politics, vol. 60, no. 1 (Feb. 1998), pp. 34-62.  
17 Mona Lena Krook and Diana Z. O´Brien, “The Politics of Group Representation. Quotas for Women and 
Minorities Worldwide,” Comparative Politics, Vol. 42, No. 3 (April 2010), pp. 253-272 
18 Andrew Reynolds, “Reserved Seats in National Legislatures: A Research Note,” Legislative Studies Quarterly, 
Vol. 30, No. 2 (May 2005), pp. 303. 
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The effectiveness of such measures in improving the situation of neglected groups is the 

subject of extensive study and debate. In many cases, these arrangements have resulted from 

peace agreements that have come about at times of intense warfare (e.g., in Bosnia, Kosovo, 

Lebanon). To determine the usefulness of such rules, the role of representatives for particular 

minority groups in the subsequent preservation of peace has been studied. But in other cases, the 

analysis is more complex and must focus, among other things, on the qualitative role of these 

legislators in Parliament, the effect of the quotas on the election of additional representatives 

beyond the minimum quotas, the subsequent trajectories and influence of these legislators 

(especially when they move on to executive offices), and the increase in citizen participation the 

results from contact with these parliamentarians. 

Some studies on the impact of quotas on women reveal that the quotas provide a baseline 

from which representation continues to increase,19 but the evidence for other minority groups is 

still scarce. 

There is also debate about whether it can be counterproductive to come up with such a 

baseline number, which could be perceived as the most that these populations can achieve.20 The 

truth is that, beyond the complexity of the analysis and the lack of proof for cases that have been 

in progress for some time, it seems unlikely that a population—like the citizens of the villas de 

emergencia in this middle-income country—that has been forgotten for so long and faces such a 

serious lack of representation is harmed by mechanisms that advocate progress in that respect. 

                                                        
19 Rikhil Bhavnani, “Do electoral quotas work after they are withdrawn? Evidence from a Natural Experiment in 
India,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 103, No. 1 (Feb. 2009), pp. 23-35; Tricia Gray, “Electoral Gender 
Quotas: Lessons from Argentina and Chile,” Bulletin of Latin American Research, Vol. 22, No. 1 (Jan. 2003), pp. 
52-78. 
20 Zaheer Ali, “Of quotas and Traps”, Economic and Political Weekly”, vol. 41, no. 52 (2007), pp. 5304-5306. 
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Could the villas’ residents be considered a group with its own characteristics and special 

need to improve its representation? Despite the particularity of the issue, there are some reasons 

to, at the very least, take it seriously. 

In Argentina, it has been discussed a lot, especially recently, if the villeros (as many of 

them call themselves and as many members of society call them, often disparagingly) maintain a 

specific culture and / or a particular identity. 

Even the Argentine Congress explicitly addressed the issue. In November 2014, the 

Parliament—at the initiative of a Kirchnerist youth movement named “La Campora”21—passed a 

law recognizing the culture of these neighborhoods and the establishment of a day of the “Villero 

Identity.” Among other things, the text of the foundations of the legislative decision identifies 

particular villero values that, apparently, are not configured in the same way in the formal part of 

every city: 

Solidarity: That which leads one to worry about the problems of another as if they 
were one’s own, without question, and with the intention of helping. 
 
Optimism and hope: That which allows one to see solutions where others only see 
insurmountable barriers. 
 
Generosity: The power to help a neighbor without asking or needing anything in 
return. 
 
Commitment to the reality that that their neighborhoods and neighbors live. 
 
Humility: The same life puts them in an attitude given which they are always 
learning to be able to, along with their peers, overcome the obstacles that arise. 

 

Despite the extreme circumstances of the villa inhabitants, with their unmet needs, and the 

interjurisdictionality the conflict (many of them are internal migrants, so any policy must include 

measures taking into account both their place of origin and their destination), the national 
                                                        
21 In homage to the President who ceded his office to Perón, who had been proscribed from taking part in the 
election. 
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Parliament only symbolically addressed this issue and did not include any implications for the 

categorization that it developed. The Congress has always considered the problem of the villas to 

be a local issue and has not sought any further opportunity at the federal level to discuss 

proposals with greater practical impact. 

Beyond the heterodoxy of the parliamentary decision described, the particular arguments 

embedded therein, and the special circumstances that led to its approval,22 the truth is that the 

debate about the particular culture or identity of the villas cannot be slighted. And if one goes 

down this line of reasoning, in addition to their disadvantaged economic condition, the villa 

inhabitants would highlight aspects of their culture and internal cohesion — similar to what other 

groups have, but without, at least formally, specific protection. 

But even beyond this discussion, the extensive discussion of which is beyond the scope of 

this paper, there are other elements that strengthen the idea of the justice of overrepresentation. 

The fact that the State is particularly absent in these neighborhoods or that the State’s limited 

presence has particular rules that are different from those of the rest of the city is significant. 

This situation leads to a different internal organization set up by locals who are seeking ways to 

coordinate among themselves without recourse to the authorities. In addition, when these locals 

decide to make claims before state authorities, they do not receive adequate responses. Finally, 

although the population of the villas is almost 10% of the population of the jurisdiction, there 

have been no residents of these neighborhoods who have occupied positions in these 

decisionmaking bodies. The existence of villas dates back to the 1930s, so their relegation in the 

political sphere is sufficiently clear. 

                                                        
22 Despite the fact that “La Cámpora” is generally made up of middle-class youth, some years ago, it began 
grassroots work in the villages and sought to win some kind of representation there. 
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The lack of incentives for officials to pay attention seems to be based on electoral 

convenience. Few of the villa inhabitants vote. Many of the residents are migrants and, although 

many are formal migrants, they have not made the necessary arrangements to be eligible to vote. 

Additionally, many of the eligible voters are too disinterested to vote. As a result, when the 

budget is being drafted, more votes are amassed for resources for the formal city than for the 

marginalized villas.    

 

The form that assumes overrepresentation  

Another aspect of the issue that is worth delving into deals with the form that this 

representation has taken—block delegates or presidents of the villa—which has very different 

characteristics than those of the traditionally overrepresented classes in Parliament. 

The delegation made by the villa residents, which allows other people to make the villa 

inhabitants’ claims for them, is not part of the traditional democratic system. The city has a 

Legislature that is in charge of allocating the budget, even to the villas de emergencia. Recently, 

it was divided into fifteen districts (administrative units with functions related to the maintenance 

of public spaces—parks, sidewalks, etc.). But none of these institutions has shown an interest in 

promoting the rights of the villas’ residents. 

The idea behind legislative quotas for minorities is that increased diversity of voices in the 

deliberative lawmaking process will lead to laws that are more consistent and pluralistic. In the 

case of women, with very large quotas,23 women’s issues came to be debated, since the size of 

their representation creates the possibility of strong bargaining (in practice, like so many things, 

that vision is not fully realized, although there is a coincidence in the associated benefits). In the 

case of other minorities, the number of seats is very limited (generally, to one or two seats) since 
                                                        
23 In Argentina, the quota for women is 30% of the total of each house of Congress. 
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the justification ignores the possibility that those voices are heard, that their perspective is 

incorporated, that projects that advance those groups are presented, and that there will be greater 

understanding of the other legislators and of society about the problems that those classes faces.  

The type of representation chosen in Buenos Aires is not only unusual but also very 

informal. The legislators and community members are part of a formal system that charges for 

their work; their work is regulated; they are prohibited from accepting other work or government 

orders; they must attend sessions; and they are subject to removal mechanisms in the case of 

poor performance in office. In comparison, the delegates and presidents of the villas are not 

subject to any of these rules, which creates problems in the envisioned system. 

For starters, the lack of state control over the villa inhabitants’ representatives reinforces 

the idea that this is foreign territory for the existing public institutions, with mechanisms of self-

control by the villa inhabitants that lead to potential abuses by those who become 

representatives. The fact that the elections are organized by the State gives them an aura of 

legitimacy that increases the risk that representatives abuse their power to become better off than 

the other residents. These dangers are even higher given the absence of rules about transparency 

and accountability. 

In turn, the fact that these representatives’ work is not remunerated puts them in a very 

tricky position. Supposedly, these are people with a public vocation that involves dedicating part 

of their time to promoting the rights of their neighbors, but the same job description allows the 

State the opportunity of achieving their co-option through different types of prerogatives, thus 

further weakening the claims of these groups. In practice, given the rest of the population, many 

of the delegates have come to accept assignments on the part of the public administration to 

perform various common-based jobs in their own neighborhood. This possibility has become so 
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obvious that this situation has been openly accepted in these communities. This is all without 

going into the possibility that secret privileges are directly granted. 

In Argentina, it is not uncommon for the State to find a way to neutralize agents who have 

a goal of acquiring control. During the last two decades, the State has dismantled practically all 

bodies of control that received their power from the Constitution or the law through ingenious 

mechanisms of co-option, failure to conduct elections, and interpretations that favor the regime, 

among other tricks. Unfortunately, this paradigm supersedes the actual implementation of these 

bodies of villa delegates, which have the sensitive task of intermediating between the villa 

inhabitants and the public officials.  

However, this should not be an obstacle to further developing solutions for the neglect of 

the claims in these neighborhoods, because there are surely more effective forms of 

representation. The situation of the villa inhabitants would be improved by a combination of the 

allocation of a seat in the Legislature and in the districts encompassing villas de emergencia 

through quotas, coupled with a mechanism for more formal representation within the villas 

themselves. This kind of mandate should include, among other safeguards, remuneration for 

representatives, a ban on receiving orders or state jobs, infrastructure for its work, accountability, 

mechanisms for sanctions and removal, public meetings, mechanisms to control its work 

(through, for example, a public agency that defends rights, such as an Ombudsman), and public 

spaces for local input. 

 

Consolidating the ghetto or promoting its regularization  

Some argue that promoting such policies, with the goal of empowering these people by 

improving in their representation and their claims to their rights, would be counterproductive if 
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in the long term, these policies lead to the consolidation of the villas de emergencia, thereby 

normalizing an unacceptable situation. From this perspective, assigning leadership positions to 

people who are likely more interested in maintaining their own spheres of power than rebelling 

against the very existence of the villas — that even with ostensible improvements will still 

basically be ghettos — can only further complicate the situation of these minorities. 

To understand this point-of-view, there are two distinct levels of analysis. On the one 

hand, there is a more abstract take on whether these neighborhoods should continue to be 

considered ghettos even when they produce relevant improvements in their infrastructure; and on 

the other hand, there is a more utilitarian take about the current situation and the odds for the 

future. 

The development plans of these neighborhoods include, among other measures: paving 

streets and sidewalks; relocating shacks that are in risky locations or that do not leave room for 

movement; installing networks of electricity, gas, water, telephones, and sewers; improving 

garbage collection; constructing public spaces, such as plazas or sports fields; adding signs to 

streets and public spaces; incorporating postal routes; building daycare centers; and improving 

public transport. There are some experiences in the region (the most well-known example is that 

of Medellín, but there are others in Brazil and even in a part of one of the villas de emergencia of 

Buenos Aires). To improve the infrastructure and the environment also improves residents’ 

housing and commitment to the public space. 

However, it is true that these new conditions strengthen the ties of residents to their 

neighborhoods and lead to more activities rooted in that space. And, above all, the residents 

strengthen their identity that remains distinct from the identities of the other inhabitants of the 

city. In other words, these groups are identified as villeros and the distinction is clear to everyone 
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(those who live there and those who do not). The explanation for this goes to the cultural 

question discussed earlier — although the Argentine Parliament appreciates the distinction, it is 

still the product of the marginalization to which the State itself subjected the villas and the bond 

that villeros feel is stronger than similar bonds that develops in better conditions. Without a plan 

to change the lives of these groups, the legislative statement seems more like a lack of 

consideration on the part of the representatives than actual support of the predicament of the 

villas de emergencia or a public recognition of responsibility for it. 

That so many of the people who live in the villas (with their pride, solidarity, unity, or 

other salient feature that Congress has tried to interpret), as well as the rest of society (which 

belittles and discriminates them for belonging to this group) are so conscious of being somehow 

different from other people makes it impossible to be enthusiastic that improved living 

conditions in the villas will substantially change the inhabitants prospects any further than those 

concrete improvements. 

With regard to education and employment opportunities, among others, these villa 

inhabitants will remain relegated by others who think that they lack the appropriate socio-

cultural conditioning to be part of a foreign reality. The vicious cycle will go on. 

But on another level of analysis, it is also true that certain aspects related to the size and 

geographic reality of these neighborhoods and the cities that contain them cannot be ignored. As 

explained above, the villas have grown to such a size, the citizens have so little space available, 

and public budgets are so inadequate to think that in the short- or medium-term, policymakers 

can design policies to integrate a large portion of these villa inhabitants with the rest of the city. 

In less unequal countries that have not allowed the situation to reach this extreme, there 

must surely still be enough time to integrate the people who are living in these neighborhoods 
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and who have developed a particular identity. But when the situation becomes this dramatic and 

widespread, it entails practical difficulties that seem insurmountable.  

Without a doubt, it is a tragic decision, facing a strong moral stance — with clear 

arguments for avoiding the continued stigmatization of a portion of the population that has 

developed without protections from others — with a utilitarian point-of-view that would seem to 

advocate for a benefit that would be the most affordable for the greatest number of people 

involved. 

Therefore, any position taken in relation to the representatives of the people living in the 

villas must be backed by a long-term vision about the fate of these neighborhoods. The defense 

of an overrepresentation of the villeros seems to be in line with the maintenance of these 

neighborhoods but with the aim of improving infrastructure. This sort of identity of the villa 

inhabitants makes it so that their representatives usually focus on specific claims to improve the 

villa inhabitants’ current situations without thinking about the broader situation of the villa 

inhabitants in relation to others. If, despite the practical difficulties, the vision remains against 

the maintenance of the villas, a way of improving their representation in the public institutions 

that can identify problems with the aim of the greatest impact must be found. 

 

Epilogue 

Despite some progress in recent times — the incorporation of Ombudsmen, collective 

legal actions, mechanisms for public consultation, and popular initiative — the democratic 

system in countries such as Argentina remains indebted to the task of improving the 

representation of the poor and strengthening their claims. Affirmative actions have been 
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incorporated in international treaties and the Argentine Constitution but, with few exceptions, the 

written words have not come to life, let alone for the poor. 

The experience of the elections for representatives in the villas of Buenos Aires opens up 

a large number of questions, some related to the justice of creating a system of this type and 

others related to the long-term future of these areas that were settled as places of emergency and 

then maintained permanently, some already lasting several decades. 

The fate of this kind of discussion depends on the approach promoted by different 

progressive individuals and actors that often play an important role in writing opinions, 

organizing community work, and litigating against the state, among other activities carried out 

by some civil society organizations, children’s counselors, the Ombudsmen, and other actors. 

Many of the people who participate in these kinds of groups engage in critical reflections and 

raise questions with a particularity that has no clear answer and that, therefore, leaves the 

question hanging of whether the work that accompanies it serves laudable objectives or, to the 

contrary, reinforces the status quo. In the case of the elections in the villas, many professionals 

who participate in these interventions, often voluntarily, have constantly asked these questions 

since it is not clear if their work has promoted the rights of the residents or, instead, has 

facilitated the State’s co-option of the villa inhabitants’ claims. Academics and activists need 

each other, and this is an example of the importance of a thorough debate that can walk on the 

safe side to be assured that at least they are trying to take steps in the right direction and not 

making efforts that will be counterproductive in relation to the cause that they are seeking to 

advance. 
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