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Since 1999 when was approved for Medellin Plan de 
Ordenamiento Territorial  was created a proyect named 
“Cinturon Verde” as limitator system of growing in the 
urban frontiers.  Medellín’s planned El Cinturon Verde 
Metropolitano (the “Metropolitan Greenbelt”), is a 
project initiated by the previous Mayor of Medellín 
Aníbal Gavíria in 2012. The primary aim of the project is 
to restrict further urban sprawl up the Aburrá Valley by 
forming a green boundary to Medellín’s expanding 
population. In the past, this population growth had 
been left unchecked, resulting in many homes being 
built on land unsuitable for residential use. Currently, as 
many as 180,000 Medellín families live on the slopes of 
the Aburrá valley which are vulnerable to landslides.  
Along with limiting urban expansion, the El Cinturon 
Verde Metropolitano will create more recreational 
space for the city’s residents, whilst simultaneously 
creating jobs over its 18-year construction period. 
Medellín’s Metropolitan Greenbelt is one of the first of 
its kind in Latin America, and the project is paralleled by 
many other metropolitan cities across the globe. 

The São Paulo City Green Belt Biosphere Reserve 
created in 1994 if the largest Green Belt on the planet 
consisting of over 600,000 hectares of forest. According 
to the São Paulo State Forest Institute, the city’s Green 
Belt offers the residents of São Paulo numerous 
benefits, including: Food security, air quality, water 
supply, cultural heritage, stabilization of climate etc. 
Yet, the growing population of São Paulo has proven 
problematic for the preservation of the Green Belt. 
Between 1991-2000 the Metropolitan population grew 
by 58% at 5% per annum. Recent data suggests that 
deforestation from 1999-2013 continued at a very low 
level (<1%), yet.   

The Greenbelt policy has existed in the U.K for nearly 80 
years and serves to provide solutions for several 
objectives. Firstly, like El Cinturon Verde Metropolitano, 
it is a policy which limits urbanisation. The Greenbelt 
seeks to preserve the original structure and limitations 
of towns and villages, preventing the merging of 
neighbourhoods. This in turn encourages urban 
regeneration and the recycling of derelict buildings 
whilst preserving the surrounding countryside. 
Secondly, it serves the lesser purpose of a ‘green lung’ 
to the city, acting as a carbon sink for pollution, and 
offering urban dwellers green space for recreational 
activities. 

https://es.slideshare.net/edumedellin2012/
urbanismo-de-cordillera-peru
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http://citiscope.org/story/2016/medellins-metropolitan-greenbelt-adds-public-space-while-healing-old-wounds
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According to the National Planning Policy 
Framework (NPPF): “The fundamental 
aim of Green Belt policy is to prevent 
urban sprawl by keeping land 
permanently open”.

There are 14 separate Green Belts across the U.K, with 
the London Metropolitan Belt being the largest, and 
Burton-Upon-Trent and Swadlincote being the smallest 
at only 700 hectares. 
Within these 14 separate belts there are 38 major 
towns and cities, meaning that 60% of the English 
population live within a Green Belt. Evidence suggests 
that designating land as a Green Belt area has a 
significant impact on stunting urban development, as 
minimal land development has occurred in designated 
Green Belt regions (only 2%). The planned addition of a 
third runway to Heathrow airport is one of the main 
threats to the Metropolitan Green Belt. However, 
motorways, railways, and electricity transmission 
equipment are all common features in Green Belts. 

The Metropolitan Green Belt was first established in 
the 1930’s and has expanded significantly in size since 
1955. Current figures state that the Metropolitan 
Green Belt now covers 5.160 square kilometres and is 
twice the size of Luxemburg.

Yet, it is important to realize that the Metropolitan 
Green Belt was implemented in a time where the 
expected growth of London was minimal. The limiting 
effects of the Green Belt now imposes significant social 
costs to many Londoners. Under current legislation, 
the Metropolitan Greenbelt cannot be modified except 
in ‘exceptional circumstances’, such as a severe house 
shortage. 
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The housing shortage in London and the South East is 
well known, and the numerous local authorities who 
control housing only exacerbate this problem. London 
is projected to reach a population of 10 million by 2036, 
and 62,000 new homes a year are needed to meet this 
demand. To balance the supply and demand of 
London’s housing crisis, developers have resorted to 
building on Brownfield Land; land previously used for 
industrial purposes. London only contains 4000 
hectares of Brownfield land, less than a fifth of what is 
needed. Furthermore, many of these sights contain soil 
polluted by toxic commercial waste. Consequently, the 
use of brownfield land needs to be improved 
significantly to reach London’s housing demands.

Amid London’s and the South East’s housing shortage, 
the aims and objectives of the Metropolitan Green Belt 
have come under harsh scrutiny. In 2014 the London 
Society published a report entitled “Green Sprawl: Our 
current affection for a preservation myth”, in which the 
author states that the outdated original policy of the 
Metropolitan Green Belt is in need of reform to meet 
the modern demands of Britain’s largest city. The report 
claims that a marginal destruction of the Green Belt 
could satisfy the demand for 1 million new homes over 
the next 15 years.  Reports such as those published by 
the London Society and an increasing number of public 
debates have rendered the Metropolitan Green Belt 
relatively unpopular in recent years, with many arguing 
that the Green Belt exacerbates the housing crisis by 
making land on the outskirts of the city unavailable for 
construction. There is growing pressure on the 
government to significantly alter Green Belt policy, 
which will likely see its partial destruction in the years to 
come. 

In the future, if unmanaged, Medellín’s Green Belt 
could suffer a similar fate. Colombia’s population is 
growing at a steady 1.3% a year, and Medellín as 

London’s Metropolitan Green Belt: 
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Colombia’s second largest city is no different. Whilst the 
aim of El Cinturon Verde Metropolitano according to 
former director of urban planning, Jorge Perez, is to 
create vertical urban growth in the dense centre of the 
city, there may come a time when population demand 
means expansion horizontally up the slopes of the 
Aburrá Valley is necessary. However, alternatives to the 
suffocating effects of the traditional style Green Belt 
exist. 

Scholars at LSE have argued for the implementation of a 
‘Pioneer Corridor’ strategy to alleviate London’s 
housing crisis. The ‘Pioneer Corridor’ consists of a strip 
of land which cuts through the Metropolitan Green 
Belt, serving as a link between London and the smaller 
surrounding communities, without destroying the 
advantages of the Green Belt completely. The most 
useful route proposed is the 
London-Stansted-Cambridge corridor. In building 
alongside the already developed travel routes of the 
London-Stansted-Cambridge corridor London’s housing 
troubles could be partially resolved without destroying 
the original boundaries of the city dictated by the Green 
Belt. However, this ‘Pioneer Corridor’ is still theoretical, 
and has yet to be implemented or even approved by 
the local government. Elsewhere in Europe, this 
corridor strategy has been implemented with great 
effect.    

The German city of Hamburg is a pioneer in the Green 
Corridor strategy. With a population of 1.7 million, 
Hamburg is of a similar size and faces many of the same 
problems as Medellín, including increasing urban sprawl, 
air pollution, and an increased demand for housing.

Hamburg won the European Green Capital Award in 
2011, partly because of its innovative Green Belt 
solution. Unlike other European cities, Hamburg does 
not have a traditional Greenbelt. Instead, the city 
contains Green Corridors, radiating Landscape Axis, and 
two Green Rings. The ‘GrünesNetzHamburg’ is an 
‘Open Space Interconnecting System’ which consists of 
a series of conjoined green spaces. These green spaces 
stretch from Hamburg’s surrounding countryside all the 
way into the city centre. These corridors are vast, with 
the green strip of land north of the River Elbe, 
stretching between 18 and 25 kilometres long. Often, 
these green spaces pass beside rather than replace 
urban areas. These stretches can include public parks, 
cemeteries, sports fields etc. Consequently, green parks 
and public spaces now make up approximately half of 
Hamburg’s land, and new and innovative ways are 
being created each year to keep this ratio.   
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http://www.lse.ac.uk/Geography-and-Environment/Assets/Documents/Green-Belt-Report.pdf
http://www.hamburg.de/contentblob/3908156/218f43663b3aa2da43df790c40508081/data/erlaeuterungen-freiraumver-engl.pdf;jsessionid=5E19774B0E9152356495C0EA1CC91811.liveWorker2
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https://www.lscc.co/mipim-2015
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Hamburg contains two Green Rings, the first runs in a 
1km radius from city hall and follows the line of the old 
fortifications which once protected the inner city. The 
second runs approximately 8-10 km from city hall 
in-between the inner and outer districts of the city. This 
second ring is virtually unbroken, and consists mainly of 
parks and public open spaces. This dual structure is 
unique to Hamburg, as cities with similar rings such as 
London, Leipzig and Moscow have belts outside the city 
in open countryside.  

The ‘GrünesNetzHamburg’ with its connecting 
corridors have enabled two important concepts:
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La preservación de espacios verdes dentro de la 
ciudad sin estrangular completamente el 
crecimiento urbano. La expansión urbana es se 
ralentiza y controla, pero aún así es posible, ya que 
el desarrollo urbano se extiende paralelamente a 
los corredores verdes de la ciudad.

Hamburgo ha anunciado que planea quedarse sin 
automóviles en 2034. Planea convertir el 40% de la 
ciudad en zonas peatonales sin automóviles 
dentro de la ciudad. Los espacios verdes 
interconectados permiten esto, ya que los 
peatones pueden caminar o ir en bicicleta desde 

1.

2.

Thus, when used effectively, modified Green Belts can 
be used to not only limit urban sprawl but reduce 
pollution and the impact on the environment. In a city 
such as Medellín which is seeking to reduce air 
pollution and vehicle emissions, a creative use of its 
Green Belt system can help provide a solution to the 
city’s pollution problems.

 

Winner of the 2014 Wolfson Economic Prize, Urbed’s 
snowflake design is a model designed to vastly increase 
a city’s population by taking a ‘good confident bite’ out 
of its green belt. The aim is to create a ‘Garden City’ one 
where every hectare used for urban development is 
given back to the city in the forms of parks, forests, 
sports fields etc. 

The Snowflake Diagram highlights how geometry can 
be used to develop urban space which is not only close 
to the city center, but also helps relieve urban 

Urbed’s Snowflake Design:
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las afueras de Hamburgo hasta el corazón de la 
ciudad.
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  http://urbed.coop/sites/default/files/Oxford%20Transport%20Options%20Report.pdf
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over-crowding whilst not entirely destroying a city’s 
Green Belt.

Returning to the U.K, the historic city of Oxford is 
struggling with an increased demand for housing 
located no further than five miles from its centre. The 
city is supported heavily by its world-renowned 
university, yet the University of Oxford has struggled in 
recent years to attract top-tier researchers because of a 
lack of housing and highly inflated prices.  Just as in the 
capital, Oxford’s urban growth has been restricted by 
the Green Belt with encircles the city. Urbed’s 
Snowflake Design has been suggested as a solution to 
the city’s housing crisis, and may well be implemented 
in the future. 

Whilst, Medellín’s Green Belt is created with the 
intention of stemming outward urban sprawl and 
encouraging central vertical growth, this report hopes 
that by presenting alternate methods to the traditional 
Green Belt structure, future problems which have been 
caused by Green Belts elsewhere can be avoided.
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