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Preface 
 

 

Like rivers and streams, over water and its multiple ways of 
interacting with us humans, ideas and experiences will 
continue to flow. 
(Marcela Arrieta, Berlin August 10, 2018) 

 

As an anthropologist from the University of Los Andes, Bogotá, with a master's degree in 

Historical Urban Studies from the TU Berlin, I have focused my research since my undergraduate 

degree on analyzing the relationship between human beings and their ‘natural’ environment in 

a daily, urban context.  

 Specifically, during my master’s studies, I adopted a historical and critical approach to 

these subjects. After becoming well-acquainted with Bogotá’s community aqueducts and 

recognizing their great contribution to the rural population by solving water supply problems 

and reclaiming its rural way of life as citizens of Bogotá, together with my supervisor, Prof. Dr. 

Dorothee Brantz, an expert in urban environmental history, we saw the opportunities to 

continue exploring this case. My wish was to contribute to urban studies, with a reflection 

located in the urban environmental history and anthropology in order to deepen theoretical 

considerations following the possibilities that the Actor-Network Theory and its way of 

understanding materiality have opened up for urban environmental issues and, in particular, for 

the relationships of its human and non-human actors over time. Regarding praxis work, my goal 

was to broaden the spectrum of narrations and actors consulted and analyzed. 

As for this analysis, I intend to reach other urban researchers who approach similar cases 

from an academic perspective, who work for urban institutions or NGOs with cases of resource 

management and conflicts between actors, where the history of Usme’s community aqueducts 

and their actors’ experience can be an inspiration that motivates dialogue and mutual 

recognition. 

With the conviction that I was addressing a central theme for the development of Latin 

American cities when I returned to Bogotá, I was fortunate to have Dolly Palacio’s support, who 

also became my second advisor. Palacio, being an expert in relational theories and 

methodologies, guided the project in Research, Action, Participation "Water Territories and 

Learning Networks," financed by COLCIENCIAS and with the participation of researchers from a 

network made up of academics from the Externado and Javeriana Universities, with 

functionaries of Bogotá’s Aqueduct Company (EAB) and members of community organizations 

such as RETACO (the territorial network of community aqueducts in Bogotá and Cundinamarca), 
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Agropolis and Constelar Campesina. Thus, I became part of this research group, benefiting and 

contributing from the standpoint of teamwork. 

I would like to express my thanks to my two advisers, Dorothee Brantz and Dolly Palacio, 

for their support both personally and professionally. I also wish to thank the institutional context 

that allowed me to write this thesis: the Center for Metropolitan Studies (CMS), the DFG 

International Graduate Research Program, in which I participated as an associate, for the 

opportunity to exchange perspectives and ideas with my colleagues and teachers as well as to 

meet others’ research contexts and expand the limits of my research. I would like to especially 

thank Prof. Dr. Roger Keil, Afia Afenah, Meisen Wong, Berit Hummels, Patrick Hege, Johanna 

Rohlf, Beatrice Beatrice Walthall, Hanna Hilbrandt, Marcela Lopez and Noa Ha. I also thank 

Mariana Ríos Maldonado for her final corrections and suggestions concerning this dissertation. 

I thank COLCIENCIAS COLFUTURO for the financial support that allowed me to access this 

program and do my research at the Technische Universität Berlin as well as for opening up the 

opportunity to return and contribute to Colombia through what I learned in Germany. 

In Colombia, I would like to thank the communities organized in the communal aqueducts 

of Usme, who opened the door to me through stories of their daily experiences, their hopes and 

fears, their relations to the city, their territory and water. Especially, I wish to extend my thanks 

to Libardo López, José Cechagua, Maria Fanny Guerrero, Anaelfa Zambrano, Stella Celis and 

Alejandro Guarín for their generosity in time and knowledge. 

Special thanks go to Dolly Palacio for her openness in sharing knowledge, inviting reflection 

and inspiring commitment. To her and to the entire team of researchers at the Territories of 

Water and Learning Networks, thank you for the contributions in methodologies and the 

consequent commitment with the inhabitants, water sources and the territory of Usme. Thank 

you for being the perfect partners in this research project and excellent interlocutors as well as 

helping me stay connected to the territory, to its dynamics and questions despite the distance 

of my writing in Berlin. Special thanks go to Thierry Lulle, Miriam Mejía, Amparo de Urbina, Luis 

Alberto Jaramillo, Philippe Chenut, Maria Clara van der Hammen, Diana Morales y Maya Astrid 

Pinzón. Thanks to Diana Ojeda and her research group on Political Ecology as well as Stefania 

Gallini and her environmental history research group at Colombia’s National University for the 

contributions and spaces for the discussion and dissemination of my research. 

Thanks to Jan, my partner, for his unconditional and unlimited support throughout this long 

process. Thanks to my son Emilio, my sister Paola and my parents Ana Lucia and Diógenes. 

Thanks to Janine and my uncle Diego for helping me when it seemed that I would drown in the 

professional and personal challenges that surfaced during this investigation. Thanks to Juana 

and Simon for the yoga and the meditation! To my friends Valentina, Cáterin and Mariana, I 
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thank you all. To my mom, I thank you for always reminding me that writing this dissertation 

was a decision made under the conviction of believing in the rural communities of Usme, in their 

knowledge and their rights as citizens of Bogotá. I believe in them and in the officials of the 

district institutions who dream and build an inclusive city in their day to day, sustainable 

practices, in close relationship with their environment and their waters. 

Today is the end of this five-year research trip (9.2012-8.2013, 8.2014-8.2018). With a 

dissertation I hope I can take up again in different contexts and thus contribute to the 

construction of a city that takes into account all of its citizens by recognizing their knowledge 

links and visions of the territory and natural entities. Because in our diversity, we stil have a lot 

to narrate, hear and learn. 

 

 

Marcela Arrieta Narváez 

Berlin, 10.08.2018 
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Abstract 
 

The pact between municipal governments and citizens in supplying water follows a model dating 

back to the 19th and early 20th centuries during a time of unprecedented growth of modern cities and 

promises to urban sanitation. Historically, water as a public service has been contingent on the 

status of urban populations as rightful citizens. However, beyond this modern ideal of a universal 

and democratic water supply, cities are quite often fragmented by differential access to public 

services. In the rural areas of Bogotá residents are forced to organize themselves in order to 

access water service through community aqueducts. Further, official discourse tends to vilify 

such community aqueducts for carrying poor water quality and endangering the public health 

of the city. Research in urban studies on infrastructure and water supply continues to focus on 

the efficiencies or deficiencies of centralized systems. Community aqueducts are often 

conceptualized as isolated systems organized by communities that oppose cooperation with 

local, municipal and national institutions.  

Following the case of water supply through community aqueducts, I question the 

universality of modern models of water supply and contribute to the definition of a city closely 

informed by the daily practices of its inhabitants. The interactions and power relations between 

state institutions, the rural population and water in the historical, socio-natural and 

technological process of water supply in Bogotá’s rural-urban fringe is the subject of my research 

thesis. For the purposes of this analysis, I situate myself in urban studies from a critical view that 

questions modern models of development through urban environmental history, Actor-

Network Theory and anthropology. I used ethnographic methods and archive research in order 

to acquire the necessary data for this research.  

From a situated perspective, the history of community aqueducts is constituted by the 

interactions of their actors that legitimate each other reciprocally on a day-to-day basis through 

dynamics of power. The historical process of construction, operation and administration of 

community aqueducts enabled rural water supply and a relationship of citizenship between 

marginalized communities and state institutions. This research offers new insights for 

participatory processes in cities in both the global south and north, especially in those cities 

grappling with global issues such as forced migration and financial shortages. 

 

Keywords: Power, concerned and material interactions, community water supply 

systems, urban-rural fringe, Bogotá.  
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Zusammenfassung 

 

Der Pakt zwischen Stadtverwaltungen und Bürgern, um diese unter anderem mit Wasser zu 

versorgen, folgt einem Modell, das auf das 19. Jahrhundert und den Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts 

zurückgeht, vom Wachstum moderner Städte und ihrem Versprechen, für die Bürger städtische 

Sanitärversorgung zu schaffen. Zu Wasser als öffentliche Dienstleitung Zugang zu haben, 

bedeutet historisch, dass die Bevölkerung als rechtmäßiger Bürger betrachtet wird und dass die 

Städte und ihre staatlichen Institutionen der Bevölkerung die Möglichkeit bieten, zusammen zu 

leben. Aber jenseits dieses modernen Ideals einer universellen und demokratischen 

Wasserversorgung sind Städte durch einen unterschiedlichen Zugang von Bürgern zu 

öffentlichen Dienstleistungen fragmentiert. In den ländlichen Gebieten von Städten wie Bogotá 

gibt es Menschen, die gezwungen sind, sich selbst zu organisieren, um durch gemeinschaftliche 

Wasserversorgung Zugang zu Wasser zu haben. Diese Versorgungssysteme, die diesen 

Bevölkerungsgruppen Wasser zur Verfügung stellen, werden oft nicht als Teil der städtischen 

Infrastruktur berücksichtigt. Stattdessen werden diese Systeme dämonisiert, weil sie der 

Bevölkerung schlechtes Wasser liefern und die öffentliche Gesundheit gefährden sollen.  

Das verfügbare Wissen über die Stadt in der Stadtforschung, ihre Infrastrukturen und die 

Art und Weise, in der die städtische Wasserversorgung funktioniert, konzentriert sich auf das 

Studium der kommunalen oder zentralisierten Systeme und ihre Effizienz; Folglich ignorieren 

diese Studien normalerweise die Organisation der gemeinschaftlichen Wasserversorgung, die 

die Bemühungen der Bewohner benötigen. 

Durch die historische Untersuchung gemeinschaftlicher Wasserversorgung im ländlichen 

Bogotá (74,7% der insgesamt 163.663 Stadtgebiete) verorte ich mich in der Stadtforschung aus 

einer kritischen Perspektive, die moderne Entwicklungsmodelle durch städtische 

Umweltgeschichte, Akteur-Netzwerk-Theorie und Anthropologie in Frage stellt. Dafür nutze ich 

ethnographische Methoden und Archiv-Recherche. Aus einer situierten Perspektive konstituiert 

sich die Geschichte der gemeinschaftlichen Wasserversorgungs-systeme einerseits durch 

hegemoniale Machtdynamiken, die moderne Organisationsformen legitimieren, anderseits 

durch relationale und materielle Machtdynamiken, die Möglichkeiten der Veränderung von 

Organisationsformen der urbanen Wasserversorgung aufzeigen. Über 35 Jahre haben 

menschliche und nichtmenschliche Akteure in Organisationsformen interagiert, die es 

ermöglichen, ein neues Verständnis der Wasserversorgung in der Stadt zu erschließen, die 

ländliche Bevölkerung mit Wasser zu versorgen, und ein Bürgerverhältnis zwischen einer 

marginalisierten Bevölkerung und städtischen Institutionen aufzubauen. 
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Diese Forschung eröffnet die Möglichkeit, aus dem historischen und relationalen Zugang zu 

Gemeinschaftsaquädukten in Bogotá für partizipative Prozesse in Städten des globalen Südens 

und des globalen Nordens zu lernen, wo es wichtig ist, das Verhältnis zwischen staatlichen 

Institutionen und marginalisierten Gemeinschaften zu stärken, um globalen Problemen, wie 

erzwungene Migration und finanzielle Engpässe der Regierungen von Staaten und Städten, zu 

begegnen. 

 

Schlüsselwörter: Macht, besorgte und materielle Interaktionen, gemeinschaftliche 

Wasserversorgungssysteme, Stadt-Land Grenzgebiet, Bogotá. 
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Resumen 

 

El pacto entre los gobiernos urbanos y los ciudadanos para abastecer a estos últimos con agua 

sigue un modelo que data del siglo XIX y principios del XX. Fase de crecimiento de las ciudades 

modernas y proliferación de la promesa de proporcionar a los ciudadanos el servicio de agua y 

saneamiento urbano de forma universal y democrática. Tener agua como servicio público 

estando conectado a un acueducto ha significado históricamente el reconocimiento de la 

población como ciudadanos y ciudadanas legítimas, habitantes de ciudades en donde sus líderes 

aseguran así a la población la posibilidad de vivir juntos. Sin embargo, más allá de este ideal 

moderno de un suministro de agua universal y democrático, las ciudades están fragmentadas 

por un acceso diferencial a los servicios públicos.  

En las áreas rurales de ciudades como Bogotá, hay personas que se ven obligadas a 

organizarse para acceder al servicio público de agua a través de acueductos comunitarios. Estos 

sistemas de suministro a menudo no se toman en cuenta como parte de la infraestructura 

urbana que proporciona agua a las ciudades y son demonizados por llevar agua de mala calidad 

a la población y amenazar la salud pública. Así el conocimiento disponible desde los estudios 

urbanos sobre las infraestructuras y el funcionamiento del suministro de agua en las ciudades, 

se centra en el estudio de los sistemas municipales o centralizados y su eficiencia. En 

consecuencia, estos estudios normalmente ignoran las formas de operación y organización de 

los suministros de agua comunitarios que implican el esfuerzo y la organización de los habitantes 

en la ruralidad de Bogotá, territorio que alcanza el 74.7% del total de 163,663 hectáreas que 

abarca la ciudad. 

En el análisis de la historia de los acueductos comunitarios de Usme rural me ubico en el 

área de estudios urbanos desde una perspectiva crítica que cuestiona modelos modernos de 

desarrollo a través de la historia ambiental urbana, la teoría del actor- red y la antropología. Con 

este fin uso métodos etnográficos e investigación de archivos. Así partiendo desde una 

perspectiva situada, afirmo que la historia de los acueductos comunitarios está constituida por 

las interacciones de sus actores que se legitiman recíprocamente día a día a través de las 

dinámicas de poder hegemónicas, relacionales y materiales. En mi estudio reconstruyo como a 

lo largo de 35 años, actores humanos y no humanos han interactuado especificando formas de 

organización que han permitido abastecer a la población rural con agua, pero también han 

construido una relación de ciudadanía entre una población marginada e instituciones locales, 

distritales y nacionales. 

Esta investigación abre oportunidades para aprender desde un enfoque histórico y 
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relacional del caso de acueductos comunitarios en Bogotá y utilizar los hallazgos y perspectiva 

de análisis para el análisis de procesos participativos en ciudades del sur y el norte global, donde 

es importante reforzar la relación entre las comunidades marginadas, las instituciones estatales 

y municipales para enfrentar problemas como la migración forzada y la escasez financiera de los 

gobiernos. 

 

Palabras clave: poder, intereses, interacciones materiales, sistemas de suministro de agua 

comunitarios, franja urbano- rural, Bogotá. 
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Introduction 
 

The interactions and power relations between state institutions, the rural population and water 

in the historical, socio-natural and technological process of water supply in Bogotá’s rural-urban 

fringe is the subject of my research thesis. Following the case of water supply through 

community aqueducts, I question the universality of modern models of water supply and 

contribute to the definition of a city closely informed by the daily practices of its inhabitants. 

The supply of water through community aqueducts and water intended for rural inhabitant 

consumption (16.787 people of Bogotá, 0.2% of the entire population) are embedded in a 

historical, socio-natural and technological process in which water becomes a mediator in the 

relationship between the state and the inhabitants of rural Usme, a locality of Bogotá at the 

south eastern border of the city. In Bogotá, 122,257 hectares belong to rural territory. According 

to the Secretary of Economic Development, this rural geography represents 74.7% of the city’s 

163,663 total hectares.  

For the purposes of this analysis, I situate myself in urban studies from a critical view that 

questions modern models of development through urban environmental history, Actor-

Network Theory and anthropology. I used ethnographic methods and archive research in order 

to acquire the necessary data for this research. This empirical data from fieldwork and archival 

research is in Spanish, the language spoken in the region and in Colombia officially. After 

analyzing the material that appears in this final text, I translated it myself for its publication in 

English.1 

From a situated perspective, the history of community aqueducts is constituted by the 

interactions of their actors that legitimate each other reciprocally on a day-to-day basis 

throughout hegemonic, relational and material dynamics of power. In 35 years, community 

actors, institutional actors, the heterogeneous waters of local sources, infrastructures and other 

elements of water treatment as well as natural entities of the environment have inter-acted and 

consequently narrowed down the forms of actor organization. This historical process has enabled 

the rural population’s water supply and the construction of a relationship of citizenship2 between 

a marginalized population and local district and national institutions.  

This work demonstrates how a situated perspective allows us, first of all, to follow 

hegemonic dynamics of interaction imposed by institutional actors and legitimized by 

                                                             
1  As explained in the preface, Mariana Ríos Maldonado assisted me with the as proofreading of this dissertation. 
2  I understand citizenship as the relation between state institutions and the communities from a distinct territory. 

Following the Actor-Network Theory and from an anthropological approach, I also see citizenship as an action, 

product of daily practices and discourses. More details about the term in the following section, Concepts. 
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community ones who can either accept and assume the imposed organization forms or reject 

and assume the consequences of not following them. The imposition of modern ideals of 

development, hygiene and control reconstructs in the population modern classifications of 

development and backwardness that divide the population by breaking community relations. 

Second, my research perspective recognizes community actors and the possibilities that 

could empower the daily control of their territory and natural entities such as water so that they 

can demand support from institutional actors. From a situated perspective, the importance of 

institutional actors’ life and work trajectories also become clear: Actors concerned with the 

communities’ needs and demands due to their multiple links to the territory, to the population 

or to water supply take part in relational dynamics of power while recognizing community actors 

and their knowledge. 

Lastly, this situated perspective makes it possible to recognize the importance of the 

materiality of water as a non-human actor. As an entity entangled in interactions with 

community and institutional actors, water plays a role in modifying organizational forms, 

particularly in the dynamics of interaction and power relations between actors. 

The pact between municipal governments and citizens in supplying the latter with water 

follows a model dating back to the 19th and early 20th centuries accompanying the growth of 

modern cities and promises to urban sanitation.3 Today, city water supply remains a current 

issue influenced by the debates on water crisis, human rights to water, its sustainability as a 

resource and its privatization. The modern city is characterized by the guarantee of safe water 

that is in constant supply to the entire population through centralized systems:4 National and 

municipal authorities secure the supply, while governments or private actors control the 

resources. Historically, water as a public service has been contingent upon the status of urban 

populations as rightful citizens.5 However, beyond this modern ideal of a universal and 

democratic water supply, cities are fragmented by a differential access to public services.6 In the 

rural areas of Bogotá and Colombian cities7 such as Cali, Medellín, Bucaramanga, Villavicencio 

                                                             
3  Maria Kaika, City of Flows, Modernity, Nature and the City (New York, Oxon: Routledge, 2005), 79. José Esteban 

Castro et al., Water, Power and Citizenship. Social Struggle in the Basin of Mexico, ed. Oxford Zielonka, Jan, and 

Fellow of St Antony´s College (Oxford: Palgrave, St Antony´s College, 2006). 
4  Maria Kaika, City of Flows, Modernity, Nature and the City (New York, Oxon: Routledge, 2005). 
5  Ibid. 
6  Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin, Splintering Urbanism. Networked Infrastructures, Technological Mobilities 

and the Urban Condition (London, New York: Routledge, 2001). 
7  Colombia Red Nacional de Acueductos Comunitarios, “Red Nacional de Acueductos Comunitarios, Colombia,” 

accessed January 13, 2018, http://redacueductoscomunitarios.co/encuentros-nacionales/medellin-2016/. 
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and Pasto, as well as many other Latin American cities,8 many residents are forced to organize 

themselves in order to access water service through community aqueducts. Often, these supply 

systems are not officially recognized as legitimate urban infrastructure in providing city water. 

Further, official discourse tends to demonize such community aqueducts for carrying poor water 

quality and endangering the public health of the city’s population. Based on modern values such 

as development and progress, community aqueducts are positioned by urban institutions as 

“traditional” and backward; and their community and institutional work is vastly ignored. The 

form in which these community systems function and complement other uses of local water, 

especially in serving the needs of the rural population, have also gone unrecognized.  

Research in urban studies on infrastructure and water supply continues to focus on the 

efficiencies of municipal or centralized systems. Consequently, these studies quite often ignore 

the forms of operation and organization of community water supplies that involve the efforts 

and organization of inhabitants. Community aqueducts are conceptualized as isolated systems, 

which are organized by communities that oppose cooperation with local, municipal and national 

institutions. The way in which Usme’s community aqueducts are organized since the beginning 

of the 1980s and the efforts of the rural population to supply themselves with water is not 

recognized, nor is the participation of the institutions representing the state and the influence 

of global development discourses. The history of these efforts does not seem to be of interest 

for the very same municipal administrations, which gladly present the achievements of the 

community aqueducts and the network of actors as their own. So it can be read in a 

communication from the mayor of the current administration: 

 

"Thanks to the initiative of the Government of Enrique Peñalosa, the most vulnerable Bogotanos 
[citizens of Bogotá], with socioeconomic stratification 1, 2, 3, in the rural area have received subsidies 
for aqueduct, sewerage and toilet. Evidence of that is what we are doing in the town of Usme 
[classified as rural Usme], where 504 inhabitants will be benefited with subsidies for the services of 
the aqueduct and sewerage.”9  

 

                                                             
8  C Brannstrom, J Clarke, and M Newport, “Civil Society Participation in the Decentralisation of Brazil’s Water 

Resources : Assessing Participation in Three States,” Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography 25, no. 3 (2004): 

304–21, doi:10.1111/j.0129-7619.2004.00188.x; Antonio Augusto Rossotto Ioris, “Applying the Strategic-

Relational Approach to Urban Political Ecology: The Water Management Problems of the Baixada Fluminense, 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil,” Antipode 44, no. 1 (2012): 122–50, doi:10.1111/j.1467-8330.2011.00848.x; Thomas 

Perreault, “From the Guerra Del Agua to the Guerra Del Gas: Resource Governance, Neoliberalism and Popular 

Protest in Bolivia,” Antipode 38, no. 1 (2006): 150–72, http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.0066-4812.2006.00569.x; 

José Esteban Castro et al., Water , Power and Citizenship Social Struggle in the Basin of Mexico, ed. Oxford 

Zielonka, Jan, Fellow of St Antony´s College (Oxford: Palgrave, St Antony´s College, 2006). 
9  Alcaldía Mayor de Bogotá, “Habitantes de Usme Recibirán Agua Potable Con Subsidios Hasta Del 70%” (Bogotá, 

2017), http://www.bogota.gov.co/article/temas-de-ciudad/gestion-publica/habitat/usme/habitantes-de-usme-

recibiran-agua-potable-con-subsidios. 
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And while the former can be expected from municipal administrations that seek to present 

continuity in the actions of institutional entities representing the state, especially when this 

brings a positive image to their current government, it is necessary that researchers in urban 

studies engage historical perspectives to show how these processes implied historical 

developments with the efforts of community and institutional actors in a more complex 

management. It is my firm belief that the perspectives and narratives of different actors must 

be reconstructed in order to legitimize their roles as agents in the construction of cities. 

Understanding the way in which community actors organize themselves and how they 

negotiate water control in Bogotá’s rural-urban context broadens our understanding of the ways 

in which the city and the provision of its citizens function. It allows us to understand the 

accomplishments of local organization forms and their use of global references. This becomes 

central in a country like Colombia, which has belonged to the world economic system bound to 

post-colonial extractive models for its natural resources. An alternative understanding of 

community actors, I believe, can assist in empowering them in regard to their control and 

management of natural resources, and ultimately, recognize the myriad ways of inhabiting the 

city.  

The analysis of water supply as a public service becomes central in the planning of a 

strategic territory such as Usme due to its environmental qualities and its location connected to 

Bogotá in Colombia’s east-central corridor. Today, the city continues to expand through urban 

dynamics overlapping historical dynamics of the territory. Rural territories and their dynamics 

remain, nevertheless, unrecognized, while rural and peasant regimes continue to supply urban 

needs. Therefore, the question about water supply should be considered as a basis, first, in 

thinking about Usme as a territory with its own interactions and dynamics, and second, about 

the urban expansion and the profile of the city that is in construction: as a city that expands 

through social housing and does not guarantee work or quality of life for its citizens, or ideally, 

as a city that supports rurality, the peasant economy and localizes the construction of urban 

housing at the center of the city. 

With this research, I seek to enrich the heterogeneity of urban dynamics and processes 

analyzed in urban studies from an anthropological and historical perspective, questioning our 

understanding of urban water supply and of the relationship between the city and its rural 

territory. The organizing practices, discourses and perspectives of community actors at the rural 

urban fringe of cities are at the center of this analysis. I understand the construction of a city as 

a political process where actors must speak and be heard explaining their positions and 

interests. As researchers in the city, we also take a position in choosing the voices that support 

the story we wish to tell.  
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I also seek to understand the implications of the historical, socio-natural and technological 

process of construction and operation of the community water supply systems for the 

relationship of Usme’s rural population with the urban institutions. I trace the organizing 

practices and discourses of the actors involved in the water supply from 1980, when the first 

forms of community-organized water supply were structured in the rural area of Usme, until 

2015, when my field work ended, to show the changes in the community aqueducts' 

organization forms. In this period, I reconstruct how the participants, community and 

institutional actors legitimized themselves through their concerned and material interactions 

and engagements with water. I show how their organizing practices and discourses allow them 

to bring water to the rural inhabitants of Usme in order to ensure the water supply, legitimize 

their community organization and peasant identity, defend their way of living within the 

territory, relate to water on their own terms, and strengthen their relationship with the 

institutions of the city. 

The following questions and hypothesis serve as a guide for my investigation and structure 

each historical chapter. I answer these questions within each historical period of Usme’s 

community aqueducts. The theses provided below were instrumental in (re)evaluating my 

research perspective, theory and methodology during my field work. 

 

Questions 

 How are community aqueducts organized and how do their actors legitimize themselves to 

supply water to the rural population of Usme? 

 What is and has been the role of water in the ways community aqueducts are organized 

and in the relationship between community actors and institutional ones? 

 What does this type of water supply mean for the city and its relationship to inhabitants 

and state institutions and representatives? 

 What is the role of global development discourses in the marginalization of Usme’s rural 

territory and the ways in which its population has been supplied with water? 

 What opportunities and teachings does the organization among civil society, state 

institutions and water sources inaugurate for urban participatory processes? 
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Hypotheses  

Hegemonic Relations and Modern Ideals of Development 

Usme’s water supply has been controlled by state actors through a process of formalizing of 

community aqueducts. Such a process legitimizes expert knowledge of sanitary engineering and 

administrative tasks executed by institutional actors on behalf of the state. The rural population 

of the city of Bogotá, imagined from modern urban ideals, must be supplied with water from a 

system and a purification process that meet quality standards imposed by institutional actors. 

The water taken from other sources, agricultural needs and other uses of community actors are 

not taken into account by the institutions. 

The modern ideal of the city, the ideal of urban supply, and the standardization process of 

drinking water define a territory with distinct borders, Modern ideals of the city, urban supply, 

and drinking water standards define a territory with distinct borders, imposing an order as well 

as standardized relationships. Urban institutions define territories outside this border as non-

urban, its inhabitants and water supply systems as backward, and in dire need of development 

via processes of formalization, which facilitate ordering and control. The state and its institutions 

extend the community actors’ relationship of marginality and backwardness by dividing 

communities between formalized and non-formalized aqueducts. 

 

Relational Dynamics, Daily Negotiations and Organizing Practices 

Complementing modern dynamics of relations, interactions and organizing practices in everyday 

life overcome modern classifications and forms of organization. With an historical reading of the 

community aqueducts’ three development periods, it becomes clear that relational interactions 

are largely absent during the first period. During the second and third periods, however, this 

type of dynamics becomes more frequent. Thus, it becomes evident how this interaction 

between community actors and institutional actors is not only dominated by a power 

relationship where institution standards and organization forms are imposed, but also how the 

members of Usme’s Water and Sanitation Committee have built a viable operation path based 

on a dialogue with established processes for institutions to act. 

Modern ideals are questioned through interactions between institutional functionaries and 

community actors when the former visit community aqueducts, infrastructures and users’ 

households in their everyday practices, and realize that the rural population’s water needs 

surpass basic water consumption. The permanent advice given to communities with aqueducts 

with either good or bad results problematizes the advanced vs. backward hegemonic 
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classification and provides plumbers and administrative boards opportunities in keeping their 

pace in the process of improvement. There is flexibility and adaptation on side of the institutions 

towards the rhythms of community organization. Dialogue between community and 

institutional actors, the translation of expert knowledge as well as the recognition of local 

observations and expertise thus generate bonds of trust. 

 

Materiality and Potential Changes in Organizing Forms of Water Supply 

Interactions with different types of water considered heterogeneous through the practices and 

uses of Usme’s local population allow community actors to have control over their territory and 

natural resources. These interactions between community actors, water and territory (or 

material politics) are fundamental in constructing themselves as legitimate actors of the 

community aqueducts. At the same time, such practices question the universal standard of 

drinking water to meet people’s needs. Water sources and its multiple uses by community actors 

establish forms of organization that, in turn, question the hierarchies imposed by the 

institutions. 

Organizing practices and the material politics of local water sources in the territory allow 

rurality to be constructed as a place in its own terms. I consider rurality and its dynamics as part 

of the dynamics of the city. The interactions and heterogeneous relationships between 

institutional actors and the rural water supply systems as put dichotomies of modernity and its 

systems in question. These interactions open up perspectives for new relationships that claim 

rural dynamics as complementary to urban ones and not in opposition to them. A perspective 

that analyzes the interactions and the construction of power through the daily practices of local, 

institutional and nonhuman actors reveals the potentiality of the city in facilitating new 

interactions, orders and power relations. 

This analysis, from the study angles of urban-environmental history, anthropology and the 

Actor-Network Theory complement, through a micro and local approach, studies in political 

ecology. This discipline denounces the unbalanced structures of power characteristic of 

neoliberal models of natural resource management. A perspective is needed that recognizes the 

vision and interests of the actors. In addition, a perspective needs to consider their 

organizational forms and the possibilities of change that are made available through multiple 

relations with the environment and the territory. 

A detailed description of community water supply systems in Usme can highlight not only 

the indispensable work of local actors in water management, but it can also illuminate the many 

strengths and weaknesses of the formalization strategies carried out by municipal, national, and 
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local institutions. It is possible to take this experience and its analysis into other regions of the 

country, Latin America and beyond,10 where similar situations are particularly manifest.  

This dissertation enriches the debates around urban water administration and 

management. A situated perspective can contribute to these debates by following links and 

interactions between actors in the historical, socio-natural and technological process in which 

organizing practices determine the everyday, relational constructions of actors and power 

relations between them. The analysis of the community aqueducts in Usme relates to 

experiences closely in line with current participatory ideals of urban infrastructures and calls for 

further acknowledgement of local inhabitants as subjects of knowledge and as agents of change. 

 

Methodology 

As indicated above, the perspectives of the actors involved in community aqueducts are central 

to this study. In terms of method, I reconstruct the perspectives community actors, by analyzing 

their narratives of everyday organizational practices and discourses. This method helps in 

legitimizing their work, but it also helps in recognizing their actor-networks, forms of 

organization and power dynamics. 

Along with these narratives, I identify conflicts and contested versions between actors – 

without forgetting my own position and the limits of my perspective as a researcher and a 

person. At the center of such controversy are the sources of water and the development of the 

territory of Usme in relation to the urban development of Bogotá. As a result of this positioning, 

I asked myself how community and institutional actors are legitimized as actors of the water 

supply. More specifically, I trace their material and cultural engagements with water, which 

allow them to reaffirm but also question hegemonic forms of organization.  

Thus, the situated perspective of environmental history and the Actor-Network Theory 

have allowed me to follow the historical, socio-natural and technological process of supplying 

Bogotá’s rurality with water. Following ruptures, changes and new associations between 

concerned actors, a material perspective has enabled my understanding and recognition of the 

material agency of water in generating actor-networks of heterogeneous elements and novel 

relational dynamics. This diversity is not only material but also cultural and situated. The 

materiality and the interactions between heterogeneous entities open the door for worldviews 

                                                             
10  Farhana Sultana, “Community and Participation in Water Resources Management : Gendering and Naturing 

Development Debates From,” 2009, 346–63; Karen Bakker, “The ‘ Commons ’ Versus the Anti-Privatization and 

the Human Right to Water in the Global South,” Antipode 39, no. 3 (2007): 430–55, doi:10.1111/j.1467-

8330.2007.00534.x; Lucy Rodina and Leila M Harris, “Water Services , Lived Citizenship , and Notions of the 

State in Marginalised Urban Spaces : The Case of Khayelitsha , South Africa” 9, no. 2 (2016): 336–55. 
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to reaffirm their relations, diverse and different from those formed by modern organization 

forms. 

The ethnographic methods used in my research, especially reconstructed narratives and 

daily interactions, question assumptions about the homogeneity of group identities as well as 

the consistency of categories of modern oppositions such as rural versus urban territories. 

Therefore, I used ethnographic interviews with focus groups and engaged in participant 

observation in accompanying actors during their meetings, on their journeys to work, and on 

walks and tours throughout the territory. Lastly, I also conducted research in the Corporación 

Autónoma Regional (CAR)11and in the Empresa de Acueducto y Alcantarillado de Bogotá (EAB)12 

public archives by consulting water concessions. 

Based on my methodology and in dialogue with both the theoretical frame and the 

fieldwork, I now present the central concepts of this investigation. 

 

Overview 

In the first chapter of this dissertation, the territory of Usme and its historical relation to 

Bogotá's urban development is introduced through the official versions available in publications 

on urban development, the history of Bogotá and the history of the Tunjuelo River. I then 

introduce the theories used throughout my work to explain the importance of Usme's case as 

well as the approach and the methodology employed for this investigation. The second, third 

and fourth chapters of this thesis are empirical, where the changes in the forms of the 

aqueducts’ organization throughout history are reconstructed with the help of archival material, 

testimonies from the actors themselves, and other documentation. Thus, the different 

narratives surrounding the construction process, organization and supply of community 

aqueducts are reconstructed.  

In particular, the second chapter, with the help of the community leaders’ testimonies, 

covers the period between 1980 and 1993. They recount the uses of water before the 

construction of community aqueducts, the spaces and activities organized around water, as well 

as the drought, the water crisis and their causes. In this chapter, I present a reconstruction of 

Usme's communal organization efforts to supply the rural population with water; the former 

includes the interactions within the community, the institutions and their officials, the water 

concessions as a first step towards the formalization of community aqueducts, and the 

mediation of the institutions in the relationship between communities and water. Likewise, in 

                                                             
11  Regional Environmental Authority of Bogotá and Cundinamarca 
12  Aqueduct and Sewer Company of Bogotá 
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the second part of this chapter, I outline the visions from the institutional actors, the programs 

and the ideas that framed their work strategies. The context of decentralization of public 

services provision, the institutional history of the Regional Autonomous Corporation of the 

Sabana of Bogotá, Ubaté and Chiquinquirá Valleys (CAR), as well as the Integrated Rural 

Development (DRI) program are introduced along with their ideals, visions and interactions with 

the community, territory and water. 

The third chapter includes the period from 1991-2006. The drought period around 1992 

and 1993 led Usme’s communities to organize themselves in the Drinking Water and Sanitation 

Committee of Usme. The changes brought by the Constitution of 1991 and Law 142 of 1994 put 

new conditions on the development of the potable water sector and water as an integral 

resource; the state changed from guaranteeing direct rights to water to regulating and 

controlling the drinking water sector as a public service. This period ends in 2006, when social 

organizations demanded the human right to water and state regulations over water quality 

became systematic. In this period, the state transferred the responsibility for the population’s 

water supply to the municipalities represented by local mayors and Local Development Funds. 

The EAAB, through its Local Executing Unit (UEL), was in charge of the construction and training 

of the aqueducts. In this process, I highlight the needs of the population, the construction 

processes of the infrastructures, the training of the communities, the conflicts between 

community actors and the officials of the institutions, and the debates in the application of the 

legislation from the testimonies of the community actors and the officials of the institutions 

involved. In this period, the organization of the community actors was central for municipal 

officials to guarantee the water supply of the communities. Also, the experiences of 

functionaries in the field challenged the commercial nature of the Regulation Law of Public 

Services and legitimated the claims of organized communities. 

  The fourth chapter covers the period between 2006 and 2015. Around 2006, there was 

an important change in how the rural water supply was conceived by the state. On the one hand, 

there was the issue of the Human Development Report focused on water, which presented the 

objectives of sustainable development, and on the other hand, the Ombudsman's Office, who 

recognized complaints from the local communities of the southern border of the city, demanded 

that institutions exercise their responsibility in guaranteeing water supply for the rural 

population. The institutions changed their strategies, especially in the case of the 

Superintendence of Public Services. Thus, from negative diagnoses about the provision of non-

potable water in most of the country, Decree 1575 of 2007 was issued, accompanied by 

Resolution 2115 of 2007. Since then, quality standards were made more precise and are now 

regulated and controlled systematically. In Colombia, the policies of the environmental health 
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sector were implemented through the publication of the Conpes N° 3.550/2008, a proposal 

applied in the National Public Health Plan 2012-2021. Thus, environmental health was proposed 

as a priority for the public health of the country. I present these legislative processes in the 

fourth chapter through an analysis of the legislation, and mainly from the experiences of officials 

who participated in the drafting and application of these processes in field programs.  

In this period, user associations received support in the formalization process of different 

institutions: the Ombudsman's Office, the Territorial and Environmental Authority (CAR), the 

Centralized Water System Company (EAAB), the Secretary of Environment and the Secretary of 

Habitat. In addition, and as a result of the Referendum on Potable Water that reclaimed the 

human right to potable water, a second organizational level emerged which brings together 

regional user associations in the Territorial Network of Community Aqueducts of Bogotá and 

Cundinamarca (RETACO), an organization that with economic help and advice from 

environmental and social NGOs was strengthened in its claim to water rights in the face of the 

concerned institutions. With institutional support, community water systems obtained 

recognition as central actors in the organization of territory and water through Decree 552 of 

2011. Chapter fourth presents how and why programs and strategies of cooperation between 

institutions and the community are developed and reconstruct conflicts and routes of 

communities based on water supply. 

Finally, in the conclusions, I analyze how, through this historical and relational approach, 

the many interwoven narratives, practices and linkages to water argument our understanding 

the myriad contestations and negotiations between human and non-human actors in the 

construction of the water supply systems and the legitimation of the rural inhabitants of Bogotá. 

It is essential to understand these links by considering the different worldviews that form 

networks of action and meaning in the construction of citizenships and cities. In the current 

conjuncture of expansion and transformation of cities, this dissertation makes the case that 

research routes and assemblies can greatly benefit by taking into account the testimonies of all 

concerned actors that interact in cities and habitats. 
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Chapter 1: Positions and Perspectives 
 

1.1 Describing Usme 

"It affects us directly, we as a sidewalk that borders [with Bogotá], that is, on the verge of [urban] 
expansion, we know the consequences, we suffer them because of the proximity to the expansion. 
And we are living it, yes, we are living it with insecurity, we are living it with drugs, as with that culture 
that comes from the urban. (...) What is happening with the expansion is nothing positive."13 
 
"The community aqueducts are supplying with water quality some sectors very close to the city, 
service which cannot be fulfilled by the aqueduct company, so the [community]aqueducts are 
supplying those needs to those communities or populations since there is no other source or another 
means of being supplied.”14 
 
"At this moment there is no figure as such that can protect us from urban expansion. There were 
some negotiations, some agreements of words, some reports but a legal document that says that 
here you cannot urbanize, there is not. It is still in the fight and there will be a march through the 
rural territory that goes from Soches and ends in the vereda El Destino , now the first [of April, 2015]. 
It is a march that will be carried out on horseback, on a motorcycle, by bicycle. The idea is that the peasants 
and the organizations of peasants will attend. And on the 8th [April, 2015] there is a minga [community 
meeting] for the defense of the territory where the document of which I am speaking will be written."15 
 

 

Image 1: Rural Usme and City Expansion, Chiguaza. Photo. Autor. Bogotá, March, 2013. 

                                                             
13  Cardona, Chesty. Interviewed by Marcela Arrieta. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, December 9, 2014. 
14  Cechagua, José. Interviewed by Marcela Arrieta. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, January 15, 2015. 
15  Celis, Stella. Interviewed by Marcela Arrieta. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, January 28, 2015. 
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Usme, Tunjuelo River Basin and Bogotá Connect by Water 

Usme is the second biggest locality of Bogotá after Sumapaz, a completely rural locality. Usme 

has 21,507 hectares in territory, of which 86% corresponds to rural land, 10% to urban and 4% 

to land for urban expansion.16 Located in the south of Bogotá, the locality of Usme is bordered 

on the north by San Cristóbal, Rafael Uribe Uribe and Tunjuelito, all urban localities; to the east 

by the municipalities of Chipaque and Une, both rural municipalities of Cundinamarca; to the 

south by the locality of Sumapaz; and to the west by the locality of Ciudad Bolívar, which also 

divides its territory between urban, rural and expansion land, the Tunjuelo River and the 

municipalities of Pasca and Soacha. 

Usme's topography combines a flat to slightly undulating zone located at the north-west of 

the locality and a partial slope located at the foothills of the Eastern Cordillera. Much of the rural 

land in the locality of Usme is located within the Protector Forest Reserve Oriental Forest of 

Bogotá17 and the Forest Reserve Protector-Producer of the upper Bogotá River,18 classified 

within the Main Ecological Structure, in Spanish Estructura Ecológica Principal.19 The 

environmental benefits of these ecosystems are highly important not only for Usme but also for 

the Capital District and the neighboring municipalities. 

 

 

 

  

 

                                                             
16  Hospital Usme, “Diagnóstico Local de Salud Con Participación Social, Localidad Usme” (Bogotá, 2010), 41, 

http://www.saludcapital.gov.co/sitios/VigilanciaSaludPublica/Todo IIH/DX USME.pdf. 
17   In Spanish Reserva Forestal Protectora Bosque Oriental de Bogotá, where activities allowed should protect the 

environment.  Ministerio del Medio Ambiente, “Reserva Forestal Accessed,” accessed February 15, 2018, 
http://www.minambiente.gov.co/index.php/bosques-biodiversidad-y-servicios-ecosistematicos/reservas-
forestales#reserva-protectoras-productoras. 

18    In Spanish Reserva Forestal Protectora Productora Cuenca Alta del Río Bogotá (RFPPCARB), where activities 
allowed should protect the environment but people can produce.  Corporación autónoma de Cundinamarca, 
“RFPP Cuenca Alta Del Río Bogotá,” n.d. 

19    “Defined as a portion of the territory that is selected and delimited for its protection and sustainable 
appropriation, since it contains the main natural and constructed elements that determine the environmental 
offer of the territory, forming a structuring element from which the urban and rural systems are organized.”  
Secretaría Distrital de ambiente, “Estructura Ecológica Principal,” accessed February 15, 2018, http://www.xn--
ambientebogot-geb.gov.co/c/journal/view_article_content?groupId=10157&articleId=14190&version=1.2. 
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Image 2: Rural Usme in Reserva Forestal Protectora Productora - RFPP - Cuenca Alta del Río Bogotá. Map. Autor.Berlin, 
September1, 2018.20 

Water has served as a link between Bogotá and Usme since the beginning of the 20th century. 

This link is easy to corroborate from the scholarly review of the urban history of Bogotá that 

                                                             
20 Ministerio del Medio Ambiente.Reserva Forestal Protectora Productora - RFPP - Cuenca Alta del Río 
Bogotá. Map. Bogotá, January, 2014. Last updated October 2019. 
https://www.datos.gov.co/dataset/RFPP-Cuenca-Alta-del-R-o-Bogot-/xfjn-2njh.November2019. 
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takes into account the development of the modern water supply system.21 The needs of the 

inhabitants of Bogotá and the ideals of a modern city supplied through a centralized aqueduct 

were imposed on the needs of the local population of Usme and on the relationship of these 

inhabitants with their local water sources. Likewise, the importance of water management as a 

result of the degradation of the environment and the sources themselves can be followed in 

publications on environmental history that tell the story of the Tunjuelo River.22 These 

publications show an unjust relation between the urban population that benefits from the 

natural resources of a territory and the local population from where they extract them, in this 

case, the water converted into a natural resource. Historically, Bogotá has based its relationship 

with Usme on the exploitation of the latters natural resources, guaranteeing or facilitating the 

formers own urbanization process, without taking into account the needs of the local rural 

population, which are not the same as those of the urban inhabitants.  

In the aforementioned texts we find historical milestones in the urban development of 

Bogotá, focused on the water supply of its population during the 20th century. From the 1930s, 

the modern ideal of urban development and planning influenced the construction of Bogotá and 

reaffirmed the center vs. periphery segregating order, present since the days of Spanish 

colonialism, which marked how the settlements of the indigenous population and the immigrant 

populations in rural Usme were interpreted. However, there is not enough information on the 

forms of supply of the rural population in publications on urban development and/or the 

environmental history of the city. The lack of information on the supply of the rural population 

settled on the southern edge is the gap that comes under closer scrutiny in my thesis.23 

Furthermore, I also present the uses of urban water through water supply projects and 

public space design. For this I resort to the aforementioned research on the history of urban 

development of the city in sources such as the history of rivers, water supply as a public service 

and publications on the environmental history of the city. In each of the texts that I worked on, 

I searched for the meaning given to water, territory and the local community of rural Usme. 

Taking up my initial thesis, I follow how the institutions, representing the State, responsible for 

urban development and for guaranteeing the supply of purified and standardized water to the 

inhabitants of the city, impose urban needs over the needs of a rural population of Bogotá, 

                                                             
21  Juan Camilo Rodríguez Gómez and EAAB, El Agua En La Historia de Bogotá, ed. Benjamín Villegas (Bogotá: 

Villegas Editores S.A., 2003). 
22 Julián Alejandro Osorio Osorio, El Río Tunjuelo en la historia de Bogotá, 1900-1990, ed. Secretaría de Cultura y 

Turismo de la Alcaldía de Bogotá (Bogotá, 2007); Julián Alejandro Osorio Osorio, "La historia del agua en Bogotá: 

una aproximación bibliográfica sobre la cuenca del Río Tunjuelo en el siglo XX," Memoria y Sociedad 12, no. 25 

(2008): 107–16; Vladimir Sánchez, "Un río del sur. Desigualdad urbana en Bogotá a mediadios del siglo XX" 

(Universidad de Los Andes, 2016). 
23 And under the research of the “Water Territories and Learning Networks” project, to which I also belong. 



 32 
 

 

which is constructed as marginalized, outside of an urban order. This population and its way of 

life is conceived as backward and with the need to be developed and turned into urban.24The 

discourses of the urban development institutions of the district of Bogotá and their interactions 

with community actors in the construction process of the communal aqueducts of Usme are 

part of the panorama that I want to describe in this thesis. The referents, ideas and global actors 

that influence legislation, programs and strategies of the national, district and local institutions, 

the needs of the urban citizens, as well as the water sources and territories that are used in the 

supply of the rural communities, all of these elements shape the context in which community 

aqueducts in Usme are developed. 

To understand the process of urbanization and water supply of the urban population from 

the narratives of official history clarifies the official position of institutional actors in the 

processes of conformation of community aqueducts over different historic periods, especially 

when institutional state actors cooperated with the community and their community water 

systems, and when they distanced themselves from the position of community actors. Thus, 

different questions emerge: how have the water sources of the upper Tunjuelo River basin in 

rural Usme been used, and how did these interactions influence Bogotá's urbanization process? 

Which links relate the city and its institutions, with this territory and its population? How have 

these links been studied?  

Thus, this research is comprised by two main objectives: to demonstrate how institutions, 

supported by ideals of modernity, impose standards on communities in their aqueduct systems, 

their form of organization, their infrastructures and ways of functioning and control, as well as 

to demonstrate the oppressive relation on behalf of the state institutions over the local 

population when the interests of the latter are not taken into account in the evaluation of the 

viability of water supply projects for the urban population, such as the extraction of water 

sources within the rural territory, and in the particular case of rural Usme, when the exploitation 

of local water sources affects their immediate environment and way of life. 

In the following section, I first present the main trends in urban development since the 

1930s, when the modern ideal of urban development and planning began to influence Bogotá 

and how the settlements of the migrant population were interpreted.25 I emphasize the 

developments related to the aqueducts and sewerage of the population, highlighting however, 

                                                             
24  Examples that support this affirmation are presented in detail in Chapter 2, Programm PAN DRI. 
25 Much of this research was done for my master's thesis Urbane Ströme, die Bedeutung von Wasserresourcen in 

der Stadtentwicklung Bogotás, 1900 bis 2010. Translation: Urban Currents, the Meaning of Water Sources for 

the Development of Bogotá, 1900-2010, (Arrieta, 2011) 
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that there is not enough information on the forms of supply of the rural population.26 Second, I 

explain from secondary sources the history of Bogotá's urbanization process in relation to water 

supply, with special emphasis on establishing the relationship of this supply with the use and 

deterioration of local sources of Usme. This perspective is complemented by secondary sources 

that reconstruct the position of the community. The shortage of these type of sources motivates 

the work with testimonies from institutional and communal actors and the use of ethnographic 

techniques for the collection of evidence belonging to local narratives. I present its analysis in 

chapters 2, 3 and 4 of this thesis. 

From the perspective of the modern city, the 20th century shows interesting changes 

regarding the meaning of natural resources as well as the relationship of communities and 

institutions. At the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th, the modernity project 

was strongly influenced by new technologies that sought to control natural resources for the 

development and modernization of societies. At the end of the 20th century, and as a reaction 

to natural disasters and the state of degradation of nature, the project of modernity is 

questioned. The environment is potentially endangered and environmental pollution an 

obstacle for the development of society.27 These trends will be reflected in the history of Usme, 

Bogotá and its water sources. 

Therefore, I examine the current understanding of water management in the history of 

Bogotá's urban development during the 20th century. This includes the need to achieve a 

modern urban landscape and the development of a water management model for the city and 

its urban inhabitants. These developments affect the local population of Usme, who in addition 

to not being supplied with water by Bogotá's administration, notice from environmental, social, 

economic parameters how their natural environment is damaged. The waters, which for the 

local inhabitants of Usme have multiple meanings, uses and relationships, are exploited for the 

urban supply of citizens as a natural resource. The connotation of water as a natural resource 

simplifies its meaning and breaks its multiple bonds. In this way, the richness, as well as the 

material and symbolic heterogeneity of water is transformed to be extracted and made potable 

by urban institutions for the benefit of the urban population. 

 

Building Center and Periphery 

The history of Usme and its relationship with Bogotá begins before the story I narrate in this 

introductory text, for this territory was already inhabited by the Muiscas and before by 

                                                             
26 The story from the perspective of community actors is found in the first subchapter of each of the historical 

periods and chapters. 
27 Maria Kaika, City of Flows, Modernity, Nature and the City (New York, Oxon: Routledge, 2005), 107, 109, 110. 
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populations of the so-called Herrera culture. According to the latest archaeological findings 

(2010), Usme was a place of worship, a complex city of the dead, a sacred cemetery or 

necropolis, a central place that, according to experts, is today presented as a library in order to 

understand this culture.28 However, I did not focus my research on this historical moment 

because I did not find direct references to a Muisca identity in the testimonies of the interviewed 

population, users, board members or officials.29 However, colonial occupation leaves traces in 

the different forms of territorial occupation, such as the loss of indigenous, communal territories 

or the creation of haciendas, which must be followed in order to understand later forms of 

occupation and the link between Usme, its waters and Bogotá: "During the colonial period, Usme 

kept many characteristics of the indigenous settlement (...) It retained its name Muisca, the 

location of its settlement and initially its natural inhabitants."30 

This territory was transformed from an indigenous settlement into a peripheral village with 

the foundation of Santafé as the capital of the Kingdom of Granada between 1538 and 1539. 

According to Urrea Uyabán (2011), through colonial organization, the territory of Usme was given 

visibility by being connected to Santafé, but its autonomy was also taken away. Despite Usme's 

wealth of natural resources, this territory did not have a central role for the colonial 

administration because its tributes were few. This was a first moment where the dynamics that 

built Santafé as a center at the expense of Usme as periphery can be recognized, dynamics that 

determined the relationship between both of these two territories till our days. Documents 

show that, during the three colonial centuries of Usme between 1510 and 1810, the indigenous 

people were exploited by the Spanish encomenderos31 and that more and more Spaniards with 

few economic resources settled in this territory to work the lands that were destined for 

indigenous work. Thus, Indigenous people were forced to work cutting wood, until the resource 

became scarce.32 

                                                             
28 Juan Carlos Del Castillo, Tatiana Urrea Uyabán and Jimena Montaña Cuéllar, Usme, historia de un territorio, 

(Bogotá: Alcaldía Mayor de Bogotá, Metrovivienda, 2011), 20. 
29  Both my inquiries and the inquiries of Maria Clara Van der Hammen and Diana Morales from the "Water 

Territories and Learning Networks" project in Usme did not find direct references to a Muisca identity of the 

rural population of Usme. However, young people from the community who are part of the research group 

show the interest to investigate the place names of water sources that show the presence of the Muisca 

culture. The archaeological findings made in this area has also revived the reflection for a possible Muisca 

identity in its inhabitants. 
30  Juan Carlos Del Castillo, Tatiana Urrea Uyabán, and Jimena Montaña Cuéllar, Usme, Historia de Un Territorio 

(Bogotá: Alcaldía Mayor de Bogotá, Metrovivienda, 2011), 29. 
31  Relative to a form of slavery during the Spanish Colony in America known as encomienda. The Spanish Crown 

granted its conquerors natives from a community, who should give their goods and their labor in exchange for 

protection. 
32  Del Castillo, Urrea Uyabán, and Montaña Cuéllar, Usme, Historia de Un Territorio, 30. 
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As pointed out by the authors of Usme, historia de un territorio, "During the periods of 

conquest and colony, the introduction of cows and sheep and pastures to feed them, in addition 

to logging without control, generated drastic changes in the flora and fauna."33 As a 

consequence of the settlement of the Spaniards in the savanna of Bogotá, the communal 

territories left to the Muiscas began to disappear, a fact denounced by the priest Joaquín de 

Guzmán at the end of the 18th century; the territory was fragmented in order to individualize 

the land among the inhabitants, and at the same time its boundaries became diffuse, a situation 

that the "encomenderos" took as advantage in order to add land to their haciendas; they lost 

power and the indigenous people, who became dependent on work through the hacienda 

owners, lost their community territories.34 

 
"In America, with the dissolution of monarchical ties, the relations and commitments with the 
Catholic Church were subject to revision. The validity of the Laws of the Indies, which protected the 
indigenous community rights and their status as exclusive labor for the crown were revoked. The 
need to liquidate the old order and its corporatist and estates society, meant to deprive indigenous 
people of its collective statutes. They got to be integrated individually, as citizens within the nation. 
They were also included in the market, through contractual economic freedom. It was then necessary 
to link the new citizens, both to property and to taxation."35 
 

According to the first geographical works on the region raised by the police inspector Rufino 

Gutiérrez in 1886, Usmes territory seemed not to have changed much between the colonial era 

and Colombia's independence, despite the strong changes that the country underwent during 

the 19th century. If anything, it was the size of the haciendas and their owners that changed. 

The hacienda was the axis of the country's economic organization during the 19th century, and 

to this day, these lands continue to be dedicated to agriculture and extensive cattle ranching. In 

Usme, the land was dedicated to the cultivation of peas, potatoes, legumes, corn and wheat. 

The farming grounds were supplied by the nearest towns, but the production ceased to be 

profitable: the cultivation of wheat led to the erosion of the land for other types of crops. In 

Usme, the vegetable layer was depleted due to monoculture, which generates a subsequent 

exploitation of the land to obtain sand, clay and water. "Its old town, detached from Bogotá that 

is expanding, houses peasants and a few residents around the quarries."36 

                                                             
33  Ibid., 34. 
34  Carlos Alberto Murgueitio Manrique, “El Proceso de Desamortización de Las Tierras Indígenas Durante Las 

Repúblicas Liberales de México y Colombia, 1853-1876.,” Anuario de Historia Regional y de Las Fronteras 20, no. 

1 (2015): 73–95. 
35 Carlos Alberto Murgueitio Manrique, "El proceso de desamortización de las tierras indígenas durante las 

repúblicas liberales de México y Colombia, 1853-1876," Anuario de historia regional y de las fronteras 20, no. 1 

(2015): 76. 
36 Del Castillo, Urrea Uyabán and Montaña Cuéllar, Usme, historia de un territorio, 43. 
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According to Del Castillo, Urrea & Montaña (2011), at the beginning of the 20th century, 

Usme's haciendas needed more land to plant potatoes and supply the population of the city; 

thus the tenants expanded the agricultural frontier to incorporate vacant land. By 1928, the 

national government declared a vacant lot national territory until the owners checked their 

property, which many settlers saw as an opportunity to appropriate land for cultivation. These 

claims for the right to land gave rise to the most important peasant movement of the early 20th 

century, leaded by Juan de la Cruz Varela and Erasmo Valencia, who sought to establish a 

redistribution of land by dividing large estates and granting plots according to the settlers' claim 

that extended until Usme. Later, Alfonso López Pumarejo's government launched the law 200 

of 1936, also known as the "agrarian reform," which sought to recognize the social function of 

property, but this law also failed or has been unsuccessfully applied. 

 

"There is No Water for so Many People." Urban Water, Rivers and Dams 

At the end of the 19th century, Bogotá was experiencing a hygiene crisis, mainly due to the lack 

of water. To overcome this crisis, experts imported techniques and knowledge from other 

countries that allowed them to capture and clean up water sources for urban consumption. 

However, these techniques ignored the local context and the link between the territory and the 

local population. Experts in water supply at the beginning of the 20th century such as José Peña 

located in the páramos37 of Bogotá the source for its supply. Thus, the Estern Mountains, in 

Spanish Cerros Orientales, gained an use and this perspective gave them a relevance to become 

an object for scientific studies to reach efficiency for the urban water supply. The significance of 

the waters and ecosystems for other actors, such as the indigenes, who gave them a sacred 

meaning, was ignored.38 

Before the city could begin to use the water sources for the urban water supply, the 

ownership of the springs had to be formalized. The Agreement 51 of 1902 of the City Council 

determined that all banks and surface waters should belong to the city and subsequently, the 

municipal institutions in charged had to acquire many lands.39 Afterwards they hired the Pearson 

and Son Society to carry out the technical studies that allowed the construction of the first 

purification plant, Vitelma 

In 1927, the Municipal Water Commission was founded, an institution that followed the 

investigations after José Peña's report on the qualities of the páramos and confirmed the 

                                                             
37 The páramo located mainly in South America at the Andean Mountains, is the ecosystem of the regions above 

the continuous forest line, yet below the permanent snowline. 
38 Osorio Osorio, El río Tunjuelo en la historia de Bogotá,1900-1990, 28. 
39 Rodríguez Gómez and EAAB, El agua en la historia de Bogotá. 
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relevance of the Tunjuelo upper basin to ensure the supply of Bogotá.40 In order to ensure the 

supply of Bogotá, in 1929 the Municipal Water Commission bought part of the upper Tunjuelo 

River basin (450 ha). Here, at the crossing of the Curubital and Chizacá rivers, La Regadera dam 

was built in 1934, designed by a New York Company.41 The land, previously used for planting 

potatoes, was reforested with pines and eucalyptus trees;42 the change in the ecosystem was 

accentuated by the construction of the centralized water system called "Acueducto Nuevo," 

New Aqueduct, which consisted of a 30-meter high concrete dam with a 40-km pipe that 

connected the La Regadera dam with the Vitelma treatment plant, all fully financed by the 

National government:43  

 
"La Regadera supplied the city with 4m³/s of water and could store 4,000,000m³ of water. Since the 
foundation of the New Aqueduct in Bogotá in 1924, it was possible to ensure for the first time the 
supply of the population of Bogotá and improve living conditions, which will support the growth of 
the population."44 

 
As we will see in the empirical chapter of this investigation, Chapter 2, of this investigation, 

based on the testimony of a resident of the area, Dilia Beltrán, the construction of La Regadera 

dam displaced the population that lived there. The behavior of local water sources was also 

affected. According to Osorio Osorio, the Municipal Water Commission of Bogotá, did not 

consider the environmental consequences of the construction and use of La Regadera dam. It is 

also clear that the social consequences were not analyzed either. 

 
"At that time, the inhabitants of this territory, made up of the rural areas of the municipalities of 
Usme and Bosa, are building their relationship with water, from their own forms of use such as 
ditches, reservoirs, collection rainwater, wells and water transport in containers loaded by donkeys 
or buckets transported by the same people from the source to their homes. Towards 1950 and 1990 
these practices are complemented with the batteries installed by the EAAB in compensation for the 
works of conduction of mother tubes of the Reservoirs towards the plant of treatment of Vitelma and 
El Dorado respectively."45 

 
The success of La Regadera dam decreased in the summer season, between January and 

March. This fact could not be foreseen due to the lack of appropriate studies that could establish 

the hydrology of the river during the year.46 In order not to confront this error with the public 

                                                             
40 Osorio Osorio, El río Tunjuelo en la historia de Bogotá,1900-1990. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid., 37. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid., 35. 
45 Dolly Palacio et. al, Fuentes vivas en el borde. Investigación y experiencias colaborativas para la gobernanza de 

un sur sostenible (Bogotá, 2018), 192. 
46 Osorio Osorio, El río Tunjuelo en la istoria de Bogotá,1900-1990, 38. Ibid. 
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opinion, supply problems were hidden by interrupting the service without warning the 

population.47 

 

Modern Ideals and Natural Resources 

The economic boom of the 1920s, due to the growth of foreign trade, the rise of the coffee 

economy, the emergence of a new elite product of its economic power and the sale of Panama, 

allowed the projection of a new and modern urban landscape for Bogotá that left behind the 

traditional Spanish grid. While Bogotá became the financial and commercial center for Colombia, 

its rivers disappeared under a growing city that required new infrastructure. 

In 1920, the Sewer and Paving Board of the Municipal Secretary of Public Works was founded, 

an entity with the task of building the sewer system of the city. Until that moment, the sewage ran 

superficially through the streets of the city, causing great problems of hygiene for the population. 

In the 1930s it was also discovered that the channeling of the San Francisco River had been a great 

mistake due to the difficulty in draining rainwater. The sewage was conducted to rivers and 

streams, following the thought that dirt would left quickly the city. In 1939, the city administration 

began to generate statistics on the health status of Bogotá.48 

The state founded in 1932 the Territorial Credit Institute and the Popular Housing Fund for 

housing construction with the objective of alleviating the health emergency situation of the 

migrant population. Some urban researchers point out that these homes, despite being built 

with state funds, did not provide sewerage service to their residents49 nor did they reflect a 

conscious understanding of the damage to the ecosystems and territories. For example, the 

rivers and their natural channels were not considered part of the modern urban landscape: Luna 

Park Lake was drained for housing construction, and the San Francisco River, in the center of the city, 

was paved over to gain construction land and mobility for the citizens.50 

As a result of the civil war of the 1940s and 1950s in Colombia, the city of Bogotá grew with 

the arrival of a wave of migration that settled on the outskirts of the city. At the time, it was still 

the nation and the centralized administration of the state who determined the development of 

Bogotá. Usme and the upper basin of the Tunjuelo River received a double pressure, first by the 

public administration that sought to capture more water through more supply systems located 

in this basin and by the migrant population that occupied the areas that left the strong droughts. 

                                                             
47 Ibid., 41. 
48 Jair Preciado Beltrán, Roberto Orlando Leal Pulido and Cecilia Almanza Castañeda, Historia ambiental de 

Bogotá, Siglo XX. Elementos históricos para la formulación del medio ambiente urbano(Bogotá: Universidad 

Distrital Francisco José de Caldas, 2005), 150,151. 
49 Osorio Osorio, El río Tunjuelo en la historia de Bogotá,1900-1990, 185. 
50 Ibid., 335. 
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The difficulties in the performance presented by the Vitelma-La Regadera system due to 

the dry climate and the absence of rains remained a current issue in 1945. At the end of the 

1940s another dam was built in the Tunjuelo basin. The dam and the Niño Phenomenon caused 

a reduction in the volume of the Tunjuelo River and a change in its basin. Wetlands in these 

areas dried up for long periods of time and people began to occupy them. The irregularities of 

the rainy cycle and floods caused serious damage to the people who had occupied the river 

basin, for they did not have the choice to live elsewhere in the city due to their limited economic 

and social resources.51 The little experience with the technology of the dams and the few studies 

on the rainy cycle did not guarantee the water supply or the control of the floods. Even though 

engineers could not solve these dilemmas, they still presented themselves as planning authority. 

The sewerage system project plans for Bogotá began in 1946. At the moment, the state of 

the rivers was not a concern for the administration of the city. By 1948, the "Bogotá Regulatory 

Plan Office" was founded, and this institution, together with the Supply Department of the 

Bogotá Aqueduct, carried out the first technical studies on the pollution of the Bogotá River. In 

1951, the Municipal Aqueduct of the city hired a group of experts to make a diagnosis of the 

state of sewerage. These studies determined that almost three quarters of the homes in the city 

did not have a sewerage system. The rivers that spring from the Cerros Orientales, the Eastearn 

Mountains of the city, and travel through the urban territory were basically the infrastructure 

of the city's sewer system. The mixed canalization system collected sewage and rainwater.52 In 

1954, Bogotá was declared a special district (Distrito Especial) by the Decree 3640, with its own 

administrative regulations as a city region. Neighboring municipalities such as Usme, the place 

of arrival for migrants from the countryside, are incorporated into the city.53 The growth of the 

city surpassed the calculations of urban planning experts and the Pilot Plan of 1951. 

Furthermore, the efforts of the state to procure housing for the population with few economic 

resources or migrants from the countryside were insufficient.54 

 

The Tunjuelo River and Usme under the District Command 

With the Ordinance 7 of the Administrative Council of Cundinamarca of 1954 and the Agreement 

3640 of December 7 of 1954, the Tunjuelo River came under the control of the district 

                                                             
51 Ibid., 46. 
52 Rodríguez Gómez and EAAB, El agua en la historia de Bogotá. 
53 Marco E. Cortés Díaz, La anexión de los 6 municipios vecinos a Bogotá en 1954 (Bogotá: Universidad Nacional de 

Colombia, 2006), 47. 
54 Germán Palacio Castañeda and Manuel Rouillón Acosta, “La urbe modernizada. Elementos para una historia 

ambiental de Bogotá (1920-1980),” in Historia ambiental de Bogotá y la sabana, 1850-2005, ed. Germán Palacio 

Castañeda (Bogotá: Universidad Nacional de Colombia/IMANI, 2008), 205. 



 40 
 

 

administration with the addition of the municipalities of Usme, Fontibón, Bosa, Suba, Usaquén 

and Engativá to the Municipality of Bogotá. The aim was to have enough space for the city and 

enough water for the urban supply. Although Usme's soil structure had changed since 1930, the 

occupation of the land with agriculture allowed Usme to conserve its rural structure until 1963.55 

The Water and Sewerage Company of Bogotá, "Empresa de Acueducto y Alcantarillado de 

Bogotá," EAAB, was founded in 1955 by Agreement 105 of the Council of Bogotá as an 

economically and politically independent company of the district. In this year, the EAAB carried 

out the first accurate topography of the city, based on technical diagnoses with information on 

rivers and canals; the Tunjuelo River and the Bogotá River became the main roads for 

wastewater.56During the 1950s, the population continued to suffer from health problems due 

to poor hygienic conditions. The EAAB hired the North American firm Camp. Dresser and McKee 

and the Sanitary Engineering Company, a Colombian company, to design the Master Sewer Plan 

in 1962.57 As a result of the low amount of money invested for this purpose, the canals became 

reservoirs of sewage and rainwater, increasing the volume of sewage and the cost of 

purification. With this system called „Cloaca Maxima," the three main rivers that flow into the 

Bogotá River, that is, the Tunjuelo River, Juan Amarillo River and San Cristóbal River became the 

main sewer lines; the Tunjuelo River was regulated as the base of the sewer system of the south 

of Bogotá, which obviously caused a serious contamination of its waters.58 At the end of the 

1960s, the accelerated growth of the city, the deficit in the supply of the population with public 

services, the poor connections to the rest of the city and infrastructure deficit of the peripheral 

areas became a big problem for Bogotá's administration.59 

 

Other Sources of Supply, the Tunjuelo River Loses its Role and Remains Contaminated 

Since the citizens of Bogotá needed more drinking water, in 1958 the Tibitoc supply system was 

built. This system was fed with 259,000m³ of water from the Bogotá River. In 1968, the Tibitoc 

II supply system was built. The Vitelma, San Diego, Tibitoc and Tibitoc II systems provided 

12.5m³/s of water, which solved the needs of the population if the statistics of the EAAB until 

1977 are taken into acount.60 Since the 1970s, EAAB has worked to improve the population's 

water supply in the urban edge of the city. For this reason, neighborhoods were legalized and 
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connected to the city through the aqueduct and sewerage infrastructure. The "Los Tunjos" 

Project, a dam in the upper Tunjuelo River basin, was constructed based on the diagnoses made 

at the beginning of the 20th century by the Bogotá Water Commission. This was the third project 

carried out in the region after the dams La Regadera in 1938 and the dam of "Chizacá" in 1951. 

The Tunjos dam had the objective of being a reserve for the dry season.61 

In the early 1960s, the district administration formalized its concern about the state of the 

water sources. Investments remained minimal: 0.29% of the company's investments were put 

in research and in a new system design, 13.61% was invested in the care of the pipeline. In 

contrast, investments for water supply reached 52.9%.62 In 1967, the first and second phase of 

the Sewer Master Plan began. In 1972, with the support of the Inter-American Development 

Bank, a third and final phase began. Despite the recommendations, the wastewater without any 

treatment continued to run towards the rivers and, finally, towards the Bogotá River. The 

strategies used were insufficient in the face of population growth, and their sewage needs and 

the reduction of river pollution remained a distant hope.63 

The causes of the serious pollution of the Tunjuelo River in its middle and lower basins were 

population growth, the bad sewage system and the industries that began to settle around its 

course. The first industries were established in the 1940s, but this phenomenon reached its peak 

until 1973.64 As a result, the flora and fauna of the river disappeared, and in order to solve this 

problem, the city built a sewage tank, the largest sanitary construction in Bogotá, where the 

sewage of the neighborhoods surrounding the Tunjuelo River should be treated. These 

constructions were intended to demarginalize the local population of these territories.65 

At the end of the 1980s, the construction of the Neusa dam and the Tibitoc treatment plant 

ensured 89% of the city's water demand, reducing the importance of the Tunjuelo River supply 

system,66 which supplied the southern part of the city. At the end of the 1980s, as a result of the 

El Niño phenomenon, the city once again went through a crisis due to lack of water. The 

Chingaza project inaugurated in 1983, which was designed to overcome the water crisis of 1984 

and 1985, did not function for 17 months.67 
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More Dams, More Water, More Consumption, Less Consciousness 

With the foundation of Ciudad Bolívar and Usme as localities68, in Spanish localidades, of Bogotá, 

in the 1980s, the settlements in the Tunjuelo River basin increased.69 The new settlements 

consisted ofself-constructed houses without access to public services. The difficult access to 

water despite the proximity to the river and the water supply system Tunjuelo generated 

protests amongst the inhabitants.70 In 1986, La Laguna treatment plant was inaugurated in 

Usme. This treatment plant was conceived by Colombian engineers and could supply 200,000 

inhabitants of the southeast of the city. In 1994 the capacity of this plant was expanded so that 

it could supply 50,000 more inhabitants and improve the quality of the water.71 

In order to supply water to Bogotá's population in the 1990s, the EAAB formulated the 

Bogotá IV program between 1985 and 1992. By this time, the city was supplied with 18m³/s, an 

amount of water that was apparently sufficient, but trapped within an inappropriate distribution 

system. The Bogotá IV project sought to overcome these difficulties through the construction of 

a complementary distribution system and the construction of the San Rafael dam. These 

strategies ensured the water supply for 700,000 inhabitants, 15% of the population.72 

The construction of the San Rafael dam and the Santafé I supply system began in 1991. 

Their aim was to ensure the supply of the city until 2010.73 In 1998, the EAAB worked with the 

Tibitoc, Chingaza, Tunjuelo-San Cristóbal and San Diego systems, and catched thirteen water 

sources between rivers, lagoons and dams. Of the total water production, 94.7% was for the 

population of Bogotá and 5.3% for the population of municipalities adjacent to the city.74 On 

average, 150m³ per person were consumed in Bogotá that year, much more than the minimum 

per inhabitant, which is 80m³. The sewage system was always behind regarding the supply 

system and in 1993 there were almost 200,000 homes without sewerage. The Santafé I system 

has been operational since 1996 taking over the sewage system and the decontamination of the 

Bogotá River.75 Between 1998 and 2002, dyke constructions were carried out in the flood zones 
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of the Bogotá River to control sewage and rainwater. The EAAB reported that in 2003, 100% of 

the inhabitants of the city had an aqueduct service but 450,000 homes still lacked service.76 

At the beginning of the 21st century, the rural territory of Usme and its local water sources 

are now the setting for another conflict in which the understandings of water and territory 

between the local inhabitants and the city administration confront one another. 

 
"Since the end of the twentieth century, the District authorities have turned their attention to this 
locality and are displaying a series of decisions and actions that reveal a nascent interest to integrate 
it to a greater extent with the most urban dynamics of the city. For example, there is the Agreement 
6 of 1990 (Statute for the Physical Order of the Special District) and Decree 619 of 2000 that regulates 
Law 388 of 1997 (Plan of Territorial Organization), with which the possibility of projects of urban 
expansion over its territory."77 

 
With the aim of providing a solution to the housing shortage amongst the poorest 

populations of Bogotá, the city council founded a real estate bank called Metrovivienda, which 

should promote the proper construction of social housing. This initiative, dated March 1998, 

was approved by the Convention 15 of the City Council and adopted on December 28, 1998. In 

this agreement, Metrovivienda is constituted as an industrial and commercial enterprise that 

facilitates access to land for social housing and assumes the function of a real estate bank.  

Metrovivienda is also the institution responsible for the enforcement of the development 

plan Operación Estratégica Nuevo Usme, which since 2003 has assigned 938 hectares of land 

with 137 ha of built area for apartments. Thus, in order to provide housing for about 200,000 

inhabitants, 53,000 houses were planned to be built till 2030. This housing project was part of a 

strategic development plan: within the Master Plan of Bogotá and the Plan de Ordenamiento 

Territorial (POT), the development strategy Operación estratégica Nuevo Usme Eje de 

integración Llanos was designed, which together with the developmental plan for the expansion 

area Usme (Plan de Ordenamiento Zonal del Área de expansión Usme), the development plan 

for the urban regional hub of Bogotá (Eje Urbano-Regional del Plan de desarrollo de Bogotá), 

and the agreement 119 of 2004, tried to develop this area by connecting the city to the southern 

part of the country. The works were stopped after an indigenous cemetery was found on the 

construction site. Furthermore, plans had to be renewed; in 2010, the first phase of the new 

project was accepted, and in addition to social housing, an archeological park and a building 

complex for cultural uses was designed. The majority of current residents, organizations and 

associations disagreed with the project and organized themselves with the support of the Local 
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Mayor: they have a different idea of how should this territory develop in order to keep their 

peasant way of life.78 This organized community, with the support of social and environmental 

movements, managed to stop the urban expansion project completely.79 It was argued that 

Metrovivienda had made mistakes in the project development procedure, ignoring the instances 

of consultation of the population.80 Today the development of these territories remains 

uncertain and the people who received housing from the first phase of construction complain 

about the poor quality of housing and the lack of infrastructure.81 

 

Conclusions 

The reconstruction of the relationship between water, rural territories and the city in historical 

works on the urban development and urban water supply of Bogotá based on the official 

narratives show, and sometimes criticize, a history where water is controlled by administrative 

elites and used to stabilize the unequal relations between the supply of the urban inhabitants 

at the expense of the qualities of live of the rural ones that inhabit a territory understood as the 

periphery.  

The land and water of the rural urban edge of Bogotá is appropriated by the elites in charge 

of the water supply for the urban population, who can pay for the service. Furthermore, these 

elites delegitimize the local knowledge of the rural inhabitants on the water sources of their 

territory, stripping them and breaking their cultural ties. The diagnoses of experts in hydraulic 

engineering and other disciplines of urban planning are the basis of the intervention of the 

institutions. Stillb these studies and their recommendations are rarely followed. The expert 

knowledge of hydraulic engineering seeks to control water through technologies that allow 

them to be captured, purified and distributed. However, the ignorance of natural cycles and the 

consequences of the applied technologies such as water source contamination and water 

scarcity emphasize the initial impossibility of these systems to fulfill the purpose of supplying all 

citizens in a sufficient way.  
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A set of questions remains: what happens with other narratives, with other forms of urban 

supply such as the community aqueducts of rural Bogotá? How do they work and how do they 

build a relation of citizenship based on their relationship with water and with the elites that 

control the urban supply? 
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1.2 Water Ties, Organizing Practices and Power in the Urban Edge of 
Bogotá 
 

Why study the communal aqueducts of Usme, in the rurality of Bogotá, from a discipline such 

as urban studies? Urban expansion is one of the most difficult challenges that Latin American 

societies face since the second half of the 20th century. Furthermore, in the case of Colombia, 

more than 50 years of armed conflict forced large masses of the rural population to inhabit the 

margins of the main cities, fleeing from the violence and poverty. These areas, that many 

administrators and city dwellers characterize as marginalized, are not uninhabited and 

inhospitable peripheries free and ready to be urbanized or inhabited by newcomers, nor are 

they solely territories rich in natural resources willing to be exploited for the well-being of the 

urban population. These territories are the habitat of populations that, from their daily 

practices, transform them and their resources, sometimes even with the participation of State 

institutions. These territories and their dynamics are part of the city. This is a story from the 

perspective of local actors (the inhabitants of Usme and water sources), institutional actors 

(officials of institutions at national and municipal level of the sector of drinking water and water 

as a natural resource) and an anthropologist and urban historian (me). 

The research questions and theses presented in the introduction of this dissertation 

structure the following text. The theoretical works here presented were my interlocutors in the 

analysis of the information gathered. These works reflect my interests and the questions that 

arose from my experience and relationship to the case of community aqueducts. It was useful 

for me to put these references together in a chapter to clarify my position and perspectives, 

which I will later recall in order to analyze the historical chapters that structure this dissertation. 

I decided to gather them and, at the same time, develop the argument in this chapter with the 

goal of avoiding repetitions. First, a list of works that allowed me to reflect on the centrality of 

infrastructures, water and the natural environment in the construction of the city and its nature 

is made available. Then, I present the works in which the community aqueducts have been 

studied. Next, I will evidence from a series of different disciplines approaches to the criticism 

made to modern models in urban studies and finally, I will explain the Actor-Network Theory 

(ANT) and the principles that will guide my analysis. 
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Urban Studies, the City and the Infrastructure 

In order to understand the role of technologies, in my case the role of water supply systems in 

the construction of the city and its dynamics the work of Stephan Graham and Simon Marvin, 

Splintering Urbanism. Based on geography, planning, the sociology of technology and urban 

studies, Splintering Urbanism seeks to understand the fragmentation tendencies of urban life in 

relation to the development of infrastructures in the city. This work presents how new 

technologies and their administrative forms support the fragmentation of metropolitan areas 

with social effects such as social polarization, marginalization but also democratization. For the 

purposes of this dissertation, I first reviewed the empirical and theoretical chapters of the 

aforementioned book, where a detailed description and classification of urban infrastructures is 

made by using contemporary examples from different parts of the world, and then the 

theoretical chapter, where the authors seek to explain their findings according to four 

contemporary theories: Large technical systems (LTS), ANT, political economy, and relational 

theories about contemporary cities. 

Graham and Marvin describe and identify patterns of segmented infrastructure networks 

from cases belonging to integrated networks that involve "infrastructural unbundling." They 

seek to show how this transition in the networks affects the configuration of cities and how the 

development of substitutes and parallel infrastructures, physically material networks or 

networks of existing monopolies are put into competition, thus having implications for different 

types of users, the organization of movements, resources and information that flows between 

cities. For the authors, the breakdown and fragmentation of a city's infrastructure depends on 

how marketability is achieved and if protest against it is organized. Public services, for example, 

are characterized by the type of demand and its implications for regulatory policies. Although 

this analysis is essential for the understanding of the centralized water service in Bogotá, it does 

not pose the precise questions in order to understand the relationship between community 

actors and institutional actors through the construction and operation of community aqueducts. 

The water transported and distributed between the inhabitants of Usme by the community 

aqueducts implies much more than a public service for them. This water and its socio- natural 

and technological process of production is understood by the community actors as a public 

service, access to citizenship, appropriation of spaces and resources, and as the protection of 

their peasant way of life. In my research, the aims of the community and of the institutional 

actors are part of the descriptions and analysis done. Following the work of Bruno Latour and 

Monique Nuijten, which allows me to question the one-dimensional character of the 
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institutional actors as ambassadors of commodification or that the discourses of the institutions 

are coherent with the practices of their functionaries.  

After presenting this panorama of classification of public services, Graham and Marvin 

delve into the administrative forms that arise from the segmentation of infrastructure in order 

to abandon the dichotomy between public or private services. In this part of the analysis the 

authors incorporate criteria such as the importance of participation and forms of administration 

to address the conflicts of interest.82 For Graham and Marvin, the transition to segmented 

infrastructures is due to the national contexts in the administration and the material 

characteristics of the infrastructure network in which the administration network are inserted.83 

The criteria presented are central towards understanding any infrastructure and its relationship 

with the institutions and the inhabitants supplied. However, these aspects, in the case of water 

supply, still represent a modern and commodified vision of nature, water and territory 

Within the empirical work analyzed by these authors, the case of community aqueducts 

appears as a marginal alternative for users who were never connected to the centralized supply 

system, these as networked infrastructures and phenomena they study in depth. For Graham 

and Marvin, the community aqueducts are characterized as informal. However, it remains 

questionable in the case of the communal aqueducts of Usme to classify them as such when 

different national and municipal institutions have been involved in the construction and 

operation of these systems. 

Marvin and Graham approach ANT and understand technologies as agents, as part of the 

Actor-Networks that make up the cities. They also question the modern or Euclidean system of 

understanding space and time. However, they do not question the scientific authorities of 

administrators and technicians in order to include the inhabitants as experts. 

 
"Mapping the social organization of any city’s infrastructural assets in this new context would 
undoubtedly reveal that, across different networks, quite different pathways away from the 
integrated ideal actually coexist. Some networks will be more liberalized while others still have to be 
unbundled. A key challenge for researchers and policy makers is to map the dramatic 
reconfigurations that are taking place in the infrastructural assets of cities."84 
 

The work presented in Splintering Urbanism is especially useful due to its theoretical approach. 

Its thorough study the urban infrastructures and their fragmentation process mainly considers 

the global tendencies of commodification. These dynamics are, as I explain before, only to a 

certain extent useful to analyze the case of the communal aqueducts of Usme. Despite this, the 
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perspectives of analysis that these theories open up fit for the analysis of any urban 

infrastructure. Graham and Marvin expose the insights of relational theories, including the 

Actor-Network Theory, for the analysis of infrastructures and their influence on the 

development of cities. 

The first of these theoretical approaches, the so-called theory on "Large Technical 

Systems," exposes the importance of sociological and historical approaches in order to make 

explicit the economic, political and social dynamics of negotiation in the functioning of urban 

infrastructures. This theory allows a researcher to follow the developments of local 

infrastructures that gradually become standardized systems that seek to satisfy a nation and are 

financed by the State. These "Large Technical Systems" or LTS, are the basis of the modern 

infrastructure ideal. Nowadays these systems are controlled by monopolies. They appear to be 

profitable only as the system continues to expand, become naturalized as urban infrastructure, 

and are not more explicit in the urban landscape. For the LTS theory, this means that they 

become a black box for its users, who do not know the conditions of the production of a service 

such as water. They also do not know the implications for the ecosystem, economy or social 

organization. I question this model by using the case of community aqueducts, thus showing the 

limits of LTS theory, which, in turn, pose questions within modern rationality. This approach is 

therefore neither useful for explaining community aqueducts and their dynamics, nor for the 

implications of alternative systems politically, materially and socially. The tendency towards the 

fragmentation of infrastructure systems questions the idea of permanent stability of the 

systems for users and suppliers. Still, their connection to new systems, "Large Technical 

Systems," such as research systems, electronic financing, State bureaucracy, transparency 

bodies of administrative systems, renew the illusion of a black box. The critique to this approach 

States the lack of emphasis on adaptations to local contexts that would question the 

homogeneity and apparent standardization of these systems. 

The second theory is addressed is the ANT which is presented by Graham and Marvin as a 

relational perspective insofar it studies the relationships between technologies and social 

worlds through time and space. Following Latour (1997), the authors of “Splintering Urbanism” 

address materiality as part of society. They argue that society and consequently what is 

considered as social cannot be understood solely from abstract concepts such as levels, spheres, 

categories, systems, structures and territories. With this theory, the researcher avoids an a priori 

categorization of entities as social, natural or technical ones. Instead, it suggests talking about 

heterogeneous assemblies in which the actors are human and non-human entities. In addition 

to the heterogeneous nature of the entities, it is also essential to talk about the order that these 

assemblies propose, and of the possibility of altering orders. The effects of a technology in a 
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specific case cannot be generalized, because other orders are established depending on other 

actors: "For Actor-Network Theory suggests that, rather than simply being space- and time-

transcending technologies, which new spaces and times, and new forms of human interaction, 

control and organization are continually (re) constructed."85 

Finally, the ANT allows Graham and Marvin to affirm that, in order to approach science and 

technology, it is necessary to overcome the separation or standardization of space and time, 

which, in turn, allows to understand how different times and spaces are configured in the 

network.  

 
“They [that is, the technological networks] continually link the local and non-local in intimate 
relational and reciprocal connections. The technological networks always support unevenness in 
inclusion and exclusion, differentiation, presence and absence (...). Thus technology and fragmented 
cities are part of the same socio-technological process.“86  

 
Conclude the authors of Splintering Urbanism. In my research I acknowledge this 

fragmentation in order to also focus on ANT and the networks of actors that allow supplying the 

population of Usme with water. What implications does this have for the local population and 

its relationship with water or, as explained further one, with waters, and with institutional 

actors? Political economy theories suggest that changes and the fragmentation of technology 

are related to the process of production, reproduction and legitimacy of an economy.87 Criticism 

to this idea is based on the claim that infrastructure supports the global configurations of 

capitalism.88 Thus, the ideology of progress as well as the discourses of scientists and engineers 

legitimize the dominant modern order.89 

This critical perspective is central when the actors involved are situated in the western 

world and the main conflict is the accumulation of resources for some actors to the detriment 

of the others. This perspective allows the researcher to follow the unbalanced power relations 

that shape the administration of space and resources: "For it must be remembered that the 

connected production of fixed infrastructure networks and urban spaces is an exercise infused 

with struggles between groups, firms and institutions that possess highly uneven social, 

economic, environmental and cultural power."90 However, in the case of Usme, the critical 

perspective not only questions the differences in the socio-technical process of production of 
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water versus the process for the production of water for the urban inhabitants in terms of 

efficiency, quality, quantity and frequency; it is also necessary to consider the criticism of local 

actors, who relate to the water sources of their territory in multiple ways, and to not only 

understand the water, in singular, as a resource that is made drinkable for human consumption. 

These multiple meanings of water sources or waters in their territory are not being respected 

by the socio-technical process of purification that some institutional actors propose. The last 

claim cannot be understood from a critical perspective such as the accumulation and 

dispossession caused by capitalist practices of administration of resources and public service 

supply. Finally, Graham and Marvin review relational theories about cities and social change – 

ANT and theories of political economy are included. They claim that infrastructure is a relational 

concept that can only be understood as such when analyzed in relation to organizing practices.91 

To conclude, one of the main contributions of the review and theoretical reflection of 

Graham and Marvin comes from the relational theories, where the essentialist meanings of 

space, places and time are questioned.92 Instead, these authors suggest to consider the 

coordinates that allow us to think about the city and its dynamics as situated social constructions 

in a specific time and in relation to a specific place.93 This theoretical body proposes that 

infrastructure networks are mediators in our experience of time and space; the different 

dynamics and different entities that interact make up experiences of multiple time and space, 

thus fragmenting events or reality:94 " 

 

“If cities are social processes, rather than 'things', and if such social processes are the 'messy' and 
dynamic results of on-going 'cogredience' between myriads of spaces and times, ideas of unitary 
coherence and order in cities cease to make much sense, other than as crude efforts to wield social 
power.”95 

 
This demonstrates how the application of these theses to urban studies evidences how, 

from these multiple experiences in which the infrastructure networks participate, that the city 

is neither coherent nor does it constitute an unit. These fractures in reality, of experience, are 

related to the different cultural forms in which infrastructures, spaces and times are lived: "The 

contemporary urban fabric, as both the product and the site of multiplying and diverse relational 

networks, offers stark contradictions and huge tensions, which sometimes connect and 

sometimes do not."96 
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For urban studies, this means the need to question the modern order of time and space 

and its hegemonic power over the way of understanding and building the city.97 The 

infrastructures can act as entities or instruments of power, domination and control.98 Cities and 

their multiplicity of actors open up as spaces of contestation where the use of infrastructures 

can be multiplied by everyday uses and links to different actors and their assemblages. 

 

Building the City, Building Nature 

The urban environmental history and its four approaches99 contribute to the study of socio-

natural phenomena in cities, such as community aqueducts, thus making a contribution to urban 

studies. First, the study of community aqueducts complements the research on urban 

infrastructure networks that allow the city to function. The water supply of the inhabitants of a 

territory, in the case of cities, is one of the duties of the government and one of the most central 

and contested rights for its citizens. Second, from the socio-economic metabolism approach, 

nature, in this case the territory and water, is transformed by a production process and 

transforms into a material, socio-natural and technological hybrid, which over time presents 

changes and transformations. Third, from the dependent trajectory approach, the development 

of potable water or the water sector can be contextualized as a public service in Bogotá by 

studying the institutional framework that influences the development of community aqueducts, 

although this does not explain the problem from the local perspective. And fourth, taking into 

account the power relations from an approach of environmental justice that reconstructs and 

highlights the unjust way in which part of the population is relegated to living in an area of the 

city that is materially and symbolically constructed as a periphery. This approach also lets us see 

how the population is organized and requires institutions to cooperate in the construction of 

aqueduct systems that are supplied with water from local sources. 

The urban environmental history and the historical perspective on political ecology are 

disciplines responsible for the study of the development of the relationship between man and 

nature. For authors like Dorothee Brantz, these disciplines question the Project of Modernity, 

which understands culture in opposition to nature and pursues the utopias of development and 
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emancipation.100 This discipline allows us to understand, from a constructivist perspective, the 

urbanization of nature as a dialectic between the process of urban development and the 

production of environments. With the challenge of supplying the population with the resources 

at their disposal, the cities were always aware of the question of how to achieve sustainability. 

The development of infrastructures, the transformation of landscapes and the ecological, social 

and political repercussions are the main themes of urban environmental history. Martin V. 

Melosi and his work since the 80s is a central reference for the history of technology and 

ecology. In his book, Precious Commodity, Providing Water for America's Cities, Melosi 

investigates from a historical perspective the influence and responsibility of private and public 

sector actors in water management urgent questions such as how water is controlled and who 

is in charge of it, which need to be answered when researching the population's water supply 

and the sustainable development of this resource.101 

Reflections on the consumption of resources without risking the future supply were always 

necessary, and this also before 1992, a time in which different governments in the world kept in 

their agendas a discourse on sustainable urban development. However, it is from the Rio 

conference in 1992 that urban research places an accent on the parallel and dependent growth 

of the city along with its environment. The first reflections on this from a historical perspective 

show how relative the modern model of the sustainable city is.102 Examples can be found in the 

works of Christoph Bernhardt, who in his text “At the limits of the European Sanitary City. Water-

related Environmental Inequalities in Berlin-Brandenburg, 1900-1939” (Environmental and 

Social Justice in the City. Historical Perspectives),103 questions the idea of the uniform success of 

the centralized aqueduct; or in the work of Blackbourn and the reflective position of the 19th 

century German poets, who complain and denounce the change in landscapes and the loss of 

biodiversity as a critical perspective on modernization processes.104 I seek to review the modern 

practices, discourses, technologies, knowledge and models that build forms and impose notions 

of nature, time and space in order to demystify their successes and understand their operation. 
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This in parallel to local and community processes based on practices that are constituted and 

built by other times and places. 

The commitment of environmental history was, from its beginnings, to overcome the 

dichotomy between nature and culture, as well as to grant the ecosystems and other entities 

the role of actors. These reflections are named by Stefania Gallini as the field of environmental 

humanities.105 The authors do not pertain to the same discipline or agenda, they come and do 

research from different cultural and regional matrices. In Latin America, the environmental 

humanities review conceptual constructions such as tropics, forests, conflict and development. 

For Stefania Gallini, the works of this field represent the search for history through more 

material and empirical perspectives, a step towards the recognition of materiality as a central 

research aspect, based on cultural diversity.106 

Stefania Gallini traces in the work of several historians that deal with Latin America the first 

researches that can be understood as environmental history. Miller's work, presented as Latin 

American environmental history, exposes how nineteenth-century ideas such as racism, 

geographical determinism and agro-exports contribute to the gestation of ideas such as 

progress, a collective world view that will later change Latin American landscapes and 

societies.107 In her reflections, Gallini cites contributions from researchers, such as Latour and 

his work “Visualisation and Cognition. Drawing Things Together” (Knowledge and Society 

Studies in the Sociology of Culture Past and Present) which analyze the technologies of 

expeditionary travelers, books of naturalists, geographers, etc., thus showing how changes are 

forged in a social and an environmental way.108 A critique is also made of the partiality of these 

investigations and their limits; for example, Gallini shows how this work almost only investigates 

the productions of elites. She also presents the limits of works of environmental history where 

they read, measure, from economic models, the environmental impacts of cultural phenomena 

that occurred in the past. She criticizes the permanence of a vision that assumes the nature (and 

its interpretation) solely as a resource. 

Gallini also presents the 1990s as a moment of change, where cultural studies were based 

on the ontological turn to question the modern vision of nature. At the same time, the neutrality 

of human sciences is questioned and its political character is highlighted in the works on the 

                                                             
105 Stefania Gallini, "La naturaleza cultural de la historia ambiental y su rematerialización," in Historia cultural desde 

Colombia. Categorías y debates, ed. Max S. Hering Torres and Amada Carolina Pérez Benavides (Bogotá: 

Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2012), 377–97. 
106 Ibid. 
107 Ibid. 
108  Stefania Gallini, “La Naturaleza Cultural de La Historia Ambiental y Su Rematerialización,” in Historia Cultural 

Desde Colombia. Categorías y Debates, ed. Max S. Hering Torres and Amada Carolina Pérez Benavides (Bogotá: 

Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2012), 377–97. 



  
55 

 

social studies of science and of authors such as Latour and his political work, which reconstructs 

science as stories.109 At the same time, Gallini presents examples of works on consumption and 

landscape in environmental history that were opened to an interdisciplinary work with cultural 

studies: research on the banana industry, livestock or tourism within power dynamics that 

reproduce cultural orders and modify ways of life, their materiality and symbolism. 

With my research, I seek to contribute to the question of how to approach these natural 

and cultural reconstructions by remembering the political perspective that is to consider other 

voices. My research seeks to legitimize through the testimonies of different actors their visions 

and uses of water, as well as their organizing practices as part of the panorama of urban water 

supplies in Bogotá. In this sense, I understand community aqueducts as historical socio-natural 

and technological processes, located in a place and a culture, that are built in a historical period 

through the interactions between community actors, institutional actors and water. The 

scenario of the community aqueducts that I analyze is the city, its rural urban edge, which is 

built as a place by everyday practices, as I will explain further on. To understand these 

infrastructures, it is necessary to reconstruct the daily interactions between actors, the practices 

and uses of water, the narratives about water and power relations. Water is also an actor and 

following its dynamics allows us to understand how its characteristics are defined and define 

the relationship between local inhabitants and the State. The community aqueducts of Usme 

are part of the historical socio-natural, technological and cultural processes that form the city of 

Bogotá. From urban environmental history I follow its social, cultural, economic, political and 

material dynamics through 35 years, reconstructing the transformations of water and territory 

through practices and discourses. 

One of the main criticisms made by urban environmental history and its long perspective 

analysis levels over time is the naturalization of modern and capitalist dynamics; at this point 

they share arguments with political ecology. However, this criticism, while useful in explaining 

legislative changes in Colombia's water sector, does not explain the dynamics between water, 

rural communities and institutions representing the State. The question of the centrality of 

Western knowledge from cultural studies and social studies of science allows us to approach the 

relationships that are built between water, population and institutions, while at the same time 

overcoming the dichotomies built by Western and modern knowledge and its implications for 

marginalized communities. 

During my master's studies I became interested, on the one hand, in the cultural and socio-

environmental dynamics of the city construction that made evident how its environment and 
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territory was transformed by the urban dynamics to make it habitable for its citizens and, on the 

other, how the city developed according to the characteristics of this territory. Following the 

case of the community aqueducts in the rural urban edge of Bogotá, its different uses and 

meaning of water, its struggle to reclaim its way of life in the city against modern institutional 

models, the centrality of the perspective of the different actors in this conflict became evident 

to me. Their interactions and dynamics of negotiation and power pose the following questions: 

how should the city develop on the rural territory of Usme? Are the community aqueducts a 

legitimate form of urban water supply? What are the positions and arguments of institutional 

and community actors? Are their positions confronted? And what power relations and 

interactions legitimized the different positions? 

In the following text I reconstruct three different approaches to community aqueducts, I 

comment on them, find their potentials and shortcomings by questioning what participation in 

urban planning projects means, following the influence of global discourses such as the human 

right to water and ontological studies on community aqueducts and their controversies. Then I 

will present how urban environmental history, the critical studies on development and 

modernity and the Actor-Network Theory allow me to contribute to urban studies based on the 

research of community aqueducts as a network where the interactions between the community 

and the water or waters shape the relationship between community and State. 

 

Current Approaches to Community Aqueducts  

Farhana Sultana in her work on Bangladesh's community aqueducts: Community and 

Participation in Water Resources Management: Gendering and Naturing Development Debates 

from Bangladesh110 makes an important contribution from gender theory and from a critical 

review of the relationship between society and nature. In her article, Sultana argues, based on 

the cases of community aqueducts in Bangladesh, that not only is it important to conceptualize 

communities as heterogeneous, but also that the actions of natural agents must be studied in 

particular; she emphasizes that the importance of drawing the relationship of human actors with 

resources and territory so as not to fall into simplifications of the participatory processes.111 

Critical studies on the development from disciplines such as geography or sociology 

question studies and development projects that are presented as participatory, without taking 

seriously the visions of local inhabitants, their knowledge and needs. These critical analyzes 

highlight how studies and projects present communities and nature as homogeneous actors 
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without agency. Her argument in the case of Usme underlines the importance to review 

testimonies and reconstruct the narratives of community actors and follow their interactions 

with water. It is also vital to know more about the sources from which the community aqueducts 

are supplied. In the fieldwork it is evident that the sources by their location have different 

characteristics and are perceived differently by their users. People in rural Usme differentiate 

water types by type of source, use and location. 

I adhere to Sultana arguments and I use a historical approach in my analysis of Usme's 

community water supply; participation, unlike the case of Bangladesh, does not occur as a result 

of a top-down strategy of the State to let the communities participate; local initiatives and more 

relational initiatives are built over time, in some cases in a period of more than 35 years. 

Furthermore, I ask how participation of the community and institutional actors as well as water 

in the water supply of the rural population is constructed and legitimized, and what are the 

changes made over time. Sultana's argues the need to explore the agency of water, the agency 

of technical infrastructure of the water supply and the agency of territory. Through the Actor-

Network Theory, and the methodology that I will address later, I track the flow of water, the 

moments of change and orders under which the community aqueducts work, these by 

reconstructing the actors' narratives and organizing practices. 

Community aqueducts are also studied in relation to universal discourses such as the 

human right to water. The following text is a contribution to my work, where the study of the 

relationship of globalization processes and local developments of the urbanization of a territory, 

in this case of Usme, is essential. Verónica Perera's work “Engaged Universals and Community 

Economies: The (human) right to water in Colombia”112 analyzes the human right to water in the 

community aqueducts of Colombia. Perera presents a critical and even pessimistic analysis of 

the use of these discourses by authors who see in human rights a colonialist and Western 

discourse, questions these arguments with ethnological insights that follow the use by local 

initiatives of these discourses. Perera analyzes the testimonies of activists and State officials 

following the uses of the human right to water in the referendum made in Colombia in 2006 

with the purpose of the recognition of this right in the Colombian constitution. She affirms that 

although this initiative was not successful in congress, it is seen as the beginning of one of the 

networks of community aqueducts in Colombia, that of Bogotá and Cundinamarca known as 

RETACO. The network of aqueducts highlights the possibility of local and community actors to 

organize and make demands on the State by empowering themselves in part through the use of 
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universal discourses such as the human right to water. Thus, Perera shows how community 

aqueducts and local activists manage to update the universal discourse of the human right to 

water and use it to negotiate with institutions in formalization processes. I value Perera's 

contribution and complement it by presenting in detail the way in which institutional and 

community actors negotiate. What are the practical strategies and discourses of the different 

actors? I do not consider community actors as a homogeneous group of actors and, in the same 

way, I seek to account the differences in the strategies of institutional actors. 

Aguilar Torres' research applies the Actor-Network Theory to the community aqueducts in 

Ciudad Bolívar.113 Coming from sociology, he explores the social studies of science and engages 

in a dialogue with political ecology, thus resulting in a well-wrought theoretical framework. This 

author works on the analysis of scientific controversies and the study of ontologies, and his 

research is based on the interest of studying a sanitary crisis in Ciudad Bolívar that is triggered, 

according to the media, by the partial collapse of the “Doña Juana” landfill. The author continues 

the exposition of the problem with an important reflection on its own positionality and the 

different relationships he has with the territory of Ciudad Bolívar, first, as an inhabitant and 

having experienced the effects of the immediate presence of the urban landfill; second as a 

functionary of the municipality, and finally as a researcher. 

Aguilar Torres questions the use of science and technology as neutral knowledge and 

presents them as part of the conflict, as actors with interests. Through this analysis he presents 

the relation between science and technology, democracy and the environment. Aguilar Torres 

states that social and techno-scientific dynamics are mutually configured, and consequently 

follows the ontological turn in the human sciences and its influences on the Actor-Network 

Theory. He presents the materiality and the multiple ontology of water in relation to the work 

of Annemarie Mol. An analysis is considered ontological based on a collection of information 

collected through ethnographic methods that allows to trace the concrete practices that 

construct the multiple realities. In the case of community aqueducts, he raises their existence 

as controversial, for even though they are within their own territories, their legal existence is 

discussed. Aguilar Torres also highlights the political nature of the ontological analysis when the 

order in which a phenomenon is occurring, the coexistence of different orders and the role of 

knowledge practices are followed to define the practices of organization and how one of these 

forms is imposed over the other.  

Although we share some of the same premises, such as the multiple reality of water, this 

multiplicity is for me due to its changes in the historical socio-natural and technological process 
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and the complexities in its relational construction. Despite analyzing the same phenomenon, our 

objective is different because I do not investigate the controversial existence of community 

aqueducts, but I want to rather understand their formation as a network of actors in the city. 

The aqueducts are presented in Aguilar Torres' work as autonomous aqueducts, as aqueducts 

constructed by institutions, as precarious systems that must be replaced or as a solution to the 

indifference of the State. With my work, I try to question these controversies, describe and 

analyze historically the orders in which community aqueducts have been organized and show 

that both institutional and community actors are part of the Actor-Network of community 

aqueducts in more complex ways. Both Aguilar and I come to an abstraction of the community 

aqueducts, understanding them as a system from which the relationship between State, 

communities and water can be understood and reviewed, despite the fact that we address other 

dynamics and methodologies in our own research. 

Of the three approaches to community aqueducts, I highlight the importance to describe 

and to specify what the actors understand by participation, differentiating between groups and 

identities in the community, and their interactions to natural entities. This considering everyday 

practices local narratives, the use of global discourses by community organizations, and the 

multiple ontology of water. In the next section, I will show how urban environmental history and 

the study of infrastructure in the city allow me to locate community aqueducts as a case for 

urban studies. I also present the tools of critical theories of modernity as well as the Actor-

Network Theory that I use to approach the case study and contribute to urban studies. 

 

Critics of Modern Models, Daily Practices and Dynamics of Power in the City 

Urban political ecology has made great contributions to the understanding of socio-material 

constructions of urbanization. It has denounced environmental injustices where part of the 

populations has been put in a vulnerable situation by being exposed to unfair dynamics in the 

access to resources. These arguments highlight the repressions by the State and the elites, as 

well as the struggles of the oppressed to free themselves. Normally, these approaches to 

political ecology refer to Marxist propositions that focused on the critical analysis of the 

expansion of capitalist relations as the main motivation for actors with power. Under this 

approach we find works in urban critical theory, theories on the social production of nature and 

the political economy of environmental justice discourses of authors like Neil Smith (1984), 

Harvey (1996), Swyngedouw and Heynen (2003), Braun (2005) and Keil (2003), where the 

production of inequality through ecologies and landscapes is sought to be connected with the 
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urban capitalist dynamics.114 These works, although central to the understanding of the power 

relations that intervene in the construction of cities and the configuration of their dynamics, 

have been criticized for their basis on a Western epistemology that focuses on the critical 

analysis of neoliberal dynamics and ignores the contradictions that these developments 

generate, such as struggles and alternative systems developed by local community groups.115 I 

will expose, as follows, a perspective called situated political ecology, founded on case studies 

that focus on local power dynamics with nuances and complexities from research on African 

cities and Latin American contexts. And, finally, I will present in detail the approaches and 

methodological insights of Actor-Network Theory as well as its critics in situated political 

ecology, in order to explain how I use them in my research. 

Trends to commercialize and privatize water have forced local populations, governments 

and academic circles to denounce a crisis in the supply of drinking water that, far from being 

rooted in an environmental catastrophe responds to power dynamics116 with historical roots 

where the human right to water is not universally applied. Socio-economically marginalized 

populations are also harmed by not guaranteeing their access to drinking water.117 Important 

efforts have been made to denounce abuses past and present, and today there are a great 

number efforts to present and circulate systems that raise alternatives.118 Although the 

following works inspire to understand the dynamics of power and how these determine the 

flows of resources such as water, the capitalist dynamics like administration policies of public 

services with the aim to maximize profits, etc.,119 they explain only partially the strategies 

applied by State entities. These arguments do not fully reflect the dynamics of power that are 

observed in the operation of community aqueducts. 
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In the case of the African cities studied by Lawhon, Ernstson and Silver (2014), they find an 

inability of the State and capital processes to control the urban population and their dynamics. 

Furthermore, the political anthropology and its perspective on the State and its institutions as a 

cultural construction allows us to question the States unique, consistent and coherent 

positionality. Authors like Pieterse and the above mentioned argue from their research on 

African cities that  

 
"Instead, there is a variety of logics, intentionality and assemblages that fractions within local States, 
and elites are caught up in navigating the routine dynamics of city administration, management, 
symbolic articulation and constant ideological recalibration of highly media-driven publics"(Pieterse 
2012: 20). This is complemented by a variety of logics, intentionality and assemblages of the non-
State, non-elite majority.120" 

 
For institutional actors in Bogotá, it is clear that in the case of their interventions in the 

operation and/or formalization of community aqueducts, water privatization is not a goal, nor 

does there seem to be a Machiavellian interest in accumulation based on the water sources in 

Usme. In the work of officials from State entities, I also found an interest in the community and 

their territory, motivated in some cases by personal links to the latter, to its inhabitants and/or 

water. As for the community actors, they did not refuse the help and intervention of the State 

that brought, on the one hand, subsidies and support from experts in sanitary engineering and 

administration, and, on the other, a support based on water treatment standards for human 

consumption that impose control processes to the community aqueducts in order to supply the 

rural population with water of better quality. The members of these communities are divided 

and take different positions facing the programs and interventions of the various entities of the 

State depending on their capacity to adapt to the requirements that come with the formalization 

process.  

Thus, to assure the water supply121, legitimize their community organization and peasant 

identity, defend their way of living and living the territory, community actors relate to water on 

their terms and strengthen their relationship with the institutions of the city through daily 

practices and narratives. Theorizations about the ordinary practices that make up the city in the 

work of urban researchers like AbdouMaliq Simone are therefore a main reference:  

 
"The base for theorization here is the ordinary practices of city-making, including how relations are 
formed and stabilized, how the city is made to work to secure livelihoods and identities and how 
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people scale themselves through their networks to access resources and opportunities (Simone 
2004a; 2011)."122 
 

Not only does this perspective emphasize a methodology that without models seeks to 

understand the interactions that occur on a daily basis, but also that these practices must be 

reconstructed from local actors, actors that are not normally taken into account: "The argument 

is that this type of work will reorient theory-making and stabilize a different image of the city-

what it is (ontological difference), how it works (epistemological difference), whom it is for 

(moral), and how it can be changed ( political project).”123 he emphasis on the actors' 

testimonies, that in other researches are taken as an object of study, are in this study 

constitutive for the perspective of analysis. The link between the researcher and the actors is 

accordingly established and presented. 

I join the appeal from African urban studies and situated political ecology to highlight the 

importance of analyzing the discourses of power and knowledge in daily dynamics and from the 

perspective of its local actors. Power is understood as diffuse. The dynamics of power relations 

build identities, actors and agencies. These processes are intertwined: "(...) identities and the 

process that stabilize identities, matters more generally in shaping urban ecologies."124 

Accordingly, with the field work in Usme and the interactions between community actors, 

institutional actors and water as an actor, I understand the construction of heterogeneous 

actors in meaning and materiality and their dynamics of power in a relational way. 

 
"Further studies are needed in those everyday modalities through which ordinary people link together 
to provide for their urban lives and livelihoods and the limitations they face. (...) We suggest that the 
goal of such work is to understand how power operates and what makes more successful cooperation 
and coordination-and what success could mean for those involved-so as to identify points for 
intervention and develop platforms of engagement."125 
 
Deepening into the research to understand how the dynamics of power work in the 

construction of cities and in the construction of urban actors, I return to the analysis of the State 

and its institutions as one of the actors that must be understood culturally and relationally. 

 

On Informality and Other Ways of Building a City 

One of the lines of work most useful for the conception of my research perspective within urban 

studies was the critical work on the notion of informality and urban planning. The following 
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authors question the essentialism that places informality in a particular world region and equals 

it to poverty. Instead, they propose to understand informality as a State of exception and follow 

its links to the struggles for the right to the city of marginalized citizens.126 

From these reviews and discussions, I understood how in the construction of formality and 

informality the aim was not only to understand the forms and strategies in which policy was 

legitimized, but also the forms and strategies that question policy based on direct interactions 

between community and State actors. The rural water supply of Bogotá could be understood in 

these terms. Therefore, this critical approach to modernity and planning gives an account of the 

dynamics that build cities. This approach does not understand cities from theoretical models, 

but rather constitutes a critical perspective that reviews and questions the power of urban 

studies to legitimize the expert exercise of planning and reclaims the recognition of marginalized 

visions and daily strategies of its inhabitants to build the city. 

Authors such as Ananya Roy, Colin McFarlane, Asef Bayat, Zezar AlSayyad, and Abdoumaliq 

Simone analyze local urban dynamics and question references to modern and ideal models of 

planning. These authors are committed to vindicate the orders built by the inhabitants of the 

territory.  

I will now return to Ananya Roy, Colin McFarlane whose arguments reflect and leave behind 

the dichotomy that creates a modern ideology, where the area called “First World” produces 

models of urban development, and the one called „Third World” is poised to fall into chaos127. 

Roy questions the usefulness of debating the informal hyper-growth of cities or informality as 
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the heroic undertaking of marginalized communities. She criticizes how in both debates the 

dualism of the formal and the informal is accepted and rejects equating poverty with informality 

and that the former is posited as the lack of individual effort or the unwillingness to formalize. 

McFarlane states this same criticism, underlining how experts in planning see informality as a 

challenge that can be solved with urban restoration projects and ignore the structural 

marginalization to which the inhabitants of the urban peripheries are subject. 

For these authors, informality is a form of urbanization of all social classes, as well as a 

category that appears with formalization. Formality and Informality are created at the same time 

as part of the same process: policy creates a regulation establishing an order as formal and 

legitimate and leaves out other orders and conceptions of the territory, the city, the way of living 

and being. For McFarlane, informal and formal practices are intertwined. Like Roy, this author 

criticizes the epistemological and geographical demarcation of informality that is associated 

with dynamics that create an order or organizing form of southern countries and their cultures, 

of low-income inhabitants or migrants ignoring structural inequalities. Both authors propose 

formalization policies that interrogate teleological notions in which the city is understood as 

following an upward path to the formalization of services, avoiding informality. These authors 

reject conceptions where formal dynamics are characterized by setting a value and informal 

ones by making the value negotiable. Instead, they propose to understand both formal and 

informal dynamics as social processes in which negotiation is a central part. 

Roy suggests in her text “Urban Informality: Toward an Epistemology of Planning” four 

forms of policy epistemologies to overcome the dichotomies of the formal and informal.128 I will 

review here two of them, which allow me to reflect on the case of community aqueducts. First, 

she proposes that, from the very beginning, urban rehabilitation policies should involve the 

inhabitants in their projects by taking their needs into account, their suggestions and organizing 

forms, thus allowing them to become empowered as subjects.129 Simone's work also 

understands the residents of the center of Johannesburg as actors, who build a network of 

knowledge, objects, spaces and identities to overcome the structural and infrastructure 

deficiencies of the places they inhabit.130 My research also follows the case of the community 

aqueducts and, from the perspective of the Actor-Network Theory, it argues that, on the one 

hand, the institutional officials have the opportunity to legitimize community actors as such; but 

on the other, through my perspective and my case study, community actors are the ones mainly 
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in interaction with water, its territory and also with institutional actors who, in their water 

treatment process and use practices on different water sources, become actors. 

The second political epistemology understands informality as a State of exception in order 

to overcome the increase of entities in informal status due to the displacement generated by 

formalization. In the case of community aqueducts establishing a case of exception to the 

criteria that define drinking water, making them more flexible could help on the way to 

formalization. In this way, less aqueducts will be discarded for not agreeing with the regulation 

on potable water.131 Roy speaks of regulatory and regular exceptions. The State of exception 

recognizes incrementalism as a strategy, where problems are dealt progressively as they arrive, 

and radical change is avoided.132 

Roy's work is useful for me in order to explain my position regarding the supply of water by 

community aqueducts because she clarifies how these strategies based on political 

epistemologies do not confront the community and institutional actors, but rather make the 

cooperation of the latter necessary by turning them into allies with the objective of improving 

the conditions of urban rehabilitation projects contributing to the solution of structural 

marginalization through improvements in the health service and social security. However, 

Abdoumaliq Simone makes an important critique to what this lack of public infrastructure or 

service means for the inhabitants of these urban spaces. He shows the city as a space of multiple 

histories, trajectories and identities that are always at risk of collapse, where residents remain 

on "an uneasy stability".133 Community networks of inhabitants, heterogeneous in nature, are 

flexible to adapt and find provisional solutions to their problems. People help themselves 

through networks based on shared identities. Residents assume different identities to access 

more solidary networks. Thus, Simone highlights local knowledge as the tool that allows 

inhabitants to move in these dense and heterogeneous systems.134 

Based on these findings from the study of African cities, I want to dialogue with works and 

insights of scholars who write about Latin America from a situated political ecology. 

 

Critics on Formalization and Standards, Anthropology in Latin America  

The contribution I tend from anthropology to urban studies is linked to the theoretical work of 

authors such as Arturo Escobar and Astrid Ulloa. Escobar’s work is a contribution in two senses: 
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by belonging to the reflections and analytical paths of the critical theory of modernity or 

poststructuralism, and as a historical reference of the Colombian context of development 

policies that began in 1950s. The case of community aqueducts in Usme, due to its temporal and 

spatial location, can be situated in the context of the rural development policies in Colombia 

studied by Escobar; he reviews in detail the policies of progress and development that he met 

first as an official of the National Planning Department and later as a researcher; his work 

includes the perspective of social movements in the definition of environmental problems.135 

Escobar's perspective is part of an anthropology on modernity, that is, a critical analysis of 

Western modernity and the way it shapes nature, the subject, society and the State. He presents 

three major influences in his theoretical work: first, his reflections are part of poststructuralism, 

a school that developed in anthropology and other human sciences in the North American 

academy in the early 1980s, where language and meaning constitute reality.136 Second, Escobar 

locates one of his influences in the studies on social movements and cultural studies in Latin 

America and thirdly he participates in the study of biodiversity policies in the Colombian Chocó 

in cooperation with local organizations and social movements.137 

The author reflects and brings to his book the reflections of anthropologists such as 

Strathern on the link between anthropology and the Western worldview; the deconstruction of 

these ways of seeing the world and the deconstruction of the ways of doing research in the case 

of anthropology must be accompanied by new ways of seeing and acting.138 Escobar therefore 

proposes the monitoring of social movements and their collective action who are not fighting 

for goods and services but for the definition of life, economy, nature and society.139 

Furthermore, he suggests the construction of anticolonialist discourses.140 

The critical work of thinkers who criticize the representations of the „Third World“ and 

place it as a regime of representation are an important reference for Escobar's critical work on 

development. One example is Chandra Mohanty, who works on feminism and questions the 
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positionality of the woman researcher as producer through the use of statistics of the woman 

of the „Third World“ as object and victim. Mudimbe also works on the representation of Africa 

by seeking to contribute to a critical reinterpretation from the history of Africa, whereas Mitchell 

explores particular methods to impose, through world exhibitions and the world as an image, a 

certain idea of order and truth that characterizes the West; "(...) what is at stake is the process 

by which, in modern Western history, non-European areas have been organized and 

systematically transformed according to European schemes."141 Based on these references, 

Escobar shows the parallels between the dynamics of colonial discourse and the discourse of 

development: 

 
"The discourse of development is governed by the same principles; it has produced a very efficient 
apparatus to produce knowledge about exercising power over the Third World. (...) new modes of 
knowledge and power, new practices, theories, strategies, and so on. In short, it has successfully 
deployed a regime of government over the Third World.”142 
 
In his work, Escobar deals with anthropology and its historicity, the historicity of orders that 

shape reality. He also follows discourses and development practices to make a critique of the 

institutional apparatus and questions how regimes of truth are naturalized and legitimized. For 

Escobar, development is a regime of truth and discipline that begins in the 1940s and 1950s in 

the postwar context, time when he situates the consolidation of the contemporary capitalist 

world order. His book Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World 

(2007) narrates the failure of the promises of the modern development that through its 

discourses, strategies and programs generates misery and underdevelopment; the ideal was to 

produce more through the application of modern technique and scientific knowledge in order 

to reproduce throughout the world the characteristics of so called „advanced societies": high 

levels of industrialization, urbanization, technified agriculture, growth in the production of 

materials for the improvement of living standards and the adoption of education and modern 

values through capital, science and technology.143 

 
"The basic premise was the belief in the role of modernization as the only force capable of destroying 
superstitions and archaic relationships, regardless of the social, cultural and political cost. 
Industrialization and urbanization were considered progressive and inevitable routes towards 
modernization. Only through material development could social, cultural and political progress take 
place. This opinion determined the belief that capital investment was the most important element of 
economic growth and development."144 
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The discourse of development creates a new institutionality with a form of ordering that is 

applied through the control of space and planning:  

 
"For some authors, this desire for power over [and through] space is one of the essential features of 
development (Slatter, 1993) and it is implicit in expressions such as First and „Third World“, north 
and south, center and periphery. The social production of space implicit in these terms is linked to the 
production of differences, subjectivities and social orders."145 

 
Escobar understands development as a historical and singular experience. In his analysis, 

he places three axes in order to understand how the development discourse works, that is, 

through forms of knowledge that legitimize it, a system of power that regulates its practices and 

the subjectivities it creates. Thus his book Encountering Development: The Making and 

Unmaking of the Third World, is a general map to guide oneself through the discourses and 

practices of domination and resistance that justify and question the dominant forms of 

economic and socio-cultural production in the „Third World“.146 Escobar focuses on practices 

that update the development discourse by creating the „Third World“ and on the discourses as 

well as resistance practices of local actors with alternatives of being and doing.147 

These studies, which began in the 1980s, mostly analyze in a critical way the application of 

development discourse to local contexts, questioning the imposition of Western values and 

visions as an attempt of cultural and material domination. Until the late 1970s, discussions on 

Asia, Africa and Latin America argued that development projects could solve social and 

economic problems: "Development had become a certainty in the social imaginary."148 Escobar 

locates the work of Paulo Freire, Orlando Fals Borda, Fernando Enrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto 

at the end of the 1960s and 1970s as critical thoughts that constitute an exception; the 

development of analytical instruments at the end of the 60s and their use in the 80s has allowed 

the analysis of the "colonization of reality", that is, "how certain representations become 

dominant and give an indelible form to the ways of imagining reality and interact with her."149 

The former, through Foucault's work and his theory and method of discourse analysis which 

"creates the possibility of remaining detached from him [discourse of development], suspending 

his closeness, to analyze the theoretical and practical context with which he has been 

associated."150 
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 The importance of this criticism is given in the denunciation of how this rationality 

classifies the ways of life of local people as backward and primitive. Furthermore, it makes the 

interventions of institutions and organizations part of the development bureaucracy 

necessary.151 

 
"The institutionalization of development occurred at all levels, from international organizations and 
third-world national planning agencies to local development agencies, community development 
committees, private voluntary agencies and non-governmental organizations. (...) It is through the 
action of this network that people and communities are linked to specific cycles of economic and 
cultural production, and it is through them that certain behaviors and rationalities are promoted."  

152  

 
The interactions and organization forms imposed by discourses on development, in this  

case that of water purification, are complex and difficult to criticize. On the one hand, 

communities are fragmented because some groups follow the policy and orders of the 

institutions taking an active role in this system: they get a job and receive a salary temporarily 

or gain benefits for the aqueduct of their community. They also differentiate themselves from 

the rest of the communities and thus reconstruct the dynamics of power between developed 

and underdeveloped. Pigg and Escobar explain it as follows: 

 
"(...) the social categories of development are not simply imposed, but circulate in the village in 
complex ways, changing the way villagers focus on local and national society."153 
 
"The forms of power that have emerged do not work so much through repression, but through 
normalization; not by ignorance but by control of knowledge; not for humanitarian interest, but for 
the bureaucratization of social action."154 
 

This does not mean that the motivations are clear and conscious for the communities, 

institutional actors, or for me as a researcher, and that there are no critics. In Usme, at the 

district level with organizations such as RETACO and at the national level with the National 

Network of Community Aqueducts, an opposition to the formalization discourses is pushed by 

the organizations of community aqueducts. Local organizations are skeptical and afraid of losing 

autonomy and control of the water resources and territory in Usme through the techniques, 

control strategies and knowledge of institutional actors. This is the case of some legal 

representatives of the community aqueducts who, if they cooperate with the formalization 

programs of the institutions, feel that they are selling the community aqueduct and its 

population. Following these different paths of cooperation and resistance is the way of 
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understanding the construction of urban actors, urban socio-natural dynamics, the formation of 

cities and citizenships; that is, through interactions in a relational way. Community actors 

sometimes join to denounce the investment of government entities in their own apparatus: 

"Poverty, illiteracy and even hunger became the source of a lucrative industry for planners, 

experts and public employees."155 This is an argument used by the inhabitants of rural Usme and 

especially the people who work with community aqueducts. For them, the budget designated 

to solve problems in the area are spent on studies, paying the salaries of technical experts and 

the tools of these analyzes. Members of the Usme community often argue that after these 

investments, there is nothing left to cover the needs of the local population. 

For Pigg. "(t)he encounter with development, the author adds [Escobar], should not be taken 

as the clash of two cultural systems but as an intersection that creates situations in which people 

begin to see themselves in certain ways."156 I follow Pigg, Escobar and Tilly in order to argue for 

the complexity of the construction of identities and actors, and the impossible task to be 

consistent with the motivations of the different links drawn between actors:  

 
"The coherence of the effects of the discourse of development should not be equated with any kind 
of intentionality. Like the discourses analyzed by Foucault, development must be taken as 'a strategy 
without strategists' in the sense that nobody directs it explicitly. It is the result of a historical 
problematization and a systematized response to it.“157  

 

This also criticizes the anthropology of development that becomes a technology of 

management, being uncritical of the accumulation of knowledge by other cultures. This criticism 

seeks to address the consequences in terms of power and knowledge for a human group when 

cultural and technological manipulation of other groups determine the „natural order" or what 

„nature" is and means in their definition of „human" and „society."158 Together with this critique, 

Escobar also explores how community actors or subaltern sectors oppose, react, confront and 

reject political, economic and cultural domination; these fights are named by the author as the 

post-development era.159 The centrality of the testimonies of organized communities and social 

movements defines the methodologies to be followed and the political position of his work. 

Escobar proposes the concept „mundo-lugar," „world-place," as local models of nature, and 

"the place as a theoretical, political and ecological project." 160 Distancing his arguments from 

the centrality of globalization and the perspectives that are transformed in its dynamics, Escobar 
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appeals to the specificities of the place as a way of transgressing the dynamics of capitalism.161 

Although I do not use „mundo-lugar" as a concept, I refer to this reflection when I speak of 

heterogeneous waters, or the existence of different waters in the case of water sources in Usme, 

of an appropriated territory through daily practices. I also follow Escobar in his approaches to 

the production of identities and subjectivities and their relations of power and knowledge, 

where what is taken as real is also constituted. However, in my work I seek not only to propose 

organized communities as actors or subjects that are built through their ways of being, of 

inhabiting and relating to other human and non-human actors in their environment. I also suggest 

that officials should intervene in the rural water supply of Bogotá and Usme as institutional 

actors, subjects that actively negotiate with their institutional belongings, their interactions with 

other human and not-human actors, their discourses and practices. 

Escobar suggests that, in order to study the development discourse, one should follow the 

connections and relational systems that I, in agreement with Latour, call interactions and Actor-

Networks. This explains how regimes of truth and power relation work. Escobar, like Latour, sees 

a mixed nature in the entities that make up the regimes of truth: 

 
"To understand development as discourse it is necessary to look not at the elements themselves but 
at the system of their reciprocal relationships. It is this system of relationships that allows the 
systematic creation of objects, concepts and strategies; (...) These relationships -established between 
institutions, socio-economic processes, forms of knowledge, technological factors, etc.- define the 
conditions under which objects, concepts, theories and strategies can be incorporated to the 
discourse. That is, the system of relationships establishes a discursive practice that determines the 
rules of the game: who can speak, from what points of view, with what authority and according to 
what qualifications; defines the rules to follow for the emergence, denomination, analysis and 
eventual transformation of any problem, theory or object in a plan or policy."162  
 

However, it is in Latour's work that I find the centrality of accounting objects, things as 

decisive actors in the definition of Actor-Networks, a concept that allows me to address the case 

of community aqueducts and their relationships between water, infrastructures, community 

and institutional actors. 

Approaches such Escobar's and Latour's make a denunciation of the role of expert, scientific 

and political knowledge in the construction of these regimes of truth or orders: 

 
„What is actually included as a legitimate aspect of development may depend on specific 
relationships established in the middle of the discourse. For example, relationships between what 
experts say and what international policy determines as feasible (which can define, for example, what 
an international body prescribes based on the recommendations of a group of experts); between 
segments of power (industry versus agriculture, for example); or between two or more forms of 
authority (...)."163  
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In her text "Environment and Development. Reflections from Latin America," Astrid Ulloa 

analyzes from the perspective of political ecology, as a discipline that critically questions the 

discourse of development, alternative proposals to such discourse, such as sustainable 

development and the green economy. These suggestions are presented as alternative 

development, autonomous development, or globalization against hegemonic, post-

development, counter-development and development alternatives.164 Ulloa focuses on 

uncovering the causes of inequity in the relationships of human groups with nature, taking into 

account local contexts, while also articulating critical analyzes on ethnicity, gender and race, 

making explicit relationships between social and environmental inequities: "Under this logic 

inequalities would respond to a social construction of nature, which was consolidated in the 

nineteenth century, and which consequently implies inequalities in access, use, control and 

decision-making."165 

 
"Part of the analytical and methodological problems currently existing in analyzes of LA [Latin 
America], stems from the fact that a single notion of nature is assumed. This vision of nature is 
analyzed under similar approaches, which are productive, but can only address one vision of nature, 
the 'capitalist' one (analyzing the following elements: global capitalism and its location, the role of 
disciplinary knowledge production and the hegemonic imposition of that vision, as proposed by 
Escobar (1999). “166 

 
Ulloa, Leff and Escobar criticize the discourse of development as a discourse of 

modernization. In addition, these authors argue that the hegemonic logics of globalization and 

economic development have generated environmental degradation, which has motivated local 

actors to propose other relationships with nature and space from their cultures.167 

The critique to development complements the denunciations made by political ecology, 

thus making evident the contributions from other knowledge and social imaginaries. For Ulloa, 

this perspective, proposed from Latin America, is based on the knowledge dialogue and place 

policies that recognize the reinvention of identities based on the rights to cultural diversity and 

the policies of difference.168 It is a proposal from local interactions with the environment, which 

are situated in terms of historical and spatial processes.169 I follow this contribution while 
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avoiding to homogenize notions such as nature or space and highlighting the dangers of 

idealizing local interactions and their orders and omitting its conflicts. Gender relations are an 

example of local conflicts that Ulloa and Sultana also take up in their works.170 

Ulloa's argument, however, not only raises a reflection on a perspective of knowledge and 

a critique of modern epistemology. It also addresses ontologies, other ways of being and 

inhabiting a territory. These are other ways of being of the waters and multiple ways of relating 

to the inhabitants of a territory. 

 

"In fact, when the dynamics of environmental disputes are analysed, the claims and resistances, as 
well as the proposed development alternatives, involve other views about nature and spatiality, since 
they are not only about access, control and effects, but about other ways of being and living in a 
specific territory."171 
 
"Moreover, rethinking what we mean by natures, especially in contexts where materiality is co-
produced: land, forests and species all imply new analytical approaches. In this way, the role of the 
production of natures is what allows us to rethink relationships with natures and spatialities, where 
the starting point is a different conception of nature and spatiality (the territory is alive, and control 
can be vertical but also horizontal, where are constantly interacting in a changing temporal 
dimension). This implies a reconceptualization and dislocation of the frameworks of local nature."172 

 
Ulloa raises the way in which other ontologies can be followed. 

 
"In this sense it is necessary to combine different analytical perspectives that account for local 
processes (indigenous and Afro-descendants), and analyse their ontologies and territorial dynamics, 
which requires us to focus on more than one approach. Likewise, other notions of nature permanently 
coexist, which struggle to position themselves in a world of capitalist nature. However, their analysis 
requires other approaches, by responding to relational ontologies in which the notions of subjects 
and human / nonhuman change."173 
 

I share Ulloa's, and I follow this task through the approaches of the Actor-Network Theory and 

ethnographic methods that I will develop later. Ulloa also argues that the alternatives to 

development should be analyzed from specific case studies that overcome the fragmentation of 

territory and the conceptual divisions of nature and culture that the historical discourse on 

modernity and development has generated: 

 
„Social relations and daily symbolic and spatial practices that are inscribed in the territories of 
indigenous peoples help consolidate defensive strategies in the context of threats posed by dominant 
economic and political actors (Oslender 2010, see also Chapter 41, this volume). The spatial practices 
connected to the place and its importance in building multi-scale relationships, are new strategies 
for consolidating alternative spatialities."174 
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The daily interactions with the territory in the case of Astrid Ulloa's work, with the water 

and the territory in my case, allow the local communities to build strategies to defend their 

territory and establish different orders of being and living. As for the community aqueducts, 

these are practices relating to the use of water that question and give alternatives to the 

organization forms and processes established by the authorities. This reflection that supports 

my third thesis, will be taken up later and closely explained from the Actor-Network Theory, 

which, in turn, allows me in detail to think about human and non-human interactions and their 

implications for the establishment of organization forms, narratives and power relations. 

 
"In these processes, alternative ways of relating to nonhuman or relational ontologies (Escobar 2010) 
must be set in place, in order to consolidate what I call an indigenous altergeopolitics of territory and 
knowledge (Ulloa 2012, 2013). This alter-geopolitics involves indigenous peoples' territorial control 
and planning, and the continuity of ancestral relationships with the nonhuman through the 
transmission of knowledges, in order to renew species diversity and nature management, with their 
own environmental practices, and revitalize strategies for the defence of territory, autonomy and 
political and environmental self-determination."175 

 
Ulloa's reflections emphasize the importance of presenting these alternatives to modern 

developments in order to strengthen social and community processes as well as to contribute 

to an exchange and dialogue that gives legitimacy to these trajectories that connect local, 

regional, national and global actors. My research complements Ulloa's important finding with 

dialogues of knowledge among the institutional actors controlling the water sector and peasant 

communities of Usme, who have recognized the importance of organizing and defending their 

territory and their use of water sources. They also ask for the support of institutional actors in 

the access to drinkable water as the result of a historical socio-natural technical modern process, 

this without renouncing to the diversity of relationships based on their multiple uses of water, 

different water sources and qualities of water. 

 

The Colombian Context of Post Conflict: Visions of life, the City, Water and Citizenship 

The post-conflict and post-peace agreement context open up the possibility of seeing more 

clearly the need to understand and rethink the interactions between society, communities, the 

State and natural entities, such as water. Ulloa not only collects the contributions made by 

authors who investigate Latin American contexts and develop a critical perspective on the 

ideology of development, but also reviews the historical context of the Colombian armed post-

conflict, where it becomes accurate and possible to think about the construction of the State in 

interaction with nature. In the peace process, the importance of environmental issues and the 
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critical perspective of political ecology is made explicit when land-, resource management, 

participation and political representation are central issues in the negotiations between the 

FARC EP and the national government.176 

I gather this reflection to think about the State, the construction of its authority, and 

citizenship as interactions between State and communities, as well as to rethink the 

construction of the rural vs. urban dichotomy. War and the possibility of peace force us to think 

about the needed integration of marginalized actors, where the city as a place and the 

administration of water as a process of construction of citizenship can play a central role:  

 
"This implies rethinking the meaning not only of social justice, but also of environmental justice and 
the discussion about the place that nature and the State occupy in these processes, and the 
articulations, confrontations and resistances of local communities, with their proposals alternate to 
be, to know and inhabit the territories."177 

 
"The structural causes that underlie the emergence of the armed conflict in Colombia are linked to 
historical problems, such as the unfinished process of state construction, the absence of references 
to national identity and the lack of integration of the regions to a centralist political project. Some 
causes considered structural are highlighted, such as the agrarian question and the problem of 
concentration of property and land tenure (Fajardo, 2015); the participation and the deficit of 
political representation of diverse social groups -classes, political sectors, among others- against the 
State; the weak integration of the regions in the economic and political dynamics of the nation 
(Moncayo, 2015); and the institutional precariousness, among others. (…) spatial and temporal 
variations are explained by the persistence of long-term problems that impede the exercise of full 
citizenship and by an unfinished process of state-building that is expressed in their differentiated 
presence and incessant negotiation with local and regional authorities;" 178 

 
In the case of community aqueducts, we also find stories of violence. Some of these Actor-

Networks are affected by legal and illegal mining because it contaminates the water from the 

sources that supply the aqueducts, whereas the aqueduct of Bogotá has displaced the 

population of Usme for the construction of dams that ensure urban supply. Currently, there is 

also the danger of fragmentation amongst organizations due to the division between formalized 

community aqueducts and those that have not been formalized by municipal and national 

institutions. 

 
"These extraction processes are registered in territories with a great environmental diversity, where 
processes of appropriation of forests and minerals have been generated, to include the ecological 
functions of the species and, increasingly, the water, all of which happens, in parallel, in social 
contexts of inherited inequalities that evidence complex social, economic, environmental and gender 
relations".179 
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Ulloa and Coronado reflect in their article on the urgency of thinking about the relationship 

between State, nature and communities in the context of post-conflict and post-agreement and 

situate at the center of their analysis the agency of local actors or, in their words, „social actors 

involved." They thus open up the possibility of changing established orders. I find a parallel to 

this approach following the rural community aqueducts of Usme and the agency of community 

and institutional actors. 

The former idea can be updated in the case of the rural communities of the southern border 

of Bogotá, where the water sources that supply their communal aqueducts are not purchased 

by the State in order to ensure their conservation, unlike the sources for the urban supply of the 

centralized aqueduct: 

  
"In that sense, since a homogenous State does not act, it is necessary to understand the complexities 
and local agreements, power relations and proposals to rethink the territorial and environmental and 
see how they are expressed in the landscape. (…) These acknowledgments / ignorances are linked to 
the state vision of the territory, which responds to vertical geopolitics about the soil and the subsoil 
and the notion of empty space, where often territories or local territorialities are not being 
considered."180  

 
Is it possible to take this experience and its analysis to other regions of the country where 

similar situations are experienced? This dissertation enriches the debates around the 

administration of water in the city, for the analysis of water management in Usme allows us to 

understand an experience very much in line with the participatory ideals of urban management 

and natural resource management, which, in turn, currently allows us to contribute to 

experiences that are just beginning. 

 

Disconnecting Centers 

Community aqueducts are repeatedly presented by the communities as their own efforts to 

claim their rights. The right to water is an active right in most of the urban territory, but this is 

not the case of the rurality of Bogotá. The rurality of Bogotá seems to belong to that other 

Colombia that Margarita Serje describes in her article "The myth of the absence of the State: the 

economic incorporation of the border areas in Colombia": as a rural territory, Usme is 

characterized by the absence of institutional presence (institucionalidad), infrastructure, 

authorities, markets, possibilities. Community actors complain repeatedly about the lack of 

control of the authorities on environmental hazards that affect the water supply such as mining 
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in areas where the springs and local water sources run,181 the intensive use of land for cultivation 

and the misuse of the soil, the waste that goes to the ravines polluting the waters; or the lack of 

control of the despotism of neighbors who, protected by their rights to private property, deny 

the entry, previously agreed with members of the administrative boards and operators of the 

aqueducts, to their lands for repairs or expansions of the aqueduct's infrastructures. Faced with 

these problems, it seems that the claims of the local population are not heard, nor is there a 

municipal institution that mediates. Thus, facing the threatened of the community land and 

water sources, there is no authority that prioritizes the community interest to the individual 

one, parallel to the construction of the urban centers in which wealth is accumulated. They are 

two faces of the same process, for not only is wealth concentrated in consumption centers, but 

also the knowledge that focuses on what is urban is recognized as modern and legitimate. 

 
"This conspicuous idea is expressed through a set of metaphors -such as borders, margins or 
peripheries- and images -such as those of no man's land or red zones- that implicitly refer to the 
project of expansion and appropriation that radiates from the modern, urban and ordered nuclei 
towards groups and landscapes that appear outside their order, to 'the places that nobody arrives or 
nobody knows'.""It is also not possible to affirm that these regions are unknown. The problem is, 
rather, that the knowledge we have of them arises from a series of preconceived colonial notions 
that are firmly rooted in common sense. (...) questioning the very process of transforming these 
regions into'Nobody's lands'or in 'red zones' implies problematizing not only the categories with 
which they are constituted, but also the relationships and practices that these make possible.182 

 
For this reason, I return in this research to Serje's work and her critique (desmitificar) of the 

"absence of State," and I apply this thesis to the case of the communal aqueducts of Usme to 

show the ways in which the district entities in representation of the State intervene. I highlight 

the work of the community actors and their demand of the intervention of the State, thus 

portraying in detail the presence of the State, their discourses and practices in order to 

understand the dynamics of power in the interactions with community actors and water that 

are more complex than an absence. This portrait brings light to the dynamics of the construction 

of the urban-rural periphery and its contestation by the construction and operation of 

community aqueducts. 

Behind actions presented as the "absence of the State", hides the imaginary of how States 

should act. Not only do community actors but also institutional actors and academics talk about 

the absence of State or lack of institutional presence in the Colombian rurality. Together with 
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the imaginary of how the State should intervene, an imaginary is constructed of how the 

relationship of the community with the State should be and thus a social order is established. In 

the case of community aqueducts, collective worldview is established of how water should be 

produced for human consumption and who should control this process and resources. 

For Serje the territory where the absence of State is present is through the same process 

constructed as a place of exception of the governing rules:  

 
"My argument is that the idea of the 'absence of the State', by concealing vast areas of national 
geography with a veil of opacity, transforming them into zones of tolerance and spaces of exception, 
constitutes one of 'the devices of the development of world capitalism that they reorganize the space 
for explicitly political or economic purposes [thus creating] a geography of management that shapes 
places'."183  

 
In the case of Usme, to understand of how the territory is constructed in rural areas and 

also how water supply is proposed for this territory is central.  

My thesis is that the rurality is imagined from modern urban ideals and built through 

interactions of state institutions, community actors, water and an infrastructure that produces 

standardized water. This process legitimizes the expert knowledge of sanitary engineering and 

administration present in the institutions representing the State. The State establishes a 

relationship with the community mediated by the purification process, controlled by State 

institutions. Therefore, the State of emergency happens, for example, when State entities are 

not obliged to guarantee the State property of lands around the intakes of the community 

aqueducts as they do with the water sources of the centralized water supply system for the 

urban population. This would guarantee the quality of the water to be treated for the 

community aqueducts. This attitude shows a difference in the way in which the institutional 

actors relate to the urban and rural population. More details on the measures taken by the State 

entities can be found in the historical chapters and in the subchapters on state and district 

entities. The desire to achieve modernity is one of the motivations to explain reality from 

dichotomies such as urban versus rural. 

 

Matter of Concern, Actor-Network Theory 

Many of the theoretical reflections that I use from environmental history, cultural studies and 

critical theories of modernity, situated political ecology or political anthropology take concepts 

from the Actor-Network Theory, and although these were reasons to confirm the pertinence of 

                                                             
183  Trouillot,2002,p.849, in Ibid. 



  
79 

 

using this theoretical and methodological approach, I would like to elaborate on my own reading 

and use of the Actor-Network Theory. 

After understanding community aqueducts from urban environmental history as socio-

natural processes that are historically constructed, as well as understanding the importance to 

follow the power relations that confront actors with different interests, the question of how to 

do it was appeared. My training as an anthropologist allowed me very early on to understand 

the centrality of the position of local actors and their understanding of water. However, 

accounting the materiality of the water escaped me. Thus, after following the suggestion of my 

tutor, Dorothee Brantz, and the work of Dolly Palacio, my second tutor, I returned to the Actor-

Network Theory. Reading Latour and Law provided me with insights as to how to organize my 

theoretical and methodological approach. 

The Actor-Network Theory allows me to approach and conceptualize the relational 

construction of the actors; the materiality or agency of non-human entities - in this case, sources 

of water and other entities such as chlorine, pipes, etc. -; the lugar-red or place-network184 local 

actors as subjects of knowledge; the positionality of the researcher; the city as a field in which 

multiple actor-networks meet; and the possibilities of new networks and new orders. 

Methodologically, the work of John Law185 helped me follow the voice of the actors, reconstruct 

their orders based on their testimonies and narratives and consider writing as part of the 

investigation. 

 

Connecting Narratives, Local Practices and Possible Ties 

I position myself as part of the Actor-Network that follows the configuration of power relations 

through interactions and organizing practices of community actors, institutional actors and non-

human actors, such as water. It is in this network that I reconstruct, with the participation of 

local actors and with the research group „Water Territories and Learning Networks" of which I 

am a member, an alternative process that questions the existing social orders, where the voice 

of the community actors is heard and there are other relations with sources of water different 

than the drinkable one.  

I reflect on my position and not only on the networks that I follow, but also on the networks 

that allow me to follow my research. This is a position and an ethics as a researcher. I have in 
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mind my interlocutors as actors, whose opinions and visions should be central and susceptible 

of being reproduced in the research. 

Latour presents the return of an issue or phenomenon that is a fact, in English a "matter of 

fact" to a phenomenon or issue that is understood as a matter of its own interest to "matter of 

concern," where the connections are central. The study that takes an Actor-Network Theory 

approach must be of interest not only for the researcher but also for the local actors. It should 

be an effort to re-establish a panorama that represents the visions of the different local actors 

affected, of those who were not previously considered, who had a weak position or whose 

positions were simplified. This network of actors, interactions and its complexity is understood 

by Latour and Holifield as the way to contribute to democracy by slowing the process of resolving 

disputes and questioning the orders in which the phenomena and the authorities that legitimize 

them are understood.To reflect on the position of the researcher is central to the work of 

academics associated with community organizations and social movements such as the work of 

David McDonald and the "Municipal Service Project" network, or Veronica Perea's research and 

work on the Human Right to water and the collaboration of social movements, not only as the 

main sources of information, but also in the effort to reclaim the local perspective as a starting 

point for analysis. Likewise, the fieldwork on which the following reflections are based is the 

product of collaborating with the projects „Territorios de agua" and "Redes de Aprendizaje." 

Members of this group work in the community aqueducts of Bogotá, belong to social 

organizations such as RETACO Network of community aqueducts of Bogotá and Cundinamarca 

and Agropolis Constelar Capesina, are officials and exofficials of the aqueduct of Bogotá and 

academics of the Javeriana University and the Externado University. 

 

Local Actors as Subjects of Knowledge 

Both the testimonies of local actors and their positions are central not only as a methodology 

for approaching information about a phenomenon, but also in order to define what happens: 

"(...) it is not the sociologist's job to decide in the actor's stead what groups are making up the 

world and which agencies are making them act."186 Based on this argument, a researcher such 

as Ryan Holifield confirms, through the analysis of a case of risk assessment of a 

decontamination program funded by the St. Regis Fund in a reserve near Cass Lake, USA, that 

the risk assessment process is not sufficient to evaluate the lifestyle impacts on the indigenous 
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tribes that inhabit the area. Therefore, the tribes' discourses and practices establish different 

links with human and non-human entities, and these should be taken into account.187 

The Actor-Network Theory also allowed me to conceptualize in a different way what in 

other studies is addressed as scales on the water supply sector. Following the action and the 

interactions, local, district, national, and global scales became connections related to a specific 

actor, program or strategy. It avoided taking global or local influences into account if they could 

not be traced:  

 
"What counts is the possibility for the enquirer to register that kind of 'networky' shape wherever 
possible, instead of having to cut off data in two heaps: one local, one global. To tell an actor-network 
story is to be able to capture those many connections without bungling them from the start by some 
a priori decision."188  

 
Following this argument, the legislation that is not named or used by the institutional and 

community actors is not essential for the analysis. The importance of a program or legislation 

was legitimated for being analyzed when the actors made explicit a link in their discourses or 

when the link was observed in the field: "It is of little use to respect the actors' achievements if 

in the end we deny them one of their most important privileges, namely that they are the ones 

defining relative scale. It's not the analyst's job to impose an absolute one."189 

The statements made by the actors about their actions are also part of the Actor-Network. 

Each connection is a translation, a change of format that can be taken into account: „Every time 

an expression is used to justify one's action, they do not format the social but also provide a 

second order description of how the social worlds should be formatted.“190 This explains the 

importance of discourses that describe or explain the actions and the strategies of actors. The 

formats that standardize an action are also understood as a translation, thus altering their 

entity:  

 
“But soon as you notice that each site has to pay the connection with another site through some 
displacement, then the notion of form takes a very concrete and practical sense: a form is simply 
something which allows something else to be transported from one site to another. Form becomes 
one of the most important types of translation.”191  

 

Again, the task of the researcher becomes essential, because the researcher translates, in 

my case, interactions of the Actor-Network to a different format, to a written thesis. With my 
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work and my perspective, I create connections and establish alternatives to possible 

connections: "Collecting statements not only traces new connections but also offers new highly 

elaborated theories of what it is to connect."192 

 Following this idea, to assume each non-human entity as an actor participating in the 

action of supplying with water the community, allows us to investigate what kind of interactions 

are present between human and non-human actors. Not assuming a domination in advance is 

central to support the possibilities to alter established orders by actors that control a 

relationship:  

 
"By putting aside the practical means, that is the mediators, through which inertia, durability, 
asymmetry, extension, domination is produced and by conflating all those different means with the 
powerless power of social inertia, sociologists, when they are not careful in their use of social 
explanations, are the ones who hide the real causes of social inequalities."193 
 

 

The Relational Construction of Actors 

What are community aqueducts? Among the different definitions that these systems may have, 

the following is the one that interests me the most because it focuses on the phenomenon of 

supply in the context of the city's urban development. The community aqueducts are specific 

organizations that allows treated water to reach a rural population, in this case in Usme, Bogotá. 

Its form of organization and performance is conceptualized as community water systems, in 

which actors interact in a network of agents triggering an action. The Actor-Network is 

assembled in a relational way through the interactions of entities, human and non-human, that 

become actors in the same process;194 actors are heterogeneous, not an entity that can be 

defined in advance, something in essence. Thus, for the methodology of this research I do not 

define the actors before following their interactions; this is called by Latour the first source of 

uncertainty, a basic step for the Actor-Network Theory.195 By taking this into account, it is 

possible to trace changes and new configurations. Latour also defines the actors as tools that 

change the action in which they intervene.196 The interactions constitute relationships and forms 

of organization subject to power dynamics. Relations and forms of organization are changing, 

and these changes are the basis of the "social" for Latour.197 Actors are built on these social 
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dynamics, and the actions of the actors are neither predictable nor controllable, nor are they 

coherent for the actor itself. As different actors and interests become involved, to control an 

action or to achieve a motivation is impossible.198 Latour proposes to understand actions as 

collective interactions in which human and non-human entities interact, and at the same time 

he argues that collective action does not mean that human and not-human actors are acting in 

a homogeneous way, but rather that it is an action that brings together interactions between 

different types of entities. From Latour's perspective, the importance of approaching actions 

looking at the interactions between actors, in principle, as if they were symmetrical, is to avoid 

assuming false asymmetries: "Not to impose a priori some spurious asymmetry among human 

intentional action and material world of causal relations."199 

 

The Materiality and Agency of Non-Human Entities 

Actor-Network Theory, from approaches according to Bruno Latour and John Law, aims to 

understand all entities, human or non-human, as actors that intervene in an action. The 

possibility of seeing water as an actor appears. Its characteristics must be taken into account in 

order to understand how it acts. In the case of water, its characteristics are defined by its 

materiality, its relationship with non-human and human actors, but also by the different 

definitions that are made by people or subjects of knowledge that interact with it, that use it in 

different forms. This is called in Annemarie Mol's work the multiple ontology of water. This 

perspective allows us to critically question modernity, the power relations behind scientific 

knowledge and its legitimacy over other knowledges. 

The interaction with non-human entities, in this case water and others such as chlorine, 

pipes, etc., is for Latour central to understand the power dynamics between actors:  

 
"Left to its own devices, a power relationship that mobilizes nothing, but social skills would be limited 
to very short-lived, transient interactions. (...) It's precisely because it's difficult to maintain 
asymmetries, to durably entrench power relations, to enforce inequalities, that so much work is being 

constantly devoted in shifting the weak and fast-decaying ties to other types of links."200 
 

Interactions between non-human and human entities are not only established for the 

control of resources. Water, in my case, is an actor because its material characteristics, or 

interactions with other non-human entities – e.g. Chlorine, iron, etc. - allow human actors to 

relate differently to water, thus establishing alternative interactions, power relations and 

organizing forms: "What is new is that objects are suddenly highlighted not only as being full-
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blown actors, but also as what explains the contrasted landscapes we started with, the 

overarching powers of society, the huge asymmetries, and the crushing exercise of power."201 

 

The Actor- Network, Potentialities and Links that Transform or Fix 

An Actor-Network is constituted by entities and their interactions. Actor-Networks are 

heterogeneous because they establish links between different types between entities, links that 

transform and links that establish an order. Actor-Networks are read from a perspective; thus it 

is impossible to take into account all the interactions and all the entities linked or assembled: 

 
"The exception, of course, is if we fall back into loose talk and abandon the arduous task of following 
all the interferences. In that case it is perfectly all right to speak of 'structure' and 'face-to-face 
interaction'. But this means that we are dealing with more routine situations and are using a pre-
relativist frame of reference. In such an abbreviated manner of speech, a 'structure' is simply an 
actor-network on which there is scant information or whose participants are so quiet that no new 
information is required. An 'interaction' is a site so nicely framed by localizers behaving as 
intermediaries that it can be seen, without too much trouble, as' taking place locally."202 

There are two types of Actor-Network, which are differentiated by the type of link that binds 

them, either as intermediaries and actors: "Especially important are the different pressures 

exerted by mediators and intermediaries, the later adding, as we know, predictability to the 

setting, while the formerly might make it bifurcate in unexpected ways."203 Intermediaries are 

actors that do not change the action but only transform their form, and where the nature of the 

link remains. 

 
„However, instead of explaining unjust socio-ecological landscapes as results of capitalist structures, 
social conflicts, or hegemonic projects, an ANT would focus on the circulating forms and standards 
that do the work of making the tendencies in general capital (Latour 2005). It aims to trace how 
forms and standards connect local sites and interactions to local centers of power, thus doing the 
work of structuring: defining and producing the 'social context', stabilizing 'social relations', and 
consolidating subjectivities, including those characteristics of capitalism and neoliberalism."204 
 

It is however imperative to remember that the first time a standard or a format is followed, 

the formats are actors because they transform the nature of a relationship. I suggest starting 

with this type of link, one that transforms or fixes. 

 
"The shift in focus might then enable us to see if and when risk assessment changes from little more 
than an intermediary, expressing particular economic interests, to a mediator mobilizing non-
humans in various ways to make a difference in the process of assembling the social."205 
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"So, an actor-network is what is made to act by a large star-shaped web of mediators flowing in and 
out of it. It is made to exist by its many ties: attachments are first, actors are second."206 

 

The Cities Potentialities  

Ignacio Farías and Thomas Bender address in their anthology Urban Assemblages: How Actor-

Network Theory Changes Urban Studies (2010) the possibilities that the Actor-Network Theory 

opens for urban studies to understand urban dynamics and what we conceive as city; more 

recently, Farías' and Blok's Urban Cosmopolitics. Agencements, Assemblies, Atmospheres seeks 

to contribute to the Actor-Network Theory from the study of the city as a cosmos, a space that 

makes possible multiple and heterogeneous assemblages. This work allows me to clarify the 

contribution of my research to urban studies and to the possible readings and applications of 

the Actor-Network Theory. 

The Actor-Network Theory provides me with clear concepts and methodological tools to 

implement critical approaches from disciplines such as environmental urban history and 

anthropology. These disciplines permit me to question the modern infrastructure models that 

seemed to be the main interest of urban studies and highlight that it was not enough to critically 

question the modern order, the capitalist system as well as the unequal and unjust relations of 

the urban panorama. The Actor-Network Theory helps me concentrate on the community 

actors, those people I had known and who I knew should be taken seriously in order to build a 

fairer city and a more interesting and challenging approach to it. 

In the introduction to Urban Cosmopolitics. Agencements, Assemblies, Atmospheres, Farías 

places the Actor-Network Theory as part of the tools of contemporary social sciences that make 

an interesting contribution to urban studies. The challenge he proposes is to question the way 

in which the city is conceived as stable and connected. Thus, from the Actor-Network Theory, 

the notion of urban assemblage is proposed:  

 
"The notion of urban assemblages in the plural form offers a powerful foundation to the city anew, 
as an object which is relentlessly being assembled at concrete sites of urban practice, to put it 
differently, as a multiplicity of processes of becoming, affixing sociotechnical networks, hybrid 
collectives and alternative topologies."207 

 
Actor-Network Theory contributes for Farías with three aspects to urban studies: first, the 

sensitivity to the active role of non-human actors as part of the assemblages that make up the 
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world; second, the sensitivity to the relational construction of objects; and third, the feeling that 

explanations must be symmetrical.208 

Farías highlights that Actor-Networks are made up of entities of multiple nature, thus 

rejecting the social construction of reality and emphasizing the agency of materiality. The 

networks or assemblages are not an epistemological perspective of the city but different 

ontologies of the city; not a way of understanding the city but rather the configuration of 

different lived cities and different realities:209 "The city is thus a contingent, situated, partial and 

heterogeneous achievement: an ontological achievement, indeed, as it involves the enactment 

of an object otherwise inexistent."210 The assemblies make it possible to understand the city as 

a multiple object, with multiple enactments as the result of the interactions of multiple 

entities.211 Heterogeneous assemblages and the possibility of new assemblages are underlined. 

Urban assemblages highlight the emergent character of the urban construction processes of 

assemblages, character which not preexist in each one of the entities that conform it.212 

 

On Places, Neither Spaces nor Scales 

Dolly Palacio's work, who with a wide repertoire on case studies on the relation of communities 

and their environment follows the networks of association of environmental action, and her 

concept of place-network are useful for me in order to understand the centrality of place in the 

construction of situated actors and dynamics. Palacio works the relational perspective from 

three theoretical and methodological bodies: Social Network Analysis (SNA), Actor-Network 

Theory (ANT) and Participatory Action Research (PAR). I focus on the methodological clues and 

findings of the last two. Palacio highlights, quoting Fals Borda (2008) how the PAR understands 

researchers as subjects involved in the reality that is studied and that accompanies the process 

with the subjects investigated.213 Research on socio-environmental networks recognizes the 

actors from their analytical and reflective capacity, understanding their relationships, their 

structures and their dynamics, and thus their influence on the transformation of a place:  

 
"The Place-network (Palacio, 2001), allows to combine both the anthropological and psychological 
aspects of the roots of the actors to the place (Ingold, 1992, Williams, 1996), as well as the dynamics 
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derived from the practices and discourses of environmental action government, non-governmental 

and community that have an impact on it."214 

 
In her work, Dolly Palacio identifies the narratives and their controversies between 

organized citizens and governmental actors.215 The interactions are followed without a fixed 

analysis model: „(...) the network is not a result of a purposely coordinated action, but is a result 

of the logic of the action of each one and that this is what produces the social tissue."216 Palacio 

seeks to contribute to a reflective environmental governance with scenarios based on three 

principles: first, the role of the person, and therefore how actors do not act only according to a 

group identity, which is qualified by individual experiences, decisions and practices; based on 

the idea that each person has their place and role in social action, this role should be material 

for monitoring and self-reflection.217 Second, defining the time horizon of a place, the different 

definitions and historical limits or the different dimensions of time that are found from everyday 

practices. Third, the agency and importance of other non-human beings: "(...) the monitoring of 

environmental action by groups of actors that are involved in the activities of the territory, 

contributes to improve the capacity of the system to stabilize itself in the face of changes, as 

Beck proposes in his risk society (1996)."218 As Farías and Bender explain,  

 
"(...) space is not an underlying structure produced by capital relations (Smith 1992) or state 
strategies (Brenner 2004) (...). Space, scale and time are rather multiply enacted and assembled at 
concrete local sites, where concrete actors shape time- space dynamics in various ways, producing 
that different geographies of associations. (...)."219  
 

Thus, following the analysis of Farías, ANT destabilizes the autonomy and explanatory 

capacity attributed to the concept of space in urban studies in order to replace it with the 

concept of places, in plural; places are defined not by spatial limits or scales, but by types of 

activities and interactions. Places appear as spaces connected by links of the actor network.220 

In Urban Cosmopolitics. Agencements, Assemblies, Atmospheres Farías and Blok highlight 

the increasing application of the Actor-Network Theory in urban studies and other disciplines 

since the publication of their book Urban Assemblages. How Actor-Network Theory Changes 

Urban Studies Farías and Bender in 2009, until its last publication in 2016. In their last 

publication, Urban Cosmopolitics. Agencements, Assemblies Atmospheres, the authors reaffirm 
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the principles of the Actor-Network Theory: the presence of non-human agencies in the urban 

dynamics, the questioning of scales that naturalize orders - the local, the municipal, the national 

and the global -, in order to follow the specific connections of the case studied without 

hierarchies and predetermined spatial orders. The city is understood as a multiplicity of 

assemblages, and this as a reality or ontological realities and not as a version of the reality or 

epistemology. New is the question, presented on the book, of how the study of cities from the 

ANT, as the located study of the city and this multiplicity of assemblies and realities, can 

contribute to the Theory of the Actor-Network. 

These authors stress how the centrality of the agency of non-human entities is due to its 

potential to alter the established orders, create new relationships or new collectives, using 

Latours terms.221 This capacity is called ontological policies: "Studying the ontological politics of 

urban assemblages thus involves looking at what is included and what is excluded from different 

enactments of the city, which entities and relationships are made present, and which are made 

absent."222 These ontological policies arise from the daily practices of actors; the multiplicity of 

their performance or "enactments," in a recognition called cosmopolitics. 

 

Cosmopolitics 

To present this term, Farias and Blok take up from Bruno Latour (2004) and Stengers (2005) the 

concept of cosmopolitics as one that describes the common worlds made up of different 

assemblages that compose the city, its limits and forms.223 This term, and the finding of multiple 

ontologies, is used by theories in feminist studies, Amerindian anthropology and post-Deleuzian 

philosophy, among others:224 „It is important to stress that this ontological multiplicity does not 

just point to the different furniture of human worlds, but to different ways of 'being human', of 

assembling and enacting humanity."225 In relation to these multiple ontological policies, the city 

appears as a plasma, a continuous socio-material process with the potential to create 

associations according to Latour and Hermant (1998).226 

Following these ideas, my work reconstructs a socio-technical and environmental network 

that shows new configurations to supply water to a population. A multiple water ontology is 

proposed in this process of water supply through community aqueducts, following the 
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construction of actors, their interactions and concentrating on other ways of inhabiting Bogotá 

and being a citizen. The acknowledgement of this supply and its operation as part of the 

practices and assemblages that make up the city speaks of cosmopolitics, through the practices 

of water supply and the relations between the inhabitants, institutions, infrastructures and 

waters:  

 
"Researching such public disruptions and realignments involves inquiring into the constitution of 
urban political collectivities and assemblies that cannot be reduced to structural oppositions between 
the powerful and the oppressed, the rich and the poor, the planner and the dweller, nor simply to 
dynamics of oppression , struggle and resistance."227 

 
Michele Lancione's and Colin McFarlane's text „Infrastructural becoming: Sanitation, 

cosmopolitics, and the (un)making of urban life at the margins,“ illustrates the concept of 

cosmopolitics through the presentation and analysis of their research on ways of living the city 

and its infrastructures. The authors reflect on the life experiences that the infrastructures permit 

by taking into account not only the external materialities but also the interactions with the body 

and the sensations: 

 
„The struggle for sanitation is not only understood as a conscious fight to cope with the lack of 
adequate facilities, but to a more-than-human endeavor of bodies and matter through which urban 
cosmos are produced in the form of practices and subjects usually unaccounted for by normative 
discourse and policy."228  

 

According to these reflections, I ask myself in the case of the water supply in Usme, who are the 

actors and what are the interactions that permit a plurality in the use and ontologies of water? 

In the analysis of the case on "Slum Sanitation" in an informal settlement in Mumbai, 

McFarlane narrates, with the help of a series of testimonies, how in spite of the generalized 

difficulties of not having adequate sanitary services in the entire settlement, the community has 

not been organized to find a collective solution: each family faces the difficulty alone. He also 

affirms that there is no government, state or municipal presence; instead, there is exclusion and 

abandonment.229 McFarlane takes into account the testimonies of the people about the weather 

and its changes throughout the year, thus highlighting through the historical study of change in 

actors' practices and discourses the incremental changes and the agency of human and non-

human entities.230 McFarlane concludes: "The everyday is a space of cosmopolitics, where the 

                                                             
227 Ibid. 
228 Michele Lancione and Colin Mcfarlane, "Infrastructural Becoming: Sanitation, cosmopolitics and the (Un)making 

of Urban Life at the Margins," in Urban Cosmopolitics. Agencements, Assemblies, Atmospheres, ed. Ignacio 

Farías and Anders Blok (Oxon, New York: Routledge, 2016), 47. 
229 Ibid., 54. 
230 Ibid., 57. 



 90 
 

 

cosmos is made through often laborious assemblages structured by relations with the state, by 

local power relations including the power of local leaders, and by materials that are mediated 

by those relations."231  

This basic conclusion thus allows us to also approach the case of Usme. Based on this 

perspective, McFarlane continues with a criticism where it becomes evident that the health 

system built in Mumbai in the informal settlement is not reliable for its inhabitants, and that 

they are exposed incidents such as problems with the infrastructures that leave them in a 

vulnerable position.232 

McFarlane cites De Boeck's work (2012), which is very useful for this research because, like 

in Usme, Boeck tracks the dynamics that the city suggests for its rurality in order to ensure the 

supply of water to urban dwellers. He also emphasizes the importance of accounting the details 

and differences between case studies when describing urban dynamics: "He [De Boeck] argues 

that these rural practices 'provide Kinshasa's inhabitants with urban politics of the possible' 

(ibid.) - unsteady, provisional, constantly shifting possibilities of associational life, such as the 

complex web of informal economies."233 As in the case of Usme, De Boeck observes how the lack 

of infrastructure in some areas leads people to organize and associate in an "alternative" 

manner and warns that these alternative forms are the rule for peripheral or segregated areas. 

Both McFarlane and De Boeck emphasize how a total absence of infrastructure cannot be 

supposed, but rather that the meticulous localization of fragments, of the traces of the historical 

interventions is required. This urbanism is described as precarious and local, based on "the tricky 

skills of improvisation":234  

 
"The skills of improvisation that De Boeck talks about - and here we need to be mindful of the often-
numbing celebration of improvisation in discourses of entrepreneurial urbanism, including variants 
of 'smart' and 'creative' urbanism - often require enormous amounts of labor and learning, and the 
capacity to adapt to often punitive forms of capitalist modernity."235 

 
For Lancione and McFarlane, it is essential not to fall into a romanticizing of the 

transformations generated by the people and its urban assemblages in the face of segregation 

and the absence of infrastructures that guarantee urban services. Furthermore, these authors 

emphasize the constitution of subjects based on daily practices in the city; in the case of 

                                                             
231 Ibid., 56. 
232 Ibid. 
233 Filip De Boeck, „Spectral Kinshasa: Building the City through an Architecture of Words," in Urban Theory Beyond 

the West. A World of Cities, ed. T. Edensor and M. Jayne (Routledge, 2012), 318. 
234 Ibid. 
235 Lancione and Mcfarlane, "Infrastructural Becoming: Sanitation, cosmopolitics, and the (un)making of urban life 

at the margins," 58. 



  
91 

 

Lancione, street dwellers in European cities, and in McFarlane's research, inhabitants of the 

slums of Mumbai. 

The term cosmopolitics allows us to understand how political subjects are constituted in 

the multiple experiences of human and non-human actors and urban daily practices. The public 

sphere thus appears as diverse and multiple, a sum of collective experiences from which the 

survival of individuals becomes either possible or impossible. 

 

Multiple Waters, Political Waters  

During my master's degree I was able to study how, from their discourses and daily practices, 

the members of the administrative board of community aqueducts and plumbers in Bogotá had 

a different perception of water, associated with their relationship to the territory, the history of 

the territory and their personal history. The water that they experienced before and during the 

purification process did not have the same significance as the drinking water for an urban citizen. 

After my return to Usme and the account of daily practices of community actors, water sources 

and institutional actors, and in dialogue with the theoretical frameworks of urban 

environmental history, the theory of the Actor-Network and the situated political ecology, I now 

understand water as waters, as multiple actors that in their relations with community actors 

legitimizes them allowing a certain relationship between state institutions and the rural 

population of Usme. Here is a summary of the position of two authors who strengthened my 

perspective on water as an actor. 

Through her work, Karen Bakker builds a bridge between the social and natural sciences 

ascribed to political ecology, political economy and environmental sciences.236 Her research is 

central for those of us who approach the water sector in urban contexts, because she addresses 

the relationships between water, territory, infrastructure and social practices while taking into 

account economic, social and cultural dimensions.237 Bakker analyzes case studies from different 

parts of the world, which enriches and diversifies her work.238 Furthermore, to consider her 

arguments has been useful for me to understand how neoliberal policies affect the water sector 

and understand the global trends and different strategies adopted within different political 
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contexts.239 Her theoretical reflections from geography are always reflective and in dialogue 

with other disciplines in the analysis of concepts. 

In her book Privatizing Water, Bakker presents the world context of what she calls the water 

crisis, where she narrates how in the 1990s large multinationals began expanding their 

operations and properties in the water supply sector on a global scale; within this context, 

Bakker suggests not only to debate over the privatization of water supply systems, but also to 

question the analytical and political centrality of the tendencies to corporatize water systems.240 

She introduces the concept of "governance failure" to explore the difficulties of private and 

public models, and relates them to socio political events such as the transnational struggle for 

the human right to water, community aqueducts as a supply system and the environmental 

dimension of water privatization.241 Bakker discusses the cases of community aqueducts and 

questions the consequences of an institutionalization or corporatization of water supply 

systems, which, in this case, could be applied to the formalization of community aqueducts as a 

strategy of discipline and control.242 

This author also makes an important theoretical contribution on "neoliberal natures," a 

research area of political ecology that studies socio-natural processes in neoliberal contexts.243 

Bakker opens dialogues between the human and natural sciences in order to broaden the 

understanding of nature, neoliberalism, the social construction of nature or the production of 

nature within political ecology and the geography of resources. Thus, her concept of neoliberal 

natures allows us to see the transformations of environments or cities as socio-natural 

changes.244 This is essential insofar it opens up the possibility of altering power relations, that is, 

from the research to recognize other agencies, other actors and other dynamics of power. The 

method to reflect about the non-human agency is to follow daily practices. Thus, the body 

becomes a place and a central actor from which subjectivities are built.245 

Bakker takes up the discussion on materiality, ontologies and agency from the "cultural 

turn" in the human sciences, human geography, cultural studies and feminist theories to 

contribute to the geography of resources, which in her opinion needs a critical revision of the 

definition of nature as a resource. Nature has an agency that is constituted by heterogeneous 

actors, human and non-human. Bakker proposes to expand the meaning of the concept of 
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neoliberalism and neoliberal dynamics as economic dimensions in order to follow its cultural, 

affective, economic and ecological policies by following the perspective of socio-natural 

processes and recognizing in these processes the active role of non-human actors in relation to 

human actors. Thus, I also recognize an agency in the water in relation to communities and their 

different use of water that questions-imposed orders of water supply. Bakker presents 

interesting studies in which the frontier of economic motivations, which could be classified as 

neoliberal, are blurred along with affective motivations, such as in the case of pet care and 

services found in cities around the world today.246 Consequently, she proposes the co-

constitution of socio-natural processes and the revision of materiality in terms of merchandise, 

corporeality and hybridization. According to Bakker, this implies for geography to redistribute 

and decentralize the agency.  

The criticism that can be made to political ecology is that this discipline continues 

addressing only the interests of scientific research, because expert knowledge and its 

approaches are still the central source of findings. Visions and world views of people belonging 

to other cultures or knowledge repertoires are left out. Thus, with their practices and 

understandings of water they create other waters, heterogeneous waters, as I explain in my 

introduction. It is by recognizing this knowledge that I claim a political position in my research 

and of myself as a researcher. 

In her text "Material worlds? Resource geographies and the 'matter of nature,'",247 Bakker 

contributes with a reflection on the materiality and agency of non-human entities for disciplines 

such as geography or political ecology. She clarifies the positions and results of the dialogue 

between human sciences, human geography and physical geography, and presents the 

contribution of human geography and its vision of materiality that considers the physiobiological 

characteristics of an entity that participates in a socio-natural process. To follow the agency, the 

action, allows us to understand how socio-natural processes function, leaving behind positions 

such as the social construction of nature or the production of nature, which return to the division 

between social and material processes. The environmental and ecological determinism is also 

left aside when the material conditions of the relationships between actors are taken into 

account. 

Reflections made from the human sciences and the studies of science and technology on 

materiality also question the border between subject and object in research. It is interesting to 

see how in her article Bakker reflects on these ideas and on the aims and research methods of 
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the geography of resources. Her discourse about materiality are also a call to position herself 

politically:  

 
"But it is also an explicitly discursive strategy, to call for an anti-colonial broader project within 
geography which seeks to destabilize the discourses and practices through which they are constituted 
the materiality of ' others'- whether these 'others' be human, animate non-human, or material 
objects."248  

 
Thus, when questioning the border between subject and object, one request to start from 

the relationships that human and non-human entities establish with each other, and that are 

able to change orders through daily practices. Furthermore, these interactions question the 

orders that represent the colonialist powers or hegemonic regimes of capital accumulation and 

discipline.249 At this point, Bakker refers to feminist theories and gender studies that reflect on 

the materiality of the female body as an irruption in patriarchal representations, raising the 

importance of situated reflections as breakthroughs in the models of the world. 250  

Thus, materiality and its interactions matter, because in its heterogeneity it allows or 

forces, 251 but also interrupts the orders that create control in a natural and technological 

process. Therefore, to start with relationships between human and non-human actors becomes 

relevant for research in the areas of science and politics. This not only in order to reflect on the 

positionality of the researcher, which is also necessary, but to be attentive in following the forms 

of organization and narrations of concerned local actors. 

At the same time, the work of Nikhil Anand, an anthropologist at the University of 

Pennsylvania, was very inspiring to approach the materiality of water. Anand explores how 

through the water supply - the interactions between infrastructures, the inhabitants and officials 

of the city - a kind of citizenship and public realm is constituted. I subsequently review two of 

his works and present the findings that are useful for me to reflect on the case of the community 

aqueducts of Bogotá and its significance for the city. 

Anand follows a change of technologies in Mumbai's water system in detail and focuses on 

the materiality of water and infrastructures together with their diverse daily uses. This author 

reflects on how to handle with what he calls hydraulic publics, hydraulic public services in the 

city; public services are constituted by institutions and citizens based on their uses, materiality 

and political negotiations. 

 
"These publics emerge not only through associational relations between humans, but also through 
the various material infrastructures that are claimed, extended, and withdrawn through projects to 
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govern the city. Publicness therefore is not just an effect of human sociality, a political form that 
associates in already formed material worlds: publics are constituted through the distributed 

materialities that structure the city's water infrastructure."252 
 
At this point, I find a parallel between Anand's work and the Actor-Network Theory, insofar 

he highlights the networks of non-human actors and the potential in their materiality to 

establish different relationships with human groups, which questions orders and hierarchies. 

Anand analyzes the controversies that arise when water measurement technologies are applied 

to argue that the historical accumulation of technologies, materialities and social life that are 

part of the infrastructure of Mumbai question the culture of audition of neoliberal governments.  

With great acuity to understand the interactions and relationships between water supply 

actors, Anand focuses on the material and symbolic dynamics that configure leaks and 

knowledge about leaks. Institutions responsible for the supply system, the author argues, often 

have no control over leaks in the system. Opposite to what can be expected from experts, this 

lack of control and knowledge does not question their authority. The constant need to repair 

leaky tubes produces the need for the work of urban experts: plumbers, politicians and hydraulic 

engineers: "Their authority over the hydraulic network was based on knowing both how to repair 

leaks and when to ignore them."253 Leaks, furthermore, allow more than one million inhabitants 

of Mumbai who do not receive water legally to receive water without having to protest.254 

Focused on the dynamics he finds among actors, what he calls „leaky technologies of rule,"255 

Anand states that these dynamics are not controlled by human actors and that it is also the non-

human actors and their qualities that leave the field open to improvisation: "These ignorances, 

I will show, sometimes articulate with, but exceed, purposive human action. They reveal the 

limits of human power to govern, regulate, and control the obdurate material infrastructures 

that structure the city."256 

Anand analyzes the difficulty of measuring water due to its constant motion and the 

unpredictability of its behavior. He also cites different works where this impossibility is 

illustrated and exemplified. The author exposes, following the strategies used by the auditors in 

Mumbai, how these public servants present to the citizens the impossibility of quantifying water 

as part of what he defines "material politics of water infrastructure." Dynamics of ignorance and 

indifference to leaks or connections without the established permission repeatedly build a gray 
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space of negotiation and arbitrariness: "'[d]o what you want' (don´t tell me) relieved the pressure 

on city engineers to deliver water and point to important ways that ignorance, indifference, and 

enforcement are arbitrarily mobilized to produce state authority in the city."257 These are for me 

dynamics of legitimation of the State and its institutions as actors in the water supply: „This 

leakage, and the ignorance about this leakage, produces leaks in the structures of control of the 

public system, gaps that are critical in that they both enable populations to live in the city despite 

the law and yet marginalize them by placing them beyond the accounting regimes of the 

state."258 The water's materiality allows other dynamics in relation to actors that question the 

orders of the auditors in the case analyzed by Anand in Mumbai: "While the engineers of the 

water department and those of the consulting agency actively produce leakage figures to 

legitimate their expertise, the unknown flows of water in the network also allow these figures 

(and their authorities) to be contested and discredited in the city."259 

Anand shows through his case studies and analysis how historical relationships between 

water, authorities and the population are a challenge for new water control and quantification 

strategies. The historical dimension, in relation to everyday uses, will be central to my analysis 

as well. In works like Anand's I find the premises of my research work: the centrality of 

materiality, the strategies of legitimization of actors based on control strategies, the 

controversies and gray areas of negotiation that are constructed in everyday life. The materiality 

opens up alternatives in the multiple, possible, contemporary and historical relations between 

water, institutional actors and community actors in my case. I follow these insights with 

methodological steps suggested by authors of the Actor-Network Theory, Bruno Latour and John 

Law. 

 

A Heterogeneous State, the Contribution of Political Anthropology 

Political anthropology understands the State and its institutions as a cultural construction 

through the study of the actions of institutional actors - called functionaries or civil servants - 

and through the meaning of these actions for the society they represent.260 This approach to the 

study of the State observes and analyzes the restructured initiatives of government forms in 

Andean countries. It also questions the certainties that were held about how political life should 

be organized and who should be in charge of this task: „To off-center the state is to denaturalize 
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it as the transcendental core of political life and the master symbol of political practice."261 Based 

on historical and contemporary cases of political processes in the Andes, the editors of State 

Theory and Andean Politics ask in the introduction to the edited book questions about the 

formation of the State and question the State as a term and concept that has become a common 

place, for example, in the preconceptions of the State as a coercive institution. From this 

perspective, I return to questions such as the following: when people use the term State, what 

they refer to specifically? Why do we have so many expectations about the State and about its 

responsibility to satisfy our needs, furthermore, the different needs of each one of us?262 And 

why do so many feelings revolve around it? Where do we imagine and feel that the State is 

located, socially and geographically, and where do we feel that are we located in relation to it? 

"This approach pushes us beyond the limits of the state as conventionally understood to 

consider how formally ‘nonstate’ acts of governance may intersect with official institutions of 

government, but never be determined by them or bound to their authorized agendas."263 This 

phrase illustrates my aim by following the strategies of the institutional and community actors 

of the water supply in the rural urban edge of Bogotá, in Usme. There are laws, decrees and 

agreements that superficially explain which institutions are responsible for guaranteeing the 

right to drinking water for the rural population of Bogotá, who can provide the service, and 

which institutions should guarantee its quality. However, these documents fail to specify the 

details of the conflicts and difficulties that occur in the field. That is why it is necessary, with the 

help of ethnographic methods and through archival research, to follow how these systems work. 

Thus, it is necessary to focus, on the one hand, on the strategies of work of the operators and 

administrative boards of the community aqueducts and, on the other, on the strategies of work 

of the concerned institutions: their every day, organizing practices, their discourses, time and 

places of encounter. Essential to anthropology and political anthropology will be to follow these 

actions and discourses in order to understand the conflicts surrounding what should be done 

and what can be done. Both the imaginaries and the organizing practices based on everyday 

practices are central.  

A critical approach from political anthropology understands social phenomena by 

considering the voices of the different actors. In the case of the water supply systems of the 

rural population of Usme, the strategies and discourses of the institutions of the district and the 

nation regarding the water administration will be understood following their work in the field, 
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their strategies in the application of programs with the community actors, the discourses used; 

and the opinions of community actors, workers and users of the aqueducts will also be 

considered as a complement and a questioning to official narratives. This perspective allows me 

to describe historically a water supply system directed by the community in cooperation with 

national and district entities, which in representation of the State have helped and placed 

conditions on the operation of the community aqueducts, although not without being 

demanded, accepted and contested by the community. I follow this story in order to understand 

the moments and places of cooperation and confrontation, the conciliatory positions and those 

that distance themselves to reconstruct the dynamics of power, and the construction of actors 

and relations between the community and the State, this by taking into account daily practices, 

and discourses on personal, group and institutional motivations. However, this theory does not 

reflect on the political role of materiality and non-human actors in these constellations of power 

and construction of actors. I will later clarify the importance of the Actor-Network Theory 

inunderstanding the phenomenon of how the relationship between community and the State 

institutions mediated by water functions. 

Monique Nuijten's work, Power, Community and the State: The Political Anthropology of 

Organization in Mexico, also applies this theory of cultural State and ethnographic methods to 

the study of the organization of „ejidos," community territories in Mexico, to understand the 

dynamics of power negotiation between local and state power.264 Her research was very useful 

for me, as below I will name three of its main findings that I considered for the analysis of the 

power dynamics in the operation of the community aqueducts of Usme. 

First, both institutional and community actors are presented as complex actors, far from 

essentialisms including the complexity of their negotiation strategies: 

 
"Despite the strict agrarian law and interference by the Ministry of Agrarian Reform, which was 
different from what the prescribed law. (...) For example, while ejidatarios could one day theorise 
about how land conflicts in Mexico were always resolved by elites to their own advantage through 
political networks, the next day they could spend an enormous amount of energy and money to set 
in motion the legal -administrative process carried out by the bureaucracy. But why did they spend 
all this energy on a bureaucratic process when they said that these matters were decided by political 
influence?"265 
 

In the case of Usme these controversial relations are also presented: for example, in the 

community water supply, community actors, people who represent rural communities and 

belong to the administrative boards of community aqueducts, have relations both with 

                                                             
264 Monique Nuijten and Pluto Press, Power, Community and the State. The Political Anthropology of Organization 

in Mexico (London, Sterling: Pluto Press, 2003), 7. 
265 Ibid., 8. 
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institutions and communities. For each group they need to address different issues and 

perspectives in order to gain their support due to their different relation to water. Thus, they 

need different discourses. The work of Libardo López, president of the Olarte aqueduct, 

representative of the community aqueducts of Usme in RETACO (Network of Community 

Aqueducts in Bogotá and Cundinamarca), and representative of RETACO in the National 

Network of Community Aqueducts, cooperates, on the one hand, with the officials of some of 

the district institutions in order to take advantage of all the possibilities that will bring programs 

to his community and, on the other side, criticizes district and national institutions to claim more 

rights. This apparent contradiction gives him legitimacy over his community and the national 

and district institutions. He is a central actor in their communication.  

Second, Nuijten suggests finding in the research a characterization of the State 

interventions that explains their dynamics.266 In the case of Usme's community aqueducts, I 

would suggest a 'goal culture,' 'cultura de la meta,' without winners: the 'goals' that the 

institutions commit structure their programs, intervention strategies and the evaluation of the 

programs. These 'goals' are repeatedly mentioned and criticized by the communities because 

the institutional parameters do not refer to the communities' claims or needs. 

The third central point of the cultural character of the State is the presence of its values in 

the values of the population: the values of modernity and development. Thus, for example, 

Stella Celis, treasurer of the Aqueduct Requilina, perceives progress for the community 

aqueducts with its formalization and legalization. This is the same position that the institutions 

have. It is difficult to determine if this is a position of the State that the treasurer assumes or if 

her values are reflected in what the institutions also want. However, not all inhabitants think 

this way. With my approach, I seek to recognize the conditions that allow different ways of 

thinking and to follow an independent path within community aqueducts. These interactions 

not only show how certain values are shared, but also expose community actors as a 

heterogeneous group that relates differently to institutions. 

The idea, or ideal, of the State, according to Nuijten, is the ideology of a State that must 

work coherently,267 that must supply and guarantee drinking water to each citizen. These ideals 

are present in the local habitants in Usme and in the concerned institutions, but each of them 

knows, from their own experience, that the universal water supply of drinking water is not a 

reality. Negotiations between groups are based on ideals, contradictions and their own 

experiences. 

                                                             
266 Ibid., 15,16. 
267 Monique Nuijten and Pluto Press, Power, Community and the State. The Political Anthropology of Organization 

in Mexico (London, Sterling: Pluto Press, 2003), 15. 
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Situated Matters of Concern, Potential Practices and Heterogeneous Waters  

From an anthropological approach, I understand the water supply of Usme's rurality considering 

the local worldview of the community over water. Using insights of the Actor-Network Theory, 

I follow the way in which the rural inhabitants of Bogotá and its organizing and daily practices 

of water supply and water use build community relations, multiple relationships with different 

sources of water and a different relationship to that of the urban population with institutions. 

The relationship with the institutions is mediated by water and by each of the actors that make 

up the network of community aqueducts. This material politics268 converts the waters (water 

sources appropriated by the different actors through their practices) into protagonists in the 

political relation between community actors and institutional actors. In this work, I reconstruct 

how this mediation occurs in the history, presenting changes in the way in which this supply has 

been organized. The environmental history allows me to follow urban processes as a 

construction of cultural and natural hybrids; in this case, I follow the production of water for 

human consumption for the rurality of Bogotá in the territory of Usme. Thus, by analyzing the 

historical changes of the organizing practices of community and institutional actors, the 

discourses of the community on water, and the discourses and legislation of concerned 

municipal and national institutions and the influences of global discourses, I take into account 

power dynamics that operate through discourses and practices that respond to modern models 

that, in turn, aim to discipline but are nevertheless contested. Political ecology, environmental 

history, social and technological studies (STS) and urban studies highlight the importance of 

thinking aboutthe city as a complex process of power dynamics constructed in everyday 

practices, as a historical socio-natural and technological process of which human and non-

human actors are part and, most importantly, that open up the possibility of creating new 

orders, fixing them and renewing them. 

From this perspective, I will review in four empirical chapters the history of Usme's 

community aqueducts and their role in the construction of the relationship between State 

institutions, the community and its multiple and heterogeneous waters.  

 

                                                             
268  Andrew Barry, Material Politics: Disputes Along the Pipeline (Oxford: Wiley- Blackwell, 2013); Bakker, “Water : 

Political , Biopolitical , Material”; Bakker and Bridge, “Material Worlds? Resource Geographies and the `matter 

of Nature’,” 2006; Nikhil Anand, “Leaky States : Water Audits , Ignorance , and the Politics of Infrastructure,” 

2015, 305–30, doi:10.1215/08992363-2841880; Nikhil Anand, “Municipal Disconnect : On Abject Water and Its 

Urban Infrastructures,” 2012, doi:10.1177/1466138111435743. 
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1.3 Methodology 

My thesis is also a story, the story of how water is brought to the rural population of Bogotá by 

community aqueducts. A story that tells how the actors that participate in this supply organize 

themselves and ask for the institutional support of the State to supply a rural community with 

water on the urban edge of Bogotá. It is also the history of institutional actors who interact with 

community actors to fulfill the State’s responsibility to supply the citizens of Usme, Bogotá with 

water. I reconstruct this history from the perspective of local actors, considering the networks 

that build on interpersonal, local, district, national and global scales. I explore how community 

aqueducts are organized and how these orders allow water to be carried to a population and 

how this process make sense for its actors. John Law’s Organizing Modernity (1994) and Bruno 

Latour’s Reassembling the Social (2005) were very inspiring. By following these works and their 

methodologies, I reconstruct in my thesis the actors’ stories as told by them.269 I take into 

account the way in which these stories are told and the order they recreate: "I want to tell tales 

about ordering and organizing. I want to tell tales about the very important but very local social 

philosophies which we all embody and perform… And I want to tell personal tales about research. 

For research, too, is a process of ordering."270  

These different versions enrich both history and research. It is central to find conflicts in 

the different versions and orders that are manifested in organizing practices and actors 

discourses. From these different stories I take into account the interactions and relationships 

between actors. Essential to the analysis are the relationships between water sources, 

community actors and institutional actors: what do these interactions imply in the relationship 

between the state and citizenship and what does this mean for the city? In the stories told by 

the actors, their classifications of the facts, actors and objects are considered. What are the 

discourses that explain and justify the actions, the orders in which decisions are made and based 

on? What information decisions are made? 

Far from understanding theory and methodology as different aspects of research, I 

understand one as the continuity of the other. Both theory and methodology start from the 

position of the researcher in relation to the case study, the rural water supply of Bogotá through 

community aqueducts and the implications for the city, in terms of the relationship of 

institutional actors and the rural community. My initial position dialogues with a theoretical 

body that reflects and enriches it to build theoretical premises and a distinct approach. These 

theoretical premises and the approach suggest a way of research that is confronted in the field, 

                                                             
269 Most of the interviews analyzed are conducted by me or in the company of other members of the research 

group "Territories of Water and Learning Networks". 
270 John Law, Organizing Modernity (Oxford, Massachusetts: Blackwell, 1994), 4. 



 102 
 

 

where my tools build the field and the field modifies the tools to a certain extent, this in terms 

of the Actor-Network Theory I am building, together with the concerned actors and my 

theoretical premises the research. 

In the following text, I reconstruct how I came to my case study, how I got involved and 

how I configured the research perspective. Then, starting with this perspective, how I collected 

the information and elaborated the analysis by highlighting the co-workers that have been 

central. 

 

After the Fountains of Water, a Research Story  

During my master’s degree in historical urban studies, I became interested in understanding the 

history of rivers in Bogotá, the city where I had lived for 26 years. I compared my experience of 

the presence of the Spree River in my daily life, something that I personally appreciate, and in 

the public space of Berlin with my experience with the highly contaminated rivers and "caños," 

canalized rivers where part of the wastewater flows, of Bogotá. I later found my research case 

after an exhibition at the Center for Metropolitan Studies where a fellow student and member 

of the LIHP group (International Laboratory of Popular Habitat) presented the case of the 

construction of Nuevo Usme. This urban expansion project was being promoted in 2011 but 

suspended due to protests from local inhabitants and universities in Bogotá. It was branded as 

one of Metrovivienda’s failed processes, a municipal company on behalf of the State, because 

the communities living in the area had not been consulted about the characteristics of the 

project, that by changing the environment displaced people and forced them to change their 

life-style. During the construction of this housing project, workers found an indigenous cemetery 

in the territory. This archeological finding was initially hidden from the public opinion so that 

experts from Metrovivienda could continue with the expansion project.271 The inhabitants of the 

houses built in 2002 during the first phases of the project still suffer to this day the consequences 

of this district planning, lack of infrastructure and social integration.272 I wanted to contribute 

with my research to the city development of Bogotá through the critical perspective of the 

environmental history, where the transformation of the natural environment and its 

consequences for the local population are taken taking into account and are central for the city’s 

development plans.  

                                                             
271 These findings and the expansion of this urban project is explored in the historical reconstruction of Usme, a 

text that is also part of this introductory chapter. 
272 http://www.institutodeestudiosurbanos.info/noticias-del-ieu/item/habitantes-de-nuevo-usme-sin-servicios-

publicos-garantizados 
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Fundamental to my research was the fact that, in this case, the natural sources were part 

of the points of conflict, for these water sources and their territory were between two proposals 

for urban development:, the first one, institutional and modern, represented by Metrovivienda, 

that sought to urbanize the land by guaranteeing the supply of water through Bogotá's Aqueduct 

Company (EAB) and build social interest housing without taking into account the forms of 

historical settlement of the territory; and a second, local one that defended a form of occupation 

of territory where water and community management represent the peasant way of life.273 

This conflict led me in 2011 to do my master's degree on the subject, which began with 

fieldwork in Bogotá. First, I contacted the universities and local research institutes in charge of 

studying the case. Throughout the interviews with professors of the National University such as 

Carlos Torres, I received narrations that drew for me an interesting research scenario: 

community actors who organized themselves to get water and not to get urbanized. So I began 

to identify actors and follow the contacts that this professor gave me: a door opened up for me 

in the community and in official institutions such as Metrovivienda. At the same time, I made 

contact with Bogotá's Aqueduct Company and interviewed management officials who gave me 

another perspective on the supply of rural Bogotá. Thereafter, I contacted institutional and 

community actors and interviewed them, and thus I was able to establish a relationship with 

them in order to know their perspectives. Then, during the analysis, I was able to answer my 

research question and propose a perspective on the problem: the experience of accompanying 

community aqueduct operators into the rural area of Bogotá during their daily tasks and 

entering a dialogue with them about their history and everyday experiences with water changed 

and differentiated my understanding of the water in the city. The population has organized itself 

with the aim of supplying their community and, in collaboration with certain institutions, 

operate a system to this day that is a successful example of participatory urban development. 

The limits of my master's research led me to a second investigation which sought to go deeper 

into the confrontation between these two forms of development and comprehend their 

interaction dynamics. As I returned the results of my analysis to the community and the 

representatives of the community aqueducts that participated in the investigation, I proposed 

a second, deeper investigation: beyond exploring the meaning of water for the operators of 

community aqueducts of rural Usme, I wanted to reconstruct how community aqueducts had 

been built, who were the participating actors, and how they organized themselves from the 

moment of construction to the present. How are actors legitimized in order to be part of the 

water supply? What do community aqueducts mean to Bogotá? Based on the field work 
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elaborated during my master's thesis, I had already identified an important collaborative work, 

unlike the discourses of both community and institutional actors that seemed to take confronted 

positions: on the one side, community water management and, on the other, institutional actors 

with privatization preferences. I realized that negotiation strategies had to be explored in depth 

in order to understand why these systems are used and defended not only in Usme but also in 

the peripheries of different in Colombia and Latin America. Furthermore, I still seek to 

understand why, despite institutional arguments attacking them, they are still working and 

supplying communities. 

In proposing my PhD thesis, I once again met with those who had helped me with my 

master's research, thus confirming the importance of my questions. They suggested meeting 

Dolly Palacio, who at the time was directing a research project also focused on community 

aqueducts, "Territorios de Agua y Redes de Aprendizaje" (Water Territories and Learning 

Networks). With great surprise I discovered that she and a transdisciplinary team formed by 

activists, members of community aqueducts and RETACO - Network of Community Aqueducts 

of Bogotá and Cundinamarca,- as well as the local population of Usme, together with members 

of Agropolis Constelar Campesina, NGOs with a background in environmental work in Bogotá's 

southern fringe, officials of the Bogotá Aqueduct Company, and professors of urban planning, 

geography and anthropology of the Externado y Javeriana universities. After talking, Dolly 

Palacio and I agreed on my entry to the research group “Territorios de Agua y Redes de 

Aprendizaje” that investigates from an IAP (Participatory Action Research) approach. Through 

my thesis research I contributed to the work of fellow teammates, and I reflect also on their 

work in my thesis. Working as part of the research group we build a research actor network, one 

of the most important points of my methodology, which allowed me to be bond permanently to 

the territory and local actors through the work and presence of my teammates. Taking this into 

account I reconstruct throughout my dissertation how participants, community and institutional 

actors legitimize themselves in the water supply system through the interactions among 

themselves and with water. I seek to evidence how their "organizing practices" and discourses 

allow them to bring water to the rural inhabitants of Usme in order to ensure the water supply, 

legitimize their community organization and peasant identity, defend their way of living within 

the territory, relate to water on their own terms and strengthen their relationship with the 

institutions of the city. 

With this research, I contribute to the heterogeneity of urban dynamics and processes 

analyzed in urban studies from an anthropological and historical perspective, questioning what 

we understand by urban water supply and the relation between the city and its rural territory. 

The perspectives, organizing practices, and discourses of community actors at the rural urban 
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edge of cities are at the center of the analysis. I understand the construction of a city as a political 

process where actors must speak and be heard when they explain their positions and interests, 

and where we, the researchers, also take a position by choosing the voices that we support in 

the story we tell, thus giving them an echo.  

 

The Historical, Material Concerned Perspective 

Three perspectives allowed me to address my research work both in the field and in the archives. 

These perspectives respond to three emphases, namely historical emphasis, material emphasis 

and situated or concerned emphasis, which rather than being different perspectives 

complement each other and form a continuity. 

The communal aqueducts of Usme, despite being attacked during a health crisis in 2008274 

and repeatedly accused of carrying poor quality water to rural inhabitants, are nowadays 

supported by the district and local administration to respond with the demands of control of at 

the district and national level and improve its water quality. In order to explain and understand 

the construction and operation of the community aqueducts, I will begin with their organization 

and function, as a historical, socio-natural, technological and cultural process that allows rural 

communities to access water in their homes since 1980. In this process, different actors interact 

by establishing orders from their practices and discourses. I trace its construction and operation 

over time. 

Environmental history suggests looking at socio-natural and technological processes in the 

urbanization of nature as part of a dialectic process between urbanization and ecosystem 

production. This discipline proposes to follow the ruptures, the changes in this process when 

analyzing a period or approaching a phenomenon that occurs over time. This proposal can be 

followed through the Actor-Network Theory, Bruno Latour argues that "[The Social] taken as a 

fluid, the social again disappears because it flashes only briefly, just at the fleeting moment when 

new associations are sticking the collective together. There is nothing more difficult to grasp than 

social ties. It's traceable only when it's being modified."275 ANT also suggests how to follow these 

not only social but rather diverse processes, starting with the connections, movements and 

displacements, to then reconstruct the actors, places and shapes: "Movements and 

displacements come first, places and shapes second.(…) first follow the connections and 

                                                             
274 This crisis will be explain in the fourthe chapter of this dissertation, "Water Qualities versus Public Health," 

which comprehends the historical period from 2007 to 2015 
275 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social. An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2005), 159. 
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afterwards the actors.276 Based on this research route I state some questions: which situation 

motivated the construction of community aqueducts? How were the actors organized to reclaim 

the construction of the infrastructure? And how do they organize themselves to use them? Since 

their construction in 1980 to the present, have there been changes in the actors that make up 

the actor network of the community aqueducts? What have these changes been and what are 

the perceptions of these actors about the functioning and changes of these systems? How does 

this affect the construction of a city as well as the relationship between the rural community 

and municipal institutions?  

In order to track the history of the socio-natural processes surrounding the challenge of 

supplying the rural population of Usme with water, I follow the urban development and the 

water supply projects in this territory through its regulations, programs and the changes made 

in the landscape, which are normally recorded by the same institutions in their official discourses 

and documents. I also follow how global discourses influence national, district and local water 

supply policies and water sustainability as an integral resource, as well as their specific influence 

on the water supply through community aqueducts in the rurality of cities. Environmental 

history emphasizes the historical approach of established models and analyzes how concepts 

such as nature, sustainability and, in my case, water as a basis for public health, drinking water 

and its physical, biological and chemical characteristics, water as an integral resource in the 

environment, as a public service, a human right, water from community management or 

commercial management are analyzed; to understand how this notions are constructed, 

legitimized, how and why. 

In my case analysis, I select three orders proposed by the actors who participate in the 

water supply in rural Usme, in three different periods marked by institutional changes in the 

regulation of the water supply. However, historical analysis shows us that these institutional 

changes were generated by interactions with community actors. To follow the orders proposed 

by the institutions and the community actors, the orders as they occur in reality, allow us to find 

modern patterns and orders in contestation where both parties seek to distance themselves 

from each other. Furthermore, in a relational way, to follow the interactions shows us a complex 

panorama of routes that allow community water aqueducts to bring water to the rural 

inhabitants of Usme in order to ensure the water supply, legitimize their community 

organization and peasant identity, defend their way of living within the territory, relate to water 

on their own terms and strengthen their relationship with the institutions of the city. It is 

senseless to make models of or to give conclusions on how the interactions within an order 
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work, because this is specific to the orders, contexts and actors that intervene. Thus, to narrate 

the stories and to follow routes and experiences that refer to specific cases makes sense. 

Nevertheless, interactions are not the product of control, of an actor's awareness or wishes; 

interactions should rather be understood as a crossroads of different agencies: "The social 

[plural processes of socio-technical order] is a set of processes of transformations. These are 

moving, acting, interacting. They [processes of transformation] are generating themselves."277 

The approach to Actor-network acknowledges different semiotic systems as well as many ways 

of ordering that interact within “the social”: "For I've been arguing that a mode of ordering is 

always limited. It sometimes generates precarious pools of apparent order. Certainly, it doesn't 

hold the world in the iron grip of a totalizing hegemony."278 

 
"But my argument is that questions of changes in the modes of ordering on the one hand, and their 
interaction on the other, are closely related. Agents, decisions, machines, organizations, interactions 
between organizations and their environments, speech, actions, texts- I want to say that all of these 
changes because they are recursive interordering or interdiscursive effects. They all, that is, tell, 

embody or perform a network of multiply- ordering relations."279 
 
I take a material perspective within the methodology in order to follow the discourses that 

determine the materiality of water, relations, procedures and practices that change and 

transform their characteristics as well as the instruments and infrastructures used. Furthermore, 

these discourses and practices constitute not only how we think about water, but the 

characteristics that define it, its ontology, what water is and the multiple forms in which we and 

others relate to them.  

 These material interactions come from a material and empirical-historical approach that 

allows us to follow the interactions with the environment, with non-human and diverse entities. 

As Bruno Latour presents it: "[a] sociology of associations tries to fathom controversies about 

the range of heterogeneous elements that may be associated together."280 Law suggests a 

heterogeneous materiality in the case of the elements that form the social order. The social 

order is replaced by a concept that this author calls plural processes of socio-technical 

ordering:281 "For an organization is composed of a wide range of heterogeneous materials. 

Amongst these, we may count people, devices, texts, ‘decisions', organizations, and 

interorganizing relations. … I assume that the social world is materially heterogeneous."282 This 
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diversity is not only material but also cultural and situated. From a "cultural and concerned" 

perspective, materiality and interactions open the door to other actors and worldviews to 

reaffirm their relations, diverse and different from those formed by modern orders.  

Different narratives are proposed by heterogeneous actors materially and culturally 

through the monitoring of daily practices and other narratives. Politically, these approaches rely 

on legitimacy to acknowledge local actors:  

 
"They [the actors] compare, too; they produce typologies, too; they design standards, too; they 
spread their machines as well as their organizations, their ideologies, their states of mind, too. Why 
would you be the one doing the intelligent stuff while they would act like a bunch of morons? What 
they do to expand, to relate, to compare, to organize is what you have to describe as well."283 
 

Furthermore, Latour argues, in order to follow the action and to reflect about the 

researcher’s presence and duty, that it is important to acknowledge the arguments of local 

actors in the investigation to understand them not as objects of the investigation, but rather 

subjects of knowledge through their narrations and, through their interaction with the 

researcher. They also build together a story, a situated panorama. 

 
"Stories are part of ordering for we create them to make sense of our circumstances, to re-weave the 
human fabric. And as we create and recreate our stories we make and remake both the facts of which 
they tell, and ourselves. So it is that we seek to order, and re-order, our surroundings… This means 
that histories may be treated as modes of telling and ordering."284 
"Histories and stories are ordering resources for working on and making sense of the networks of the 
social."285 

 
I write this dissertation with the aim of transmitting the order in which I understand 

community aqueducts through research. This sense is given in relation to my interests and the 

position from which I investigate. For me, these aqueducts and understanding the way they 

work allowed me to show an alternative to modern forms of development based on expert 

planning. I present part of the history of the community aqueducts, for it is always a limited 

version of reality, which in the panorama of Usme's urban expansion correlates to organizations 

that managed to defend the peasant way of life and a local administration of the water resources 

and infrastructures with the support of state institutions. 

  

Reflexivity or Positionality of the Researcher 

The Actor_Network Theory proposes to understand a phenomenon starting from the 

controversies between actors, to begin by tracing the different versions, to understand their 
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different ways of relating, their interactions,with mediators, that is, other actors that alter an 

order, and intermediaries, actors that give continuity to an order. The way to understand these 

orders is difficult because we find ourselves as part of an order that shapes our way of 

understanding the world: "We're unavoidable involved in the modern reflexive and self reflexive 

Project of monitoring, sense making and control. But since we participate in this Project, we're 

also and inevitably, caught up in its uncertainty, its incompleteness, its plurality, a sense of 

fragmentation."286 

In order to follow the actors' interactions, the position of the researcher is central because 

there is a distance of time and space to consider: in my case, in relation to the initial phases of 

the construction of community aqueducts in the 1980 and to the fact that I do not inhabit Usme, 

as well as a third distance for not sharing the same knowledge and experiences as local 

inhabitants or other actors. For a month I lived in Usme in a house on the vereda287 Chiguaza, 

since it was in the middle of the territory of Usme and thus it allowed me an easy trip to other 

trails and to Bogotá. While living there, I contacted members of the administrative boards or 

operators of the aqueducts of Chiguaza, Soches, Olarte, Requilina, Margaritas and Destino. I 

made an appointment with them to tell them about my work and ask them if they were 

interested in participating. Other contacts were made afterwards during the IRCA meetings I 

attended, where most of the administrative boards of the community aqueducts and officials of 

the institutions in charge of supplying the rural population of Usme with water were also 

present. 

As for the community aqueducts, there were of course limitations in choosing them, since 

those most open communities to institutional interventions and formalization processes are 

those closest to the city, which have more contact with institutions and institutional training 

programs or universities. However, it was possible to achieve a richness in the characteristics of 

the aqueducts contacted and studied: Aguas Doradas, located at vereda La Requilina and Uval; 

Asoaguas Claras Olarte, located at vereda Olarte, Asoaguas Cristalinas, located at vereda Los 

Soches; Aquamarg, located at vereda Las Margaritas, El Destino aqueduct, vereda El Destino, 

Asoagulinda, located at vereda Chiguaza. In my writing I consider the characteristics of the 

specific cases I took in order to consider the limitations brought by the field to question models 

and research ideals. 
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Ethnographical Methods288 

Ethnography and ethnographic methods present an opportunity for urban studies to question 

the meaning of unity (i.e. the coherent urban structure) and to understand the city as a project 

of socio-spatial order. Anthropology also allows us to question the paradigms of the modern 

European city, the opposition of rural and urban contexts, as well as the teleological approach 

that defines the rural as a precondition for the urban.289 In contrast to this dichotomous concept, 

in Bogotá and many other Latin American cities the rural and urban parts of the city are not 

opposites but exist alongside one another. Usme today is a rural area situated within Bogotá.290  

Undoubtedly, life in the villages of Usme does not correspond to the modern definition of 

an urban order. Usme’s residents have limited access to the infrastructure of the city, such as 

public transportation, aqueducts or sewers. Many of the villagers are engaged in production 

work. However, all have worked in Bogotá at some point. Paths of life and alliances allow these 

people to move through the urban and rural contexts. 

 Throughout my research, elaborated from an anthropological perspective, I move the 

focus away from the urban order, the part of the city supplied by the centralized water system 

of Bogotá, to focus on the communal water supply systems of Usme. 

 

Participant Observation 

Accompaniments  

The accompaniment to actors in the reconstruction of the water supply process was done with 

community and institutional actors on work days in order to reconstruct their interactions with 

other actors, their organizing practices and organizing forms, conflicts and controversies around 

the water supply activities that take place in their daily lives. In the accompaniment to these 

days, reflective questions were asked that sought to understand what these actions meant for 

the actors themselves. 

 

 

                                                             
288 The details about the search of the accompaniment and the interviews done are presented in the first appendix. 
289 Andres Salcedo and Austin Zeiderman, "Antropologia y ciudad: hacia un análisis crítico e histórico,” Antipoda, 

no. 7 (2008): 63–97; James Ferguson, Expectations of Modernity: Myths and Meanings of Urban Life on the 

Zambian Copperpelt (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of Califonria Press, 1999). 
290 Some inspiring questions: what did it mean for Usme to become a part of Bogotá? What were the reasons and 

circumstances surrounding this incorporation? Which explanations did the government give? Which everyday 

changes did residents experience? When a rural area becomes part of a city, does this mean that the residents 

of Usme now live in an urban reality? Do they have access to new services? Which discourses have emerged 

between the people of Usme and the institutions? What do they think of this incorporation? 
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Journey Accompaniment of Community Actors 

This journey accompaniments of community aqueducts operators or plumbers and the 

administration board in their daily activities consisted of a tour to the water source and water 

infrastructure of the supply systems to follow the operators' daily tasks, visits to the users' 

supply ports, as well as interviews on-site with the operators and administration board members 

about their relation to water, with the users, with other members of the administration board 

and with city institutions. 

 

Journey Accompaniment of Institutional Actors  

We accompanied institutional actors of the district of Bogotá in their daily activities, in their 

journeys to community aqueducts in Usme, functionaries in their monitoring of the water's 

quality, capacitation of community board members, aqueduct users, as well as the supervision 

tasks of institutional programs. Interviews on-site with functionaries were also done in order to 

understand their view over community aqueducts, over water, and to follow their role in 

relation to other institutions. 

 

Community Meetings 

I attended community assemblies where problems are discussed and both programs and 

changes related to the community aqueducts are presented. These assemblies are part of the 

community aqueducts' operation and organization structures, where all water port subscribers 

must meet. These meetings are organized by the administrative board where, on occasion, 

district authorities who want to present their support and formalization programs are present. 

 

Institutional and Community Meetings with the IRCA 

The results of the water quality tests are presented at these meetings. They are organized by 

the community of rural Usme in a community hall. This is a space to present the problems and 

conflicts that the community and/or the functionaries of the institution perceive affect the 

water quality of the aqueducts. The different institutions assist to present the programs for 

community aqueducts. These are moments and spaces of confrontation, dialogue and 

negotiation. 
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Institutional Meeting of Decree 552 of 2011 

This is a meeting organized by the al Secretaría Distrital del Hábitat, Secretary of Habitat, to 

coordinate the programs from different institutions. The different district institutions that 

cooperate with the aqueducts assist in order to present, discuss and coordinate their programs 

within the territory. Representatives of the communities are invited to inform the rest of the 

community about these proceedings and share their opinion. 

 

Walks through Usme 

As part of the research group "Water Territories and Learning Networks," I participated in walks 

organized by this group that accompanied the administration board and operators of 

community water aqueducts to denounce an environmental damage at the water source of the 

community aqueduct of Chiguaza. The former consisted of an encounter between community 

water supply systems, where the community aqueducts of Usme, Destino and Olarte presented 

their experience and their infrastructure as two of the first community aqueducts constructed 

in this territory to their colleagues of the community aqueducts of Sumapaz (rural locality of 

Bogotá near to Usme). 

 

Interviews and Focus Groups 

Chocolatada or Focus Group 

Following Libardo López' advice, a central community actor of the community water systems, I 

decided to organize and support the organization meetings amongst community users in order 

to obtain information not only about their uses of water, their characterization and relation to 

treated water of community water systems but also about the uses, characterization and 

relation of all water sources they have access to. With the support of a fellow anthropologist, 

Maria Clara van der Hammen, who also participated in the project “Territories of Water and 

Learning Networks,” we elaborated a series of questions in order to investigate through a series 

of interviews the users' relation to water, to the community aqueducts and the institutions. 

 

Users Interviews 

After a qualitative selection of users together with the administrative board members and the 

operators of the water systems, I visited the users' homes of the aqueducts in order to interview 

them about their uses of water, characterization and relation to treated water of community 

water systems and to water of all other water sources in their they have access to. 
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Administrative Board Members and Operators (Plumbers) Interviews 

For each aqueduct I conducted two in-depth interviews with a plumber and with at least one of 

the members of the administrative board of the 6 aqueducts selected. I reconstructed their 

activities, their relation to water, to the different sources they have access to, to the aqueduct 

and treatment process, to the community they supply, the institutions and their support 

programs. Some of the interviews were made in collaboration with the research group "Water 

Territories and Learning Networks." 

 

Institutional Actors Interviews 

In cooperation with the research group “Water Territories and Learning Networks,” I conducted 

in-depth interviews with functionaries from district institutions working with community 

aqueducts in Usme. I also had the opportunity to interview the directors of several programs as 

well as functionaries and directors of territorial and national Institutions in charge of guiding the 

water sector policy and controlling the application of water legislation. 

 

Interview Analysis 

After transcribing the interviews,291 I organized the testimonies in two types of Excel worksheets 

in order to facilitate their analysis, the first one for the organization of the actors' testimonies 

by interactions versus historical periods, and the second one as a timeline.292 In this process of 

organizing information, the periods ¡identified were evaluated and either their relevance was 

confirmed, or they were readjusted. In the interaction worksheets, I transcribed the arguments 

pertaining to the interactions between water and community, water and the state, state and 

community and, finally, the state, the community and water. While reviewing these worksheets 

that gather the testimonies of different actors in categories such as institutional or community, 

I found conflicts and recurring themes to be developed later in the text. 

The writing phase is still a place of investigation. As I was writing this text, I found myself 

doing one more step of analysis. This process generated uncertainty, thus giving me the feeling 

the analysis was not ready, but rather to be built and completed during the narrative and writing 

process. 

                                                             
291 In this exercise I also received help from the members of the "Territories of Water and Learning Networks" 

group. 
292 The organization of information in worksheets and the timeline was the product of a collaboration between 

group 4 of "Territories of Water and Learning Networks" and myself. 
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Archive Research, Water Concessions 

After following the construction of what water, water resources and water supply means for the 

actors, I found almost no record in Bogotá's city archives of the work with community aqueducts 

and city institutions. This research is therefore obviously important and a good opportunity to 

reconstruct this past, this history through the testimonies of the actors. If there are no 

documents available for consultation and those existing are in unmanageable disorder, 

anthropological history can help us to follow the questions that refer to past phenomena. In the 

case of Usme, there are few documents left explaining the programs and cooperation between 

the communal water systems and the city institutions. 

By using the testimonies of the actors as a basis, I continued exploring the so-called Water 

Concessions, administrative documents issued by the CAR, or Regional Environmental Agency, 

and State institution in charge of guaranteeing water supply for rural areas within its jurisdiction 

as well as the water resource sustainability. These concessions, which can be understood as the 

first formalization process of community aqueducts, are requested by the community water 

systems and their authorization seeks to, first, formalize the consumption of potential users of 

the community aqueduct in order to confront it with the characteristics of the water source in 

its environmental context. Second, it evaluates if that source can supply the consumption needs 

requested. This evaluation consists on an environmental assessment of the source, a technical 

evaluation of the designs and plans of the aqueduct to be built and the number of potential 

users. After this preliminary report, the concession is granted and from there on, the CAR and 

the community aqueduct establish a relationship where the CAR makes sure that only the 

amount of water stipulated is being captured. 

For the analysis of these sources, I turned to the CAR's public archive, where I took 

photographs of the concessions of the community aqueducts that I chose as cases. After finding 

parallels and evaluating the dimensions of these files, I chose the two oldest aqueducts, 

Acueducto de la vereda "El Destino" and the “Aguas Claras Olarte” aqueduct of Olarte, in order 

to thoroughly review them. With the review of each of the documents in these concessions, I 

followed the principles of the relationship between the administrative board of the community 

aqueducts and the CAR.  

With the analysis of the concession documents, correspondences, technical reports, orders 

and resolutions, I reconstructed the CAR's legislation and strategies to control the use of water 

resources. Furthermore, the concessions not only reflect interactions between the CAR and the 

community aqueducts, but also the interactions with other institutions such as the Mayor's 

office of Usme, the water supply, or the basic sanitation company of Bogotá, and among third 
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parties such as people from the community who have conflicts with the administration board of 

the community aqueducts. The actors that participate, the principles that govern their speeches 

and actions, as well as their strategies can be recognized in these documents, as they engage in 

a dialogue with the testimonies of the community and institutional actors. 

 

Analysis of Water Concessions 

For this analysis, I elaborated worksheets that distinguished between the type of document, 

thematic content, the actors present, the legislation to which they refer to, the date and folio 

(the internal numbering that they give to each document in a CAR file). This worksheet allowed 

me to reconstruct the kind of documents and procedures that are part of a resolution, as well 

as to determine the actors that intervene, the duration of the procedures and most importantly, 

these analyses aided me in the reconstruction of interactions and conflicts between the actors 

through their correspondences. 

After the elaboration of the aforementioned worksheets and the identification of 

documents that revealed interactions between actors, I made flowcharts that allowed me to 

reconstruct the processes of requesting a concession or a claim, and the actors that participate 

in it. I also built time lines that helped me visualize the duration of the processes and understand 

periods of stability or changes. The tables and maps are the basis of my texts. 
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Chapter 2: Community Leaders and Rural Development Programs 

(1980-1993)  
 
"I think maybe I passed [the elementary school exam in a Bogotá school], but that thing that they 
say: you have to come for the results that day, my mom could not; or rather they did not pay attention 
to schedules. It is done differently in the countryside in the fields, everyone does things in their own 
way, they do not submit to things when they are. When they gave the results, they did not come, 
they did not know if I passed or did not pass."293 

 

This how Dilia Beltrán remembers her entry into primary education. Unlike in the city, in 

rural areas time and, to come to my research theme, drinking water are standardized in order 

to achieve the efficiency of activities according to urban rhythms. During the 1980s, the 

communities in the rurality had to adapt in order to keep abreast with Bogotá’s pace, not only 

regarding the standards of educational institutions, but they also had to leave their territories 

and adapt in order to inhabit others, even without the adequate compensation, for example, as 

they were displaced for the construction of dams such as the Chisacá. This infrastructure 

guaranteed the supply of Bogotá at the time of its construction in 1951. 

"If you want to have that [land property of the Beltrán family], then come and, with your 

permission, I will take you along [hinting to an intention of taking her, the daughter of the 

family]. And so, they told them [Dilia’s family] whether you want it or not your land is five pesos 

worth, take them and leave;" these were the words of the functionary representing “The Father 

Government", as Dilia Beltrán called it, for she does not forget the moment when the Municipal 

Company of the Aqueduct of Bogotá expropriated the lands of her family. Beltrán’s experience 

showcases a danger that many community actors must face: the possibility of losing their land 

at the hands of the Colombian government in charge of securing the water supply for Bogotá’s 

urban population. 

In this chapter I present, from the perspective of the community and institutional actors, 

the process that took place in the construction of the first community aqueducts of Usme. In 

order to collect the testimony of the community actors, interviews were made with those who 

were part of this process. As for the testimonies of the institutional actors, an interview was 

held with a former official of the Regional and Autonomous Corporation of the savanna of 

Bogotá and the Ubaté and Chiquinquirá Valleys, in Spanish Corporación Autónoma y Regional 

de la Sabana de Bogotá y los Valles de Ubaté y Chiquinquirá (CAR), Hernando Amado, an 

engineer who worked for the CAR from 1983 until 2005 in the field of water concessions. These 

two types of testimonies are part of a triangulation analysis together with the insights obtained 

                                                             
293  Beltrán, Dilia. Interview by Marcela Arrieta and Dolly Palacio. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, 31.10.2015. 
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from the analysis of water concessions, central documents that enable the study of the 

interactions between community and institutional actors in the water supply of the rural 

population of Usme. My aim is to understand the conceptions of water, community and state 

for the actors at that first phase of construction of community water systems. I understand this 

process as one that supports the relation of citizenship between the state institutions and the 

rural communities, being water a central mediator.  

By approaching the case of the community aqueduct of the vereda294 El Destino and with 

it, the organization and construction of community aqueducts, I evaluate the thesis of whether 

state institutions and their conceptions of urban water are imposed over the multiplicity of 

relationships between water and local communities. The urban water standard imposes an 

order in the supply process that suppresses and marginalizes the rural population and their 

needs. This thesis will be reviewed, as well as the potential of the multiple relationships to water 

sources of the rural community and their perspective over water control. Dilia Beltrán states: 

 
“The water was everywhere on our daily routes. I started studying from the age of five and I had to 
walk from the top of my father's farm, down to the dam, from the Chisacá dam to the La Regadera 
dam, and we had this little trip (ironically) at that time, and now one realizes how everything changes, 
it was so hard."295 

 
Dilia Beltrán, one of the first leaders responsible for organizing the water supply for their 

community, in the vereda El Destino, tells us how they got water before the community 

aqueducts and how the responsibility over water was in everyone’s hand. Landowners decided 

whether or not to preserve the vegetation that was on their land. She remembers being affected 

by the drying up of a stream close to her home due to the felling of trees by a neighbor who 

lived upstream. There was no common concern, no one cared for others according to Dilia 

Beltrán. 

 
"In the countryside where all the people are born poor, the people did some holes in the patio and 

the water came there. (...) And here [the water] flowed down and in that well we washed. From it [that 
well] we took the water to eat. There in the well was where they submerged you. In those wells of water 
that are made in the earth, do you know them? Those do not go flying, they are on earth.” 296 

 
Water was part of other rituals, occupied other spaces, including the construction of 

meaning of the territory. In the same well water to eat and drink was stored, but it was also 

where one was submerged if one behaved badly. These the wells were sometimes covered with 

ice, in the early hours. The habitants cared about the wells and covered them so that they did 

                                                             
294  Rural organization form of space, similar as the street for the urban space. I continue using the Spanish word 

vereda since there is no direct translation into English. 
295  Beltrán, 2015 
296  Beltrán, 2015 
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not fill with leaves. Other water resources were obtained through runoffs, in Spanish 

escorrentías, channels made from the brook river to the house. Each family was responsible for 

their own water supply. 

 
"In 1982 we started [with the community aqueducts], I do not remember well when. We started 
because of the need [of water], because that time was like the one we were going through now 
[drought]. For example, my dad had to go in the truck to carry water from Curubital [River]. My 
mother had to wash clothes and my father brought us water to eat, also to feed the animals.”297 
 

2.1 Building Community Aqueducts 

 
"Then the people without water, and there were people who went away from Destino to Santa 
Bárbara, (…) and it was up to them to bring the water in buckets, and when a person fell with a 
bucket, then he had to come back and approach anew the spring, that was an incredible suffering.”298 
 

The first phase of construction of community aqueducts in the 1980s took place in a context 

of need of rural communities who, in order to obtain water, had to travel long distances to 

transport it. The water of nearby streams became scarcer in times of drought and those who 

had a nearby creek were forced to drink water contaminated by upstream uses and by the lack 

of sewage control. The population was not communally organized around water. Until then, the 

relationship water with water sources was mediated by the ownership of land and each family’s 

access to them. With the contamination of sources and times of drought, access to water was 

difficult for the majority of the population in Usme. Both in the Destino and the Olarte, two 

veredas299, there were cases in which the streams dried up. According to the interviewees, 

besides dry weather, the felling and eradication of the vegetation were the causes for the lack 

of water. 

In this subchapter, based on the testimonies of Dilia Beltrán, I present the reasons why 

people organized themselves in order to obtain water, how and when they did it, as well as the 

institutions to which they attended to, and finally, how were those interactions that led to the 

organization, construction and operation of community aqueducts. The former, always bearing 

in mind the role played by water and its characteristics in the relationship and interactions 

between the different community and institutional actors.  

At the same time, these testimonies are complemented by the analysis of the water 

concessions to the community aqueduct of the vereda El Destino. Water concessions, as clarified 

in the methodological section, include part of the relationship between community aqueducts, 

                                                             
297  Beltrán, 2015 
298  Ibid. 
299  Organization form in the rurality, similar as the street for the urban space. 
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users, operators and the board of directors, including the CAR and other institutions. These 

concessions can be understood as the first formalization process of community aqueducts. In 

the field, both institutional actors and community actors understand these documents as the 

curriculum of community aqueducts, where events that are part of their history can be followed. 

The application process of the concession is one of the first approaches between community 

institutions and aqueducts, which allows to understand the order proposed by the institution to 

control and thus define the use of water; in parallel, the concession acknowledges the needs of 

the local population. From these documents, I was able to identify the interactions between 

community and institutional actors, especially the CAR, but also interactions with the Mayor's 

Office and the Bogotá Aqueduct Company. After revising the concession documents, that is, the 

technical reports, the orders or mandates, the resolutions and the correspondence, I was able 

to identify the interactions between actors, the legislative principles that were followed, the 

institutions’ working strategies and the conflicts of interests. The analysis of these interactions 

allows us to understand how citizenship can be built as the relationship between a population, 

in this case a rural one, and the institutions that, on behalf of the state, control water and 

guarantee the supply service. This is done through procedures in which community actors, water 

and institutional actors interact so that the rural population has access to water through 

community aqueducts. 

The inhabitants of the vereda El Destino searched for a jet of water from which they could 

drink and that would not dry up during the summer. Members of the community action board 

identified the Piedra Gorda brook. After the death of the president of the Community Action 

Board of Olarte, his daughter, Dilia Beltrán, was motivated to learn more about this community 

work, and it was she who became the leader that drove the construction of community 

aqueducts in Usme. Leaders such as her are repeatedly found in the process of construction and 

operation of community aqueducts. These processes needed a great impulse and commitment. 

The social recognition that these leaders have had in their community and among the officials 

of the state institutions facilitates the identification of these actors in the field work. 

In 1982, as Dilia Beltrán narrates, very few people attended the assemblies of the 

Community Action Board. Its members were not motivated to contact more people and they 

were always elected with few votes. Through self-motivation and a great charisma, Dilia set 

herself the goal to convince people of the need to organize themselves in order to have clean 

water, both upstream and downstream as well as in times of drought: "With that in mind, we 

started the fight and I started talking about things because I told them [that] the only thing I 

could tell them, [which] was that there was no water and that those of us downstream really eat 
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the defecation of those who were upstream."300 People organized themselves due to the need 

of the majority of the population of the vereda to access water. They had the support of their 

leaders. Dilia Beltrán managed to summon the population and went from 13 to 100 attendees 

after their call. This support was fundamental to be able to pressure the users to gather the 

necessary resources to contribute to the construction of the aqueduct as well as to commit 

themselves to the payment. 

From the very beginning, the support of the community was central in order to legitimize 

the leader in the face of the institutions, to call for the construction of the aqueduct and later 

on, when there were problems, with its financing. In 1982, Beltrán stepped up to the position of 

president of the Community Action Board (JAC) with the job of administrating the aqueduct 

while dealing with the institutions. 

 
"We started talking about what our struggle was, and I started to get to know the offices, and I came 

to locate the CARs, and it felt like I came in at the right moment for the CAR. The best thing about it was 
that the design engineer was Mr. Beltrán, Armando Beltrán and there was another one that was Armando 
Bonilla; they were good engineers and good people. And then I came and called the community, I met 
them, and I told them that it was an aqueduct, that it was going to be an aqueduct. And then they told 
me, ‘Where do you have to go [to start the legal procedures]?’ And in that time there was the National 
Program of Rural Development and National Program for Food Assistance301. I was going to the CAR, [to 
access the functionaries of the] PAN-DRI." (Beltrán, 2015) 

 
On February 22, 1983, the request for the water concession submitted by the JAC of the 

vereda El Destino to the CAR and its operational department was accepted. The CAR’s Legal 

Office of was responsible for its acceptance and, consequently, for a planned visit that had to 

be attended by a lawyer and a hydraulic engineer. The process of the concession is in principle 

a formalization process where the JAC is asked, as an applicant in this case, to have a legal status 

which has been accredited by the mayor. 

 
"(...) [a]ccording to the visits that officials of the CAR have been carrying out in the company of the 
members of the Community Action Board of the vereda El Destino in the jurisdiction of the 
Municipality of Usme, next to Bogotá, and for the purpose of the installation of the aqueduct in this 
area, we carefully request through the Legal Office the study and concession of the waters of the 
Piedra Gorda creek. We inform that with this project will benefit approximately 532 people who 
occupy a total of 63 houses. We are willing to co-finance part of the work and request the 
collaboration of this Entity.”302 

 
Along with the organization of the community, leadership was necessary in order to gain 

the collaboration of officials within the CAR who supported the community initiative in the 

                                                             
300  Beltrán, 2015 
301  In Spanish Plan Nacional Alimentario (PAN) y el Programa de Desarrollo Rural Integrado (DRI). 
302  Administrative Board Community Aqueduct vereda El Destino. Request for Water Concession, issued February 

22, 1983. Bogotá: CAR. CAR Archive, Collection 761, El Destino Concession vol.1, file 1021, code Of.8001. 

(Accessed October 29, 2015). 
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conflict of interests between inhabitants. The concession of use of the water source by the 

organized community of the aqueduct is contested by landowners of the brook basin who had 

exclusive access to the water of the Piedra Gorda brook. They wanted to control this water and 

monopolize it. 

 

Concessions, between Control and Protection 

On March 4, 1983, the concessions file of water for the community aqueduct of the JAC of la 

Vereda303 El Destino was opened. Along with the request, the claim of other inhabitants of the 

village who opposed the concession to the JAC vereda El Destino of the Piedra Gorda creek also 

arose. These people owned the Hacienda Montebello farm, which includes the land from where 

the Piedra Gorda brook springs, as well as Inversiones Montebello, a fish farming company. The 

representatives of Inversiones Montebello asked the CAR for the refusal of the concession of 

the JAC, El Destino, with the argument that the JAC did not have riparian properties to the Piedra 

Gorda brook, and thus would not give them the right, according to the enterprise’s 

representatives, to use these waters. Nontheless, the spring of the Piedra Gorda brook was 

established by the inhabitants of the village El Destino and the officials of the CAR as the ideal 

place for the installation of the intake of the community aqueduct.304 

As a result of the conflict and the request of the owners and representatives of Inversiones 

Montebello to verify the viability of the concession by the JAC necessary for the construction of 

a community aqueduct, the CAR organized an evaluation visit. Of the visit carried out on April 4, 

1983, the JAC vereda El Destino and the mayor of Usme were notified that: 

 
"... being at the indicated date and time, the undersigned officials moved to the places of reference 
in order to establish the possibility of granting a concession of water from the aforementioned source 
in order to meet the needs of the aqueduct of the aforementioned community. GENERAL 
INFORMATION: The PIEDRA GORDA creek is born in the high part of the vereda El Destino, carrying 
in its channel an average flow of 35Lts/sec., into the La Regadera Dam. Being an important source in 
the region for the quality of its waters and due to its strategic topographic location, the JAC of the 
aforementioned village has been set up in order to satisfy the pressing needs of the community, to 
provide them with their corresponding aqueduct. 
(…)Based on the [argument mentioned] above, the undersigned officials allow us to RECOMMEND: 
1. To grant the JAC of EL DESTINO, a water concession with a flow rate of 1.60 lps, to be lead by the 
gravity system of the known source in the region with the name of PIEDRA GORDA, with the purpose 
of satisfying the needs of the communal aqueduct."305 (Report of the site visit practiced to the brook 

                                                             
303  Organization form in the rurality, similar as the street for the urban space. 
304  Administrative Board Community Aqueduct vereda El Destino. Request for Water Concession, issued February 

4, 1983. CAR Bogotá, Public Archive, Collection 761, El Destino Concession vol.1, file 1021, code Of.8001. 

(Accessed October 29, 2015). 
305  CAR, Oficina Jurídica. Report of the site visit practiced to the brook Piedra Gorda and to the vereda El Destino, 

issued May 25, 1983. CAR Bogotá, Public Archive, Collection 761, El Destino Concession vol.1, file 1021, code 

Of.8001. (Accessed October 29, 2015). 
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PIEDRA GORDA and to the vereda EL DESTINO, in the jurisdiction of the annexed municipality of 
USME. File No. 2681.) 

 
From the report of the site visit and its notification, the JAC vereda El Destino had six 

months to attach plans, designs and technical reports ensuring that the water catchment 

structure is only catching the authorized flow. Due to the fact that the CAR is the same institution 

that finances the project, these responsibilities fall on engineers of the same corporation. 

On June 20th, after five months of its request and within the six months stipulated by law, 

the El Destino JAC was granted the concession of waters through Resolution No. 02327: "Being 

the CAR the entity in charge of administration, in the name of the Nation, of the waters of public 

use within the area of its jurisdiction, it was established, the legal interest that assists the 

requesting Board will be duly accredited." Furthermore, according to Decree Law 2811 of 1974, 

National Code of Natural Resources, article 88: "Except for special provisions, water can only be 

used under concession." This decree also introduces the rate for the use of water ‘impuesto de 

timbre’, protected in Art. 14 No. 23 of the Law 2 of 1976: "For every l/s306, 2 pesos." Sanctions 

are also foreseen for the contamination of water sources; according to Decree 1541 of 1978, 

which regulates part of the Decree - Law 2811 of 1974; "Of the non-maritime waters," and the 

Agreement 26 of 1979 of the CAR.307 

The concession, its general provisions, characteristics and conditions of issue, as well as 

their application and granting procedures were stipulated in Decree 1541 of 1978. Thus, we find 

in Article 41 the prioritization of the uses of public sources, and leading the list is the human 

consumption and community consumption both in urban as well as in rural spaces. The CAR also 

determined that in case of changes in the number of users, in the water source conditions or in 

the water uses, these had to be reported to the CAR. The concessions were granted for 10 years, 

although the law stipulated that public services could petition them for 50 years; however, this 

prolonged concession was not being granted to any of the community aqueducts. Furthermore, 

the concession could be reviewed by the CAR at any time to determine if the stipulated 

requirements were met and the controversies for transit easements had to be evaluated by 

ordinary courts (Article 117 of the Human Resources Code). Thus, the concession made clear 

that there were no property rights over waters of public use. Other important statements were 

that cutting trees was forbidden and the preservation of the water resource is required. The 

publication of the concession was presented to the Ministry of Justice and the Fund of the 

National Printing Office on August 9, 1983. And finally, the publication of this resolution was 
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made into a fiscal audit through the comptroller's office on August 11, 1983 in order to legitimize 

the procedure. 

On January 3, 1984, the dispute over the water uses of the Piedra Gorda source was made 

official through Inversiones Montebello’s right to petition, in which the legality of the JAC and 

the process through which the CAR grants the water concession was questioned. It was argued 

that the JAC had not presented the authenticated supports that proved its existence and that 

there had been errors in the water concession process. It also highlighted the fact that the JAC 

did not have riparian properties in the Piedra Gorda brook basin as a reason to deny the 

concession. Moreover, it explained that Inversiones Montebello had received a permit from the 

National Institute of Renewable Natural Resources and Environment (Inderena)308 to exploit the 

water resources for fish farming. At the same time, based on this permit to access water, they 

had also received a loan that they needed to pay. Inversiones Montebello argued that the issue 

of not receiving the same quantity and quality of water due to the concession granted to JAC 

Destino had put their right to work at risk. This right to petition was delivered to the CAR’s Legal 

Office and its executive director, Diego Pardo Koppel. The document was analyzed by Fernando 

Cerón, a CAR lawyer. Inversiones Montebello also requested that the complaint should be 

presented to the mayor of Usme. 

On February 5th there was a deepening in the conflict facing water scarcity in the Piedra 

Gorda creek. The burning of vegetation on one of the banks of the stream and the obstruction 

of the aqueduct intake were its causes. The JAC of the vereda El Destino presented a complaint 

to the Legal Office of the CAR for waterpollution. Faced with this new complaint, the head of 

the Legal Office determined the need to visit the vereda not only with the CAR’s lawyer and a 

hydraulic engineer, but with a forestry engineer as well. 

From the technical visit of March 14, 1985 and its report, it can be stated that due to the 

dry season and the burning of native vegetation caused by unidentified people, the flow of the 

Piedra Gorda brook had been reduced to the point that the community aqueducts’ intake 

captured the entire flow of water. Downstream, this channel flowed again. Based on the 

statements of JAC members who questioned the workers of the Montebello farm, it was 

established that the administrator of the hacienda diverted the stream’s natural channel in 

order to avoid it being captured by the intake of the community aqueduct of la vereda El Destino 

in an action known in Spanish as Sacó de madre. The visit also established the use that 

Montebello’s farm gave to the waters, where water was taken through two-inch water hoses at 

a point below the intake of the aqueduct to fill seven tanks of water where trout was bred. After 
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circulating through the seven tanks, the used water was dumped into the stream. During the 

visit, CAR officials sought to remedy the situation of the detour that affected the aqueduct by 

removing a temporary plug of stone and mud that diverted the water. As part of the report it 

also arose that the owners of the Hacienda Montebello needed to be held accountable and 

repair the damage done to the intake in less than 15 days as well as report to the CAR on the 

works being carried out. The review clarifies: 

 
"The CAR has been acting as an executing and financing unit in these sanitary works programs that 

obey one of the directives indicated in Law 3rd of 1961 and the request of the community of the vereda El 
Destino has been addressed to study the request for water concession, to which it is entitled, authorization 
that the CAR has studied precisely within the authorization that the Law also gives it and that must be 
peremptory since the use of the water resource must be a priority for human consumption. Within this 
program, the CAR contracted the studies that have been carefully prepared, choosing places to capture 
and store water where it is technically advisable to do so, seeking to serve the aqueduct by gravity. The 
investment of the Corporation in this study was close to one million pesos. The contract between the 
Corporation [CAR] and the JAC is currently underway and has the approval of the CAR Board of Directors. 
The legal identity number [número de la personería jurídica] of the JAC of the village El Destino is 478. 
Likewise, the Division of Hydraulics of the CAR pronounced itself as follows: ’The complete study of the 
mentioned aqueduct Veredal, prepared by the firm Camilo Silva Fajardo y Cía. Ltda, hired by the CAR, is in 
the Special Projects Division of this same entity, which presents the design of the catchment infrastructures 
work, guaranteeing the concession of 1.6 lps in accordance with Resolution No. 02337, as well as the 
storage tank and the distribution system.”309 

 
In addition, CAR officials cite Article 32 of Decree 1541 of 1978 "[w]here it is determined 

that public water can be used by all inhabitants of an area to: drink, bathe, water animals, wash 

clothes or any other similar objects, in accordance with the sanitary norms on the matter for the 

protection of the renewable natural resources." At the same time, it is not required to 

demonstrate property of riverside lands of the brook or of the lands through which the pipe 

passes. Thus, Inversiones Montebello’s clame was rejected, supporting the JAC of the 

community aqueduct of the vereda El Destino. On April 8, 1985, Armando Beltrán Ballesteros, 

Head of Special Projects of the CAR, went to the Legal Office to inform that this aqueduct had 

been built by the CAR within National Food Plan (PAN), and that its cost was 12 million 

Colombian pesos. He also emphasized the use for human consumption that the aqueduct would 

have and that such use was a priority. 

On June 5, Inversiones Montebello addressed the CAR by rejecting the visit report as well 

asthe resolutions that were taken, and, according to the company, were covered by flaws. The 

CAR accepted Montebello’s right of petition and made a summons on September 27, 1985, 

which was attended by the two parties, representatives of the JAC vereda El Destino and those 

of the Empresa Inversiones Montebello. After the meeting it was established that the 
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representative of Inversiones Montebello had to prove that the people accused of doing damage 

to the intake did not work for them. The following citation, on December 20, 1985, was not 

attended by the representative of Inversiones Montebello as it can be reconstructed from the 

File 2681 of the CAR that contains the water concession documents granted to the JAC of the 

vereda of El Destino. 

 Since February 22, 1983, the day on which the JAC vereda El Destino requested the 

concession, going through June 20 of the same year, when this concession was granted, and 

until December 20, 1985, the interactions between the CAR and the JAC vereda El Destino were 

limited to the Legal Office, its chief, its secretary and the lawyer who attends the inspection 

visits together with hydraulic and environmental engineers. It was a cooperative relationship in 

which the CAR supported the community’s organization so that it could receive the water 

concession required for the construction of the aqueduct infrastructure based on studies, plans 

and designs. The concession of water was the precondition to receive 12 million pesos for the 

construction of the infrastructure. The granting of water and cooperation of CAR officials also 

empowered the JAC of the village in the face of the interests and powers of other local actors 

who wanted to impose their particular interests and business over the interests of a community. 

 

The Materiality of Water 

Water is not everywhere, it is not available at every corner. For such reason, rural communities 

have traveled long distances to be able to supply itself by carrying water home or doing domestic 

activities outdoors at brooks and rivers. In her interviews, Dilia Beltrán talks about a very heavy 

job when she refers to supplying water before the aqueduct. The stream’s water, besides not 

being available everywhere for the inhabitants, disappeared for periods of time. Therefore, it is 

possible to speak of a temporality of water. In the dry season, many local sources disappeared 

leaving the inhabitants without a water supply. And finally, the dynamics of upstream and 

downstream in relation to the location of its inhabitants left the inhabitants downstream with a 

contaminated water supply. 

The relationship between water and territory allows people who own land to relate to 

water sources with a sense of ownership, that is, with a feeling that they own both the land and 

its water sources. This behavior, that benefits the land owners, in this case harms the community 

when the owners do not recognize the public use of surface water sources. Thanks to the 

existing legislation, Law 1541 of 1978, in the conflict between the company Inversiones 

Montebello and the JAC of the village of Destino, in which the CAR mediated, it was clear that 

the streams that are neither born and nor die in that land are for public use. The formalization 
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of the use of water sources in front of a regional authority allowed the hierarchical relations in 

the community to be questioned where property rights tend to overlay the community use. 

Water is distributed by giving priority to the community and human consumption and avoiding 

the monopolization by landowners.  

This conflict makes clear the centrality of water materiality as a characteristic of analysis in 

order to understand the interactions and the organization of community and institutional actors. 

The conflict arises when, due to lack of organization, two or more actors want to use these 

sources and these different uses begin to compete for the amount of water used or suffer due 

to water contamination. Water can be contaminated, diverted, or its access can be blocked by 

preventing its entry to private land. Therefore, community and institutional alliances are 

indispensable in order to guarantee the access for communities to public water sources; 

otherwise, obtaining water directly from landowners would create a more complicated conflict 

to solve. The geographical distribution of water, the physical changes experienced by the 

sources with the change of season, and their dynamics of flowing downstream are part of the 

variables that organize the functioning of community aqueducts. 

Water’s materiality is also constituted by the activities of state institutions. The visits 

formerly described are always attended by a lawyer who, following a protocol, gives legality to 

the procedure, and a hydraulic engineer who contributes with his knowledge to a way of 

understanding water. The engineer describes the characteristics of the stream, the total source 

flow and the flow that should be considered in order to guarantee the stream’s sustainability. 

The location of the stream and its possible uses are part of the stream’s description. The 

application process and the CAR experts’ evaluation of the visit are recorded on the concession 

for the JAC of the vereda El Destino. 

Finally, water contamination due to the burning of vegetation on its banks and the diversion 

of its source where strategies used by people who wanted to prevent the community aqueduct 

from capturing the entirety of the water stream’s during the dry season. These issues 

underscore the need for cooperation between the community aqueduct of the vereda El Destino 

and the CAR to ensure the supply to the rural population. Water and its material characteristics 

consolidate the relationship of cooperation between community and institutional actors in the 

face of certain conflicts over the use of sources. 
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The Role of the Community 

 
"Doctor, I already have the money, I already have the first payment, I lack only a little [sum more], 
and he said: ‘Yes, no problem Doña Dilia, when you have a little time you can bring me the money.’ 
And that's how it was, and we started with the aqueduct! Then we were going to complete the money 
for the second payment and after fifteen days I completed the money. I brought them the money; 
that day there was a strike and rainy day, Holy Virgin! I was extremely wet, in that moment I had 
brought seven million [pesos], and the water fell under me, and I arrived at the CAR at midday. At 
that time, the CAR was at Tenth with Seventeenth Street, and I arrived and entered, and the concierge 
service were not going to let me in. I told the concierge he had to call Dr. Nieto for me. ‘Here is Mrs. 
Dilia who needs you,’ he said: ‘Let her in immediately.’ And he [Dr. Nieto] sent the cashier before 
lunch. I took out the money and we counted it and then the cashier received the money and then they 
invited me to have lunch with them. ‘Doctor, but how are you going to take me to lunch with this 
look, all soaking wet,’ he said: ‘[I am] not interested, instead [you should] walk with us.’ We had lunch 
and I told him all that scary way because the bus left me in a Santafé neighborhood, and that it was 
dangerous to get off [at that stop] and I passed between cars, with all the fear I have of cars, but I 
passed through the middle of the cars hoping no one suspected that I had that amount of money, 
because they could even kill me for that. They [the CAR functionaries] took care of me and we went 
out and had lunch and afterwards I returned home."310 

 
For the construction of community aqueducts it was necessary for the community to 

organize itself, to appoint a leader to represent it before the institutions; person in charge of 

mediating between community and institutions, who would invest time in going to the meetings 

with the institutions in their offices, who was present during institutional visits to the field, and 

would organize the community in the collection of funds for the construction of the aqueduct 

or contribute with labor. In the case of the vereda El Destino, the leader representing the 

community demanded that the connections to the aqueduct had to reach the homes: 

 
"They arrived, they did the topographic survey and they started designing, (...) we paid in three 
payments. They had the design ready and started to dig the ditches for the pipeline; that pipe was 
made by the community, but they were paid: I think that the CAR paid that. And it was the first 
aqueduct that took water to the laundry room; there they made your access to the aqueduct.” 

(Beltrán, 2015) 

 
The communities’ requests to take the water service home were not seen by the CAR 

officials as a right they had to guarantee as a state institution, but rather as a demand of the 

population. 

 
"Those who most talked with me were from the CAR, and the Mr. said: ‘Why do you ask for so much?’; 
‘Why do we ask for so much, doctor? But we do not ask: you have to cry here for the people who 
need it.’ And they barely laughed. They [the CAR functionaries] approved to take the water to El 
Destino and their water, they [the village] have it now: you enter the kitchen and open the tap and 
there you have the water and it is wonderful water." 311 
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Unlike the urban community, which has institutionalized processes regarding water access 

when inhabiting a property, the rural community must demand its right to access water. The 

routes of these demands are not built by the entire population, but by leaders who have 

personal skills, some training, great interest and time. They are in charge of representing 

communities before institutions and build almost personal relationships in order to receive, as 

exemplified in this case, the infrastructures that guarantee the water supply. These leaders are 

often part of former leaders' families, in which they learn the importance of representing their 

community. 

The engineers of the CAR informed Dilia, as the community’s representative, that the 

community should contribute with three million pesos more. Dilia took the voice of the 

community with the condition that all the members of the community action board should 

accompany her to negotiate this extra contribution that the community could not pay due to 

lack of resources. The "Doctors," as Dilia respectfully calls the functionaries of the CAR, 

confirmed that more money was needed for construction. Dilia was prepared to contest this 

new payment and proposed the following options: either the aqueduct was built with the money 

that the community had already contributed, or people would have to continue consuming 

water contaminated with mud: 

 
"We, the board, are in pain, because I personally feel sorry to go and put my hands at this time [to 
the community] and tell them the aqueduct increased in costs, so that they have to give so much 
more money, when we [the community] are in a situation that we do not even have something to 
eat; most of the people in the vereda are poor and hardworking, but they often do not even have 
work, they do not have water to drink. Those of us below [downstream] – and the last argument I 
made was mine –, we have to eat all the fecal material of those above us, of those who still have a 
little water, because we can do nothing else. I cannot tell the people at this time to give me five cents 
because they have nowhere to turn and unfortunately the three or four landowners that we have in 
the Vereda, they are the stingiest people. Then we are open to eat mud but we cannot pay more 
money." 312 
 

The community of El Destino won the support of the institution, who acknowledged the 

effort shown by the community’s organization. They were also supported since there was money 

left over because other communities did not achieve or did not want to organize themselves 

according to the institution’s parameters. The community board received a hundred thousand 

pesos for the connections of each user, that is, for one tank per house. In 1983, the community 

organized itself to install the tanks. After obtaining the financing the community’s aqueduct 

infrastructure, the community continued participating in the construction of the aqueduct and 

their labor was paid by the CAR. 
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"This was not that the aqueduct company arrived and said: ‘Take this, we give it to you because you 
are good people.’ No! As if it had not been a process of community struggle and work and sacrifice 
of the whole community. For example, the aqueduct of El Destino is the only aqueduct that is owned 
by the community; there is only one part, the upper part, that is not part of the community, that gave 
the fund, development fund, but the rest is from the community and people know that the CAR did 
not give it to us and that it was a communal work.”313 
 

The inauguration of the community aqueduct was an event of celebration for the 

community. 

 
"(...) the day the aqueduct was opened, Dr. Jaime [told me:] ‘Go, Mrs. Dilia, to the school, for we are 
going to test the aqueduct.' ‘Let's try [and see] if the water arrives,’ I told him [referring to it] (...) I 
climbed up and stepped between steps, when suddenly in that little house I saw through the strings 
of the fence all of the children’s clothes, and I said: ‘The aqueduct came here!’ When I see the old 
lady come out – I still have her here [in my mind] –, I was walking, then caught by surprise; she maybe, 
by pure coincidence, my God put her out. She looked and she saw that water came out and right 
there she took out what she had and started to wash at once. First, she had only that mud house, but 
she had it all clean. All the clothes stretched by all the ropes and there she had all the clothes and 
had water in all of those pots water, all of them were full of water. She was one of those who went 
before to Santa Bárbara to carry the water from there to El Destino; she knew what it was like to 
have water in the house.”314 
 

2.2 The Decentralized State, a Regional Vision 

In this section I reconstruct the institutional history of the Regional and Autonomous 

Corporation of the sabanna of Bogotá and the Ubaté and Chiquinquirá Valleys, in Spanish 

Corporación Autónoma y Regional de la Sabana de Bogotá y los valles de Ubaté y Chiquinquirá 

(CAR), and the Integrated Rural Development Program and the National Food Plan, in Spanish 

Programa de Desarrollo Rural Integrado y Plan Nacional Alimentario (DRI-PAN), during the 

period addressed in this chapter (1980-1993) that corresponds to the phase of organization and 

construction of the first community aqueducts in Usme. I will also return to present the 

principles of decentralization as a framework for understanding the institutions already 

mentioned, their ideological bases and the legislation on which the institutional interventions 

were based. In this analysis I focus on aspects related to water control and interactions with the 

rural community of Bogotá, that is, the interactions between institutions, water and rural 

communities. 

Following secondary sources that are enriched with the testimony of a CAR official who 

participated in the concession processes of community aqueducts in Usme during this first 

phase, I explore water conceptions and water control, the role of the community and the 

institution following models, strategies and programs in order to understand the interactions 
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between water, community and state, and what type of relationship of citizenship is built in the 

organization and construction of community aqueducts. The reconstruction of the institutional 

and ideological framework from the state entities involved in the community water supply 

systems during this first phase in the organization and construction of the first aqueducts allows 

us to understand how institutions are legitimated in their interactions with other actors and 

what roles are given to water, communities, as well as to global discourses on environment and 

health. 

 

The CAR, the Region’s Head of Waters  

The now Autonomous Corporation of Cundinamarca, in Spanish Corporación Autónoma de 

Cundinamarca (CAR), before 1993 called Regional Autonomous Corporation of the savanna of 

Bogotá and the Valleys of Ubaté and Chiquinquirá, in Spanish Corporación Autónoma Regional 

de la Sabana de Bogotá y de los Valles de Ubaté y Chiquinquirá (CAR), is one of the first entities 

of the state to get in touch with the communities that were organized for the construction of 

the community aqueducts in Usme. The history of the CAR and its administration in the territory 

of Usme shows the transformation of an institution that was first focused on the realization of 

sanitary and environmental diagnoses in the 1960s, which later changed to be an entity 

executing works in rural areas in the 1970s and 1980s, closer to the needs of the rural 

population, and that finally moved towards an environmental control entity in 1993. This change 

from executing infrastructure in rural areas to an environmental control entity dislocated the 

relationship of this institution with the rural communities and its role in the organization and 

construction of community aqueducts. 

The CAR was motivated to reach the standards of development for the population that did 

not have access to drinking water and concerned about the deterioration of terrains and soils of 

the low lands due to the impact of the urbanization of Bogotá, it proclaimed its effort to support 

the economic development of the region since its creation in 1961. At the same time, it took 

into account the conservation, defense, coordination and administration of all natural resources 

in order to achieve better living standards between the rural and urban community. The 

planning of the territory while acknowledging rural and urban orders has always been central to 

the CAR. Furthermore, the CAR is an institution that was created as a "decentralized public 

establishment, endowed with legal personality and its own assets, which will operate using 

modern methods of technology and business administration."315 The construction of the 

community aqueducts was financed in the first phase by the DRI PAN program and the CAR. 
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The creation of the Water Commission of the Savanna, in Spanish Comisión de Aguas de la 

Sabana, in 1958 and the subsequent creation of the CAR, with Law 3 of 1961, were aimed to 

face the difficulty in coordinating the different entities that built infrastructure or were in charge 

of specific administration projects of water sources in the Bogotá River basin, an area in which 

both Bogotá and Usme are located. The CAR, like all regional autonomous corporations in 

Colombia, was built following the model of the Tennessee Valley Corporation (TVA). From this 

moment on, the region was considered a geographical concept delimited by a hydrographic 

basin. In the case of the CAR, the Bogotá River basin also comprises the Tunjuelo River basin. 

The main problem the CAR faced was the impact of Bogotá’s urbanization on the terrains of the 

savanna. 

The CAR’s area of influence was characterized by the insufficiency of electrification and 

telecommunications channels and by supplying the population with low quality and quantity of 

drinking water. By 1961, only 42% of the urban and semi-urban areas of the CAR’s jurisdiction 

had aqueduct services and 30% had sewerage services. In rural areas, these services were almost 

non-existent.316 The first two administrations of the CAR, led by economist Enrique Peñalosa 

Camargo and engineer Manuel Laverde Aponte, focused on advancing studies that would 

establish the true supply, demand and quality of water available in the region.317 

The CAR sought to become a coordination and institutional planning entity at a regional 

level. However, in the absence of a regional plan, the CAR, under the executive management of 

Manuel Laverde Aponte, followed an emergency plan that consisted of a diagnosis of the 

region’s situation. Thus, the activities of the CAR were limited to elaborating diagnoses of its 

intervention sectors: hydrology of the area, sanitary status of the aqueducts, electrification, 

transport, conditions and irrigation needs.318 The region’s planning was understood as a 

systematic way to take decisions and establishing priorities for action. Consequently, the issues 

and concerns during the first period of the CAR’s operation included classifying the water 

sources that belong to the Bogotá River basin according to quality and analyzing the possible 

repercussions in public health and the economy. These tasks were regulated by Agreement 04 

of 1963. Within this control logic we find contamination diagnoses of the Bogotá River, 

assessment of the sanitary state of the water currents, control of domestic and industrial 

tributaries, as well as the study of twenty-five hydrographic basins that supply urban 
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aqueducts.319 During this first period, the CAR’s research was supported by the Municipal 

Development Institute, in Spanish Instituto de Fomento Municipal (INSFOPAL), and the 

International Development Agency, in Spanish Agencia de Desarrollo Internacional (AID). 

Also, in the year of 1963, the Sanitary Engineering Company was contracted by the CAR to 

carry out the Sanitary Inventory of the Savanna region of Bogotá;320 henceforth the absence of 

an aqueduct and sewerage pilot plan that gave indications as to the needs and corresponding 

investments for the sector. The state of the aqueduct and sewerage networks’ research of the 

municipalities in the region allowed the elaboration of a control map on the sanitary status of 

the waters. The results helped define the entity’s three fronts of action: remodeling and 

modernization of the aqueducts and sewerage networks; expansion of the existing capacity, and 

construction of new networks. The construction of new aqueduct and sewerage networks was 

concentrated in rural communities and marginal neighborhoods of Bogotá that normally lacked 

the coverage of these services. Along with the aqueduct and sewerage networks of Bogotá, the 

CAR focused on the administration of groundwater, regulation and hydraulic adequacy of the 

Bogotá River. 

In 1967, the Hydrological Committee of the Bogotá River basin was created according to 

Agreement 33 of 1967, where the Municipal Energy Company, in Spanish Empresa de Energía 

de Bogotá, the Aqueduct and Sewerage Company of Bogotá, in Spanish Empresa de Acueducto 

y Alcantarillado de Bogotá (EAAB) and the CAR were members and coordinated their activities 

regarding the dams that each company handled.321 In 1969, under the executive direction of 

Torres Lozano, the Water Quality Measurement Network of the Bogotá River and its tributaries 

was created, an organization where the Faculty of Engineering of the National University of 

Colombia participated together with the CAR, the World Health Organization (WHO) and the 

Pan American Health Organization (PAHO).322 Back then, the CAR was not only in charge of 

collecting information, but also responsible of creating an information exchange platform 

between institutions in order to formulate treatment strategies and establish an integral 

operation, whereas the WHO and PAHO provided the necessary laboratory equipment. The CAR 

included a consultation service specialized in economics, watersheds and the management of 

treatment plants. In addition, the CAR team was trained in environmental engineering, industrial 

waste, and operation of wastewater treatment plants.323 Afterwards, with Enrique Sandoval 
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García as executive director, the CAR continues to control industrial and chemical pollution 

through the monitoring of water in the Bogotá River.324  

From 1968 to 1974, the CAR focused on the execution of works and left aside regional 

planning, the former being prioritized in research that supported the construction of 

aqueducts.325 Meanwhile, at the national level, progress was made in regional planning through 

the creation of sectional planning offices and departamental planning councils. The Regional 

and Autonomous Development Corporations, in Spanish Corporaciones Autónomas de 

Desarrollo Regional, such as the CAR that were subordinated to the Ministry of Agriculture 

concentrated on the development of areas with a rural profile, on the administration of natural 

resources and the provision of infrastructure. There were no reflection or strategies on urban-

rural dynamics, which are basic for the integral development of a region.  

The Cundinamarca Administrative Department of Planning, in Spanish Departamento 

Administrativo de Planeación de Cundinamarca, requires that the councils of the department’s 

municipalities follow the CAR´s provisions regulated in Law 3 of 1961. Thus, the CAR created in 

1976 the planning office that, under the executive direction of Héctor Parra Gómez, would have 

the task to develop physical and economic planning.326 Afterwards, Agreement 33 of 1979 of the 

CAR, Zoning Statute, divided the rural and urban areas as well as restricted its responsibility to 

the rural ones.327 The Special District of Bogotá and the municipalities assume the regulation on 

urban land uses, based on urban planning, in its totality.  

With Law 99 of 1993, the CAR changed its executive nature to become an entity of 

environmental control. For the rural population and for functionaries as Hernando Amado, this 

change meant the distancing of the entity from the rural population. The CAR was no longer 

seen as an entity of support. At that time, the CAR created two planning programs: the 2001-

2010 Regional Environmental Management Plan based on Decree 048 of 2001, and the Triennial 

Action Plan 2004-2006, which is a medium-term planning tool. For this plan of action, the 

community was convened for the first time in CAR strategies through public hearings in order to 

become aware of their needs and initiatives and include them in the plan.328 Furthermore, the 

CAR, in accordance with Law 388 of 1997, supported the municipalities in the preparation of 

their Land Management Plans. The CAR provided them geographic and cartographic information 

in order to incorporate the strategic areas and controls into the municipal plans. 
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The CAR, on behalf of the state constitutes an expert entity on water control with expert 

knowledge and economic support from international agencies, as well as consultants and 

training. Water is understood as a resource, a contaminated resource that must be treated and 

intervened in order to guarantee public health. Thus, the degree of contamination must be 

measured and determined to know which purification mechanism should be applied. From the 

institutional perspective, the community does not appear as an actor. Their needs of treated 

water are considered abstractly linked to the universal human consumption of water. 

The CAR has under its jurisdiction about 18,000 km², 104 municipalities and the Capital 

District. According to Law 99 of 1993, environmental management is decentralized by giving the 

autonomous corporations (decentralization by sector) and territorial entities (decentralization 

by scale) the administration of natural resources. Corporations and territorial entities follow the 

national provisions of the Ministry of Environment. 

 

The Decentralization 

Decentralization and its measures, which would later change the form of Colombia’s state 

organization, were seen as a solution, on the one hand, to the economic, political and social 

crisis that was perceived in the country, but also as part of the growing tendency towards the 

internationalization of the economy and the decrease in state intervention or the deregulation 

of its role. Colombia’s region asked for more autonomy and freedom to manage their resources. 

The government could not effectively meet the needs of the population in terms of basic 

services, including drinking water. Consequently, the people protested. The decentralization 

was therefore erroneously thought to democratize the exercise of power in the regions and give 

more responsibilities and fiscal autonomy to territorial entities.329 

The administrative and financial decentralization and its regulation through Law 11 of 1986, 

Decree 700 of 1987 – overturned in 1992 –, and Decree 1333 of 1986 of the Municipal Code, 

provides two changes that affected the construction and management of water supply systems. 

The first was the responsibility granted to municipality to supply its population with water, thus 

legitimizing local authorities. The second was to open up the possibility of community 

participation in the control and management of public services through figures such as the 

Community Action Board and the Local Action Board. These organizations are understood as 

intermediaries between the state and the communities with the aim of bringing new ideas and 

the needs of the communities to the management as well as for holding the representatives of 
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the communities responsible for finding solutions and not just criticizing: 330 "Law 11 of 1986 

empowers the Council to divide the municipal territory into communes (in urban areas) or into 

corregimientos (in rural areas), each headed by a Local Administrative Board (JAL) of which at 

least one third of the members (who are between 3 and 7) are elected by direct universal 

suffrage.“331 

As for financial decentralization, its purpose was to strengthen municipalities through 

financial support mediated by the Territorial Development Funds, thus opening the possibility 

of indebtedness for these municipalities. In Colombia, this process began with Law 14 of 1983 

and Law 12 of 1986: "In the contemporary period, in all countries, local expenditures increase 

more quickly than national expenditures. In all cases, this is due much more to transfers from the 

State than to the own resources of local entities. Everywhere, the State keeps the most flexible 

taxes for itself."332 Mixed nature entities were also created: 

 
"In the framework of the DRI program, Decree 77 [of 1987] regulated the Integrated Rural 

Development Fund. This decree also provides that ’the participation of the rural communities settled in the 
areas that benefit from the programs that the DRI funds, will be done through the DRI; county, municipal, 
district and departmental committees, with whom the fund will arrange the programs and projects in 
which they intervene in compliance with their functions and purposes.”333 

 
Although decentralization policies can be traced sin the 1950s, such as the election of 

community councils, it was until the 1980s that local taxes were strengthened, functions of the 

national government were reallocated, transfers to territorial entities were increased as part of 

the value-added tax system, in Spanish impuesto al valor agregado (IVA), and popular elections 

for mayor were approved. These reforms were accentuated by the Political Constitution of 1991 

that states in the first article of Law 19 of 1958 on administrative reform that the reorganization 

of public administration aims to better ensure the coordination and continuity of official action 

according to developmental plans. The rational ordering and decentralization of public services 

which might be effective under the direction of local authorities were part of the changes. 

The 22nd article states that the municipal councils, the departmental assemblies and the 

national government may entrust the community action boards – these being composed of 

residents of each district and organized according to the standards issued by the respective 

councils as well as other local entities – with functions of control and surveillance of certain 

public services or give these organizations some intervention in its management. This was 
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argued based on the needs of communities and neighborhoods with deficiencies in sanitation. 

According to the law, these improvements or changes require the collaboration of the local 

inhabitants, and thus references are made to their knowledge and interest: "That these 

improvements cannot be carried out solely with the official resocurces available, but to achieve 

them requires the cooperation of the initiative, expertise and ingenuity of the neighbors." These 

community actions should thus be organized by Community Action Boards so that they could 

interact with the institutions in the administration of certain services. 

These first attempts to implement the ideas of decentralization presented difficulties. In 

the 1990s, legislative adaptations were made to remedy the main failures of the law: “The draft 

law No. 94 of 1990 includes proposals to consolidate and increase local democracy. The JAL [in 

Spanish Juntas de Acción Local, Local Action Boards] are the first committed, since their failure 

during the first years is for no one unknown. The election of all the members by direct suffrage 

is then proposed."334 The new functions proposed for the Local Action Boards remained, 

however, unspecified and these organizations still lacked financial support, since they could not 

intervene in the budget’s arrangement. Thus, analysts such as Blanquer and Fajardo argue how 

political decentralization finds its limits through insufficient financial decentralization. 

 

Integrated Rural Development Program (DRI) 1976-1986  

The first community aqueducts built in rural Usme were in the veredas of Olarte and Destino. 

These communities were benefited by the National Food Plan and the Integral Rural 

Development Program (Plan Nacional Alimentario and Programa de Desarrollo Rural Integral or 

PAN and DRI, respectively), as well as the CAR, according to the community actors in their 

interviews and as can be seen in the water concessions and other CAR documents. Due to the 

difficulties in finding officials who worked during that period, in this subchapter I reconstruct 

from documents the vision that this program had of rurality, water administration, rural 

communities and especially of the function they assumed in representation of the state. I want 

to evaluate if these programs started from an understanding of the backwardness of rurality 

and its uses of water. These programs took place within the framework of administrative and 

financial decentralization in Colombia, which is regulated by Law 11 of 1986, and the Municipal 

Code regulated by Decree 1333 of 1986. 

 
"(...) the decentralization policy currently in force in Colombia does not propose the search for 
regional equilibrium, nor regional or local autonomy, the purpose of the State’s restructuration 
combines objectives of opening new spaces (physical and economic) for the capital, a solution to the 
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fiscal crisis and new conditions for the management of social and political conflicts generated by the 
pattern of development.”335 

 
The Integral Rural Development program (DRI) – regulated by Decree 77 of 1987 by the 

Ministry of Finance and Public Credit, by which the Statute of Decentralization for the 

municipalities was established – was a set of interventions regarding the transfer of 

technologies, technical assistance and credit.336 The program’s aim was to improve the living 

conditions of peasants by turning them into entrepreneurs in the countryside. The transfers 

mentioned before were aimed at improving production, road infrastructure, electrification and 

irrigation as well as solving the basic needs of small farmers. This was a program supported by 

the World Bank in Colombia and was similar to other programs throughout Latin America. During 

Alfonso López Michelsen’s government, the National Food Plan (Plan Nacional de Alimentación 

y Nutrición or PAN) was incorporated into its Development Plan, which was complemented with 

the DRI as a productive strategy.337 

The proposal for an integral rural development program worked under the premise that 

peasant economies could be modernize and that their participation could increase the supply of 

agricultural food products as raw material for industries. This perspective from the 1950s started 

with the World Bank report, which included a diagnosis of Colombia's social economy. These 

ideas were based on a reflection elaborated by academic centers and shared by international 

financial agencies such as the World Bank: under capitalist logic, the backward societies of Latin 

America, Asia and Africa should grow and gain more profits; the state should improve the access 

of these economies to productive processes in order to raise their economic efficiency and thus 

their competitiveness in the market. The rural backwardness was therefore due to the expulsion 

of the market of these economies.338 

 

Implementation 

Consequently, the proposal to rationalize the reproduction of resources is made, under which 

the population was also included. This process of reproduction of resources occurs within the 

framework of capitalist development in the industrial and agricultural sectors, dynamics that did 

not lead to a development of the internal market or guarantee greater access to basic resources 

for production like, for example, land. The peasants’ condition did not change nor was it 

benefited by the development programs. On the contrary, according to authors such as Darío 
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Fajardo, both in Colombia and in other countries market's unequal exchange mechanisms limit 

the socio-economic peasant sector’s capacity to retain surpluses. An example of this type of 

development programs is the Agrarian Reform that began in Colombia with Law 35 of 1961. 

During the 1970s, the situation of the Colombian countryside and its peasants did not 

improve and remained precarious. In this sense it resembled other Latin American countries. 

Colombia requested economic support from external organizations, such as the World Bank, in 

order to implement integrated rural development programs. Thus, the country adopted rural 

development policies proposed by the World Bank for the third world countries.339 

At first, the organization of the PAN and the DRI depended on the National Administrative 

Department of Planning.340 In 1981, the direction of the PAN and the DRI were unified, and in 

1985 the Integral Rural Development Fund was created with legal personality, administrative 

autonomy, and own assets through Law 47. The DRI is recognized as an instrument to address 

problems in rural areas affected by uneven regional development processes. The CAR executes 

these programs in its territorial jurisdiction with the aim of improving the living conditions of 

small producers through the construction of infrastructure works and the provision of "basic 

public services," among them the supply of drinking water. 

 

Conception of the Community 

One of the aims of the PAN-DRI Program was to promote peasant organization and self-

management. A vertical coordination structure was proposed with departmental, municipal and 

rural committees. In these committees, officials of the entities and representatives of the 

beneficiaries of the program met. The community’s organization was a requirement in order to 

receive the program’s benefits, a fact made explicit from Dilia Beltrán’s testimony, previously 

reviewed in the first subchapter. The rural committees, in Spanish comités veredales worked as 

a multiplication of the program’s benefits for local communities, since not only the families 

inscribed formally, received credits and technical assistance, but also all people of the 

intervened area received training and infrastructure provision on road, health and education. 

The rural committees oversaw the identification of the needs of the local population in physical 

infrastructure and social services, the establishment of a prioritization of the works, and they 

suggested which works should be included in the annual programs to the municipal committees. 

The program’s initiation depended on the establishment and operation of the rural committees. 

In subsequent evaluations regarding the program’s scope, it was acknowledged that state 
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institutions did not fulfill their promises to the population. As a result, the support of different 

programs to different peasant organization of the same territory divided the community and 

generated confrontations between them.341 

Although the dynamics in the local population triggered by the rural committees were 

positively evaluated due to their capacity for autonomous existence, the changes in 

macroeconomic policy in the early 1980s and their impact on the allocation of resources for 

social policy programs and the agricultural sector reduced the action of the PAN- DRI program 

and changed its character by turning it into an assistance program, National Integration Plan, in 

Spanish Plan de Integración Nacional. The participatory and organizational component stopped 

receiving resources. However, some autonomous organizations continued as rural assemblies, 

in Spanish asambleas veredales.342 

"One of the main achievements of the organization by municipal committees was to 

improve the level of information of the communities on the services provided by public entities 

in the rural sector.“:343 these committees, both as rural and municipal ones, facilitated the flow 

of resources through their organization, which in turn promote the construction and 

maintenance of infrastructures such as community aqueducts, even in spite of a minimal 

investment in the community component between 1976- 1986, where 6.2% of the budget was 

spent. 344 

Even though the aim was to achieve peasant participation in the decision-making process, 

during the program’s evaluation the peasant community’s role was strongly criticized. 

Professionals on behalf of the State still lead the meetings, and priorities established at a 

municipal level were taken into account as suggestions and not conditions, thus leaving 

decisions at a central level and ignoring peasant requests once more. Finally, the municipal 

committees were neither supported with resources nor with transfers, and their budgets were 

handled autonomously.345  

 

Conception of the State 

The DRI program was conceived as an autonomous administrative entity with its own assets. 

Therefore it entered the process of decentralization as a public establishment of national order 

attached to the Ministry of Agriculture. According to Decree 77 of 1987 Article 45, its goal was 
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to participate together with municipalities and rural communities as well as other public and 

private entities through co-financing mechanisms in the execution of investment programs and 

projects for the integral economic and social development of peasant economy and 

smallholdings areas. The DRI thus became a Development Fund in 1995 through Law 47 of this 

same year.346 

Rural development was based on projects identified by the DRI rural committees, included 

by the municipal committees and presented to the departmental and national management 

levels of the DRI Fund. The authorities decided over the project’s realization. The fiscal 

decentralization determined that resources should partially come from municipalities according 

to their financial capacity, participation in the system of value-added tax system and its own 

fiscal tax collection. In infrastructure works, the municipality should assume 100% of the 

administrative expenses and personal services, and the DRI Fund 100% of the investment. This 

was not the case of the Olarte and Destino community aqueducts, where it was a condition for 

the community to organize and collect a percentage of the infrastructure costs. The 

rationalization of public spending through the coordination and integration of entities and the 

organization of a division of labor was the aim of the decentralization. 

 

Conclusions 

At the end of the 1940s peasant communities of Bogotá’s rural urban edge had to adapt to new 

territories after being displaced from the ones they inhabited due to the construction of the 

Chisacá dam. Their relationship with water sources was familiar and depended on the 

characteristics of their immediate environment. If they had access to water sources, they were 

subject to the rainy and dry seasons. At the same time, they were often affected by third-party 

actions, as stated by Dilia Beltrán, who was affected by her neighbors, who had felled trees and 

thus caused the local brook to dry up. There was no community organization around the water: 

in order to access water, individuals or families had to endure hard work and travel long 

distances. There were also conflicts among the population due to its use. 

This relationship to water changed with the organization and construction of community 

aqueducts. First, people organized themselves and get united within the community to find a 

common source, the Piedra Gorda brook, from which everyone could supply themselves. A 

community leader was chosen who, now considered as a legitimate actor, negotiated on behalf 

of the community with the institutions in order to receive their support for the water supply of 

the rural population. The relation to water is no longer mediated only by the variable of the 
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user's location, who no longer has to live or own a land with a water source to have access to 

water. This establishes a relationship of solidarity with the inhabitants who did not have access 

to these resources. Other local water sources are still used. 

The water concession assumed by community and institutional actors as the first 

formalization process of the aqueducts can be understood in the analysis as a space for 

negotiation and interaction between actors, where an order of how to conceive and manage 

water is proposed and negotiated. The water concession allows us to know the actors that 

intervene in the supply as well as presents the principles that are followed in the concession 

process, such as laws and decrees with the strategies that are used by institutional and 

community actors. To monitor the concession also allows us to know the conflicts between 

actors.  

With the concession request, the formalization of the relationship between community 

actors, water source and institutional actors began. The application by the community meant 

the recognition of the institutions as an authority. The procedure of studying and characterizing 

the source with hydraulic engineering and being able to count on environmental and forestry 

lawyers and engineers in the case of conflict legitimized this knowledge and these water 

characterizations. To grant the concession to the community meant to legitimate them in front 

of third parties that may have had an interest in the water source and in front of other 

institutions that are part of the municipal or state control mechanism. The CAR’s authorization 

transformed this institution into a mediator of the relationship between community and water, 

while also mediating conflicts regarding water amongst the population. Thus, the concession’s 

characteristics transformed the water. For the institutions, water was neither the property of 

the inhabitants nor of landowners, but rather state property, reason why it was possible to give 

it public use under measures of surveillance and control. Thus, the institutions imposed a cost 

for its use and sanctions were not foreseen for its contamination. 

The CAR was the protagonist of the first period of the community aqueduct’s construction, 

as an institution founded with the aim of promoting social and economic development in its 

jurisdiction area, the savanna of Bogotá and the Ubaté and Chiquinquirá Valleys, which should 

prevent the deterioration of soils due to urbanization. As a planning and coordination entity, it 

started by making diagnoses and classifications of water sources according to their quality. 

These classifications are the bases to determine the urbanization´s impact on public health and 

the economy in the jurisdiction area. 

Since the 1990s, after the enactment of the National Constitution of 91 and the Law 99 of 

1993, municipalities were made responsible of ensuring the provision of public services, 

including water. Furthermore, the participation of communities in the provision of services was 
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allowed through Communal Action Boards and Local Action Boards. Within this framework, the 

DRI PAN program had the goal of improving the living conditions of the peasant communities 

and transforming them into entrepreneurs, this based on the transfer of technology, technical 

assistance and credit. For the World Bank, peasant economies had to be modernized. Under this 

capitalist reasoning, the peasant societies of Latin America, Asia and Africa had to grow and 

increase their profit by having better access to productive resources. However, these ideals 

failed because there was neither a development of the internal market nor greater access to 

land for the communities. Development projects on an unequal exchange basis imposed by the 

free market limited the ability of communities to retain surpluses. 

In turn, the DRI PAN program strengthened the community’s organization and allowed 

them to know more precisely the responsibilities of the institutions, in this case in the support 

of community aqueducts. However, despite the active participation of the communities in the 

process of organization and construction of the community aqueducts, these programs 

continued to be a challenge regarding communal participation, for the experts continued to be 

only professionals and institutional officials. The community’s experiences and knowledge was 

not recognized and the transfer of responsibilities was not supported by economic 

decentralization to community organizations. 

Adding to my first theses, which state that the orders and actions proposed by the 

institutions are based on a regulation that neither recognizes the communities’ form of 

organization nor their knowledge, and although this dynamic is also present when we analyze 

the aims of the DRI PAN program, I found in my analysis that the actions of the CAR in its first 

intervention with water concessions and the formalization process present a more complex 

panorama. The institution also had the aim of protecting the way in which community 

organizations – such as the Community Action Boards during this period – organized against 

powerful individuals who within the communities owned the lands where the water intakes 

were located and pretended an exclusive use of the water streams while ignoring the needs of 

the local communities. With the support of the CAR, the organized community was empowered 

and defended the public nature of water.  
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Chapter 3: Shifting the Responsibility: Decentralization, 

Privatization and Institutionalization of Water Control           (1994- 

2006) 
 

The environmental crisis caused by the dry season in Usme between 1992 and 1993, and later 

in 1997 with the collapse of the Doña Juana garbage dump led the communities to organize and 

claim their right to water. 347 Their claims interacted with social and environmental movements, 

and with a new institutional structure of the state that, following Colombia’s new Constitution 

of 1991, decentralized the provision of public services in the municipalities. The national and 

regional institutions changed their character from directly guaranteeing the public services to 

regulating and controlling them. The creation in 1992 of the locality of Usme, in Spanish 

localidad, as a decentralized and local administration of Bogotá’s District, with election of ediles 

and councilors as well as Local Development Funds, was fundamental for the construction of the 

community aqueducts in different rural veredas348 and for the renovation of old infrastructures 

of the community aqueduct El Destino in Usme.349 

Faced with the institutional change of the 1991 Constitution, there were also complaints 

and resistance from social and environmental movements located in Bogotá’s south end. 

Between the years 2000 and 2002 a new period began in the history of the community 

aqueducts of Usme’s rural area, who this time around, united not only by communities but in a 

local committee, demanded institutional support for the construction of infrastructures for all 

the veredas and received technical and administrative support from the district institutions. 

Until then, only the aqueducts of the veredas El Destino and Olarte had been organized and 

received the CAR’S, who within the PAN DRI program co-financed the con-struction of the 

infrastructures together with the population350 as presented in chapter 2. 

The community aqueducts transformed their organization form from being administrated 

by the Community Action Boards to a specialized model in an Aqueduct Committee for each 

rural living unit, and then united in the Committee of Water and Environmental Sanitation of 

Usme, in Spanish Comité de Aguas y Saneamiento Ambiental de Usme. This organization form 
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ended for the majority of community aqueducts in 2006, when the user’s associations were 

created in a second phase of the infrastructure’s construction, planned for 20 years of service 

with the support of the district institutions headed by the Aqueduct and Sewer Company of 

Bogotá, in Spanish Empresa de Acueducto y Alcantarillado de Bogotá (EAAB). The EAAB, through 

the Local Executing Units (UEL) and contractors, was in charge of the diagnostics, designs, 

construction of the community aqueducts’ infrastructure and training of community 

representatives. The organized communities assumed part of the tasks in the construction and 

administration of the aqueducts. The financing came from the Local Development Fund.  

The financing method previously described was part of the decentralization reforms that 

began in 1987 and were regulated by the 1991 Constitution.351 The constitution also envisioned 

the opening of the public services sector to privatization and the consequent change of the 

state’s role as responsible for the provision of public services insofar it ensured and controlled 

them. Thus, regulations changed the function of existing institutions and created new ones 

responsible of regulating, controlling and systematizing water quality.  

Nevertheless, the 1991 Constitution has been challenged due to its duality: on the one 

hand, it sought to guarantee human rights and, on the other hand, it marked the trend towards 

the commercialization of public services. 352 Initiatives such as the Tunjuelo River Basin Initiative 

or the Construction of Urban Popular Environmentalism353 supported the community aqueducts 

parallel to their demands for the government’s help and recognition of the community 

aqueducts as actors in the administration of their territories. These initiatives faced 

environmental crises such as the pollution of rivers and streams as well as the collapse of the 

Doña Juana garbage dump in 1997 and engaged with territorial projects such as the Entre Nubes 

Park (1995-1998).354 

In the first subchapter (3.1), I present the crises in water access that the veredas of Usme 

face and that motivate their inhabitants to organize themselves and demand the support of the 

state in the construction of community aqueducts. Thus, I reconstruct from the community 
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actor’s narratives the organization forms, practices, and interactions between community, 

water and institutional actors. In turn, I present in the subchapter 3.2 the institutional changes 

in the control of water and how they were implemented through programs, plans and strategies 

for the District's community aqueducts during this historical period; I reflect on how water and 

community were perceived and how institutions were built as legitimate actors in water control 

and supply. Finally, I analyze how these interactions in water supply are related to a territory, 

how global discourses influence them and how they build the relation of citizenship of the rural 

community of Usme. 

 

3.1 Without Guidelines, Claiming and Building Community Aqueducts 

The construction and operation of community aqueducts during this second phase were 

processes that seemed to start from scratch. There were no instructions to follow, although the 

aqueducts built around 2000 were not the first, since there were already water supply systems 

without water treatment in the veredas El Destino and Olarte. However, the conditions in which 

these infrastructures were built were different. In this section we present the water needs of 

the population of Usme during the period 1991-2006 through the testimonies of community 

actors such as Anaelfa Zambrano (plumber of the Acuamarg aqueduct), Norberto Riveros 

(representative of the El Destino Aqueduct), and Libardo López (representative of the Olarte 

Aqueduct), who tell us about the anguishes and preparations for the construction of the 

aqueducts, a process without a pattern to follow for community representatives of the 

community.355 From the testimonies of people involved I also briefly reference experiences in 

social and environmental movements of the South of Bogotá that have strengthened the 

community claims for water aqueducts and posed an environmental and rural agenda in the 

capital district, basic in the interactions with district institutions and until then without 

precedent.356 

 

Facing Marginalization and Health Crisis 

As we will see in the following testimonies, the population needed to invest a lot of energy and 

work as well as know how to face improvisation and intensive leadership work, this not only to 

meet their basic needs such as access to water, electricity or recreational spaces, but also to 

                                                             
355  The first phase of construction of community aqueducts in the case of Usme is presented in the second chapter 

of Community Leaders and Rural Development Programs (1980-1993), Reconstructing the History of the 

Community aqueduct ‘El Destino’. 
356  Dolly Palacio et. al, Fuentes Vivas En El Borde. Investigación y Experincias Colaborativas Para La Gobernanza de 

Un Sur Sostenible, 241–50. 
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claim their status as citizens, as subjects of law. For these communities, community work was a 

daily reality and public services a need. 

 
"Because each community [was] concentrated on the vereda and their needs, and to satisfy those 
needs they worked. For example, in [the vereda] El Destino there was that [the construction of 
community aqueducts] and a work that my mother also did with rural electrification, which reached 
Calderitas. (...)  
At that time we also did it, the first three paved mini soccer fields were made, where they 
[inhabitants] started to play mini soccer in the rural sector; they asked for the first court and the first 
championships were in the village of El Destino."357 

 
In the vereda Las Margaritas, Anaelfa Zambrano remembers with sadness that period in 

which she and other parents, after the anguish due to the disappearance of their beloved 

children, had to wage a negotiation with the army because the young people were accused of 

rebellion: "The guerrilla took my son in 2002-2003. They took a bunch of boys from the vereda. 

The army held them afterwards when the guerrillas released them. They had them in their hands. 

I was struggling with that holy water. (...) [The army] thought that the entire population had to 

do with the guerrillas."358  

 

Image 3: Testimony of Violent Context in Vereda Las Margaritas. Photo: Author. Usme, Bogotá, March 2013. 

                                                             
357  Riveros, Norberto. Interview by Marcela Arrieta and Dolly Palacio. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, October 

31, 2015. 
358  Zambrano, Anaelfa. Interviewed by Marcela Arrieta, Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, February 2, 2015 
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This testimony confirmed how the inhabitants of this area of Bogotá not only had to organize 

themselves and demand the support of the institutions in order to obtain water, but they also 

had to claim their status as citizens and subjects of law in different areas of their lives.359 

Water supply was one of the public services for which the rural community of Usme had to 

organize themselves amidst the health crisis in the El Destino Aqueduct and the drought in the 

region. Thus, Norberto Riveros narrates the crisis of the aqueduct El Destino: 

 
"We had a lot of tests on us at the aqueduct and they [the Secretary of Health] have never found 
anything wrong, and on some occasion they did [tests] there at the military base, they [part of the 
community] made a dairy factory and the Secretary of Health came and told them, ‘I will take 
samples,’ and it turns out that the water was totally contaminated. Then they declared that the water 
of the vereda El Destino was unviable. But what happened was that the tank that was there in that 
sector where the water arrived and then distributed, the soldiers stopped there and bathed [the] 
body, washed the underwear, the stockings, all of them; imagine the contamination.”360 

 
Having reviewed the institutional documents of the water concession of the aqueduct El 

Destino, I here reproduce the interactions between community actors and institutions facing 

the water contamination crisis in this aqueduct in 1999. This fact was presented by the 

community actors of the vereda as one of their motivations for the community’s organization in 

the Water Committee and for the obtainment of institutional support. 

In February of 1999, the local mayor, Nelson Cruz, received a communication from Usme’s 

hospital about the results of a physical and chemical bacteriological analysis done to the water 

source of the aqueduct of the vereda El Destino. The water was not suitable for human 

consumption because it was contaminated with fecal coliforms. It was thus recommended to 

"Remove the animals that are around the basin or catchment, disinfect this structure 

[catchment], place a dosing device if possible, enclose and care for the basin in order to avoid its 

contamination."361. The Local Mayor's Office reacted and through their Legal Advisor addressed 

the CAR’s Regulatory and Licensing Division and remitted the complaint filed by the Usme 

Hospital. The Regulation and Licensing Division ordered officials of the CAR’S Monitoring and 

Control Division to visit the village of El Destino and elaborate a report. Attached to the report 

was a EAAB account from the Vitelma Plant Operation and Management Division, but no 

                                                             
359  In this work, I focus on the interactions of the community and the state through water, but although I do not 

include them in this study, I do not ignore the interactions and structures of segregation in other areas. 
360  Riveros, 2015. 
361  Quintero Alvarado, Adela (Coordinadora Medio Ambiente). Comunicado. Hospital Usme, issued February, 1999. 

Bogotá: CAR., Public Archive CAR, Collection 761, Concesión El Destino vol.1, file 1021, code Of.8001. (Accessed 

October 29, 2015).  
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reference was made to the technical characteristics of the community aqueduct infrastructures 

and their ability to purify water.362 

On April 12, 1999, the report of the technical visit made on April 6 was done. The aim of 

the visit was to attend and verify the facts that could demonstrate the contamination of water 

of El Destino’s aqueduct. The CAR official in charge of the visit commented on the location and 

characteristics of the infrastructures: in a conversation with the plumber it became known that 

the aqueduct was built by the CAR 14 years ago and that 102 families were currently using the 

aqueduct, that is, approximately 400 people. Both in the area surrounding the catchment and 

the area upstream of it neither housing nor animals were observed. In general terms, the 

reception area in this sector was preserved with typical páramo vegetation and the water’s color 

was crystal clear. It was noted that the water concession for the aqueduct was, although in 

process, suspended. It became clear that these physicochemical and bacteriological analyses 

would be central in order to grant the permission to the association.  

Anaelfa, a member of the Water Committee and former plumber of the Margaritas 

Aqueduct refers to the conditions to obtain water in the vereda Las Margaritas, which motivated 

the organization of the community to demand, together with other villages linked through the 

Water Committee, aqueducts for all of Usme’s veredas: “Formerly people had water from the 

jets of the tanks, not everyone had the need [to stock up with community aqueducts] (...) A sister 

of mine, with workers, had to carry the water on horses, 20-30 workers, in agriculture.“363 

Unlike the case of the El Destino Aqueduct, where the leader negotiated one by one with 

the institutions, in this process the communities of Usme’s veredas were organized in a Water 

Committee that would represent the interests of all the villages of the town before the local 

mayor's office and other institutions in order to guarantee the population’s water supply. 

 
"(...) they have already begun with the work of saying: you have to optimize the aqueducts, you have 
to provide drinking water; then when we started, and the others started too. And apart from that, 
the summer heat waves, the first El Niño phenomenon, and then the first hard drought came and 
they noticed some veredas that did not have water and they realized that we had water in our house. 
Fortunately, the first summer did not hit us hard, so they said: ‘No, we have to construct [more] 
aqueducts,’ and since then the veredas started to be organized already among them, and that's the 
moment when the communities came to be organized in a water committee.”364 

 
 

 

                                                             
362  There are different water purification processes that physically, either through filters or other procedures, 

improve water quality. On the other hand, the purification process’ precision depends on the qualities of the 

water to be treated because drinking water has precise physical and chemical characteristics. 
363  Zambrano, Anaelfa. Interview by Marcela Arrieta. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, 2.2.2015. 
364  Riveros, 2015 
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The Water Committee (1999-2006) 

"The presidents of the boards [Community Action Boards or Juntas de Acción Comunal] were 

forced to do a committee on water and environmental sanitation. The presidents of several 

Veredas, almost all. At that time, we were united. We had legal status."365 Based on the 

testimonies of Norberto Riveros, Anaelfa Zambrano and Otilia Cuervo’s narrative,366 I reproduce 

the history of Usme's water and sanitation committee following the interactions between the 

community and the institutions. This organization, in interaction with the institutions, requested 

the support of the district institutions in the training of the population for the construction and 

administration of the community aqueducts and obtained financial support for the aqueducts 

of Usme’s veredas. 

 
“The water and environmental sanitation committee between veredas [in Spanish comité 
interveredal de aguas saneamiento ambiental], as it was initially called, was formed on March 27, 
1999. Initially, the organization was made up of representatives of each community action board by 
vereda, other members of the community, a representative of the JAL [Local Action Board] and 
supported by the Local Mayor's Office. It was suggested that it could work with the legal status of 
one of the Community Action Boards.”367 

 
In the year 2000, through the person in charge of inter-institutional coordination in the 

committee, an alliance was created between the Usme Water and Sanitation Committee, the 

Local Mayor's Office of Usme and the Local Executing Unit (UEL) of the Aqueduct and Sewerage 

Company of Bogotá (EAAB). It began with the designs for the aqueducts with plans and 

measurements of the streams in order to decide which were the supplying sources of each 

aqueduct and to determine the entire contracting process for the construction of these 

infrastructures. The municipal company of Aqueduct and Sewerage, EAAB, through its Local 

Executing Unite, hired Gloria Stella Moreno, who had the function of accompanying and advising 

the communities in the administrative and technical organization of the community aqueducts. 

Technical trainings were carried out in the hydraulic, administrative and tariff systems, and an 

accompaniment was made in the procedures of the water concession before the CAR.368 

From the very beginning there were conflicts within the community, who at the same time 

did not understand why it had to pay for the water supply that came from local sources and 

that, following this argument, belonged to the local community. During a public hearing in a 

                                                             
365  Zambrano,2015 
366  Otilia Cuervo, “Comité de Aguas y Saneamiento Ambiental de Usme,” in Fuentes Vivas En El Borde. Investigación 

y Experiencias Colaborativas Para La Gobernanza de Un Sur Sostenible, ed. Dolly Cristina Palacio (Bogotá, 2018), 

547–56. 
367  Ibid., 547. 
368  Moreno, Gloria Stella. Interview by Marcela Arrieta and Myriam Mejía. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, 

February 24, 2015. 



 152 
 

 

program sponsored by the country’s presidency (2003), this water committee participated 

together with the local mayor, Ana Mery González, by supporting the need for community 

aqueducts and achieving the appropriation of $ 1530 million pesos that were invested in the 

aqueduct systems Uval-Requilina, Soches, Agualinda Chiguaza, Unión, Andes, and Curubital. The 

former happened during the administration of Antanas Mockus, with funds obtained from 

national royalties.369 

A number of institutions offered the Water and Sanitation Committee their support for the 

organization of cultural and environmental events such as the reforestation program of the 

Botanical Garden of Bogotá, with resources for the planting of 2000 trees in order to reforest 

the intake areas of different aqueducts.370 In these activities the community participated with a 

work force. These experiences were very much appreciated by the participants, who understood 

it as a recognition of community organization and as a learning space.371 This committee was 

also strengthened with the advice, of the EAAB contractor, to get formalized through the 

application to the legal status, the legalization of statutes and internal regulations and the 

payment of taxes.372 

 
“The meeting was held on August 26, 2005, with the Ministry of Environment Housing and Territorial 
Development [minambiente], FONADE [National Development Fund], UEL [Local Executive Unit] and 
community management of the EAAB, where the form of contracting and progress in the hiring of 
the resources of the nation is presented. $1530 million pesos (national royalties), of which 8% are 
allocated for the supervision of the work carried out by FONADE, 2% for the supervision of the 
contract executed by the Ministry of Environment, leaving a remainder of $1377 million to invest in 
work. Resources from the local mayor's office [of up to] $507 million pesos, of which $92 million pesos 
were subtracted for the second stage of the El Hato system. Remaining a surplus of $416.550.000 
million (Local mayoralty) that leverages the resources of the nation and are invested in its total of 
work. The bidding process is done by the UEL and the EAAB for the amount of $1.793550 million 
pesos and in order to legalize these resources two agreements have to be signed. The first [consisting 
of the] local mayor, the Ministry of Environment and the FONADE. The second [between the] local 
mayoral agreement, the UEL, and the EAAB."373 
 

A specialization was also carried out during this phase in the organizational mode of 

community aqueducts, which went from being organized by the Community Action Board to be 

organized by an aqueduct committee. In some cases, this was due to differences between the 

people interested in organizing these aqueducts and the aforementioned action boards. 

 
"My mother got sick and because of her illness she then had to withdraw a lot from the [issues of 
the] community and we [other members of the community action board] assumed all these 

                                                             
369  Cuervo, “Comité de Aguas y Saneamiento Ambiental de Usme,” 553. 
370  López, Libardo. Interview by Marcela Arrieta and Dolly Palacio. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, February 9, 

2015.  
371  López, 2015 
372  López, 2015 
373  López, 2015 
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processes. When we received the aqueduct, the water concession was in the name of the Community 
Action Board and from there we [members of the community that will be afterwards part of the 
aqueduct administrative board] started by joining the transfer process [from] the water concession 
to the aqueduct administration board, which was one of the best ideas. The aqueduct was 
inaugurated so that the aqueduct could be independent of the Community Action Board, so that 
money could not be stirred up, so that people could be a part of that process.”374 

 
In the case of the Olarte aqueduct, the aqueduct committee lasted 4 years, from 2002 to 

2006, when the aqueduct association was formed according to Libardo López, who started 

working for the aqueduct during this phase of change. The already constituted administrative 

boards of the community aqueducts assumed the tasks of the water and sanitation committee 

of each vereda: 

 
“Within the Community Action Board an [aqueduct] committee was set up to manage [from] August, 
on August 22, 2002, the aqueduct. It began to operate as such until September 22, 2006. When the 
works were actually done, when the works [infrastructures] were already done to deliver, [that] was 
when I started to exercise the position. Let's say from February onwards that was done, the 
association was made.375 

 
 

The Community Aqueducts Construction a Great Work of Leadership 

The representatives of the community demanded their right to the potable water service and 

the performance of the district institutions to be guaranteed, while also participating and 

collaborating in these construction processes. 

 
"I was telling you that when Mayor Nelson [Cruz] told me he was going to construct the aqueduct, I 
did not believe him. Because I thought it will take years and I die and I do not see anything. (...) The 
water and environmental sanitation committee, therefore, continued with a process in which we 
began to hold meetings and meetings and said we must prioritize the needs here. Well, everyone had 
needs. Our colleague Dilia Beltrán already said at school [place where the meeting took place] that 
we should prioritize [the construction] of the Olarte aqueduct [in front of other aqueducts], because 
there were much children [beneficiated]. That is an aqueduct, the Destino aqueduct that the CAR did 
in ancient times. I know this because they told the story.”376 

 
Filled with uncertainty and based on the idea that it may not work, they negotiated with 

institutional actors. In order to obtain in this case, the infrastructure of the supply system to 

which they were entitled to be a great work of leadership and persistence. There was also the 

collaboration of a mayor, Nelson Cruz, who has been described as very close to the local 

population. 

 
“When suddenly to my surprise, although we had said that we would prioritize in that meeting 
(…)what a surprise to me when a doctor said: ‘The aqueduct that goes first is that of Margaritas.’ 
Holy Virgin, I was cold. Because I knew that the organization was not ready, that had been insisted 
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and insisted on, but that was not nearly done. I did not say anything, I did not feel happy or anything, 
I was speechless. I did not say anything thinking that that construction was coming, and who was 
going to lead that [project]? How? In that moment, I had that impulse to go to the mayor, and ask 
him to prioritize another first, and then mine.”377 

 
Thus, without counting on training or institutional support to guide them in the form of 

official programs, the leaders continued to take advantage of the impulse motivated by the local 

mayor's office and the institutional context that forced the EAAB to design, build infrastructures 

and train the population in technical and administrative knowledge in order to manage and 

organize the community aqueducts. Consequently, community leaders had to either solve 

problems individually or with the help of colleagues and the community. As an example, in the 

following excerpt Anaelfa Zambrano tells a colleague about her anguish due to lack of time and 

capacities. 

 
“That boy [Anaelfa's partner, member of the Administrative Board of Acuamarg] told me, ‘Boss, what 
is the matter with you, are you sick?’ And I told him, ‘No, come, let´s have a drink and you tell me 
what happened. Let me invite you to a cup of coffee since I do not have any more money’. We left, 
and I told him: ‘The census still needs to be done because (...) I have already applied for the water 
concession, but they are asking me for the census and I have not had time to do it!’ He told me: 
‘Tellme what is to be done and I’ll help you.’ That already filled my heart with hope and I told him, 
‘These folks are missing.’ 
 
And the next Sunday he went up and brought me the list of work he had done and then he 
disappeared. They [the guerrilla] took him away and he did not show up anymore. Yes, and that's 
why I say that aqueduct is because of him, Raúl Castellanos [Ana Elfa's partner, member of the 
Administrative Board of Acuamarg]. From that impulse that he gave me, from that support. He had 
the opportunity to do a small job but it was very big for me. He gave me all the encouragement."378  

 
The construction processes of community aqueducts meant a strong experience for its 

participants. Far from being a systematic process, the actors representing the community and 

the leaders tell very personal and different stories. Due to the voluntary character of the work 

and in many cases its individuality, it constituted a great effort. Furthermore, their results 

depended on the personal abilities of the leaders. 

 
"That was just when the aqueduct was made, it took a year for the aqueduct [to be constructed]. The 
aqueduct gave the trainings. Nobody wanted [to attend], only Don Bentura and me. The builders had 
already been working for a month. Nobody took advantage of the training given by the aqueduct. I 
did the training to learn doing fees, [I was interested in] more office tasks. Once the teacher [in charge 
of the training] said he was going away, I [Zambrano] asked him [the teacher] to stay one more 
month. It will be difficult. A woman, Hilma Oldana, made a commitment and he [the teacher] stayed 
more than a year.”379 
 
"With those problems of the aqueduct... Get up early to see that little thread of water. I said to God: 
‘Get me someone that can be in charge of this situation.’ I decided to close that Gutierrez tap. I went 
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to see my son and those nights were moon nights. I heard that jet; I said, ‘My God, that aqueduct is 
damaged, and I barely see that full tank there. I already went crazy. In the morning there was that 
trickle of water. All the tank of water. You are not able to let me go.’ I closed that tap and now there 
was water; it means that there was a leak that did not allow the tank to be filled. I started giving 
water to everyone and from there I started.”380 

 
The representatives of the community oversee the water supply operation through 

community aqueducts. From Anaelfa’s testimony we can see how improvisation – in this case, 

closing a system registry to test if that was in fact the problem that left the population without 

water – allowed this woman to supply water to her community. This experience and her interest 

in the aqueduct made her a legitimate actor in this supply process. The remoteness of these 

places and the lack of institutional accompaniment left these workers on occasion alone. They 

found support in other forces, in which they believed in. 

Anaelfa's experience with the Acuamarg aqueduct contrasts with the experience of the 

Destino and Olarte aqueducts, where Norberto Riveros and Libardo López, the former due to 

his training as an engineer and the latter to his openness to this type of knowledge, could follow 

the modern logics of engineering in the construction of infrastructures: "We designed the 

aqueduct, we did the routes and by hand we went more or less looking and saying, ‘You have to 

go here.’ [That] on one side, on the other we did the whole survey, the cartography; we did it 

with Carlos Navarrete, president of Agua Linda Chiguaza." This is Libardo López’ testimony, 

where he reconstructs the EAAB official’s work in 2002 after the construction of the 

infrastructures. He thus highlights his commitment: 

 
"He [the engineer representing the EAAB] is a guy who had the will, who came and explained to the 
community first, before putting into operation what he was going to leave. He comes, he socializes 
with the community; not the whole community takes care of him but he takes the whole 
Administrative Board and that Committee and tells us: ‘We're going there, I'm going to pay, I'm going 
to take you there and I'm going to deliver [the aqueduct plans and maps] them, but that has some 
specifications, because surely you do not know how to read a map.’ And he was right: at that time, 
we did not know how to read a map. It continues one of the difficulties we have here, not everyone 
can read the planes."381 

 
For López, the experience with the EAAB engineers was very valuable and thanks to it he 

learned the importance of following recommendations and processes in an exact way. This is 

one of the teachings that today he seeks to continue transmitting to the plumbers who work 

with him. 

 

“If you send a plumber who does not have the experience, who does not have the capacity, they will 
run out of water during 5 or 6 days. Indeed, the first one [a plumber] [started only] with 
recommendations [and without experience]. He removed a piece called poma and he left it there and 
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a crescent came and the whole pipe was covered. Gravel, it has a lot of gravel, and it was covered. 
That was an unforgettable experience because we had to solve it without engineering and without 
being able to tell the Fund and without being able to tell anyone, because if we told these institutions, 
we were going to have a very serious problem, because we had not accepted the recommendations. 
(...) That brought us immense difficulties and from there on we had to do a hard job, an unforgettable 
experience, with the president and me as secretary to take that responsibility and ask people to come 
with the risk that a stone may fall and that suddenly there could be someone injured there. That's 
why we had to assume the costs.”382 

 
These testimonies tell us about the lessons that the community actors learned during these 

first years of organization in the aqueducts’ construction process through the interactions with 

engineers and institutional experts. These lessons became the basis for the community 

aqueducts’ organization strategies at this time and can be traced to the present. López tells: 

 
"What struck me most was, let's say, the recommendations made by the engineer that made this 
aqueduct at that time, they were very exact recommendations, yes, and that to date they have had 
to be fulfilled. I think this has been one of the reasons for the great results that this aqueduct has 
achieved, this is the secret for these networks.” 

 
The relationship with the Bogotá Aqueduct and Sewage Company (EAAB) is based on the 

relationship between the expertise of civil servant engineers of this institution and community 

workers who recognize this knowledge. Through López’ testimony, we can trace how an 

engineer’s expert knowledge traces work strategies with water that community workers later 

adopt. On the one hand, there are exact recommendations left by the engineer and, on the 

other, the operator transmits this knowledge personally, showing the procedure in situ, what 

López calls "teaching empirically". These are interactions that not only allow the lessons learned 

and recognition of expert engineering knowledge but also encourages the community actors to 

feel heard, feel that their problems are analyzed, and that seeks to support them, to find a 

solution from within the district organization. 

 
“It’s [the aim is] not change for change’s sake; yes, then surely that is the result, that I have not 
allowed [people] to change [the process that was specified by the engineer of the EAAB]. Because 
some people have the intention of improving, but also have the spirit of wanting to disrupt, then they 
believe that the system can be managed overnight. That it is too easy to change a tube, to change it, 
yes! It's hard to change a tube, but this [changes] can have implications.”383 

 
After the Committee’s organization and as this process led to the organization and 

construction of community aqueducts by veredas, community organizations started to fall apart 

while facing independently the already mentioned construction process, being central to it their 

individual capacities as leaders, as well as their ability to understand and be able to follow 

institutionalized processes and modern knowledge such as engineering. These interactions 
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between community and institutions were determined by the community’s organization and 

participation, and by the trajectories or previous experiences of community representatives. The 

organized communities that drive the community aqueducts found echo in social and 

environmental movements, groups that in turn were interested in strengthening grassroots 

initiatives. As we will see below, these alliances and their dialogues with the institutions are the 

core of the reflections and claims of rurality and the environmental sector in Bogotá. 

 

Non-Governmental Organizations Support 

The popular initiative “Tunjuelo River basin or the construction of Popular Environmentalism” 

elaborated a characterization of the conflicts in the South of Bogotá, supported by the Research 

and Development Foundation of Popular Habitat, FIDHAP. They situated problems such as the 

Doña Juana landfill, the San Benito tanneries, the occupation and mining activities surrounding 

the Tunjuelo River as threats to the sources and streams of the upper river basin that supply two 

million people in Bogotá as well as the rural population of Usme with water.384 With these 

certainties, the Interlocal Tunjuelo River Board was created, thus linking community leaders and 

generating discussions with urban planning professionals and urban historians to generate a 

conceptual framework and a voice that has already been heard in the discussions of the first 

Master Plan “Plan de Ordenamiento Territorial” (POT) of Bogotá, while at the same time 

questioning the impact of urban expansion on the rurality.385 

 

Conflicts between Leaders and Institutions 

"We did not know that we were obliged to pay taxes, so the phase where they [Secretary of Treasury 
and the National Tax and Customs Direction, in Spanish Dirección de Impuestos y Aduanas Nacionales 
(DIAN)] called us for the [industry and trade tax, in Spanish Impuesto de industria y comercio] Ica, 
the [withholding of industry and commerce tax, in Spanish Retención de Impuesto de Industria y 
Comercio] Reteica, the withholding tax and income tax, these processes throw you away [into the 
cold water]. One jumps into the water but does not know what to do. At that time, we were very 
upset with the aqueduct [Aqueduct and Sewage Company EAAB] because there was a consultation 
with Gloria Moreno. I personally asked her to take someone from the DIAN and the Secretary of 
Treasury to explain us: ‘Look, you got into this crazy project and you are obliged to do this.’ She never 
did anything, then we got to the stage where the DIAN and Secretary of Treasury began to call us to 
tell us, ’Gentlemen, you owe taxes.’ We started from that moment on the process of optimizing that 
administrative component."386  

 

As the administrative boards of the community aqueducts began to pay for services, they 

were called upon by the Superintendence of Public Services to register themselves. All entities 
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that provide public services are required to do so by Law 142 of 1994. In this entity, the 

representatives of the administration boards received a talk about the formalization program. 

The community representatives were interested in the requirements needed to formalize 

themselves before the Superintendence of Public Services. The Superintendence of Public 

Services, according to Riveros, was not clear in its response and answered that if the 

requirements were not met, the penalties would be severe. Depending on the time spent 

without formalization, these could range from a warning to fines between 2 and 50 million 

pesos: 

 
"I said, ‘I thank you very kindly, we'll wait until they tell us that it's mandatory [to register],’ because 
we did not see the need to get into the ‘super services’ [formalization process], because in order to 
get one first you have to give a water of optimal quality and if it does not [have such quality], you 
lose [the aqueduct]."387 

 
Quality is the criterion that counts most to the institutions, according to Norberto Riveros: 

 
"Then we leave that process with super services on the side and, unfortunately, if one is not with 
super services, then the entities of the district tell you that you are illegal (...) illegal, no; we have 
legal representation, we pay taxes and all this. We are legal, [but] we do not comply with super 
services. The law does not say that if I am not affiliated with super services, I am illegal; I am breaking 
a law but still I am legal (...) they [the institutional officials] had the idea that if they went and gave 
you [a service], it would be as if one... As if the Spaniards came and gave you a mirror and then they 
[the communities] feared them [the officials] as if they were gods. We started to say: ‘We are doing 
the work that by law and by national constitution has to be guaranteed by the government, who has 
to give the basic services to someone to live and amongst those is water.’”388 

 

Interactions Based on Water Concessions 

Starting with the concession of the El Destino Aqueduct, I reconstruct the dynamics that allowed 

its operation from the 1990s up to the year 2006. As stated in the previous chapter, the 

concession of the vereda El Destino during the 1980s reflects a series of dynamics where the 

CAR, as an institution, supported the members of the Community Action Board in the 

construction of infrastructure and system operation. CAR officials supported them first in the 

procedures necessary to receive the concession as well as in the conflict with a fishery that 

sought to impose its interests and uses of the Piedra Gorda water source over the needs of the 

community and its use of water for human consumption.389 The water concession of the vereda 

El Destino ended its previous cycle in December 1985. The conflict with Inversiones Montebello 

                                                             
387  Riveros, 2015 
388  Riveros, 2015 
389  Details of this conflict can be found in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, “Community leaders and rural 

development programs (1980-1993)” 
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Fishery remained unresolved and its representatives did not appear at the judicial appeal made 

by the CAR. 

On February 11, 1993, the procedures for the concession were resumed with a technical 

visit report from the CAR that answered a complaint about water disturbance by two inhabitants 

of the Danubio property in Curubital. A report of the land and water uses of the property was 

presented: domestic consumption, trough, irrigation, and trout farming. The volumetric flow 

was 30 L/s in summer and the flow awarded 75 L/s. This control was carried out by the 

Subdirector for the Management and Control of Natural Resources and the Technical Evaluation 

Division of the Water Resources Permission Section. 

 
"The following gauges have been made from the Piedra Gorda ravine (5): CAUDAL: L/s. DATE OF 
DEPARTURE, WEATHER, CLIMATIC PERIOD: They appear in their order: 1. 140.0,12 / 03/86, Channel 
PPAL, trans.Inv.-See. 2. 25.0.21 / 10/86, CAPT, Summer. 3. 25.0.25 / 04/89, CAPT, Summer. 4. 41.3,30 
/ 05/91, CAPT, trans.Ver - Inv.-5. 30.0.11 / 02/93, CAPT, Verano. Mr. Belisario Vargas told the 
Corporation that due to the construction of the aqueduct’s intake that supplies the vereda’ of El 
Destino in Usme, there was a considerable reduction in the flow that feeds the trout farming, which 
has resulted in a mortality of approximately 30,000 trout."390 

 
Even though the CAR accompanied the water concession process and despite the existence 

of documents dating from March 4, 1983, the CAR claimed not to find evidence of this procedure 

advanced by the representatives of the administrative board of the community aqueduct of the 

vereda El Destino, an attitude that left the population supplied by the the Piedra Gorda ravine 

through the aqueduct uncertain. 

 
“It should be noted that once the list of records of the Corporation was reviewed, it was possible to 
establish that the El Destino Aqueduct did not have the water concession from the Piedra Gorda 
stream, which is why the domestic water requirement of this vereda is unknown. III. 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 1. With the purpose of carrying out a control of the waters that are derived 
from the Piedra Gorda creek for the benefit of the El Destino Aqueduct, a request must be made to 
the JAC El Destino of Usme, so that on behalf of the users of the aforementioned aqueduct they 
initiate the procedure for the concession of these waters in accordance with the provisions of the 
Agreement 10/89 of the CAR. To comply with the foregoing, a term of 1 month from the respective 
notification is granted."391 

 
Thus the CAR contradicted the general decisions taken on the concession in 1985 that 

supported the priority use of the aqueduct of the vereda El Destino over private interests from 

the Inversiones Montebello Company and the owners of the El Danubio property. 

 

                                                             
390  Gómez Avila, Orlando; Obregón Torres, Yolanda; Acevedo Mantilla, Guillermo. Informe Técnico de Visita CAR, 

issued February 11th, 1999. Bogotá: CAR., Public Archive CAR, Collection 761, Concesión El Destino vol.1, file 

1021, code Of.8001. (Accessed October 29, 2015).  
391  Gómez Avila, Orlando; Obregón Torres, Yolanda; Acevedo Mantilla, Guillermo. Informe Técnico de Visita CAR, 

issued February 11th, 1999. Bogotá: CAR., Public Archive CAR, Collection 761, Concesión El Destino vol.1, file 

1021, code Of.8001. (Accessed October 29, 2015).  
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"2. At the moment of assigning the flow rate to the JAC of the vereda El Destino of Usme, the water 
concession granted by the CAR to the owners of the El Danubio property must be taken into account, 
by means of Resolution 698/87 (75 L/p - Quebrada Piedra Gorda- Piscícola Use). This is the report. It 
is signed by Orlando Avila Gómez S.P.R.H.- CAR. Civil Engineer Vo.Bo. Yolanda Obregón Torres 
S.P.R.H. - (Water Resources Permission Section) CAR. Boss. Vo.Bo. Chief, Permission Technical 
Evaluation Division, Guillermo Acevedo Mantilla, D.E.T.P. - CAR."392 

 
Thus it was decided to request the JAC of the vereda El Destino on behalf of the users of 

the aqueduct to initiate the process of water concession of the Piedra Gorda creek. In the 

following pages of the concession, it is possible to reconstruct the procedures to which the JAC 

was obliged in order to verify its legal existence, which is not only being questioned by the CAR 

but also by the local administration and the mayoralty of Bogotá. 

In a letter to the Director of the Department of Community Action Boards, Belisario Vargas 

Espinosa, a representative of the JAC vereda El Destino requested the issuance of a certificate 

regarding the constitution and legal representation of the JAC of the vereda El Destino in Usme. 

Thus, the JAC representative was to request the CAR the regulation of the water concession’s 

flow, to which the Mayor responded that it was impossible for they could not find in the files 

any record belonging to the vereda El Destino, Usme’s fifth locality.393  

Then, in November 1993, a visit was made by the Permission and Technical Evaluation 

Division of Water Resources, "with the purpose of attending the verbal request made to Dr. 

Guillermo Acevedo, Deputy Director of Management and Control of Natural Resources by the 

Mayor of the aforementioned municipality.” A CAR engineer, along with two representatives of 

the JAC vereda El Destino, had visited the installations of the aqueduct, the catchment and other 

infrastructures installed by the CAR in 1981. A report was issued to localize the deterioration of 

the catchment grids and wall, damaged by floods in winter. Another observation stated that the 

reduction of the flow in summer leaves the Inversiones Montebello fishery without water, with 

the water intake located downstream. As well as requiring the JAC of the vereda El Destino to 

once more formalize its water concession, the CAR also stated the following: “Please request the 

legal representative of Inversiones Montebello so that in the summer time it refrains from 

diverting the waters that supply the aqueduct of the vereda El Destino."394 

In March of 1995, the JAC again made the request: 

                                                             
392  Gómez Avila, Orlando; Obregón Torres, Yolanda; Acevedo Mantilla, Guillermo. Informe Técnico de Visita CAR, 

issued February 11th, 1999. Bogotá: CAR., Public Archive CAR, Collection 761, Concesión El Destino vol.1, file 

1021, code Of.8001. (Accessed October 29, 2015).  
393  Casas de Ruan, Luz Stella, Jefa División Jurídica, Acción Comunal, Alcaldía Mayor.Comunicado, Issued September 

22th, 1993. Bogotá: CAR., Public Archive CAR, Collection 761, Concesión El Destino vol.1, file 1021, code 

Of.8001. (Accessed October 29, 2015). 
394  Acevedo, Guillermo, División Evaluación Técnica de Permisos. Informe de visita, Issued November 19th, 1993. 

Bogotá: CAR., Public Archive CAR, Collection 761, Concesión El Destino vol.1, file 1021, code Of.8001. (Accessed 

October 29, 2015). 
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"Auto No. DRP - 0454 THE COMMUNITY ACTION BOARD OF THE VEREDA EL DESTINO, from the 
municipality of Usme, requests the water concession to derive it from the water source called 
‘Quebrada Piedra Gorda’, for the benefit of the Aqueduct of the vereda. The Corporation is competent 
to resolve the foregoing petition, in accordance with the powers granted by Law 34 of 1961, Law 62 
of 1983 and Decree 1541 of 1978, as a result of this division and as provided in Agreement 10 of 1989 
it must make public the request."395 

 
Following this request, the CAR must complete the gauge already done for a second time. 

 
"DISPOSES: With the intervention of an engineer from the DIVISION OF TECHNICAL EVALUATION OF 
PERMITS OF THE CORPORATION, to take an site visit to the channel of the source called Piedra Gorda 
stream and to the sector that the commissioned official considers convenient with the purpose of 
determining the possibility of granting the requested concession. For the practice of the visit, signed 
on March 29, 1995 starting at 2:00 p.m. (…)  
June 20, 1995 CAR- DIVISION OF TECHNICAL ASSESSMENT OF PERMITS, SECTION PERMITS OF WATER 
RESOURCES TECHNICAL REPORT VISIT SPRH: 648 of 7/4/95. IDENTIFICATION: JAC DESTINO. VEREDA: 
EL DESTINO. MUNICIPALITY OF: USME. DATE OF VISIT. 20/06/1995. OBJECT OF THE VISIT: 
CONCESSION OF WATER AQUEDUCT VEREDAL. WATER USE: DOMESTIC CONSUMPTION. No. OF 
users: 100 No. of Animals: 1,500. No. of inhabitants: 600. No. of Schools: 1. No. of Students: 50 Farm 
use: Farming. Type of crops: potato, peas, vegetables and fruit. SOURCES OF USE: Quebrada Piedra 
Gorda. Flow rate = 3,500 L/s. winter, Hydrographic Basin: Curubital River, La Regadera Dam, 
Tunjuelito River and Bogotá River.” 396 

 
The flow rate for domestic consumption is presented in the technical report. Prior to grant 

the concession of water to the JAC of the vereda El Destino, their representatives must present 

the physical, chemical and bacteriological analyses of the water of the Piedra Gorda stream, 

which must be taken at the intake site. 

 

Allies Claiming Social and Environmental Rights 

Usme’s community aqueducts are strengthened as subjects of rights through the organization 

with administrative boards of other parts of Bogotá’ who had similar needs and demanded the 

cooperation of State institutions. Their main claim was that they did not feel recognized in their 

management form, their technical operation and their social role by Colombian law. They are 

classified according to Law 142 of 1994 as service providers that must follow the business ideal 

of being economically viable. Their claims were nevertheless supported.  

In their interaction with non-governmental organizations, the community aqueducts 

organized themselves into a second level organization, RETACO. Although not all the 

administrative boards of the community aqueducts became members of RETACO, this 

                                                             
395  Medina Huertas, Gloria Helena (Jefe División de Reglamentación y Permisos, DRP). Auto, No.DRP - 0454. Issued 

March 1995. Bogotá: CAR., Public Archive CAR, Collection 761, Concesión El Destino vol.1, file 1021, code 

Of.8001. (Accessed October 29, 2015). 
396  Medina Huertas, Gloria Helena (Jefe División de Reglamentación y Permisos, DRP). Auto, No.DRP - 0454. Issued 

March 1995. Bogotá: CAR., Public Archive CAR, Collection 761, Concesión El Destino vol.1, file 1021, code 

Of.8001. (Accessed October 29, 2015). 
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organization did represent the interests of the community aqueducts of Ciudad Bolívar, Usme 

and Chapinero in general. 

 
"Accompanied by a group of organizations that have participated in the Referendum for Water, such 
as the Ombudsman's Office and a set of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such as CINEP, 
which has been working on the subject water since the previous decade, Censat Agua Viva and Enda 
Latin America, all of them interested in strengthening the community aqueducts meetings, with the 
participation of the most consolidated community aqueducts as ACUALCOS, with the idea that the 
community aqueducts must constitute a political subject capable of negotiating their own agenda 
and therefore they themselves must decide how to constitute themselves in order to have the power 
to be an interlocutor that, articulated in one voice, can talk with the District Government and the 
institutions in charge of their needs and requirements. Thus, in 2009, the Territorial Process of 
Community Aqueducts - PETACO - was created, which is formalized with its statutes as the Territorial 
Network of Community Aqueducts in 2010."397 

 
The organization between communities and the institutional support from NGOs were basic 

in the conformation of community aqueducts as structures that could be supported by district 

institutions. This interaction was possible after part of the members of aqueduct administration 

boards met with other social and environmental movements in the referendum on water in 

2006. Although this referendum did not pass, it managed to create a network that would be, in 

a second moment, the structure that supported the demands of community aqueducts. 

 
"Referendum for Water. We, women and men from all corners of the country attending the Second 
National Water Assembly held in Bogotá on February 29 and March 1, 2008, driven by 1,255 social 
organizations and 236 thousand people who signed the registration with the National Registry of a 
proposal for constitutional reform what we have called Referendum of Water, call on the Colombian 
people to join this public confluence that seeks the recognition of access to drinking water as a 
fundamental human right, the guarantee of a free minimum [of water] for all, the conservation of 
the environment so that there is abundant and clean water for the generations of today and 
tomorrow, respect for the cultural and territorial diversity of water, and a public state and community 
management of the same [water]that without seeking profit reverses the current privatization 
trend."398 

 

Changes and New Organization Forms, the Associations of Users 

"Let's say there was a change in that era from the Mayor Antanas Mockus, if I am not mistaken; then 
it is said that the Community Action Boards cannot provide services as such. It was decided on 
September 22, 2006. It is said that the decision had to be taken to form a different association form 
such as the [aqueduct] committee. At that time, it was the Local Development Fund and the aqueduct 
[Local Executive Unit] UEL. At that time, a [certain] Doctor Álvaro Niño came to socialize. (…) In the 
socialization, he asked, ‘what do you want to form: a cooperative, a committee or an association?’”399 

 

The substitution from the Water Committee by the User Associations represented a great 

change in the conditions of formalization imposed by the institutions, which turned out to be 

                                                             
397  Dolly Palacio et. al, Fuentes vivas en el borde. Investigación y experiencias colaborativas para la gobernanza de 

un sur sostenible, 201. 
398  Referendo Por El Agua 2008 http://censat.org/es/agua/referendo-por-el-agua.  
399  López, 2015 
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even more severe. The User Associations also represented a new form of organization and 

interaction between community actors, institutional ones and those active in social as well as 

environmental movements and NGOs. 
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Image 4: Seven Community Aqueducts, Usme. Map.Autor.Berlin, September 1, 2018.400 

                                                             
400  Secretaria Distrital de Planeación, Secretaria Distrital de Habitat. Mapa C2, Union Temporal Franjas de 

Transición. Bogotá, 2013. 
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjNlpa

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjNlpa91MvdAhVlOMAKHa1BAKUQFjAAegQIABAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ccb.org.co%2Fcontent%2Fdownload%2F37142%2F899528%2Fversion%2F2%2Ffile%2FModelo%2520de%2520ocupacion%2520en%2520el%2520territorio%2520del%2520borde%2520oriental.pdf&usg=AOvVaw05br-CVnCGhcjNXR2Q1ZDb
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Figure 1: Constructed Aqueducts401 

 

  

                                                             
91MvdAhVlOMAKHa1BAKUQFjAAegQIABAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ccb.org.co%2Fcontent%2Fdownload%
2F37142%2F899528%2Fversion%2F2%2Ffile%2FModelo%2520de%2520ocupacion%2520en%2520el%2520territ
orio%2520del%2520borde%2520oriental.pdf&usg=AOvVaw05br-CVnCGhcjNXR2Q1ZDb. 30 August,2018 

401  The following list can be found in Dolly Palacio et. al, Fuentes vivas en el borde. Investigación y experiencias 

colaborativas para la gobernanza de un sur sostenible. 

1) Acuamarg Aqueduct 
• Benefited veredas: Las Margaritas 
• Year of construction: 2001 
• Sources of supply: la Leona and Olla 

Hondastreams 
• Leaders: Anaelfa Zambrano, the 

Buenaventura Gutiérrez family, Rafael Vargas 

7) Asoagualinda Aqueduct 
• Benefited Veredas: Agualinda-Chiguaza 
• Year of construction: 2007 
• Sources of supply: Chiguaza stream 
• Leaders: Carlos Navarrete, José Sechagua, 

Rosalba Sicua, Drigelio Peralta, Flor Ardila, 
Jenny Bello Enrique Gómez and Marco Cuervo 

 

2) Acuavida Aqueduct 
• Benefited Veredas: Las Mercedes, Santa 

Bárbara (Ciudad Bolívar), El Hato (Usme) 
• Year of construction: 2002 
• Sources of supply: Guaduas stream 
• Leaders: Andrés Melo, Anaïs Muñoz, 

Octaviano Muñoz, José del Carmen Muñoz 

Curubital Aqueduct 
• Benefited Veredas: Curubital 
• Year of construction: 2007 
• Sources of supply: Hoya Onda stream 
• Leaders: Anselmo Cortez, Consuelo Mendoza, 

Luis Pacheco, Jaime Castañeda, Jesid Vargas 
(RIP) 

3) Aguas Claras Aqueduct 
• Benefited Veredas: El Olarte (optimization) 
• Year of construction: 2003 
• Sources of supply: Piedra Gorda stream 
• Leaders: Fernando Chingate, Jaime Beltrán, 

Luis Edilberto Rubiano 

Asopicos Aqueduct of Bocagrande 
• Benefited Veredas: Union, Andes 
• Year of construction: 2007 
• Sources of supply: Laguna del Alar, Quebrada 

el Oro streams 
• Leaders: Carlos Garzón, Herminda Amaya, 

Dagoberto Bohórquez, Orlando Bohórquez, 
Arnulfo Amaya, Wenseslao Caballero and 
Vicente Ávila 

4) El Destino Aqueduct 
• Benefited Veredas: El Destino (optimization) 
• Year of construction: 2003 
• Sources of supply: Piedra Gorda stream 
• Leaders: Dilia Beltrán, Wilson Norberto 

Riberos, Alirio Tautiva 

Arrayanes Aqueduct 
• Benefited Veredas: Arrayanes 
• Year of construction: 2008 
• Sources of supply: Jamaica stream 
• Leaders: Héctor Guzmán 
 

5) Aguas Doradas Aqueduct 
• Benefited Veredas: Uval, Requilina and lower 

part of Los Soches 
• Year of construction: 2007 
• Sources of supply: El Amoladero stream 
• Leaders: Ana Otilia Cuervo Arévalo, Héctor 

Chipatecua, Stella Celis Eslava, Pablo Emilio 
Cuervo Arévalo, Rosalba Arévalo 

Aguas Manantial de Corinto Aqueduct 
• Benefited Veredas: Corinto 
• Year of construction: 2008 
• Sources of supply: Piedra Gorda stream 
• Leaders: Guillermo Atara (RIP) Fabiola 

González, Stella Muñoz 
 

6) Soches Aqueduct 
• Benefited Veredas: upper and lower part of 

Los Soches 
• Year of construction: 2008 
• Sources of supply: Las Cáquezas stream 
• Leaders: Belisario Villalba, Guillermo Villalba, 

Martha Contreras and Maribel Guerrero. 

 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjNlpa91MvdAhVlOMAKHa1BAKUQFjAAegQIABAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ccb.org.co%2Fcontent%2Fdownload%2F37142%2F899528%2Fversion%2F2%2Ffile%2FModelo%2520de%2520ocupacion%2520en%2520el%2520territorio%2520del%2520borde%2520oriental.pdf&usg=AOvVaw05br-CVnCGhcjNXR2Q1ZDb
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjNlpa91MvdAhVlOMAKHa1BAKUQFjAAegQIABAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ccb.org.co%2Fcontent%2Fdownload%2F37142%2F899528%2Fversion%2F2%2Ffile%2FModelo%2520de%2520ocupacion%2520en%2520el%2520territorio%2520del%2520borde%2520oriental.pdf&usg=AOvVaw05br-CVnCGhcjNXR2Q1ZDb
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjNlpa91MvdAhVlOMAKHa1BAKUQFjAAegQIABAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ccb.org.co%2Fcontent%2Fdownload%2F37142%2F899528%2Fversion%2F2%2Ffile%2FModelo%2520de%2520ocupacion%2520en%2520el%2520territorio%2520del%2520borde%2520oriental.pdf&usg=AOvVaw05br-CVnCGhcjNXR2Q1ZDb
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3.2 Formalization Strategies between Control and Support  

 
"(...) Even during the first years of the Constitution of 1991, the contradictions of the constitutional 
agreement emerged, particularly those which occurred, on the one hand, between the proposal of 
deepening economic liberalization and strengthening private investment to develop, among others, 
processes for the extraction of natural resources - and, on the other, the inclusion of a wide range of 
rights, among which the related to multiculturalism stand out, with whom the territorial rights of 
ethnic groups are recognized and protected. During the 1990s, the Constitutional Court selected for 
review of guardianship several cases that included this contradiction.”402  

 

Ideological Context and the 1991 Constitution 

In this subchapter, I present an analysis of the institutional changes that occurred after the 

promulgation of the 1991 Constitution and before the issuance of Law 1575 of 2007 on water 

quality, a moment of change for a systematic regulation that will be explored in Chapter 4 of 

this dissertation. Following Law 09 of 1979, the Ministry of Health issued Decree 475 of 1998, 

which disposed new technical standards for drinking water quality.403 This standard defined 

admissible physical, chemical and microbiological limit for water destined for human 

consumption.404 Likewise, the conditions of sampling and analysis were defined in order to 

determine the quality of water at a given time.405  

As a balance of the Decade of Water and Sanitation declared by the United Nations in 

1980406 and according to the 1993 Census, 76% of the Colombian population had water service 

in terms of effective connections, without considering the quality or continuity of the service. 

Taking these parameters into account, real coverage dropped to 38% in cities and departmental 

capitals, and 27% in smaller municipalities. 

 

"(...), at the end of 1993, it was estimated that 8.7 million inhabitants did not have an aqueduct 
service and about 13.4 million inhabitants lacked sewerage. The most critical situation occurred in 
the rural area, where without including non-conventional systems, aqueduct coverage was estimated 
at 44% and sewage coverage at 19%. In relation to water quality, the DAPSB estimated that, at the 

                                                             
402  Ulloa and Coronado, Extractivismos y Posconflicto En Colombia: Retos Para La Paz Territorial, 45. 
403  As clarified in Chapter 2, Community leaders and rural development programs (1980-1993), Subchapter 2.2, The 

decentralized state, a regional vision: water, support and progress for the field, within the normative 

development related to the protection of health and the environment, Law 09 of 1979 was enacted "by which 

sanitary measures are issued," (FUENTE) a law that focuses on the sanitary control of water uses, with special 

emphasis on the population’s water supply. The Ministry of Health’s work follows these dynamics and is 

legitimized in these processes. 
404  Since the proclamation of Law 1594 of 1984, physicochemical parameters are imposed to meet water quality 

standards. 
405  I am grateful to Group 4 of Territories of Water, in this case to Professor Luis Alberto Jaramillo for his 

clarifications regarding these legislative changes. 
406  It was formalized in Colombia through the DRI-PAN program by the Ministry of Agriculture, the ICA, and the CAR 

in the case of Usme. 
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end of 1993 in Colombia, only 62% of the urban inhabitants and 10% of the rural population had 
potable water services."407 

 

Years later, as a normative evolution, and considering the worrying diagnoses about the 

provision of non-potable water in most of the country, Decree 1575 of 2007, accompanied by 

resolution 2115 of 2007, was issued.408 Thus we see how in the 1990s there was an institutional 

context that procured programs in order to respond to the demands of the population, 

community organizations and social movements in the South of Bogotá. 

 With the enactment of the National Constitution of 1991, the decentralization of the 

drinking water service was deepened and the possibility of providing public services to private 

agents was opened.409 This Constitution has been both defended and refuted for showing a dual 

character in which, on the one hand, human rights are guaranteed and, at the same time, a 

neoliberal market policy that questions the role of the state in guaranteeing human rights is 

framed.410 The role of the state goes from directly guaranteeing the provision of services to 

becoming a regulating and controlling entity. These regulations start from global and urban 

references. Ideally, an integral vision of water is sought, which includes water management as 

well as environmental and territorial management.411 

Institutional changes were part of the interactions between community actors, water and 

institutional actors during the second stage of the community aqueducts’ construction that 

began approximately in 1994, when the aqueducts had to respond to more severe regulations 

by the institutions that sought to regulate and control them. These changes were the product of 

a new way of conceiving, regulating and controlling public services in Colombia’s political 

constitution, specifically articles 365 to 370 of Chapter 5, "Of the Social Purpose of the State and 

Public Services ", Title XII of the Economic Regime and Public Treasury.  

The modern state is bound to be the impulse of social development and guarantee that 

people can have an equal opportunity at decent life, overcoming inequality and backwardness. 

In order to achieve this, one of the measures is to guarantee the provision of domiciliary public 

services.412 Authors like Camargo find hegemonic tendencies of globalization and market 

                                                             
407  Dolly Palacio et. al, Fuentes Vivas En El Borde. Investigación y Experincias Colaborativas Para La Gobernanza de 

Un Sur Sostenible. Qué página? 
408  On these decrees and their interactions with community and institutional actors see Chapter 4 of this 

dissertation, Qualities of water vs. Public health (2007-2015). 
409  This period is explored in Chapter 3, Containment, formalization and commodification (1994-2006) 
410  Blanquer and Montaña Fajardo, La Descentralización En Colombia. Estudios y Propuestas., 45. 
411  Dolly Palacio et. al, “Historia Normativa. Normas En Torno Al Agua , El Territorio y El Medio Ambiente.,” in 
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fundamentalism as well as the economy’s internationalization in the Political Constitution of 

1991: 

 
"The free market; the strong protection and full guarantee of the right to private property and the 
absence of the guarantee of public property; economic freedom and free enterprise as the engine of 
development, and the right to free competition as a constitutional right; the elimination of state 
monopolies and the privatization of state enterprises and public services; the "independence" of the 
Central Bank; planning; the General System of Participations; administrative decentralization as a 
fiscal problem and fiscal sustainability."413 

 
The economic intervention of the state is limited, with some exceptions, by the prohibition 

of state monopolies. National or transnational private monopolies and their interference in the 

national market are allowed.414 In case state-owned companies do not meet efficiency 

requirements, their privatization is actively supported. Both state and private companies as well 

as community societies can provide public services.415 However, the state shows a contradictory 

role insofar it must guarantee the provision of services according to Colombia’s constitution, 

and yet its obligation to do so directly is eliminated. Therefore, the functions of regulation, 

control, inspection and surveillance belong to state institutions (Article 370 of the Colombian 

Constitution). 

By means of Legislative Acts 01 of 1993, 01 of 2001 and 04 of 2007, Articles 356 and 357 of 

the Political Constitution of 1991 were reformed, modifying the national budget’s transfer 

formulas to territorial entities (departments, municipalities and indigenous territories), reducing 

them significantly, first temporarily and then permanently, under pressure from the World Bank, 

demands for adjustment plans and Stand-By Arrangements, signed with the International 

Monetary Fund by the governments of Andrés Pastrana and Álvaro Uribe.416 As a result, the 

reduction of budgetary transfers to territorial entities severely affected investments in drinking 

water, basic sanitation, health and education, worsening the population’s quality of life and 

pressing privatizations due both to the municipalities’ constitutional obligation to guarantee the 

provision of services and the lack of own resources for this purpose.417 
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Before the 1994-2006 period, Regional Autonomous Corporations such as the CAR had 

program execution functions and were responsible for the construction, expansion and 

maintenance of the aqueducts in rural areas. The aim was to improve the peasants’ living 

conditions by turning them into rural entrepreneurs. This period was also declared by different 

institutions and research institutes as a drought cycle of drought, specifically between the years 

1992 and 1993.418 These drought conditions are mentioned by community actors and confirmed 

by their experiences with water in the reconstruction of their testimonies reconstructed in 

Subchapter 3.1 of this dissertation, Claiming Community Aqueducts and Building Processes 

without Guidelines. 

With the Constitution of 1991 and the possibility of the aqueduct provision being privatized, 

the Potable Water and Basic Sanitation Regulatory Commission, Comisión Reguladora de Agua 

Potable y Saneamiento (CRA), was created. This entity is in charge of regulating the provision of 

public services such as aqueduct, sewage and toilet. The declaration of Law 142 of 1994, 

following the guidelines of the Colombian Constitution of 1991, characterized this decade 

because it established the regime of domiciliary public services that laid the foundation for the 

reconfiguration of the environmental and health sectors related to water in general and the 

provision of drinking water in particular. 

 
"The general principles of Law 142/1994 support competition in the provision of public services; this 

competition must meet two fundamental criteria: the economic sufficiency of the companies and the users’ 
ability to pay. These principles are combined, and rates must cover the costs of the service and if the 
capacity to pay is not sufficient, there may be subsidies, preferably crossed, which in the vast majority of 
rural areas are unviable. In addition, in order to access the subsidies, the aqueduct must be formalized and 
supply water that meets quality standards."419 

 
In 1995, the Superintendency of Residential Public Services, Superintendencia de Servicios 

Públicos Domiciliarios (SSPD) was created, which oversees control, inspection and surveillance 

of public utility companies. The regulation scheme insisted on the formalization of the 

aqueducts, taking as reference the urban water consumption, its needs, its infrastructures and 

forms of organization: "A large number of requirements are asked, which are very difficult to 

meet for rural aqueducts with few users, in terms of application of the tariff framework, 

registration on information systems via the internet, accounting, and compliance with water 

quality standards."420 
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In environmental matters, Law 99 of 1993 created the Environmental Ministry. The 

INDERENA was liquidated, and the Regional Autonomous Corporations essentially became 

regulatory environmental authorities, thus losing their executing function. For the community 

aqueducts, the CAR ceased to be an ally that financed them to become an entity much more 

willing to sanction than to support them. In terms of water supply and basic sanitation services 

in rural areas, the CRA’s Resolution 15 of 1996 established a certain methodology and 

authorized aqueducts of less than 8,000 users to set tariffs for themselves. A great effort began 

to try to integrate water management, environmental management and territorial 

management. Thus Law 388 of 1997, Plan de Ordenamiento Territorial Municipal (Municipal 

Land Management Plans), Decree 1729 of 2002 and later 1640 of 2012 (management of 

watersheds) were approved. 

During this period, due initiatives were generated to respond to an environmental crisis 

and the disappointing results of the Decade of Water and Sanitation, in which it is acknowledged 

that the real conditions of water and basic sanitation, especially in rural areas, did not 

correspond to the desired standards wanted: "At the end of the 20th century, the State has not 

achieved the goal of providing the basic service of bringing drinking water and sanitation to the 

rural population from Bogotá; in the 15 veredas of Usme and in the 9 of Ciudad Bolívar, there 

were scarcely 4 or 5 aqueducts that were reduced to catchments and already impaired networks, 

in Destino and Olarte in Usme (...)"421 

In Bogotá, Law 1 of 1992, following the Constitution of 1991, proposed a new political, 

administrative and fiscal order for the city with the statement of the criteria for the creation of 

localities.422 At the same time, the popular elections of the Local Action Boards for all localities 

and local mayors present fixed periods and autonomy in the allocation of public resources.423 

Following this line of reforms in 1993, the Organic Statute of Bogotá was adopted through 

decree 1421 of 1993. 

 
“The scandal of the landslides in the Doña Juana Landfill, discussed as one of the problems at the 
Tunjuelo River table, where major debates are held with local and district social and political actors 
on the river and the territory, propose from the inhabitants themselves, forms of defending the 
territory. Social processes that are disarticulated so far are finding scenarios to build agreements 
with the district government in these spaces, among which the community aqueducts stand as a 
social form and a felt need of the rural populations of the now established Capital District.”424 
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With the New Organic Statute of Bogotá, Decree Law 1421 of 1993, and through the Local 

Executing Units, Unidades Ejecutoras Locales (UEL), the local administration in cooperation with 

the companies and district institutions could invest in the needs of the aqueducts and respond 

to the demands of the rural population. Law 142 of 1994 resolved that the mayor of the 

municipality, in this case of Bogotá’s Capital District, must define the service provision scheme 

for the city’s rurality and urban area. It had three ways of doing so: directly, after a tender and 

this being the cheapest option against the competition; indirectly, with public and private 

companies; or, if the latter are not interested, private agents or organized communities. 

 
“In that moment, the EAAB faces a crossroad with these aqueducts that are not viable from the urban 
and economic logic. This situation is solved through the mechanisms of the [Local Executing Units] 
UEL that oblige the EAAB to execute the budgets agreed in the [Local Adminitrative Boards] JALs 
through contracts with third parties, generally engineering companies, with the resources of the UEL. 
Thus, the new infrastructure of the rural aqueducts of the Usme and Ciudad Bolívar localities is 
designed and built. During this period, a process of investments and training of the communities 
began, which extends until 2005 and which also includes the design and construction of 
infrastructures and the social accompaniment for the communities to formalize the management 
processes of the aqueducts.”425 

 
During this period, the EAAB, through third party contracts, was responsible of designing 

and building the community aqueduct’s infrastructure and training the organized communities 

to administer and purify the water.426 The contractors of the Aqueduct and Sewage Company of 

Bogotá began a program with the aim of formalizing the community aqueducts. They 

recommended the communities to organize themselves independently from the Community 

Action Boards to administer the aqueducts. 

 
“At this time, the generalized separation of the community aqueducts from the Community Action 
Board is generated. The leaders receive support from specialized social advisers, part of the 
contractor’s team of the Aqueduct and Sewage Company of Bogotá, to create and formalize the 
Aqueduct Management Boards and the User Associations. The Piedra Parada aqueduct is the first to 
design its bylaws in Ciudad Bolívar, and the aqueduct El Destino is the first in Usme. From that 
moment on, these formalized aqueducts begin to be monitored by [the Regulatory Comission for 
Water and Sanitation]427 CRA, [the National Tax and Customs Direction] the DIAN and the 
Superintendency of Residential Public Services. Therefore, community aqueducts must start paying 
taxes like the industry and trade tax [Impuesto de Industria y Comercio, or Ica]; the Witholding of the 
Industry and Commerce Tax [Retención del Impueso de Industria y Comercio or Reteica]; the 
withholding tax and the income tax.”428 
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“This is the beginning of a formalization process of the community aqueducts under the supervision 
of the User Association, and the Aqueduct Management Boards, in discussing with advisers such as 
Gloria Moreno, first, as a social advisor regarding the contract with the engineering firm, and then 
from the Community Management of the EAAB, accompanies this process by agreeing with the legal 
entities the way to remain in a solidary and community logic, providing the service, not for profit, but 
also integrating social, ecological and environmental aspects into the statutes, to defend the territory 
and the water. This is the case of the statutes of Olarte and Destino.”429 

 
The Water and Sanitation Board, Mesa de Agua y Saneamiento de Usme, was later created, 

with the coordination of the Local Units of Agricultural and Environmental Technical Assistance, 

Unidad Local de Asistencia Técnica Agropecuaria y Ambiental or Ulata, and the Mayor’s 

management, Ana Mary Gonzáles, who assigned national level resources for the construction 

plan of Usme’s aqueducts with financing from the National Development Fund, Fondo Nacional 

de Desarrollo or FONADE, the Local Executive Units or UEL, and the Aqueduct and Sewerage 

Company of Bogotá. The EAAB did the technical and social support from the Division of Technical 

Support and Community Management.430 

 
“[The] Aqueducts of Aguas Claras in Olarte and Destino are improved and optimized. In 2003, the 
Acuamag aqueduct is built in the Margaritas [vereda], and Acuavida in the sector of El Hato in Usme 
and Santa Barbara in Ciudad Bolívar in 2002. And the rest: Aguas Doradas in Uval, the Requilina and 
lower sector of los Soches, Asoagualinda in Agualinda, Chiguaza, Curubital, and Asopicos - 
Bocagrande in the Union of the Andes in 2007 and Arrallanes, Aguas de Manantial de Corinto and 
Soches in 2008.” 431 

 
Decree 421 of 2000 recognized community aqueducts as water service providers. However, 

pressure to meet the requirements for the formalization of community aqueducts increased. 

The aqueducts resisted, they were already empowered and received support to demand the 

intervention of the District Administration of Bogotá from judicial judgments, from NGOs, and 

from the Ombudsman's Office. 

 In the following sections I analyze the interviews with institutional actors and national 

institution officials in order to reconstruct their perspective on the work of the institution they 

represent as well as their work strategies in water regulation and control based on their 

relationship with water and with the water supply through community aqueducts, with the 

territory and the rural community of Bogotá and Usme; this also through the review of processes 

and their references. 

Starting with the systematic review of the water concession of the Aguas Claras aqueduct 

in Olarte, the documents that comprise the 1991-2006 period and the interview with the former 
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EAAB official Gloria Moreno, who was in charge of the design process and construction of 

community aqueduct structures as well as community training in this period, I now complement 

the story presented in the first subchapter with the community actors’ narratives. 

This material, based on the practices and interactions of institutional actors, by following 

how the legislation is understood and applied by institutional officials in the cases of the CAR, 

the CRA and the EAAB, completes the panorama that the legislative developments and their 

analysis can present.  

The questions that my research seeks to answer are the following: What are the 

implications of the dual character of the Colombian constitution that on the one hand seeks to 

guarantee the fundamental rights of the citizens and their cultural multiplicity, but on the other 

hand supports the participation of private actors in water supply, leaving the role of regulation 

and control instance to the state? And what role do the demands of community organizations 

play with the support of social and environmental movements? In the following subchapter I 

answer these questions and present from the narrations of institutional actors their interactions 

with community actors and water, as well as analyze the way in which institutions are built as 

legitimate actors in water supply, and what does it imply for the relationship of citizenship of 

this rural population. 

 

CAR, a Drastic Change to Control Environmental Authority 

 
"Look, it was a completely drastic change, it was 180 degrees (...) the CAR did not return [to the 
rurality], and it even gave way, it sold all of its automotive park and the machinery park sold 
everything. Today, the CAR, I think, it does not have [as much infrastructure as before 1993], I even 
believe that it works with hired or hired vehicles. All that stopped, and all that was physical projects 
of aqueducts, sewage, all that was over, for the CAR basically became a controlling entity. And there, 
I even felt the change of the community in relation to the CAR."432 

 
In an interview with Hernando Amado, former CAR official, who was the head of the natural 

resources’ division, which, in turn, was in charge of the water concessions, he tells us about the 

change of role assumed by the CAR with the new constitution and following the Law 99 of 1993. 

The CAR changed from being an executing agency close to the peasant community and its needs 

to be a controlling agency. 

Hernando Amado oversaw a group of engineers and technicians who made the technical 

visits for water concessions, and in some cases where there to mediate in conflicts between the 

population, such as the ownership of lands where streams are born and run, of water - which 
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sometimes fragmented communities -, etc. Regarding water concessions, Amado was tasked 

with scheduling visits, reading reports, approving concessions and following up on conflicts.  

 
"Of course, the CAR was the friendly entity for the peasant, that is, the peasant, even, went to the 

CAR, he went and greeted and had nothing to do, he greeted. They liked the CAR, and you felt when you 
went anywhere, or you were in the vehicle, or you went into a store to drink a soda: ’Are you from the 
CAR? Oh welcome!’ Later, when it is already formed in a control entity, it [the relation between community 
and CAR] already changes."433 

 
The CAR yielded its responsibility for the execution of projects, such as the design and 

construction of community aqueducts. This change deteriorated the relations of this institution 

with the community and, according to Hernando Amado, the role played by the CAR was not 

assumed by local institutions, such as the mayor's office, thus leaving a gap in the relations 

between the peasant population and the state.  

As we will see below, this change of functions in the institutions also fragmented the 

institutional interventions and blurred the responsibility of responding to the community due to 

lack of coordination between the different institutions. Although the mayors of each 

municipality understood the visible direction of these projects formally, Hernando Amado 

criticizes this change arguing that "the mayor’s interference in projects such as the construction 

of the aqueducts, through the presence of delegates of the mayor's office in the directive board, 

[is] what opened the door for manipulations in favor of the interests of some actors."434 In 

addition to his criticism of the transfer of responsibilities, Amado also criticizes the lack of 

coordination between the entities by questioning the coordination capacity and the territorial 

character of the institution. He also tells how internally, that is, within the CAR from water 

concessions [division], there was neither dialogue with the planning office, which was in charge 

of dumpings, nor with the mayor's office, and the institutions were administrated in sectors.  

 
“When I came to National Planning, the Sector [drinking water service] was managed sectorially, but 
now it is necessary to change the perspective since it is a fabric in all its connotations. Technological 
development has been an extraordinary advance that leads to another vision, other solutions, and it 
cannot be generalized, as long as we have different types of economies and / or countries within 
Colombia.”435 

 
This former official proposes, like the councilor of the Regulatory Commission for Potable 

Water and Sanitation, Comisión Reguladora de Agua y Saneamiento or CRA, that the water 

sector has to be flexible in order to adapt to the different conditions in which water supply is 

needed, according to the population and territory. Amado highlights how the use of drinking 
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water in rural contexts is different and not welcomed as part of the customs of the local 

communities. 

 

"They do not seek water purification; many of the rural aqueducts do not contemplate purification. 
We warned them that that [its non-purification] could generate health problems, especially for 
children; however, they (...) that was very curious (...) it's like their habit: they have taken from that 
water all their lives, from their grandparents, etc. Then, as if they got used to it, I do not know, they 
were not looking for that."436 

 
At the same time, Amado highlights how Bogotá’s rural context also suffered from the 

presence of guerrillas, which underlines what we recognize in the community subchapter as the 

general marginalization of the population. 

 

Crossed Currents and Inconsistent Regulation Strategies  

In this subchapter I return to Jaime Salamanca, a member of the Regulatory Commission for 

Potable Water and Sanitation, to understand from the Commissioner’s testimony the conflicts 

in the nature of regulation, a form of interpretation of the legislation, and a vision of the 

Commission’s interactions as a regulatory institution representing the state with the community 

aqueduct cases.437 In Salamanca’s testimony we can also follow the inconsistencies of a national 

regulation far from the economic realities of the state and the population. 

Law 142 of 1994 aimed to regulate public services by following the principles set out in the 

1991 Constitution. Thus, we can see how the articles of Law 142 also contain a conflict between 

a protective position of human and social rights and a position that allows the private sector to 

intervene in public services. Furthermore, this last characteristic is reflected in the creation of 

regulatory institutions with the aim of supporting companies’ financial sufficiency, allocation 

efficiency and economic efficiency, which is productive efficiency in terms of average costs and 

payment capacity.438 

Salamanca explains that in Colombia it is forbidden for public services to be free of cost, 

thus the offer is not subsidized, but rather demanded. Subsidies go to consumers as temporary 

measures while people manage to overcome economic precariousness. This commissioner does 

not agree with this approximation of the law and argues, citing art. 49 of the Colombian 
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Constitution, that the state, in order to fulfill its obligation to ensure the universality of the 

provision of drinking water and sanitation, should subsidize the offer. Therefore, the debate 

mentioned in the introduction of this dissertation reappears in his interpretation of the 

constitution. 

The second conflict that arises from the application of this legislation in the context of the 

rural population’s water supply is the lack of resources to comply with the character of control 

that must support the regulation. The CRA’s strategies reflect the legislation from which they 

depart and the context in which this legislation should be applied. Thus, its regulatory role is not 

fulfilled due to the restricted economic capabilities of the institution and the state, leaving the 

community unmonitored in their relation to the legislation. 

 
"We approved 20 years ago a rural regulation, which was a form that gave the costs in the time of 
operation and maintenance; we do not know if they used it or not, nobody has gotten into that. The 
organization does not have the capacity to control the 240 affiliated municipalities, [much] less 1,100, 
nor the entire rural area, which is about 20,000 villages. Of course, [in] the rural area many of its 
municipalities are interested in learning, and making it work and not so much because of the fear of 
sanctions."439 

 
The third difficulty is that regulations are given at a national level, making it difficult to 

establish regulations that consider the different cultural and economic contexts of the 

inhabitants and the economic capacities of national and municipal institutions. An example of 

the institutional incapacity that Salamanca presents as the Commission’s difficulty to fulfill a 

regulatory role is the marginalization of the rural area and its inhabitants due to the lack of 

diagnosis. In consultation processes there are never answers or complaints from rural areas. The 

diagnoses are concentrated in urban areas, the legislation is based on these diagnoses and thus 

the providers’ opinions do not include rural areas and their populations. 

 
"In the regulation there is a very serious problem: as we were commenting, it is in consultation, and 
nobody gives their opinion; in the rural area they do not give their opinion. In the urban part [indeed] 
because they are companies: you are affecting the financial structure, the costs. As there is 
information asymmetry, obviously they do not tell us what to say, so we make models, costs, long-
term means, ceiling prices, price per discount rate. There is a strong [National Association of Public 
Service and Communications Companies] ANDESCO440, although it is more independent than the 
[Colombian Association of Sanitary and Environmental Engineering] ACODAL441. In the rural part 
there is almost no information.”442 
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The CRA and its commissioners are aware of the distance between the proposals coming 

from the public services law and the reality of community aqueducts who have difficulties in 

following the steps necessary towards formalization in order to meet water quality parameters. 

Jaime Salamanca explains how the profit or dominant position of a provider, basic for the 

operation of the regulatory model of Law 142 of 1994, can hardly be adapted to the reality of 

systems such as community aqueducts. 

 
"But in Law 142 there is, in Article 15, a very interesting part that talks about the political 
conformation of organized communities, which are what we call, for example, cooperatives, pre-
cooperatives, community action boards; and this is precisely very different from the other economic 
agents and it is very different because these economic agents of Law 142 have been given a signal of 
the issue of profit, the issue of value creation, creation of wealth, and in these organized communities 
this issue does not exist. There is talk of a dominant position, and here in these organized 
communities there is no ’dominant position,’ because it is an issue of solidarity; and that must be 
regulated because they are all partners, so there is no such economic scenario and, therefore, this 
type of alternatives and developments must be brought to reality in order to solve the problems that 
may arise from the same community."443 

 
However, it abandons this critical position capable of assuming responsibility for the 

marginalization of the population as well as distinguishing the impossibility for this legislation to 

control the water service and community organizations and makes a leap to an argument where 

the difficulty lies in a structural and general marginalization of the inhabitants and the need to 

improve the ability to pay. Jaime Salamanca continues explaining how the ability to pay is one 

of the principles that is within the regulation proposed by Law 142 of 1994: "The secret is that 

people are able to pay, and if they are able to pay, these services turn dynamic: education, 

training and social mobility, and also if they get technological support, otherwise they do not."444 

For Salamanca, the ability to pay only increases when the population has a better quality of life 

in terms of education, training and social mobility. Thus, he proposes as a solution to promote 

the economic dynamics that increases the rural population’s capacity to pay. This utopian 

solution leaves aside the current problems that need to be solved in the community water 

supply systems. 

 
"If we can get closer to the big suppliers, in addition to their industries, it is possible to improve the 
payment capacity, for example, of the person who has tangerines (…) As we have talked, it is a holistic 
issue, because if it improves the ability to pay this starts to become dynamic and in turn improves the 
average income of the people and, before I forget, is also related to the issue of suppliers for the 
sector, that is, to approach multinationals with chemical suppliers, of pipes, pumps, etc. This is the 
work that lies ahead of us."445 
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Following the argument of structural marginalization, Commissioner Salamanca also finds 

it difficult to work with rural communities as subjects capable of self-regulation and basic 

criterion for the management of the CRA, this based on essential categorizations of the 

population, where their low level of education makes it difficult to organize them, according to 

his argumentation, regarding the complexity of the topics to be treated in self-regulation 

procedures. He therefore proposes the university as an expert community that should represent 

the interests of rural communities and support them. 

 
"And the other part is that of the users, which is the weakest that the sector has. If the universities 
do not enter as civil society on the subject of users, this triangle does not work, because what is 
intended is to generate self-regulation, that is, we all observe each other, and when a regulation is 
drawn that comes into consultation, users do not have the capacity to look at these issues, they do 
not know what it is about, and for that reason it is essential for the civil society -including the 
university- to [kept] reviewing from the technical point of view these regulatory signals. As we have 
already talked, this is like biology, everything is changing permanently, everything is viable to 
modify."446 

 
Jaime Salamanca presents in his interview a positive vision of organized communities, 

which revives the contradictions that we have traced since the 1991 Constitution, passing 

through Law 142 of 1994 and the statement of his interview as a commissioner: 

 
"Organized communities are, then, like the cells, like the family nucleus in the sector; therefore, they 
should be created where they do not exist, and should be promoted and strengthened where they 
already exist; and this dynamic is what makes the revolution, in my opinion; it is not from top to 
bottom, in which it is given to all. However, in these cases, it is usually wasted, and there is no one to 
control (...) On the other hand, with these communities there is a system of conscience, and then 
arrive complex issues such as regulation, legalization, etc. First, it is essential to worry about putting 
what is there to work, see what the communities have and what they do not; then [what] the State 
does have, to subsidize the offer, not the demand. And communities can put labor and other 
elements, and they can try to get from industries competitive prices for all, etc."447 

 
For Salamanca, community organizations are legitimate actors in supplying the rural 

population, for "remember that here you do not negotiate with water, in Colombia you do not 

negotiate with water and nobody owns water, there are concessions, and that is very 

important.”448 

 

Aqueducts Construction, the Institutional Perspective 

Based on the systematic analysis of the Aguas Claras Olarte aqueduct concession, I present the 

actors involved and the construction process, having access to details of the interactions 

between institutional actors -legislation and civil servants-, community actors -members of the 
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Community Action Boards (JAC) and members of the Water Committee-, and the water sources. 

Afterwards, with the testimonies of Gloria Moreno (former UEL and EAAB contractor), Juan 

Carlos Jaramillo (former EAAB official), Myriam Mejía and Nubia León (current EAAB officials), I 

approach the conflicts in the implementation of the legislation and its interpretations by officials 

reconstructing the interactions beyond the ideals introduced with the laws. 

The community action boards (JAC), with the support of the CAR and the local 

administration, requested money from the National Royalty Fund (FNR) to build the 

infrastructure of the aqueducts. The sub-direction of planning and development of the CAR 

supported the meetings through a previous concept of the aqueducts that had to be adjusted 

to the indications of the Master Plan, Plan de Ordenamiento Territorial (POT) and chosen by the 

National Commission of Royalties through a procedure of eligibility. Thus, supported by Law 141 

of 1994: "the resources [of the FNR] will be allocated in accordance with Article 361 of the 

National Constitution, to the promotion of mining, the preservation of the environment and the 

financing of regional investment projects defined as priorities in the development plans of the 

respective territorial entities." 

From the procedures that are recorded in the concession, we can follow how the 

construction of community aqueducts in 2001 was made viable: it was necessary for regional, 

district and national institutional actors to reach an agreement. The EAAB’s general director was 

also informed of this concept in favor of the JAC of the El Destino Aqueduct. The communities 

of Usme’s veredas that requested this support from the CAR for its construction were at that 

time thirteen: Arrayanes Argentina, the Union, el Hato and the Andes, Uval and Los Soches, 

Chisacá, Destino and Olarte, El Curubital, Agualinda Chiguaza, as well as Requilina and 

Margaritas. 

These procedures were carried out during the first three months of the year 2001. A year 

later, we find, as part of the Request for Surface and Underground Waters Concession, the 

record of an unofficial visit in which, according to the list of attendees, the Community Action 

Board was present along with the legal representative of the community aqueduct in question 

(Olarte) and a team of consultants hired by the EAAB, the Aqueduct and Sewage Company of 

Bogotá. This group of external consultants was comprised of Sonia Camacho, anthropologist; 

Fernando Jherry, civil engineer; Guillermo Castaño, biologist; as well as Jaime Beltrán and Victor 

(no surname), who represented the community and belonged to the JAC. Jaime Beltrán worked 

for the consultants, helping them to get in touch with the community. 

The concessions were regulated at the beginning of the year 2000 with the National Code 

of Natural Resources, Decree Law 2811 of 1974. As for Decree 1541 of 1978, to this day it 

regulates the use of non-marine waters of the National Code of Natural Resources and at the 
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time it introduced the rate for the use of water and sanctions were foreseen for the 

contamination of water sources. Thus, within the water concessions, there are recurrent 

references to these two decrees to affirm that the waters of public domain are inalienable and 

imprescriptible. 

Through the testimony of Gloria Moreno, former contractor of the Local Executive Unit 

(Unidad Ejecutora Local or UEL) of Bogotá’s Aqueduct and Sewage Company (EAAB), I present 

her narrative that gives insight into the management process in this second phase of the 

aqueducts’ organization and construction. I continue reconstructing the interactions of the 

organized community with water and other institutions in the design and construction of the 

community aqueducts’ infrastructure and the training of representatives of Usme’s rural 

community. The community aqueducts are a network of interactions amongst community actors 

and a baseline for social and environmental NGOs that seek to position these community 

initiatives within the debates for rurality in Bogotá’s Territorial Master Plan of Bogotá (Plan de 

Ordenamiento Territorial or POT). 

Parallel to the communities’ claims for aqueducts before the district administration and the 

development of the Inter-Local Table of the Tunjuelo River, the environmental crisis generated 

by the landfill was addressed by the district institutions who, coordinated by the DAMA and the 

ULATAS in Usme and Ciudad Bolívar, supported local environmental work. It was within the 

framework of the POT discussions at The National Planning Office, attended by the community 

leaders, where they suggested alternatives for the development of parts of these territories, 

such as the Agroparque los Soches.449 In Ciudad Bolivar, two NGOs and the ULATAS began to 

walk the territory, crossing their observations with existing cartography to declare the ruralness 

of the capital district in the POT. Until then, the rural signified the non-urban within these 

planning discussions, conceived as a form of dispersed settlement and thus ignoring its 

environmental, social and cultural complexity.450 

Usme's ULATA and the local Mayor’s Office, headed by Nelson Cruz, supported Usme’s 

Water and Sanitation Committee in order to prioritize the aqueducts in the Annual Investment 

Operating Plan (Plan Operativo Anual de Inversiones or POAI).451 In addition, the construction of 

community aqueduct infrastructures and the training of the communities was also part of the 

compensation that the EAAB committed to after the rural community was informed of the 

company’s intentions to expand La Regadera Dam and to pass a pipeline through community 
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property without connecting the local inhabitants. An agreement was reached with the 

Aqueduct and Sewage Company and in compensation, the community aqueducts were built. In 

1998, Peñalosa visited the communities announcing the construction of the El Dorado treatment 

plant, which opened the possibility of urban expansion in the South, sealing the commitment to 

make rural aqueducts in this part of the city.452 

 
"With the inauguration, last Saturday, of the aqueduct of the vereda Pasquilla of Ciudad Bolívar, the 
aqueducts’ veredales program of the Mayor's Office of Bogotá began. The Local Executive Unit (UEL) 
of the Water and Sewerage Company of Bogotá (EAAB) carried out the work with 120 million pesos, 
allocated by the Local Development Fund of Ciudad Bolívar, according to the prioritization of projects 
made by the community in the citizen encounters last year. (...) The aqueducts’ veredales program 
seeks to supply potable water to all rural areas of the towns of Ciudad Bolívar, Usme and Sumapaz, 
for which it has a total budget of 2,000 million pesos."453 

 
Gloria Moreno accepted our invitation and gave us an interview at the offices of the 

Community Management of Bogotá’s Aqueduct and Sewage Company (EAAB). Based on the 

testimonies of this former EAAB contractor, whom we interviewed with Myriam Mejía on 

February 24, 2015, and those of the population, the references to the water consumption 

regulation laws and with the support of newspapers of the moment, I follow the interactions 

generated by this intervention in the construction of community aqueducts and present the 

order established for the water supply of Usme’s rural population. 

In the field we identified Gloria Moreno as a central and controversial character for the 

leaders in the rurality. The time she worked in Usme, Sumapaz and Olarte is remembered by the 

communities as the moment in which the EAAB failed to support the community aqueducts. 

Gloria Moreno is an anthropologist and during her interview it became clear that she has a 

critical position regarding the EAAB’s management during the time she worked there, however, 

without criticizing her own work and showing affinity for the autonomy value of community 

aqueducts. 

Since 1998, after the administrative reform and with the formation of Local Executive Units 

(UEL) as well as Local Development Funds, the EAAB’s support to the community aqueducts of 

Usme, Ciudad Bolívar and Sumapaz has been carried out through the UEL of the Aqueduct. Thus, 

the expert company in water supply systems technically advised the construction of community 

aqueducts for the rurality of Bogotá. However, after a pilot and knowing the dimensions of the 

work to be done in the three locations in Bogotá according to the EAAB’s directions, it was 

decided to hire a team of professionals who would perform the tasks under the supervision of 
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the EAAB’s Director of Community Management. This interdisciplinary team, despite having 

clear objectives of dialogue between the expert knowledge of its members and the 

communities, did not achieve its aims. 

The District Secretary of Finance transferred resources based on a budget result of the 

annual prioritization of resources made through the Local Administration Boards (Juntas de 

Acción Local or JAL) of the Community Action Boards of each locality. The needs were prioritized, 

and the Aqueduct and Sewage Company carried out the budgets, which were in turn requested 

from the District Secretary of Finance so that these resources could be transferred for the 

contracting of the works. Year after year, according to former EAAB official Juan Carrillo, the 

construction of community aqueducts was prioritized.454 And, in a conversation with Nubia León 

and Myriam Mejía,455 also EAAB officials, they explain how the Mayor’s Office delivered through 

an inter-administrative agreement the recourse to the Bogotá Aqueduct Company. The EAAB 

contributed with the administrative component, which meant to execute analyses, design and 

later build the community aqueducts, as well as train the community to continue administering 

them. In this case, the EAAB hired a third party to do such work under the EAAB regulations. The 

EAAB did the supervision at the Community Management Division to review the work of the 

contractors. Each contractor was required to have a professional in charge of the social 

component, that is, to work with the community in the project. 

 
"Because I [Gloria Moreno] worked just for that UEL [Local Executive Unit] that had been created and 
was in charge of all the social part of that UEL[Unit]. When the manager calls us to make the 
proposal, then she tells us: ‘Why don’t you assemble a team, help me with that.’ Then we say: ‘OK! 
Let’s do a first pilot, it will last 4 months.’ And then she says: ‘The program is very good, manage it.’ 
I assemble the team and I leave the UEL and work as a consultant with an interdisciplinary team. For 
what reason? Because, when we went to address the issue, we realized that it was very complex, it 
was a lot of territory. The first pilot was in a vereda called Pasquilla, the sector of Piedra Parada 
[Ciudad Bolívar]; it [the aqueduct] was tiny with 110 users or something like that. But when we went 
to evaluate the rurality of Bogotá, there were several locations: it was Usme with 15 Veredas, it was 
Ciudad Bolivar with 9 Veredas, it was Sumapaz with (…) a significant number of Veredas.”456 

 
The EAAB oversaw the design of community aqueduct infrastructure and started the 

request process for the concession of waters at the CAR. At that moment, community aqueducts 

had to be constituted as an association both formally and legally. The EAAB wanted to be 
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efficient in the management of water resources and designate the communities that were to 

assume the concessions. 

As for Gloria Moreno, she began her relationship with the community aqueducts as an UEL 

aqueduct official, then as a UEL contractor under the EAAB. She was the principal researcher 

and executor of the community aqueducts program from 2001-2006. Hereafter, I reconstruct 

the aims of the intervention programs and strategies. My first objective is to describe and then 

analyze how institutional officials are constituted and legitimized as actors, through which 

discourses and organizational practices. Secondly, I seek to understand the interaction with 

water as well as the importance of this relationship for its definition and role in the relationship 

between institutions and community actors. 

 
"Yes! Then the team was put together based on an interdisciplinary conception. Thinking precisely 
that the aqueduct was not just a technical issue, but [that it] was an ecosystem, was obviously social, 
administrative and also technical; and that really that knowledge in the territory had to be done with 
people from the area. So, the team was made up of professionals, but also by community leaders. 
(…) There I conclude a sentence; which was a dialogue, between knowledge, between knowing; let's 
say if you wish (...) the mutual dialogue, of knowledge.”457 

 
The main characteristic of the EEAB intervention form during this period are the contractors 

and subcontractors. Gloria Moreno’s team carried out a pilot at the end of 1999 and the 

beginning of the year 2000. From this pilot, the EAAB managed three localities, Usme, Ciudad 

Bolívar and Sumapaz, in order to execute the program they had proposed. 

 
"Then, there was an engineer, for example civil, who was the one who did all the plumbing. He 
advised, as we were not in charge of the technical component, but the designers and contractors 
were; that often generated conflict with the community. What we did was, [procure] mediation and 
advice to the people. In addition, we gave some ideas to the designers to take this or that water 
source, where it works, where there are problems, etc. And then they assumed, we also assumed, all 
the training in plumbing. What is a break chamber, which is a suction cup? Well that's one part; the 
other to address that dimension, the financial administrative component of what it implies to make 
a users’ association aqueduct. We had an economist, who was Álvaro Niño, a very good economist, 
who had been working, and for him the new thing was to approach a veredal aqueduct, small, [with] 
few users. Then, how to transmit, how to carry all this package of indicators, of unaccounted for 
water, of the formats, of the account, of the contract, of applying the tariff norm."458 

 
From Gloria Moreno’s testimony, we see how the EAAB team was made up of contractors 

and subcontractors, which made it difficult for a project manager to be responsible for the 

successes and, in this case, the multiple failures that occurred in the infrastructure and training 

programs, as well as technical failures and conflicts with the community. The ideals proposed by 

the group of contractors seemed to satisfy a program that, despite having some aims and work 
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lines a priori, were adapted in the field according to the population’s needs. In addition, the 

team had an awareness and a respect for other types of knowledge. They recognized and 

expected a dialogue between the actors: „My perspective, well, how I lived it: we were doing 

that, almost a learning by doing. We proposed many things from a conceptual and 

methodological approach, but the terms were constructed according to the needs that we were 

seeing." 

Moreno’s team sought to build legitimacy through their expert knowledge and that of the 

team of contractors. However, she herself explains how from the very beginning there were 

clashes with the community in the face of this team of experts’ interventions. During my 

fieldwork I heard how the people of the community, especially representatives of the 

administrative boards and plumbers, complained about the interventions of this team hired by 

the EAAB. According to the communities, the team in charge of the construction of the 

infrastructures did not consider the communities’ knowledge on land or water sources. 

For Gloria Moreno, the failure of the design and construction process of the community 

aqueducts was rooted in the structural marginality of the population and in the rejection of the 

EAAB as a district institution providing drinkable water on behalf of the State to the rural 

population. The demand of formalization was, however, not adapted to the living conditions of 

the people that inhabited the countryside. The team hired by the UEL and the EAAB, regardless 

of their pedagogical effort and step by step training, did not achieve the goal of leaving a 

technical and administrative structure adapted to the needs and knowledge of the rural 

population so that such systems could work for a long term. Instead, an initial consultancy was 

provided in order to leave the communities in charge, for they must respond to the control 

instances of national institutions. This was a failure both for the communities and for the district 

institutions responsible for the community’s consultancy. 

 
"So, what we did with the communities was, then, to start pedagogically, to address those issues! 
How to handle a format; how to read, for example, the meters; how to handle the treatment plants, 
Thus step by step! In general, let's say if that did not have a long-term accompaniment, it was 
probably going to be very weak, as indeed it happened. People have always had bumps. The state 
was absent for two centuries; when people wanted to organize and deal with it on their own, then 
the institutions started demanding them: “Where is the format? Where is the ICA? Where is the IVA? 
Where is this?’[All are references to taxes] One says: ‘Hey! Wait, yes!’”459 
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Supplying Only the Urban 

Very early in the interview, Gloria Moreno told us how, for Bogotá’s Aqueduct Company, the 

construction of the community aqueducts’ infrastructures and the support for their organization 

was a controversial task: 

 
"At that time, the company was not clear; really, it must be said, what happened with the aqueducts. 
Rurality was practically invisible to everyone, including the institutions. And at that moment the 
Aqueduct [and Sewage Company], the manager [said]: ’OK, and how do we handle these systems?’ 
We do have coverage until the urban perimeter. They [the community aqueducts] are [based on] 
local resources, and that's where my incursion begins, in a process that sought to organize the 
communities to assume, on their own, their own capacity, let's say organizational, let's say their own 
management [of] those aqueducts, and that they will not remain depending on the centralized entity 
[the Aqueduct and sewage Company of Bogotá]; let's say [that] there it begins. What was the interest 
of the Aqueduct [and Sewage Company]? The Aqueduct [and Sewage Company] was interested, that 
once the [community] aqueducts were built, and there would be someone responsible; let’s say there 
was someone to whom to give that infrastructure and who was in charge of the water concession; 
that was the key issue."460 

 
During this period, the EAAB’s management was interested in these community supply 

systems being managed independently and for them not to commit to the EAAB in the long 

term. This was one of the possible interpretations of the state’s responsibility to guarantee 

drinking water to all citizens; in this case, the Mayor designated these public funds for the 

construction of the rural water supply systems. 

Gloria Moreno's position is very critical on the role played by the EAAB at the time and in 

general on many of the dynamics of the institutions responsible for the formalization and control 

of community aqueducts. For her, one of the main conflicts were the state’s demands in the 

processes of formalization and water quality control. Moreno criticizes the district institutions 

for not understanding the rural context as a particularity and opens the possibility to a different 

legislation in order to regulate community aqueducts where the values of autonomy and the 

right to water are respected. 

 

Perception and Challenges in the Rurality 

 

"Entering the 21st century, most of the rural population had no access to drinking water, not even a 
distribution of raw water, which did reach their homes, except 3 aqueducts, which the CAR had done 
at an earlier time in the 1980s. [They were] Very precarious infrastructures with storage tanks and 
some network."461 
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The rural population and its supply conditions were understood through “lack lenses” by 

the functionaries of the Aqueduct and Sewage Company of Bogotá. First, the precarious supply 

conditions for people who had to travel great distances in order to move, with great difficulty, 

the needed water; second, the lack of a formal level of education that would allow them to 

understand the functioning of community systems, technically and administratively; and third, 

the uneven commitment of the leaders of the region, which left the communities in difficult 

conditions as the management of the supply systems was based on individual leadership 

capabilities: "The rural population of our countryside had no way of bringing water to their home. 

Not even with a hose. I saw many women on four legs, as they say, against a stream washing. 

The very precarious conditions, and also from the point of view of gender, the whole issue of 

water management falls, falls in the hands of women, falls on women."462 

This opinion about the water supply conditions in the rurality is repeated and also 

recognized by the inhabitants themselves. However, it is interesting to analyze the following 

argument presented by Gloria Moreno as a representative of the EAAB, because, although her 

work program with community aqueducts was based on a dialogue of knowledge that should 

have begun with the population, not having formal education was perceived as one of the 

problems of the community water supply systems built and delivered by the EAAB. Moreno 

argues that there is a structural backwardness that hinders the proper functioning of these 

community aqueducts with the program implemented by the EAAB: 

 
"Let's say that [the rural community] is a community that has other cultural logics, other forms of 
cohesion, a need for water, but that does not have people trained, not even at elementary school 
[level]. The requirement of the institutions did not correspond to the conditions, neither cultural, nor 
educational for the peasant communities. They neither understand that this was a vital necessity, 
and to put all that weight on them was an almost unbalanced issue."463 

 
Gloria Moreno places the responsibility of the specific failure of the contractors’ 

intervention of Bogotá’s Aqueduct and Sewage Company of Bogotá (EAAB) and its Local 

Executive Unit (UEL) on the characteristics of the population and on the past general negligence 

in the state’s intervention. 

 

Conflicts and Alternatives 

One of the main conflicts raised by officials, in this case Gloria Moreno, an ex-employee of the 

EAAB and former contractor, was the relationship established between the rural communities 

and the District institutions on behalf of the state. On the one hand, she criticizes the absence 
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of interventions by the state to ensure the water supply of the rural population of Bogotá: "The 

aqueducts’ veredales have been considered in recent years, but before nobody knew of them. To 

give you a very strong category, total absence of the state."464On the other hand, autonomy was 

requested for the communities and the institutional demands of becoming associations was 

criticized because they did not adapt to the rural context or to the community organization that 

had achieved, with the support of the institutions, to operate water supply systems: "A 

contradiction of the state. Instead of guaranteeing rights, it falls with all his establishment to 

demand things."465 

The two positions seemed to contradict each other and in this first period, it seemed that 

this conflict was not faced with solutions that could satisfy a population that complained about 

the ineffective infrastructures built by the EAAB. Other institutions denounced disorders in the 

administrative component due to lack of skills in the community aqueduct team; this was also a 

task that the EAAB had to fulfill. Officials from other institutions and even the EAAB nowadays 

denounce the lack of accompaniment in that period. As a solution, Gloria Moreno proposes a 

legislation created by the communities that demands their autonomy in the water 

administration. 

 
“Why do I speak of autonomy? Because really, when we went to improve that process with a team 
that came from an environmental work, with a background, with a perspective over the territory, we 
said: ‘Here the task is to empower [the communities], [to] help, accompany people, produce 
knowledge with them, build knowledge about this territory. But also [to] support [them] with tools, 
[with] the possibility that them becoming autonomous."466 

 
Therefore, I understand water as a public and common good. I understand water in relation 

to the community. Water is characterized by its type of interaction with the community that 

gives it a social and community value on the one hand and environmental value on the other. 

 
"To address the issue of communities, what did it imply? That we approached it as a form of 
governability of a public good; that is water, a common good. And that in terms of a service: it is a 
service that is done more by solidarity, by cooperation; not a service [as] a merchandise that is sold, 
not a topic with which I set up a company, I make a business and then I look how I can get profit. No, 
it is a community that needs a service, for quality of life and for the improvement [of the] needs of 
quality of life. But next to that is the issue of protecting the water, protecting the basin and streams, 
of doing an integral management between the technical and the environmental, let's say! The 
ecological, the social and all the administrative [components]."467 

 
To prevent the interruptions of social and environmental interactions raised in the territory 

between communities and water streams caused by the institutional interactions, Gloria 
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Moreno proposes an administrative autonomy for the community aqueducts, which she also 

calls co-administration and questions the imposed tariffs and control systems of national and 

district institutions. 

 

Conclusions 

The constitution of leaders and their legitimation is presented in different ways. In Anaelfa 

Zambrano’s case, her trajectory as a leader summoning the community and her persistence in 

obtaining solutions for the water supply legitimize her presence within the communities as part 

of the Water and Sanitation Committee. In Norberto Riveros and Libardo López’ case, their 

knowledge and ability to interact with institutional actors in order to obtain their support on the 

one hand; but also their interaction with water through institutional knowledge, which they 

adopt and recognize, is what leads these two leaders, on the other hand, to become 

representatives of their community before institutions and to be mediators of institutional 

intervention for their community. However, after talking with these leaders, it is clear that 

community support occurs on rare occasions from the entire or most of the community; instead, 

there are always few who willingly assume these challenges that demand a lot of time, 

knowledge and experience with the institutions. 

This stage of community aqueduct history, from its own perspective, shows us the 

importance of the interactions between community leaders that organize themselves in a 

second level of organization with Usme’s Water and Sanitation Committee that unites already 

organized communities, with specific functions. The Water and Sanitation Committee capped 

the interest of local and district institutions that began to support them. A support process in 

which national funds were obtained for the design and construction of infrastructure as well as 

the administrative and technical training of the community aqueducts’ administrative boards 

and plumbers. These interactions show us how these systems are assemblages of community 

actors, which interact with institutional actors, and these, in turn, interact with certain physical 

structures, developing operation processes where engineering knowledge is largely assumed by 

the community actors. These knowledge, structures and cooperative work trajectories mediate 

the relationship between communities and water, which changes when the water is treated. 

Thus, it becomes evident how this interaction between community actors and institutional 

actors is not only dominated by a power relationship where the institution is imposed, but in 

this case the members of Usme’s Water and Sanitation Committee have also built a viable 

operation path, based on a dialogue with established processes, for the institutions to act. 

Furthermore, community actors, as part of the aqueducts themselves, are recognized by NGOs 
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as well as environmental and social movements for their water supply practices, their 

community and territorial organization. Community aqueducts, strengthened by their 

interaction with NGOs and social movements, become actors of law, demanding action from the 

institutions. Institutions recognize the needs of the actor network known as ‘community 

aqueduct’, understand them as legitimate and cooperate with them. 

The construction process of rural community aqueducts is marked, nevertheless, by the 

uncertainty of their success or failure, of the steps that must be followed. Anaelfa, for example, 

has adapted to these uncertainties by relying on specific people in her community. Her great 

capacity to summon and its constant commitment give it legitimacy in its community and in 

front of institutions. Far away from formalization and technical knowledge, Anaelfa strived to 

test mechanisms and solutions. Doing and acting makes her a leader, manager and plumber. For 

other members of the administrative boards such as Libardo López and Norberto Riveros, the 

work with the institutions and the close work with engineers motivates them to learn and 

assume ways of operating the infrastructures. These interactions legitimize institutional 

knowledge. Thus, the community’s interactions with the institutions and the institutional 

knowledge causes a fragmentation of the rural population. This development will be deepened 

in the following stages of formalization. 

The interactions amongst community actors through the organization of Usme’s Water and 

Sanitation Committee enabled the constitution of a homogenous subject of rights. The 

committee transformed a space where the multiple and different leadership capacities are now 

recognized, and the interaction with the institutions bring a generalized benefit for the 

population. The interactions between administrative boards organized in RETACO and the 

cooperation with NGOs as well as social and environmental movements transform the 

community aqueducts into a subject of rights that can make claims and be heard by the 

institutions. 

The interactions between water and community are the basis of these leaders’ legitimacy 

as interlocutors of the institutions. However, in this chapter it becomes clear that not only these 

interactions but also the strengthening of the administrative boards through their union in 

second-level organizations and the interactions with NGOs as well as social and environmental 

movements are vital for their construction as subjects of law. This emancipated relationship 

demands the intervention of the institutions and cooperates with them for the design, 

construction and organization of community aqueducts. In addition to becoming subjects of 

rights in the organization process of the community aqueducts, a rural citizenship is also 

constituted, demanded by the community actors, obtained through the support of other 

organizations and recognized by the institutions. 
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The testimonies of the CAR and the CRA allow us to see the great difficulties that reached 

the water service sector since the proclamation of the 1991 Constitution, the environment Law 

99 of 1993 and Law 142 of 1994, which regulates the public services. From their experiences, 

these officials suggest that in the case of the regional environmental authority of Cundinamarca 

(Corporación Autónoma Regional de Cundinamarca or CAR), its legitimacy was supported by its 

close relationship to the rural community. With the changes in the entity’s role, the institutional 

link of the state to the population was weakened because the new organizing structure that 

determined the functions of the state divided them into sectors and distributed them to 

different institutions without a good coordination. As for the Regulatory Commission of Water 

and Sanitation (Comisión Reguladora de Agua y Saneamiento or CRA), the regulatory functions 

were not fulfilled due to lack of institutional and funding capacity. Also, the national nature of 

the regulation did not reflect specific contexts such as community aqueducts. 

The ambiguous nature of the 1991 Colombian legislation and especially its apparent 

defense of human rights, such as the right to water and the right to cultural diversity in the 

country, allowed officials to dialogue with the legislation and protect rural community 

organizations as well as their task of supplying water by questioning the urban and 

entrepreneurial ideals of Law 142 of 1994, thus remaining affiliated to the social character that 

the legislation may have. However, it is central for this analysis not to fall into cultural 

essentialisms of the population that pose a generalized rejection of drinking water or refusal to 

pay for water service amongst rural communities. Since the operation of the first community 

aqueducts, rejection to drinking water and its purification process has been found amongst the 

population but nuanced by other relationships to community aqueducts, where the 

infrastructure is accepted, and institutions are required to achieve the goal of purifying water 

for human consumption. 

Some institutional functionaries locate rural communities in a situation of marginality, 

where their lack of formal education and their cultural beliefs do not allow them to dialogue 

with modern knowledges; where the lack of economic resources does not allow them to pay for 

these services. This panorama is presented as the reason why the interaction of community 

aqueducts with Law 142 of 1994 does not work, nor the regulation and control programs that 

derive from it. The deep and historical nature of this marginalization seems to leave no 

alternatives for a solution that might be in the hands of national, regional and district institutions 

to overcome the marginalization through access to drinkable water. 

Following Gloria Moreno’s testimony, it is evident how the institutional actors that 

represent the state, the EAAB in her case, claim for modern structures and organization forms 

that divide the city's territory into an urban one, able to be supplied, and a rural one, which is 
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localized outside the district jurisdiction, thus excluding it from the public services. The EAAB, 

following the legislation, finally assumes its role of advice and support for the communities, 

although not in the long term. It intends to leave the supply as quickly as possible under the 

responsibility of the rural communities, thus causing a failure in which the rural population is 

again marginalized by not establishing an interaction with district institutions through water. 

As an explanation of this failure, the institutions now in charge of the water supply, the case 

of the officer of the CRA and to a lesser extent, the case of the official of the CAR, exemplify past 

state interactions, arguing an absence of state and a structural marginalization that characterize 

this territory and its population as backward. To this characterization of backwardness is added 

an essentialist cultural characterization of the community in interaction with water, where this 

population would not be open to new learning and relationships mediated through water. 

In conclusion, for this period (1991-2006), the institutions assume a control role that does 

not recognize the characteristics of the rural population and impose urban formats as well as 

orders that are presented as ideals that must be reached, but at the same time, as formats and 

orders are actual requirements of the institutions, impossible to fulfil. 

 
"Without previous experience with rural contexts, without previous experience of how to make 
sustainable the operation of these systems and with the conviction that the jurisdiction of the EAAB 
ends where the urban land ends, the rurality of Bogotá and its population receive a program that in 
the long term fails. So, what happened? At that time an interesting issue was also configured; that 
was the administration of Luis Eduardo Garzón with the policy for the rurality. The rurality began to 
be seen, and then everyone went to the rurality, also the institutions. That was a parade, going up to 
the ‘páramo,’ going up to the ‘tunjos’ [lagoons]; much presence was seen. The [rural] issue became 
dynamic, then in that policy of rurality, the priorities of the aqueduct also became visible."468 

 
  

                                                             
468  Moreno, 2015 
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Chapter 4: Consolidation as Water and Territory Authorities: 

community actors and district institutions. (2007-2015)  

 

The efforts made by Usme’s Water and Sanitation Committee, an organization that brings 

together local community associations responsible for the water supply of their veredas,469 were 

successful in winning the support of local mayors. The EAAB contractors designed the aqueducts 

for the eleven veredas that lacked water infrastructure. They were able to build four aqueducts 

during the 2001-2006 period; the remaining seven aqueducts were built between 2007 and 

2008. 

Parallel to this achievement, the institutions promoted a formalization process for 

community organizations. Consequently, some community actors felt forced to participate in 

User Associations. Thus, these organizations were to become small providers under the public 

service regulation and control regime established by Law 142 of 1994. Communities, on the one 

hand, were grateful for the institutional interventions so far but, on the other, were critical of 

institutional strategies and the results of the formalization process, which fragmented the 

population according to formalized and non-formalized aqueducts without acknowledging their 

rural context and claims to an urban model.  

In 2008, once more due to an environmental crisis in which the media denounced positive 

mercury tests in the water of Ciudad Bolívar’s community aqueducts, institutions of a national 

order, such as the Ombudsman's Office, were alarmed by the demands of the population and 

streamlined their intervention to support the organized communities. Water quality control 

institutions doubted the communities’ capacity to supply drinking water to the population and, 

in turn, the communities questioned the institutions on their responsibility in the contamination 

of streams through the Doña Juana landfill.470 

Parallel social and environmental movements organized themselves as the Referendum for 

Water dawned. This initiative was very popular among the population; however, it did not pass 

in Bogotá’s Council. Despite this setback, this initiative was perceived as a very important 

moment for the communities because, as a result, the Network of Community Aqueducts of 

Bogotá and Cundinamarca (RETACO) was formed. From the very beginning, this network strove 

to establish discussion spaces with the institutions in order to support the community aqueducts 

                                                             
469  Rural organization form of space, similar as the street for the urban space. I continue using the Spanish word 

vereda in this text since there is no direct translation into English. 
470  This conflict in the case of Ciudad Bolívar is studied in the following master's thesis: Edisson Aguilar T., “La 

Ontología Múltiple Del Agua. Mercurio, Acueductos Comunitarios y Territorio de Ciudad Bolívar.” (Universidad 
Nacional de Colombia, 2015). 
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and construct consistent arguments based on the human right to water and community water 

management. RETACO would also later establish a relationship with environmental NGOs to 

support community aqueducts with resources and training. This interaction between organized 

communities and NGOs gave the former tools to discuss the institutions’ control system, 

regulations and water quality control, which after 2007 became even stricter. 

In the first subchapter of this section, based on the narratives of community members that 

belong to administration boards and operators, I present their interactions with water, 

infrastructures and institutions while deepening our knowledge of organizational strategies and 

practices that guarantee the rural population’s water supply, as well as allow them to participate 

and intervene in the formalization process by both claiming it and also questioning it in the 

interaction with institutional actors and water sources. New orders are proposed from these 

interactions and organizational everyday practices. 

In the second subchapter, I focus on the women officials’ narratives within the institutions 

and how, on the one hand, their strategies are influenced by modern ideals present in the 

legislation as well as their own values, and, on the other, how they question such institutions 

through the strategies that they construct in a relational way with community actors. By 

following these relations we can better understand the dynamics of power that determine the 

interactions, organization forms and performance of community aqueducts. 
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4.1 Gradual Increase, Water Supply’s Formalization and Organizing Forms  

“Because they wanted me to tell them the story here, and that's nice for me, yes! For me it has been 
very nice to tell the story of the aqueducts here, and people think that only they know the aqueduct, 
but it turns out that this aqueduct is known in Cartagena, in Bolívar, in Antioquia, everywhere; they 
know the aqueduct from [Olarte and the other district aqueducts], they know them there, so I go and 
tell them.471 

 

 
Image 5: Libardo López y la Historia del Acueducto Comunitario Olarte. Photo. Author. Bogotá, November 9, 2015. 

The community aqueducts’ history is full of stories and the live trajectories of people with 

different motivations related to the local water sources in the upper Tunjuelo River basin, to 

Usme and the community that inhabits this territory. Libardo López is an example of such 

trajectories: he is a local leader who represents the community of his Veredas, organized in the 

                                                             
471  López, Libardo. Interview by Dolly Palacio and Myriam Mejía. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, September 27, 

2015.  
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community aqueduct Aguas Claras Olarte. López also represents Usme’s aqueducts in panel 

discussions with local, district and national institutions; he belongs to the Network of 

Community Aqueducts of Bogotá and Cundinamarca (RETACO) and is the representative of this 

institution in the National Network of Community Aqueducts. Libardo López is a person 

recognized within his community and the territory of Usme, Ciudad Bolívar as well as by the 

district Institutions. His testimony, his experiences and knowledge have been key pieces in this 

work’s reconstruction of community narratives. In addition, his motivation to strengthen 

community aqueducts and tell his version of their story makes this thesis a legitimate exercise 

in the creation of space to disseminate such version. 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, faced with a health crisis between 2008 

and 2009, when mercury residues were found in the water of community aqueducts in Ciudad 

Bolívar,472 a controversy arose between positions, one taken by the institutional authorities of 

the state that held the organized communities responsible for this contamination, and that of 

the organized communities who accused the district institutions of negligence in the face of the 

contamination generated by the Doña Juana dump. 

In order to solve this controversy and respond to the complaints made by the local 

population to the authorities for the lack of an adequate water supply, the Ombudsman's Office 

covered this emergency. Finding the need to support the rural communities of Ciudad Bolívar 

and Usme, the Ombudsman's Office denounced the health crisis and called upon the district 

institutions to assume their responsibility in guaranteeing the availability of drinking water. As 

a response, the EAAB district institutions, the Ministry of Environment, the Ministry of Health, 

and the Regional Autonomous Corporation of Cundinamarca created the mercury discussion 

table, later called the District Water discussion table, in Spanish Mesa Distrital del Agua. For the 

first time, the communities who demanded their right to water for human consumption and for 

peasant uses could participate in this roundtable. This would be the beginning of great 

challenges and changes in the water supply of Bogotá’s rural population, and a new phase for 

cooperative interactions between community and institutional actors. 

During this period of the community aqueducts’ history, it was important for community 

actors to receive support from community organizations as well as the institutions. For instance, 

there were people within the community who, having an academic background, perhaps in 

public accounting, could support the community in the formalization process on time,473 

mediating between this formal knowledge and the expert knowledge of the community. 

                                                             
472  A neighbouring locality to Bogotá that, together with the Sumapaz and Usme localities, constitute the southern 

border of the city. 
473  López, 9.2015. 
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To support community organizations, the institutions proposed a formalization process. It 

was suggested, as expressed during the trainings with the EAAB, that Usme’s Water Committees 

should organize themselves as Users Associations. If the organizations wished to continue 

cooperating with the district institutions towards a formalization of the aqueducts, they needed 

to obtain the water concession from the CAR, claim such legal status in the Chamber of 

Commerce, fill out the Tax Information Registry (RIT), register in the Superintendency of Public 

Services as an organization specialized in the provision of services and pay the Industry and 

Commerce Tax (ICA) and the Retention of Industry and Commerce (RETEICA) before the 

Direction of National Taxes and Customs (DIAN). To carry out these procedures, the newly 

founded associations needed a public accountant. Thereafter, the associations continued with 

the development of the open statutes in order to manage different projects surrounding water. 

 
"We already started hiring a public accountant, so that we could do all that year’s accounting, so 
that he can register it. He also started to suggest that we do the plumber's retention that we have to 
secure him with a health promoting entity (Entidades Promotoras de Salud or EPS), [and that] we 
have to give him a uniform."474 
 

The formalization process was one in each community aqueduct had to go through 

individually, leaving its results in the hands of the members of the aqueduct’s administration 

board. The particular set of skills of each community aqueduct representative was fundamental, 

making some of them more suitable for the formalization process than others depending on 

their ability to dialogue with bureaucratic processes and their knowledge in fields such as 

administration and engineering. Those unfamiliar with these areas were relegated in the 

formalization process, therefore hindering their chances to receive subsidies and help from the 

institutions. Consequently, the community aqueducts were divided into formalized and non-

formalized, thus replicating the modern dynamics of development and backwardness. Although 

I do not elaborate a systematic study of all community aqueducts in this regard, I can affirm 

based on my ethnographic observations that the aqueducts closest to the city and with more 

population were more receptive and better adapted to the institutional interventions than those 

farthest from the city, with less population and more dependent on local resources such as other 

water supplies in addition to the community aqueduct. The latter had, at the same time, less 

interest and receptivity to institutional programs. 

  

                                                             
474  López, 9.2015 
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Waters Qualities Versus Quality of Drinking Water for Human Consumption  

With the formalization, the community aqueducts organized themselves administratively in 

User Associations committed to following a water treatment process that guarantees a potable 

water supply. The drinking water control system establishes a standard in water characteristics 

fit for human consumption and an institutionalized process for water treatment. On the one 

hand, representatives of User Associations, members of the administrative board or plumbers 

protested against the legislation that regulated water quality in 2007, but, on the other, 

cooperated with district institutions in a process that gradually increased the demands as the 

aqueducts assumed new activities in the water treatment. The adaption process surrounding 

the community aqueducts ran uneven for each association and, as stated before, it started to 

fragment the community behind them. 

Quality standards, such as Decree 1575 of 2007, which established the System for the 

Protection and Control of Water Quality for Human Consumption, and Resolution 2115 of 2007, 

which determined the characteristics, basic instruments and frequencies for the control and 

surveillance system of the water’s quality destined for human consumption, ignored the needs 

of the rural population and their different uses of water. Likewise, the CAR, the EAAB, and 

Decree 552 of 2011 had regulations in which the multiple uses of water were not considered. 

 
"In the rural sector, if I am a farmer I have an onion garden, I have some vegetables, I have one or 
two cows, I have to grow an orchard, I have to fumigate it. And that is what I said when Gloria Moreno 
and Jaimito Beltrán managed to reorganize some issues with some aqueducts within that [the 
process] for the CAR’s water concession: they only left human consumption. I said: ‘Fool! You are a 
peasant, my friend. You must always bear in mind that the peasant has pigs, hens; he has dogs, he 
has cows; and you, no matter how much the peasant is told that the water is for human consumption, 
you see one cow drinks seventy litres of water. Are they seventy? You will let her die of thirst! No! 
You take a bucket of water and go and put it for her [the cow]; that's what we want people to 
remember! [It] Is the idea that we want to continue [living] as farmers, now that it is no longer an 
insult to be one”475 
 

Many inhabitants of the rural area distrusted the purification treatments that the 

authorities demanded and, consequently, the water that was treated. The presence of chlorine 

in water, as a result of this process, was perceived by the population as unsuitable for peasant 

uses. This left the management boards amid a conflict between the regulations that needed to 

be complied in the face of the control institutions and the perceptions of Usme’s inhabitants, 

their users. 

 
"And the water, when I open the key, that is another fear that people have here: that they do not 

know if it is of poor quality because it comes with chlorine or if it is of good clarity. People say: ‘I do not 
use that water because it smells like chlorine and that can kill you.’ But he [the consumer] does not have 

                                                             
475  Riveros, Norberto. Interview by Marcela Arrieta and Dolly Palacio. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, October 

31, 2015. 
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the certainty that chlorine helps disinfect water and that the hospital also keeps track of the quantity of 
chlorine that should be regulated there [in the water]; that we are not putting a liter of it [chlorine] because 
we want to. They use spring water for the chickens and also the plants; it is bad to use water with chlorine 
for the animals, they do not tolerate it either, for the cows it [the chlorine] kills in them I do not know what 
[intestinal flora].”476 

 

These limitations of treated water have forced people with other water sources to 

appreciate and care for them: 

 
"I discuss with them [inhabitants] in the Veredas El Destino. We have fought for the water 
management, right now that we put the new micro meters and the new tariffs; then we realized that 
people have improved in the [rational] use of water. There are already people who are starting to 
take care of their springs and brooks again, that's good! Why do they have to be forced? Yeah right! 
Taking money out of their pockets hurts them and then they begin to look after alternatives.”477 
 

Anaelfa Zambrano, ex plumber of the Margaritas Aqueduct, the second aqueduct of Usme 

farthest from the city, emphasizes that the people in the Veredas Las Margaritas use besides the 

aqueduct use other water sources, or do not want any connection to the aqueduct precisely 

because they are supplied through other local water sources. In her case, she uses the Leona 

brook: "Yes, ma'am. I use more water from the brook. Months pass by here and I do not use 

water from the aqueduct. [I use the water of the brook] for everything: to wash, for everything, 

to eat. I bring the water, like I have all my, through a hose.”478 

                                                             
476  Celis, Stella. Interviewed by Marcela Arrieta. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, January 
  28, 2015. 
477  Riveros, 2015 
478  Zambrano, Anaelfa. Interviewed by Marcela Arrieta, Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, February 2, 2015. 
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In the case of the vereda El Destino, Norberto Riveros emphasizes along with other 

inhabitants the importance of the community aqueduct and the water it transports: 

 
"Man, the aqueduct; to put that water access point it is an estimate of ten million pesos, per point, 
little more. Man, your farm is worth more due to the water [of the community water supply] it has; 
if you have a spring, well. But above all, the woman is the one who arrives [with the question, ‘Is 
there water in the kitchen?’ – Yes, there is water. – That’s good. Is it from the aqueduct? – Yes, 
ma'am, we have water from the aqueduct in the bathroom.’ They like this, it’s a value that people 
did not appreciate before, but I think they started [to], they assumed it. My farm is worth, my land is 
worth, [reason why] I appreciate it, not for what you give me for it."479 
 

 

 

 

                                                             
479  Riveros, 2015. 

Image 6: Pots and Buckets Collecting Leona Brook’s Water for Cooking, Vereda Margaritas. Photo. Autor. Bogotá 
February 2, 2015. 
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Image 7: Testing the Water Quality of Community Water Aqueducts at the Households in Usme. Photo. Autor. Bogotá, 
February 10, 2015. 

The location of the veredas and the characteristics of its water sources as perceived by the 

plumbers and administrative boards were decisive in order to understand the centrality of the 

water treatment and, therefore, of the cooperation with the institutions and their programs. 

Thus, in Margaritas, they perceive a good water quality of local sources and, in consequence, 

there is no such marked interest in the treatment process as expressed by other community 

aqueducts closer to the city, where the fear of water pollution is greater: "Because here the 

system, despite having its flaws, [it] also has its advantages. Although the plant has not been 

made with filter bed or anything like that, but we have very good clean [untreated] water."480 

Thus, we find differences in the perception of the importance of community aqueducts, water 

treatment and quality. 

                                                             
480  Zambrano, 2015. 
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There is a consensus among the members of the administration board and community 

aqueduct plumbers about the gradual nature that institutional water quality requirements 

should have. Currently, the administration boards that participate in the formalization process 

have reached an agreement on the importance of monitoring and controlling water through a 

macro meter: 

 
“How is water treatment monitored? At this time, because of the problem we have with the private 
property [owner], we could not install the macro meter, which would be the way to measure 
consumption, because what we record at the exit of the plant would be what we should record with 
the micro meters of families considering a percentage of losses stipulated in the law. So, we cannot 
control neither the fraud nor the waste because we do not have the actual output of the plant. The 
last in terms of water usage and in terms of drinkability, the measurements are made with chlorine 
and pH measurement kits. The plumber has to do it in the water network and three sampling points 
are to be built where the daily analysis of how the water is being lowered and in what quantities of 
chlorine is coming must be done.”481 
 

The ethics regarding the use of aqueduct water begins to develop among the users. This is 

how the treasurer of the Requilina aqueduct explains the problem that the aqueduct is currently 

facing, because users of an aqueduct point are using the stream water to wash cars. The very 

neighbours and users are the ones who denounce these practices. 

 
"(...) coincidentally, the waste of water with car wash has been reported by the users. We periodically 
go to the plant. And the Secretary of Habitat also does the accompaniment there in the field and they 
are aware of all those problems. And the users are also aware that the neighbour is wasting the 
water, or that they are fumigating with the aqueduct water; if they are washing cars or if the potato 
sprinklers are connected, the same people come and warn us to control [these issues]."482 
 

Thus, we see how both users and members of the administrative board as well as operators 

of the aqueduct assume the values required by the institutions on water quality, following them 

as far as they can from their own capacities and experiences. 

For Libardo López, the relationship between the indigenous people of Suárez in Colombia’s 

Cauca Department and the administrative institutions of their territory are an example to follow 

in this type of interactions. López mentions in his interview how Cauca’s indigenous people and 

their council conditioned the institutions on how they could interfere in their territory, thus 

becoming the mediators between the institutions, the territory and resources such as water.483 

Following this example, López remembers how rural communities have attempted to have this 

sort of influence by attending citizen meetings where the Annual Investment Operations Plan 

(POAI) for Bogotá is set and press its attendees to consider the needs of the rurality in programs 

and projects and then track their compliance. 

                                                             
481  Celis, 2015. 
482  Celis, 2015. 
483  López, 9.2015. 
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On the other hand, organizational practices of this period of formalization (2007-2015) 

recognize the expert knowledge of sanitary engineers. Both community actors and institutional 

actors seek to train aqueduct operators with this knowledge. Therefore, the Administrative 

Boards and RETACO have managed training sessions with sanitary engineers from the National 

Learning Service (Servicio Nacional de Aprendizaje or SENA), the EAAB and Acualcos, the 

district's largest community aqueduct as well as one of the oldest and most experienced in 

institutional interactions. With the help of the EAB and the Acualcos aqueduct, other community 

aqueducts were trained in reviewing the measurement processes and the pipes, whereas the 

CENSAT through RETACO has advised them on legal issues, and the EAB recently built solar 

panels with some aqueducts and provided a mini laboratory to analyse their water. However, 

the training and learning days have not taken place without confrontation and criticism, as the 

members of the administration boards and plumbers also complain about the attitude of some 

officials, who are unaware of the aqueducts’ process as well as of the experience and knowledge 

of the community members. "Arguing with the engineer; it's hard to argue with them, it's always 

the engineer who is right; ‘I went to the academy,’ they say"484 Lopez tells us in his interview in 

an ironic tone. 

 

Image 8: Work and dialogue in vereda la Requilina, engineer Giradú Cifuentes and plumber, Jairo Chipatecua. Photo. 
Author. Bogotá, February 18, 2015. 

                                                             
484  López, 2.2015.  
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Nowadays, and due to this period of formalization and professionalization of the positions and 

functions of administrative board members and plumbers or workers, the lack of economic 

remuneration that these leaders face regarding their community work is no longer adequate 

because they have devoted themselves completely to the management of community 

aqueducts in order to comply with all the requirements imposed by the institutions, accepted 

by the associations, as well as the processes that guarantee that aqueduct’s water is fit for 

human consumption. Thus, we see how the water treatment process becomes more and more 

complex thanks to technical and administrative tasks that have changed the leaders’ 

relationship with their communities and the water, for not only does a community interest but 

also an economic remuneration comes into play. 

 

Alliances with RETACO 

The network of community aqueducts of Bogotá and Cundinamarca, today called RETACO (and 

in its beginnings Petaco), began in 2008 with a series of meetings between the representatives 

of both communities. Gloria Moreno, who as a consultant to the Local Executing Unit (UEL) of 

Bogotá’s Aqueduct and Sewage Company (EAB) also attended and facilitated the meeting 

between the representatives: 

 
"They began to talk about the network, to begin to formalize a network so that we [members of 
community aqueducts] could cooperate, so that we could work from a single base, in a single 
language. There were several differences [between the participants] to conform [the network]; that 
was difficult. They [those who began RETACO] continued inviting me. I thought that it [the network] 
was a good idea; They invited me to go to a forum in Medellin and I went.”485  
 

The organizers of RETACO had the support of the SENSAR Agua Viva NGO SENSAR, and 

sponsored a meeting between the representatives of the Cundinamarca and Bogotá aqueducts 

with ADACA, the Community Water Supply Network of Medellín and Antioquia, which was 

already constituted and had 450 affiliates. The members of ADACA shared their experience in 

showing how those communities that remained outside their network had lost their community. 

Thus, the participants from Cundinamarca and Bogotá returned to their territory and talked 

about the experience with other community aqueducts in the region to organize themselves: 

"’let’s do it! Let us create the network’. We had two meetings and those from Ciudad Bolívar 

arrived and said: ‘Let's do it! With ENDA Latin America486 and the Center for Research and 

                                                             
485  López, 9.2015 
486  NGO Environment and Development Action in Latin America 
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Popular Education [Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular or CINEP]487, which at that time 

sponsored us."488 

The community aqueducts now organized in this network could count on the experience 

of, for example, Rafael Borda, who as a functionary of the Secretary of Health had experience 

with the institutions. He was also part of the administration board of the Acualcos aqueduct in 

Chapinero,489 a large and experienced aqueduct. The members of RETACO decided to write to 

all the district institutions; "[t]hen we wrote to the institutions, because the institutions did not 

even know how many aqueducts existed in rural areas,” comments López.490  

RETACO was formed with Acualcos, six of Ciudad Bolívar’s aqueducts and seven of Usme’s. 

Since the founding of the Community Water Supply Network in 2009, the creation of a distinct 

law for community aqueducts has been a priority. These discussions have also taken place at the 

National Meeting of Community Aqueducts (Encuentro Nacional de Acueductos Comunitarios), 

which started in 2006 in Bogotá. For some leaders, RETACO seems to be the best way to face 

the future difficulties of community aqueducts and thus obtain institutional support: 

 
"We have to start moving processes forward, but if one goes alone they [the institutions] do not pay 
as much attention. However, if one says, ‘We are RETACO, we are thirty-three affiliated aqueducts,’ 
it's like, ‘Oh shit!’ Sixty-three are already taken as an organization and at the national level one 
already says that we are already a thousand affiliated aqueducts and each one has its goals.”491 
 

Formalization Process, Institutions Mediating and Protecting 

During this period, the water concessions have changed for some associations from being 

a difficult requirement to fill to be discussed as a tool that ensures the functioning of the 

community aqueducts: 

 
"People still have the chip [are of the opinion] that if this land is theirs, and here spring 3 inches of 
water, [then] that water is theirs. That's a lie: the owner of that water is the nation. Instead, if I go 
down stream and say: ‘I am taking care of that water that springs, and I need a half-inch water 
concession,’ they [the functionaries of the CAR] give it to me. They [functionaries of the CAR] do not 
come to block everything. And in Sumapaz they [community members] did not ask for a water 
concession because they said that it was like giving the [resources of the] communities to the 
government. Something that we achieved in that moment, which was something I told them, I told 
them: ‘You are right, let's leave it [leave the concession unasked]. They say that a steel company is 
coming here, that they are going to set up a steel mill; let them ask first for the water concession. If 
they ask for the water concession before you do [to the community of Sumapaz], you are going to 
get only the leftovers.’ Then there was more than one that changed their mind; ‘We are going to ask 
for water concession, and they are already working and there are several aqueducts that are 
optimized."492 
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The institutional formalization process was appropriated by some administrative boards in 

order to protect the community character of the aqueducts. This is the result of a confidence 

built throughout history as communities demand the attention of institutions. Institutional 

functionaries are open to developing strategies that adjust to the communities’ needs, 

questions and claims.  

Between 2008 and 2009, an ecological restoration project was carried out in the Piedra 

Gorda stream with the Local Development Funds and the Secretary of the Environment, which 

has become a model of cooperation between institutions, organized communities, trees, lands 

from the water intake and water bodies. The local mayor, Luz Myriam Riaño, makes a contract 

to experts in reforestation whose task is to restore with the community’s participation through 

the administrative board of the Olarte Aqueduct and the Agrarian Union, according to Libardo 

López’ narrative. López recalls in his interview how the biologists in charge of the reforestation 

efforts with the community explained the importance of replanting endemic plants in the area 

according to land’s altitude, and the community was willing to work and learn.493 After this 

experience, they asked Libardo López to continue acquiring such contracts, which are 

nevertheless not easy to achieve, for the approval of the mayors is also needed so that the 

communities can win the bids for such projects. 

López also highlights two characteristics that can mark a project as successful: first, the 

inclusion of local communities as a work force, being careful to embrace them in the learning 

process: "Ladies worked here, worked guys, we took elderly members of the community. And we 

did it like cycles; even soldiers of the battalion worked [in the project]. We invited them and they 

helped us load pillars and all that."494 Second, seeds and endemic seedlings were taken from the 

area, always taking into account the area’s altitude: 

 
"The biologist was very focused and truly believed that whatever grew in the area [the plants] was 
what had to be planted, and I think that 5 or 6 years later I still agree with him that he is right. If you 
what grows in the area is not sown, it becomes a very difficult situation, because a series of 
inventories were made, they [the expert team] did a number of experiments with other types of plants 
but they never worked. Those [plants] that are from the area, like the ‘mortiños,’ the ‘arrayanes,’ the 
‘robamontes,’ the laurels, the alders, like a hundred donations grew, and they are those that are still 
in the zone."495 

 
This example shows how throughout environmental efforts, in this case the restoration of 

the basin of the Piedra Gorda stream, the biologist in charge of the strategy will succeed with 

the help of the community in the planting of the area’s endemic species. Nature sets the 
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conditions and the biologist from his expert knowledge advises the communities. In turn, the 

community supports him by following his strategies, which have been adapted to the land’s 

characteristics and its flora. This is a cooperation between the functionaries of the concerned 

institutions, community, plants, seeds, and land, where a dialogue and learning process takes 

place. 

 

Systematic Control of the Quality of Water for Human Consumption 

In 2011, a change took place when the National Comptroller demanded results from the 

Superintendency of Public Services in the face of the advances in the application of Decree 1575 

of 2007, which establishes the System for the Protection and Control of Water Quality for 

Human Consumption, and Resolution 2115 of 2007, which indicates the characteristics, basic 

instruments and frequencies of the control and surveillance system for water quality for human 

consumption. Libardo López explains how back then he and other community aqueduct 

representatives began to inform themselves about these legislations:  

 
"Let's say that already… Well, with a little difficulty, but we have to understand the same thing, that 
we have to start moving forward and not let the institution not reach us; but we have to start 
applying, not all at to start with, but let's say, that as Destino, Olarte, Chiguaza and Soches, like five 
or four aqueducts, we take the lead to start preparing the plumbers to raise awareness, to make us 
aware that we have to comply with everyone, with everything.”496 
 

Furthermore, the organization of community aqueducts and the NGO’s support had also 

given the organized communities the experience and knowledge to realize that the district 

institutions had the responsibility of supporting them in guaranteeing this service. López 

explains his role, as well as the roles of the community and the institutions: 

 
"That's when my roll comes in. I know that money is in the institutions, that they have the obligation 
to take out that money or provide the service. So, I tell you that what you have to do here is to become 
aware that we must have better tanks that the quality of life has to be improved, that you have to 
collaborate. And the money where are we going to [take it out of]? You do not worry about the 
money, you have to support us, to start doing this work in conjunction with the institution."497 

 
López recounts in his interview how he attended both as an administrative board of the 

Olarte Veredas and as RETACO to the meetings organized by the Ombudsman's Office on behalf 

of Zaida Navarro; Navarro began to locate the community’s representative individuals that 

worked with the community aqueducts in order to ask them about their needs.498  
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Parallel and as a reaction to this systematization of water quality control, Decree 552 of 

2011 was issued with the community’s participation. This legislation recognized organized local 

communities as legitimate providers of the aqueduct service. 

 

Decree 552 of 2011 to Support Community Aqueducts 

Decree 552 of 2011 marked a moment of significant change in the interactions between 

institutional, community and water stakeholders since its effective force. However, since its 

conception, the decree created controversy among the community. For some community 

actors, this decree was the result of a participative work with the local community; for others, 

including the representatives of RETACO, the decree was a huge mistake: 

 
"But we did not want this decree as such. In 2012, when we were in the national meeting in Pasto, 
as Rafael Huilles arrived, ‘I have bad news for you,’ he said, [that] ‘Clara López has just signed the 
decree;’ (...) that decree, we say, was not raised by the communities. We wanted an articulation with 
the district, with the localities’ local development funds, that was what we had raised. Not [a decree] 
rooted to Law 142, or anything like that… Yes! Because it was not what we had planned as such. 
When the decree is issued, we look at it; however, we discussed it, we went to the Ombudsman’s 
Office, we made several interventions. We did our job there."499 
 

This decree, despite recognizing the centrality of the community actors in the water supply 

and holding the district entities accountable with specific tasks so that they could work in a more 

coordinated way, still did not acknowledge the difference in the nature of these aqueducts, 

which in order to stay true to the community nature of their administration cannot be subject 

to the law of public services. However, some representatives of the community working in the 

community aqueducts have highlighted the institutional programs and strategies supported on 

the decree, which led them to solve problems with the aqueducts’ infrastructures and 

administrative boards. 

 

A Critical Perspective on Institutions and the Relationship Community-State 

The interactions with the institutions, RETACO, social and environmental movements as well as 

social and environmental NGOs strengthen the communities organized within the community 

aqueducts. Thus, the following strategies and programs developed by institutions found a critical 

community that knows both their rights and the scope of institutional programs. With this 

awareness they dialogue, participate, and also claim and reclaim: 

 
"What I notice, and what I have always said, is that there is no articulation between institutions, for 
the institutions have a goal, ’plan meta,’ and they want to reach their goal ‘plan meta’ beyond 
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whatever it [really] is. Yes! Logically, they are socializing the plan, but when it is already done, 
because there is very little that they can still change. Surely, we see it differently, I always have seen 
it differently. For example, everything that the Secretary of Environment has done, it seems terrible 
to me, it seems fatal to me; for so big an institution and [as big] as the Secretary of Environment is, I 
find the projects they have done terrible. The same with the local development fund, in terms of 
restoration and that. It seems to me that the amount of money that has been invested is impressive. 
And now, if we are going to look at a result after four or five months, it is disastrous: you will not find 
anything done"500 
 

The communities’ participation has been questioned and harshly criticized since their 

inclusion in the process when the decisions had already been made and their knowledge and 

perspective over the territory and the nature resources was not decisive. Libardo López explains: 

 
"Then the institution formalizes, brings some suppliers, creates some jobs for some local leaders and 
with that strategy they think it's enough [to call it community participation]. Thus, they are not calling 
the whole community, thus they are making decisions with five or six leaders who think that this is 
the work that should be done."501 
 

López criticizes the procedure of the project developed by the Secretary of Environment 

discussed at the institutional table of Decree 552 and contrasts it with his experience at the 

restoration project in which he has cooperated along with the Mayor’s Office and the Botanical 

Garden: 

 
"I have a problem with the Secretary of Environment because I do not agree [with its procedures]; 
because six years ago I learned of a restoration model and some protocols that have to be applied. 
And it seems terrible to me that being the Secretary of the Environment, they do not apply the 
restoration protocol. And they think they can deceive me and come to me to say, ‘This is the way I 
open this hole, and I plant that little tree, and that's fine, that’s perfect.’ When I say: ‘No! But if this 
is planted like that, violating the protocol,’ but I have the protocol in my hands and I read it, and they 
do not, and they are moving an amount of millions of pesos."502 
 

The experiences that arose from the interactions amongst the actors who participated in 

supplying water to the rural population have led community leaders and representatives to find 

arguments that support the continuation of their citizen oversight and demand efficiency from 

the district institutions.  

The lack of coordination and the power struggles between institutions are other dynamics 

in the construction of institutions as actors: 

 
"The director of the Secretary of Habitat did not agree, because I told them, that we follow what the 
decree says: they should give support [to the community aqueducts] with the administrative 
component. But not with technology, [for] all the operative component should be support the 
aqueduct company [EAB]. Why? Why do I not agree? Because they [the engineers of the Secretary of 
Habitat] come, they take something apart, they tell the plumber, and the aqueduct company gives 
another explanation. Then this becomes a controversy. Good! Which one is right? And I've seen the 
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dissatisfaction: what happens is that plumbers are, let's say, a little afraid to express themselves [to 
contradict them] and fear having them as an enemy."503 
 

The relationship of community representatives, administrative boards and operators with 

institutions such as the Secretary of Habitat and the Aqueduct and Sewage Company during the 

formalization process has not been easy. However, nowadays, after four years of interactions 

following Decree 552 of 2011, community representatives recognize officials as committed 

people and highlight the application of specific strategies and technologies, thus arguing for the 

multiple dimensions of links and attachments in the relation between community actors and 

institutions, which transcends with inclusive organizing practices and orders the modern ideals 

of the legislation and their strategies: 

 
"Yes, we are in this process [of formalization with the Secretary of Habitat], we are enrolled in Super 
Services [the registration into the Superintendence of public services], we are clearing the final 
details. (...) We are working with a program done by Alejandro Guarín, a contractor of the Secretary 
of Habitat and who has been an excellent person and treated us very well. He is someone that, if I 
call him at this moment or send him a Whatsapp and I say to him, ‘Hey man, I need you to explain 
this issue to me because the [aqueduct] is not functioning,’ the man comes and cares about the issue; 
when he sees my call he answers me. He is an excellent person, the same the Engineer, as well as the 
two engineers from the Secretary of Habitat we have worked with. This is the result of a confrontation 
process that we started with Consuelo, the Engineer; she is also someone who collaborates with us a 
lot, [and] with that Secretary.”504 

 

Community Organizations’ Strategies and Achievements  

“So then, let's say that at that time there were no longer 90 users but 120, so the 120 decided that it 
was best to create an association as such. We got the right person [to advise the community], a user 
from here who has a higher level of studies [than the rest of the community] and knows a little more 
about rights and laws, she suggested the paths to follow, Marta Peralta. And so, we began to give a 
direction to that [formalization process] and the work begins, and eight days are scheduled until a 
new Assembly where by majority we vote for the Association. (...) Already that day it is formed; let's 
say, it is structured with its president and vice-president, with its treasurer, its secretary, two 
representatives of the voice of the users and a prosecutor. From there I was appointed as a legal 
representative [or president of the association]. That is it! I was, let's say, one of the founders of the 
Association as such."505 
 

Between 2011 and 2012, Usme’s aqueducts assigned Libardo López as their representative 

in front of the institutional discussion table of Decree 552. From that moment on, he began to 

work closely with Myriam Mejía and Nubia León of Bogotá’s Aqueduct and Sewage Company. 

 
“Why? Because it is very difficult when, when associations make the invoice to people: they have had 
many problems, either they have sent the bill and some representative doesn’t know how to read the 
bill, or they let it be read to the plumber, either the plumber [knows sometimes how to read the bill]. 
The plumber also has to be taught how to read an invoice. Then the bill comes to the user, and the 
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first thing he reads is how much he has to pay, and he does not see if there were litres, if he has a 
fine, nothing.”506  

 

These changes, brought on by the interactions with the institutions and their programs, 

involved a lot of learning for the people in charge of the aqueducts’ administration and supply. 

López talks in his interview about the importance of understanding the new system before 

applying it in order to respond to users in the face of uncertainties.507  

In the interactions with the institutions, the language results in an important aspect for the 

dialog. The representatives of the community experienced the importance of speaking with 

technical words, so that the officials of the institutions would take them into consideration: 

 
"(...) if instead of talking to you in my poorly spoken Chibchonbian [colloquial language], I come up 
with words of professional level you will say: ‘This guy is something special, because this [discourse] 
is not said by anyone, right?’ When we started talking to them [functionaries], we did not say: ‘It is 
that box, no: [we said] break camera, we need pressure relieving valves; we changed that whole 
system, and fortunately because I studied, I have learned to handle planes and all that, then I was 
explaining: ‘Libardo, let's do it this way: we won’t say suction cup, we say the valves and let’s see 
what they say.’ These guys are engineers and they didn’t tell us."508 
 

With these interactions, community representatives learned to manage resources for the 

plumbers’ trainings, computers for the administration’s tasks: "The most significant advances of 

the Olarte aqueduct is the solar panel we got with the Aqueduct [and Sewage Company]. This 

equipment is for us a breakthrough: to have clean technology and have a mini laboratory [for 

water quality].”509 

Together with the institutional relations, community aqueducts are organizations with a 

strong relationship to the territory that arose from the communities’ need to supply themselves 

with water and preserve their ties to the territory, brooks and springs. Therefore, they take care 

of the springs against the contamination of third parties by observing them throughout the year. 

It is assumed that their users live in the territory and that they know them well, a factor that 

could constitute a motivation for these community systems. However, this is not the case of the 

entire population. In interviews with users it became clear that not everyone knows the water 

sources or the intakes of their aqueduct. This proves that knowledge and assessment of the 

sources does not occur in all cases and it is one of the problems facing community aqueducts 

today, especially with the arrival of inhabitants of other territories: 

 
"I say that the strategy with people here is to know at what time you can manage the people; you 
cannot manage them on an assembly all year round. When people have plenty of water, people do 
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not get it, and it [the aqueduct] does not interest them. If this summer gets strong, I'll meet the people 
in November to talk to them; surely the room will be full. (…) There are many people who have come 
new. They think that here the water springs every day to the top, and it can be wasted; because that, 
let's say that, empirically, that's what has fucked us too, is that we're all not from this territory, so 
some do not know the territory, so they think that we [the community aqueduct] have a river, that 
there is water, that springs every day, and it never evaporates. I tell them: No! That is not so, then 
this is the intake, if you want I invite you to go and look, but here are the photos of how the brook 
is.”510 
 

The knowledge or ignorance of the situation, according to López, turns decisive in order for 

users to understand the problems that the community aqueduct faces and thus win their 

support in the projects for the aqueduct and the care of water sources. To illustrate the latter 

López presents a successful case, a project that got sponsored by the local development fund to 

collect the chemical residues from the water sources, because some local streams were full of 

plastic bottles containing agricultural products. They constructed a shed to collect the waste and 

they filled it:  

 
“We picked up as many jars as there were and we showed [them to] the people that visited us and 
to the others we show all the photos. Huy! All those jars. Where did they come from? Well, we 
brought them from our veredas; imagine in all of the veredas, how many are there? Then all the 
people said ‘Huy! [It’s] A miracle that we are not intoxicated!”511 
 
"Here the highest authority is the General Assembly but remember that the law is above any general 
assembly; there is a clash between that, in which the administration has to be governed by law and 
if not, a penalty will generate a fine. But the community believes that they have the final decision. In 
that issue of ‘the vital minimum,’512 and the subsidies513 we had to go through 4 assemblies to be 
approved. That was a hard tug-of-war process. Then also the association has to be very patient, know 
how to get around all those impasses."514 
 
My main role is in the Assembly; I always say that the community should know all policies, everything, 
because it is not written on a paper for me only. You have to tell the community what is being asked. 
In 2007, it was time to start doing this.515 

 

The community character of the aqueducts’ organization is updated in its structure, where 

the user assembly is the main authority that makes decisions. A person becomes a user when it 

inhabits a land where a subscription to an aqueduct has been made by the land’s owner. 

Subscribers, that is, owners of the land with a subscription are required to attend the user 

meetings or send a representative. 
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The community representatives and the administration board seek support from the 

community in the general assembly. Today, according to Libardo López’ testimony, this support 

is not based on the contribution of economic resources that the community must provide, but 

on policies, rules, changes that must be followed by the users.516 López sees a great challenge in 

working with the community, responding to their demands and explaining them the decisions 

and strategies that the administration board has taken. During my field work, it was possible to 

observe how important the actions of the administrative board’s members and the operators 

are so that the interaction with the users’ works, and in order for the majority to participate, 

the administration board developed some strategies: 

 
"I have overcome all that showing photos to the people: with the photo, the people [members of the 
administrative board and plumbers] learned that here, in the rurality, people get tired quickly, ten 
minutes of talking and they are already tired, no matter if they are sitting. (…) That is a methodology 
here, it has really worked for me. We take a photo of the damage that occurs, we always give it (...) 
not every time, but always when there are big jobs; we always go, and we take the photo, before and 
after."517 
 

Hereafter I delve into the role of the community aqueducts’ users and their relationship 

with other actors such as the administration board, water sources, institutions and the city as 

reconstructed from their narratives in the form of interviews and workshops. 
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Image 9: Presentation for Users Assembly Vereda Olarte. Photo. Autor. Bogotá, November 1, 2015. 

 

Users Assembly: Central Meeting with the Community 

The 1st of November of 2015 was a sunny Sunday. I left the house at around nine a.m. to go 

walking. The house I lived in during my field work was in the village of Chiguaza, in the 

neighbouring vereda of the vereda Olarte. I met a neighbour who was also going to the Users  

Assembly of Olarte’s community aqueduct. On the way there we also met Don Carlos, the 

plumber of the aqueduct, who was taking out his car, a classic Mercedes Benz. Seeing the 

plumber formally dressed for the meeting with hat and jacket, I remembered the tradition that 

I associate with the countryside and small cities, where important events occurred on Sundays, 

community and family days, to go to church or sit in the public square. 
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Image 10: Users by the Administration Board’s Presentation at the Users’ Assembly, Vereda Olarte. Photo. Autor. 
Bogotá, November 1, 2015. 

We got in Don Carlos’ car and when we arrived at the communal hall, I saw how the 

community management interns of Bogotá’s Aqueduct and Sewage Company (EAB), who 

attended as guests of this assembly, were also aware of the importance of this space and were 

dressed formally rather than work clothes. We arrived at nine thirty and little by little the users 

began to arrive. 
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Image 11: Arrival of Assistance to the Users’ Assempby, Vereda Olarte. Photo. Autor. Bogotá November 1, 2015. 

After installing the overhead projector and the computer, the assembly began. Libardo, the 

president and legal representative, opened the session. He presented the agenda: the main 

topic to be discussed would be presented by the interns and officials of the EAB, the topic to be 

discussed would be presented by the interns and officials of the EAB, the implementation of the 

Efficient Use and Water Saving Program (Programa de UsoEficiente y Ahorro de Agua or PUEAA) 

that responded to Law 373 of 1997. Then the secretary continued called the roll on the 

attendees. 106 people attended from 140 points. A volunteer was in charge of giving the floor 

and another of making the report that summarize the meeting. The EAB interns explained the 

work they were doing to support the community aqueducts in the implementation of the 

PUEAA, which is a requirement in order to obtain the renewal of the water concessions by the 

CAR. The CAR commissioned a study with Colombia’s National University to develop a format 

with the requirements for the community aqueducts. The EAB interns committed themselves to 
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mediate between the institutions and the aqueducts in order to fill the forms with administrative 

boards, operators and users. For López, the presentation of the program in front of the Users 

Assembly was a prerequisite for the application of the PUEAA formats. This would ensure that 

users agreed to and understood what the program was about and the importance of 

participating in it. 

During my time there, I was able to accompany the aqueduct interns to several activities 

implemented by this program: first, I attended a meeting with Myriam Mejía, Edna Vargas and 

Daniella Guataquira, in the EAB's Community Management Office, where I was explained the 

grounding law of the program, the purposes of its application and the formats necessary to 

collect information. Then I joined the interns in their visit to the users’ house to check the latter’s 

infrastructure of the community aqueduct, how and where they reached the point of the 

aqueduct as well as other water sources they use, how they use them and the sewerage 

infrastructure. In meetings with the administrative boards, I was able to observe how the 

program’s components were presented and adapted to each community aqueduct. I also took 

a tour in which the EAB interns, along with the operator, georeferenced the location of the 

aqueduct’s infrastructure, including the supply lines and points. I attended the assemblies that 

presented the program’s aims and the results of the first activities. I also had the support of 

Edna Vargas and Daniella Guataquira, two EAB interns, for an in-depth interview about their 

experience. 
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Image 12: PUEAA Tour in Vereda Olarte by EAB Interns, Daniela Guataquira and Edna Carolina Vargas and the 
Community Aqueduct Operator, Carlos Moreno.Photo. Autor. Bogotá, February 12, 2015. 

Furthermore, in coordination with Libardo López and Maria Clara Van der Hammen, we 

developed a workshop with the users of the Aguas Claras Olarte aqueduct to learn about their 

uses of water at home, thus collecting data on the aqueduct’s history. The workshop was part 

of the PUEAA requirements for environmental education, as well as the fieldwork for my thesis 

and for the project Territories and Learning Networks. 

 

Environmental Workshop, Interactions with Users 

Monday, November 9, 2015, Maria Clara Van der Hammen picked me up at nine a.m. and around 

ten-thirty we arrived at Usme. We were in the car, pending the stoppage of the TransMilenio 

BRT system that had been organized in the Usme portal, but we did not encounter any traffic 

jams. We spent the whole morning in the village of Usme and used the time to visit a friend in 
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Chiguaza and buy the workshop materials. Libardo wanted to bring hot chocolate and we the 

almojábanas.518 

We arrived early to the workshop and waited in front of the communal hall for people to 

arrive. Some who were very punctual arrived at two p.m. We followed the suggestion of the 

Olarte school rector, who was also invited to the meeting, and held the workshop in one of his 

classrooms. It was attended by about 15 users and Diana Baez, the aqueduct secretary, Beatriz 

Elena, the aqueduct treasurer, and Libardo López, the legal representative. The EAB interns also 

arrived. We started by presenting the aims of the workshop, called in this context ‘chocolatada’. 

I also introduced my doctoral thesis and the project of Water Territories and Learning Networks, 

and after the presentation, Libardo took the floor to contextualize the discussion table within 

the Efficient Use and Water Saving Program (PUEAA). Libardo announced the ‘chocolatada’ the 

previous Sunday (2.11.2015) during the users’ assembly. Users with higher water consumption 

should commit to go, but all were welcome.  

Together with Maria Clara Van der Hammen and Libardo López we organized this 

‘chocolatada’ with the users of the aqueduct. For me, this workshop replaced the individual 

interviews with users that was part of my methodology. I made the decision to change the 

methodology after López questioned the individual interviews’ pertinence, considering that my 

presence in each house would be very intrusive. My role as a researcher made me an authority, 

thus making it difficult for people to refuse to respond if they felt uncomfortable. I agreed with 

Libardo and appreciated his criticism. So, together with Van der Hammen, who was also 

interested in knowing the uses of water for the Water Territories and Learning Networks 

research, we organized a workshop with two activities: a first activity focused on knowing the 

water sources to which the population had access, its characterization and the uses they gave 

to water; and a second one aimed at reconstructing the history of the population as users and 

that of the community aqueduct in order to understand how much of the history they knew and 

how they appropriated this system. 

We started by introducing ourselves and asked them their name, their place of residence 

and how long they had lived in the Olarte vereda. Some had lived their entire lives in the 

territory, for about 30 to 40 years already. Those who had arrived more recently were there 6 

years already. Many of the women who attended the meeting were housewives, other were 

students and some, besides housework, elaborated a variety of products on their farms. It was 

interesting to hear Miguel Abril’s presentation as the Farma Verde administrator, a company 

that works in the extraction of essential oils from organic plants. His profile and the profile of 

                                                             
518  Corn and cheese bread. 
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his company enriched my understanding of the different activities of Usme’s rural population, 

who mainly work in the agricultural sector. 

 "The farm, the water, its uses and care" was the name of our first exercise done individually 

and by families. They had to prepare a scheme of their farms where they could locate their water 

sources and uses. The people proved very receptive and after the individual work each one 

explained their farm. Through this exercise it became clear that for almost all users it was 

important to collect rainwater and reuse water from the washing machine to wash floors and 

bathrooms. The main use of aqueduct water was aimed towards preparing food. After the 

presentations, López took the floor to explain the possible causes of water wastage: apparently 

some of the causes of high water consumption could be leaks or a tap left open. In conclusion, 

together with the assistants, López drew up 5 essential rules for water care: first, do not leave 

the tap open even if you are disconnected from the community aqueduct; second, reduce the 

amount of water in the water tank with bricks or by using saving tanks; third, install a tank a 

floating device to reduce the pressure; fourth, take care of water reservoirs and streams; and 

fifth, collect rainwater and reuse the water of the washing machine.  
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Image 13: Finca El Trinfo, Sketch. Photo. Autor. November 9, 2015 

For the second activity, "The history of water sources and the aqueduct," the participants 

had to organize themselves into groups and present two timelines, one in which they captured 

the changes they had seen in the water sources according to their own experience, and another 

that should capture the history they had lived alongside the aqueduct. Many of the participants 

in the first group, among them several girls, were able to clearly identify a terrible environmental 

damage, namely, the contamination of two water sources contaminated because a neighbour 

had built a septic tank next to it. The second group was made up by several women, the secretary 

and the president of the Olarte aqueduct. This group was able to deliver a very precise timeline 

of the community aqueduct thanks to the president’s experience. They identified three 

moments in the history of the community aqueduct. The president also spoke of other springs 

that provided water until their new owners dried them up through agricultural activities. Still, 

there are other untouchable springs that the community actively care about like the spring in La 
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Victoria, one linked to Buenaventura Zanabria, a neighbouring community, and brooks such as 

the Arbolocos, the Arenera and the Suate that divides the Veredas Destino and Olarte. A third 

group counted with the participation of a member of the water committee that promoted the 

construction of community aqueducts in Usme as well as the aqueducts’ treasurer. That group 

had divided its paper into two parts, the first regarding historic issues and the second about 

actual ones and drew a panorama of the water sources and theirs uses before and after the  

community aqueduct’s construction.  

 During the meeting, the community talked about the environmental changes of the last 30 

years: for example, they said that there were no more catfishes, in Spanish pez capitán. 

However, they also said that there were some advances, for they had cleaned the zone from 

agrochemicals and they vegetation around the springs, but nevertheless it is cultivated a lot 

potatoes in the páramos. The treasurer also shared her experience, for she had met a group of 

women who take a course with the SENA to raise crops organically. 

With this chocolatada workshop, a space was created for the exchange of experiences 

within the veredas that otherwise remained uncommon: a moment to sit, think and share ideas 

about water issues, their history and our history at its side. The users were very enthusiastic and 

wished to organize similar meetings, so they could register the local water sources’ history and 

their everyday use in the veredas. For us, as researchers, it was also a capital opportunity for 

knowledge exchange in which we were able to gather information and strengthen the links 

between users, their water sources and community aqueducts.  

The observations of this chocolatada are linked to the observations and narratives collected 

in the interviews conducted in the aqueducts of the villages of Margaritas, Soches and Uval-La 

Requilina. Starting with the users' narratives about their practices, I argue that the local 

communities’ sovereignty in the territory is claimed through the use of other sources of water 

that, in turn, are valued and used according to the water perceived qualities. The interactions of 

the community in the production of water for human consumption and their interactions with 

the institutions of the state constitutes their citizenship as an actor network. 
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Image 14: History of the Aguas Claras Aqueduct, Chocolatada Olarte. Photo. Autor. November 9, 2015 
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Image 15: Tour Interviews with Users of Community Aqueduct. Photo. Autor. February 14, 2015 

In the following sub-chapter, I analyse how community actors, users, members of the 

administrative board and community aqueduct operatives relate to water from different local 

sources and mutually build themselves as actors in the process supplying water to the Usme’s 

rural population. These interactions are analysed through the use of different water sources and 

their characterization as well as that of the community aqueduct. I will subsequently follow the 

community actors’ daily practices to find the organization practices that build their relationship 

with water and permits their appropriation of it. In order to achieve this, I will analyse the 

participative observation to the journey operators of the community aqueducts’ Aguas Doradas 

La Requilina and Acuamarg Las Margaritas, the interviews with the operators of the community 

aqueducts of Agualinda Chiguaza, Aguas Doradas La Requilina, and Acuamarg Margaritas, 

interviews with the users of the community aqueducts Requilina, Soches and Margaritas, and a 
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workshop, or community meeting called in the rurality Chocolatada, with the Olarte aqueduct’s 

administrative board and users.519  

In rural Usme, there are different sources and characterizations of its waters related to the 

people’s uses. These interactions and practices also establish links and meanings that evidence 

the ontological multiplicity of water. In the section about users, I present a typology of water. 

The water’s meanings are related to the characteristics of the source and the territory as in the 

case of Requilina and Soches, veredas close to Usme’s urban neighbourhoods; the brooks are 

perceived by, for example, the aqueduct’s treasurer as contaminated by sewage and fungicides 

even though the aqueduct water is appreciated as a water that meets the standards for human 

consumption. 

The analysis was carried out through two methods: first, the information was registered in 

a chart for a Social Network Analysis520 that sought to measure the tendencies of the links 

between actors.521 These results were then interpreted according to the Actor-Network Theory, 

whose approach I use throughout my dissertation522. These two methods of contemporary social 

theory allowed me “to track, describe and analyse patterns, schemes of relationship between 

people or groups of people and between these and other elements of the environment in order 

to recognize visibility, cohesion, collaboration and power relations.”523 Thus, it is my purpose to 

check if the users’ relation to water can be conceived as heterogeneous due to the different 

sources available and their different uses. This would affirm that users have alternatives 

regarding water supply and not only water from the aqueduct, which relativizes the importance 

of the water supply through community aqueducts.  

I will start by explaining how the users of Usme’s community aqueducts relate to the 

aqueduct’s water as well as other water sources based on what water sources are used to supply 

the community’s needs as well as the different uses given to them. This description of the water 

sources and their uses will be analysed as well as how the community uses and values the 

aqueduct’s water. 

To begin with, the users of the Aguas Doradas aqueduct in the village of Requilina and The 

Soches were interviewed individually. The participants were chosen after speaking with the 

                                                             
519  See Appendix Nr.1, Chart with details about the fieldwork. 
520  For the chart see Appendix. Nr.2 I used this methodology along with Dolly Palacio’s aid, who has had a long 

experience with and recently published ‘methodological journey’ that was very useful for this dissertation. Dolly 
Cristina Palacio, “Redes, Actores y Gobernanza,” in Hojas de Ruta. Guías Para El Estudio Socioecológico de La 
Alta Montaña En Colombia, ed. Paula Ungar, Instituto (Bogotá, 2015), 
http://repository.humboldt.org.co/bitstream/handle/20.500.11761/9292/IAVH_Paramos-Manuales 00-
web.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. 

521  For more details about the method please review the Methodology in the first chapter of these dissertation. 
522  Law, Organizing Modernity; Latour, Reassembling the Social. An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. 
523  Palacio, “Redes, Actores y Gobernanza.” 
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administration board and requesting the contact of users with different water consumption 

profiles; considering the access to either various water sources or to a few alternatives of water 

sources, the majority of those who were users and a small portion of non-users checked the 

sample. The users interviewed in Margaritas were women who attended the craft workshop in 

their veredas. On the other hand, the testimonies of the users of Olarte obtained in the 

chocolatada workshop complemented the information gathered through interviews, but it was 

not tabulated in the same way because their answers were analysed according to an 

ethnographic approach, as well be explained later on. 

The sample of these interviews does not seek to be representative but rather to shed light 

on the qualities of the users’ relationship with water sources and especially with the community 

aqueducts’ water, as well as their relationship with community aqueducts as an organization. 

Thus, the goal is to understand how the relation with water and local sources mediates in their 

relation with the community aqueducts’ water and the relation that from the use of this system 

is established with the state and the institutions that represent it. 

 

Heterogeneous waters and multiple links 

For those inhabitants who had more difficulties in accessing water, who did not have water 

sources in their homes or close to them, the supply through community aqueducts meant having 

access to this resource. Users who had water through other sources continued using them but 

changed their uses according to the different characteristics of the water sources. In general, 

the relationship with water changed for all users, and the way in which community aqueducts 

are organized gives a sense to that relationship between the community and the different types 

of water. In this case, with different types of water I refer to water that comes from different 

sources that, in turn, have different characteristics recognized by their uses. Their organoleptic 

characteristics and other associations allow them to have different uses. In this work I refer to 

different characteristics and qualities of water by water source although it is clear that, for 

example, depending on the season, drought or rainfall affect the qualities of some water 

sources. Mining is another external factor that alters the stability of water quality. These are 

variations on which I do not focus in this dissertation, but nevertheless it is important to mention 

them and consider these permanent variations of the characteristics and qualities of water 

perceived by the inhabitants. 

In the field, four types of use were identified: human consumption pertaining water used 

for eating, drinking and personal hygiene; household cleaning that refers to activities such as 

home cleaning, agriculture and its relative uses without differentiating it from small-scale or 
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subsistence crops (pancoger) and large-scale agriculture; as well as animal care referring to the 

water is given to animals. At the same time, eight types of water sources were found in the 

territory of Usme: the water of the community aqueducts, streams, springs, rainwater, reused 

water (water that has been given a second use), the EAB drinking water tabs,524 raw water from 

the EAB tube carried from the Regadera Dam to Vitelma, and bottled water. 

 

 

Image 16: Collecting Water for Household, Community Aqueduct Vereda Olarte.  
Photo. Autor. Bogotá, November 3, 2015 

                                                             
524  According to the residents, these tabs are in these areas as a consideration for the construction of the Regadera 

Dam. I did not find any record about their construction and they are only mentioned by inhabitants and some 
functionaries of the EAB. 
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Image 17: Community Aquects’ Water for the Washing Machine, Tour Secretary of Health Veredas Usme. Photo. 
Autor. Bogotá February 10, 2015. 
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Image 18: Water Connections, to the Community Aqueduct, too. Photo. Autor. Bogotá February 18, 2015. 

 

Image 19: Canalized Brook for Crops with Chesty Cardona. Photo. Autor. Bogotá December 9, 2015. 
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Image 20: Canalized Brook, Hoses with Chesty Cardona. Photo. Autor. Bogotá December 9, 2015. 
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Image 21: Collecting Rain Water and Brook’s Water for the Household, Las Margaritas. 
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Image 22: Collecting Brook’s Water for the Household, Vereda Los Soches. Bogotá February 14, 2015 

The chart below lists the sources most used by the community aqueduct users, relating these 

sources to types of use. 

 
Figure 2: Heterogene Water Sources and Multiple Uses 

Veredas Water source Type of use Comments 

Margaritas Community aqueduct Human consumption 

and home cleaning 

Most used in summer 

and one of the most 

used in winter 

 Spring  All uses One of the most used 

in winter, not used as 

much in summer 

 Reused water Home cleaning and 

agriculture 

More reused water in 

summer 
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Requilina Community aqueduct Human consumption 

and home cleaning 

Most used for human 

consumption 

 Brook Home cleaning 

agriculture and animal 

care 

 

 Reused water Home cleaning  

 Raw water from the EAB tube Home cleaning and 

agriculture 

 

Soches Community aqueduct Human consumption 

and home cleaning 

Most used for human 

consumption  

 Brook Home cleaning The brook and springs 

can be used in winter 

but not in summer 

 Spring Home cleaning and 

animal care  

The brook and springs 

can be used in winter 

but not in summer 

 Reused water Home cleaning  

 

In the Veredas of the Requilina and Soches, which border with mining and urban 

neighbourhoods, the water source most used are the community aqueducts. Nowadays, there 

is no great difference for these users between the access to water in winter and in summer. 

There is only a greater use of streams and springs in winter, but the use of another type of water 

remains similar during the rainy season and during the drought. The community aqueducts bring 

stability to their consumption. In the Veredas Requilina, the sources that are most used after 

the community aqueduct water are the waters of the Paso León and Taza brooks as well as 

reused water. The community aqueduct water is used more for human consumption, whereas 

the brooks and the reused water for home. The water of the brook is also used for animals and 

agriculture. In the Veredas Los Soches, the use of water from the community aqueduct is much 

higher than the use of water from the local stream, which remains in second place. 

Unlike the Requilina and Soches, the use of the community aqueduct in Margaritas, one of 

the most remote veredas from the center of Bogotá, is not so differentiated. That is, there is no 

marked preference for the use of the community aqueduct compared to other local water 

sources. In Margaritas, the community aqueduct, the local streams and the reused water appear 

with the same frequency as the community aqueduct. This talks about how the users of some 

aqueducts, for example, in the case of the Requilina and Soches, value above and in a 

differentiated way the water of their aqueducts, whereas for the users of Margaritas there is 



 234 
 

 

not much difference. This data, emerged from the calculation of the sources’ use, gains meaning 

in the interviews with the water assessments of the community aqueducts because the users do 

not perceive a sharp difference in the characteristics of the water coming from the local water 

sources and the water coming from the community aqueduct. Thus, the plumber Ana Elfa, who 

despite working in the community aqueduct, is not connected to the community aqueduct as a 

user. 

In the fieldwork, it was observed how the administration boards of the community 

aqueducts of Soches, Requilina and Olarte have more support from their community, and how 

the members of the administrations boards of these community aqueducts have more 

cooperative relations with the district entities, where models, strategies and recommendations 

of the entities are assumed. In the case of Margaritas, the spring is the water source most used 

and for more purposes. This means that the springs are well used sources that also have 

different characterizations and qualities, thus creating more links. Therefore, the community 

aqueducts’ water is used as much as the springs, limiting their use for human consumption and 

household cleaning; that is, the community aqueduct does not meet all the needs of the 

population in this sector and is complemented by using other water sources. Reusing water is 

common and this water is used for house cleaning and agriculture. In Margaritas, the community 

support for the community aqueduct is not so present as in the afore mentioned aqueducts. The 

people of the administration complain about the lack of attendance at the assemblies and in an 

interview with the users a lack of knowledge of the administration’s duties is acknowledged. A 

general attitude in other aqueducts, it is higlighted in this aqueduct because there are many 

people who do not depend on the community aqueduct to access water and who value other 

sources as much or more than the water of the community aqueduct. 

The treated water of the community aqueducts and the fact that the water reaches its 

users’ homes has changed the relationship between users and the local water sources. 

Consequently, infrastructure and community organization become mediators between water 

and users. Similarly, the relationship that the population has with local water sources has 

conditioned the relationship between the community and the water of the community aqueduct 

because other sources are perceived as alternatives for certain daily uses in the field. Most 

interviewees still have an unmediated relationship with other water sources, a fact that 

underlines the incapacity of the community aqueduct and treated water to meet the central 

needs of Usme’s rural inhabitants related to the agriculture, animal care and the household. For 

most users, the community aqueduct water is recognized as cleaner than those from other local 

sources, as seen in the results of the interview analysis, where water from the aqueduct is 
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preferred for human consumption. However, there are users who still boil the water as a water 

purification process if they are going to consume it. 

To be an organized community in order to satisfy a resource need is a major change that 

affects the relationship with the environment, where much of the hostilities and competition 

for water disappear and a cooperation arises. A different relationship is also constructed 

towards the institutions that, in representation of the state, contribute to the water treatment 

process, although users are not often aware of this support. 

 

Negotiating spaces, a dialogue about the Water Quality Risk Index (IRCA) 

That Monday, October 26th, 2015 I left my parents' house with the TransMilenio525 to meet 

with the community management team at the offices of EAB and from there we were to drive 

to their offices in Cantarrana526 in an official company transport. There were already other 

researchers from the ‘Water Territories and Learning Networks’ research group as well as 

representatives and plumbers of other community aqueducts, who immediately approached 

Miryam Mejía to tell her about the problems they had with the infrastructures. We then sat in 

a circle, around the overhead projector. 

At the beginning of the meeting, Miryam Mejía of the EAB asked if anyone had brought the notes 

of the last meeting in order to take up those issues and commitments. No one answered, so she 

took out her notes and started the meeting. She began by presenting the meeting of the 

Sumapaz and Olarte aqueducts. Libardo López recalled his experience with the aqueducts of 

Sumapaz through a presentation supported by the community management team: he explained 

Decree 552 and the function of the institutions, told the story of Olarte, spoke of the tariff 

system, the plumbers’ training, about internal management, and the rumours that the 

institutions would take away the aqueducts. 

                                                             
525  Bogotás’ Bus rapid Transit system 
526  The dried Cantarrana dam. 
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Image 23: IRCA Meeting. Photo. Autor. Bogotá October 26, 2015 

After López’ intervention, the Secretary of Health’s presentation of the IRCA results began, 

whose representative was the sanitary engineer of the Usme’s Hospital: 

 
"(…) for the month of October, 12 samples were made for the 12 aqueducts of Usme. Samples were 
taken without the operators, [that is,] only with the presence of the health team. We already have 
confidence in the systems. The structures that were put in place work as they should. Asocristalina 
Soches complied, Arrayanes Argentina did not comply; there is presence of iron. It is working with 
chlorine. Aguas Doradas, the Requilina complied; in Mrs. Stella’s house the points were 
materialized.”527 
 

According to the normativity, the samples must be extra domiciliary, as clarified by the 

engineer. The engineer emphasized the importance of arranging control points in order to 

measure the water’s quality in Olarte, Destino, Requilina and Soches: “with the other systems 

[community aqueducts], we still have to travel to see what [control] points we are going to 

establish."528 He said: 

 
“Already in Chiguaza you know which are the [control] points, only the agreement reports are 
missing. With Don José [a Chiguaza plumber] we did the control tour, he will be in charge of the key 
of the [control point] boxes outside the [users’] households. Chiguaza fulfilled [the water quality 
standards].”529 

                                                             
527  Sanitary Engineer of Usme’s Hospital. Intervention by IRCA’s meeting, Bogotá, October 26, 2015 
528  Sanitary Engineer Usme’s Hospital, 2015. 
529  Sanitary Engineer Usme’s Hospital, 2015. 
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Other examples of the IRCA report are the results for the vereda Corinto, community 

aqueduct that fulfilled the water quality standards. The veredas Unión and Andes did not fulfill 

the water quality standards and the engineer from the Secretary of Health also questioned the 

fact that there was no permanent operator for the treatment plant. The plant operator was not 

fulfilling its activities. No residual chlorine was found. The Secretary of Habitat’s engineer 

intervened: "That aqueduct has a plant, but it is not working. I have done tests in the plant but 

not in the network. This month the plant must be working in the technical part." The engineer of 

the Secretary of Health added: “(…) in the month of November this aqueduct is prioritized. 

Acuamar Margaritas does not comply with residual chlorine. The day of the water control sample 

they had run out of chlorine. In Asocristalinas Curubital they do not comply. We have a fault, 

there is a pipe taken off. Medium risk." 

 

Image 24: IRCA Tests, by Functionaries of Secretary of Health and Secretary of Habitat. Photo. Author.  
Bogotá February 14, 2015 
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After the delivery of the results with the reading of the IRCA and the printed delivery to 

each association representative, the presentation of a specialist of the Zoonoses Center 

followed, who explained the sanitary issues present in the area due to official and clandestine 

slaughterhouses. Representatives of the community aqueducts thought that the sanitary crisis 

of the slaughterhouses was endangering the aqueducts because they could be the cause of the 

diseases that affected the population. However, representative of the Secretary of Health 

argued that these complaints should be made in La Marichuela Hospital and not in that space. 

The functionary of the District Institute for Risk and Climate Change Management (Instituto 

Distrital de Gestión de Riesgo y Cambio Climático or IDIGER) was next in participating and 

addressed the Efficient Use and Water Saving Program (Programa deUso Eficiente y Ahorro de 

Agua or PUEAA) and the impact of the ‘El Niño’ phenomenon that would affect Bogotá because 

rain is scarce during the winter or rainy season. He then referred to the importance of preparing 

for a possible drought and that each aqueduct had to determine an emergency plan. The 

functionary also proposed as a solution to the lesser rainfall percentage (35% of what normally 

rains) to bring water from Chiguaza.530 The representative of Usme’s community aqueducts 

nevertheless objected this solution, for it failed to consider their local sources. Afterwards, the 

PUEAA of the Veredas Chiguaza was presented by the EAB team: they reported that 4 to 5 

meetings were held, nine projects were presented, the templates filled out and activities 

proposed by common agreement with the users’ assembly. At the end of the meeting, the 

participants remained while community representatives approached the institutional officials 

or vice versa in order to set appointments for next week. I also approached the representatives 

and officials of the community aqueducts to plan my next appointments for field work. 

Currently, and since the enactment of Decree 552 of 2011, the relationship between the 

institutions and the community aqueducts is organized through two negotiation spaces, the 

IRCA meetings and the meetings of Decree 552. At the IRCA meetings, as I have already 

evidenced, the control of the water’s quality as well as the strategies and programs of the 

institutions are discussed, and the needs and questions of the aqueducts are exposed through 

representatives or plumbers. Experiences are also shared in the application of strategies and 

programs. I continue now with the insights of the negotiations taking place in the institutional 

meeting of Decree 552. 

 

 

                                                             
530 Main water reservoir of Bogotá localized in the eastern mountains, which benefits from the Orinoquía basin that 

is not affected by the ‘El Niño’ phenomenon. 
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Coordination, the institutional meetings of Decree 552 

It was Friday, October 20th, 2015 and I arrived just in time with the TransMilenio transport. From 

my parents' house it took me 45 minutes to get to the Caracas Station. Even though my parents 

live on the outskirts of the city of Bogotá to the north, there is a bus station five minutes away 

on foot and an advantage is that you probably get a sit for the long way to Usme.  

At the reception, I met Miryam Mejía from the EAB. We went up to the 12th floor of the 

Secretary of Habitat’s office building where the meeting was to be held. Along the way we met 

Ángela Escarria, the Deputy Director of Public Services. In the elevator, we met another person 

from the District Institute of Risk and Climate Change Management (IDIGER) who was also 

attending the meeting. He asked Ángela information about a lagoon in the eastern mountains 

and was looking for a contact that could facilitate the transportation of water as part of the relief 

efforts to quench the wildfire in Monserrate. The city and its environment were threatened by 

the drought. That morning, November 30 of 2015, I finally left my umbrella at home for it was 

no longer raining, although I had chosen these dates for my second field work in order to see 

the aqueducts’ dynamics in winter or the rainy season. Regarding the problem of rainfall, the 

meeting’s special guest, Andrés Romero, an IDIGER official, had prepared a talk about the ‘El 

Nino’ phenomenon, which had reduced by 75% the rainfall expected for November. He 

described the phenomenon, how it affected Bogotá and the importance of building an 

emergency and contingency plan in the rural area to ensure the water supply throughout the 

district. The IDIGER official recommended generating reservoirs of water for the households 

with the help of community aqueducts. The drought could also bring contamination to the water 

sources due to the change in pH, a problem for animals and agriculture that can also generate 

social conflicts over the access to water.  

Thereon, the criteria established by Law 373 of 1997, which regulates the Efficent Use and 

Water Saving Program (PUEAA) for community aqueducts were recalled by the IDIGER official: 

measurement and reduction of losses, low consumption technologies, use of rainwater and 

water reuse, establishment of special management areas with users in the basin, management 

risk, distribution of tariff incentives and/or sanctions, and finally the promotion environmental 

education. In that moment it was noticed that only the representative of Ciudad Bolívar had 

arrived whereas the representatives of Usme and Sumapaz had not. This time delay was 

perceived as normal by the attendees, since the representatives must travel approximately 

three hours to even arrive to the meeting. The IDIGER official also drew attention to the fact 

that now (2015-2016), due to the change in district administration, it was vital for the 

communities to be very vigilant and for officials to not forget their commitment. 



 240 
 

 

The commitment of the IDIGER official after the presentation was to accompany the 

Secretary of Habitat officials to the next IRCA meeting in order to present his exposition to the 

communities. Miryam Mejía stressed the importance of reviewing the action plan that had been 

requested at the beginning of the year to the community aqueducts and highlighted that the 

institutions at that point were not to believe that they were starting said emergency programs 

because there was already work done in that regard. A functionary of the Secretary of Habitat 

disagreed and argued that neither the community aqueducts had these plans in mind nor that 

officials had filled out this information and that they were not considering these 

recommendations on a day-to-day basis. 

The institutional meetings of Decree 552 consist of a discussion table that takes place once 

a month to organize the strategy of the district institutions in supporting the community 

aqueducts. The decree establishes the competences of each one of the attending institutions 

and, based on these competences, the institutions develop support programs and strategies for 

community aqueducts. The meeting is a space for institutional coordination so that different 

institutions can be made aware of the programs and strategies carried out with the aqueducts 

in order to avoid the repetition of programs and even resolve issues among more than one 

institution. The participation of the aqueducts’ representatives is essential in keeping all parts 

involved up to date and intervening in case of disagreement before the strategy reaches the 

field. 

 

Community aqueducts: bridges between institutions and the rural population 

Although there has been a presence of district institutions since the beginning of the community 

aqueducts’ construction, as I have argued in the past historical chapters, such efforts remain 

unknown to many of Usme’s inhabitants who are in fact users of the community aqueducts. 

However, the people who work in the aqueduct as well as certain sectors of the community are 

indeed aware of the aqueducts, the support provided by the institutions, as well as the 

conditions in which they stand, which are not always considered favourable. For this part of the 

population, who is involved in the administration and operation of the aqueduct, there is an 

awareness of the auditors’ functions and entities that represent the state. 

Beginning with this awareness, we follow, on the one hand, the construction of a 

relationship between the state and a part of the community that is built on cooperation (and 

with it, the construction and organization of water supply systems) and, on the other hand, a 

relationship between state and community where there is no cooperation and instead the 
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formalization of the supply process of water suitable for human consumption is rejected. 

Between these two tendencies we find Usme’s rural population and community aqueducts. 

The changes made to the legislation that regulate community aqueducts were a tool that 

could modify the aqueduct’s operation process by making the institutions’ actions more visible. 

This can be observed with Law 373 of 1997, Decree 552 of 2011, the application of the PUEAA 

and the changes in the organization practices and cooperation of community and institutional 

actors. 

The fact that, despite the work of the district institutions, the state often remained an 

invisible actor for many users began to change with the cross subsidies for water consumption 

and the minimum vital since Gustavo Petro’s term as mayor of Bogotá. For a long time, the state 

was not interested in making itself available to the users, thus they had the administrative 

boards as mediators. Today, however, the EAB officials or the Secretary of Habitat see users as 

allies in decision-making and promote civil control in front of the administrative boards of 

community aqueducts. These results make us emphasize the importance of knowing the 

distribution and quality of water from different sources rather than just the community 

aqueduct in order to understand why this aqueduct is valued by some users more than others 

and how the community’s relationship with other water sources as well as its meaning can 

condition the relationship between district institutions. 

In the following chart, the water valuations of the community aqueducts’ institutional and 

community actors and of the heterogeneous waters or waters of diverse local sources can be 

visualized. 

 

Figure 3: Water Valuation Chart531 

 Water for human consumption Heterogeneous waters 

District institutions Legitimize and transmit expert 

knowledge. Control over the 

process. 

Question the modern and 

urban values of the institutions. 

Community Divides the community 

between those who recognize 

the specialization of the 

treatment process and those 

who do not. 

Support the peasant identity 

and way of life. 

 

                                                             
531 For the purposes of this dissertation, I elaborated this chart based on the actors’ testimonies and my 

ethnographic notes. 
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Community aqueducts Recognize the citizenship of 

local inhabitants. 

Seek individual and communal 

control of resources 

 

 Control over the process. Appropriation of water and 

territory as well as vindication 

of peasant life. Sovereignty. 

 

The Aqueducts in the Future 

Community representatives, who have been in community aqueducts’ administration for more 

than 10 years and have worked in water treatment and in the relations with institutions and 

users, are aware of the importance of linking the population in order to ensure a generational 

replacement: they seek young people who are interested in the branch and see in community 

aqueducts a future occupation with central importance for the community. 

 
"New diseases appear every day; the same happens here, the same Direction of National Taxes and 
Customs, (DIAN) tells you that the accounting records must be internationally standardized. When 
you tell this to the users, they say: ‘Oops! What? But we are not going to another nation!’ - No! They 
mean the standards. So we have to learn the standards, how to handle international standard 
accounting, with software. How are we going to handle this? We also need guys ready to handle the 
software. So I tell the the association partners, involve the young people. (...) The idea is to have four 
associations with software in December. (…)"Then I told the users: ‘What I learned is that we have to 
plan for the future; you cannot keep waiting!’ And then this summer arrived… No! So we have to plan 
now, we have to start working and begin to manage the money; in four or five years we have to put 
the new challenge, make the 1000 meters tank, even the 2000 meters tank of water to meet our 
needs.” 532  

 
Some of the community representatives learned from their experiences how to adapt to 

the institutions’ demands and to a planning mentality. However, not all administration boards 

cooperated. With this awareness, Libardo López, the representative of Usme’s communities, 

clarifies how he perceived the threat of urbanization of their territories as imminent because in 

his opinion, the communities had not managed to control their territory and the natural 

resources. 

 
“The peasants will have to move, then we are going to have to go to the big city, or to another city; 
to go through inconveniences… I do not know what's going on. What I believe is that, it is because 
we do not want to dominate the territory; if we had dominion of the territory, that wouldn’t be 

happening.”533 
 
Parallel to the lack of water, the rural communities have also faced the lack of sewerage. 

This lack had been understood as the need to protect the water sources for water treatment 

                                                             
532 López, 9.2015. 
533 López, 9.2015 
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and ultimately human consumption. The solution for the sewerage water had been given in a 

non-systematic way through the construction of septic tanks, to which only a part of the 

population has had access. These septic tanks built by district programs that do not include the 

entire population are not sustainable solutions because users were not trained for their 

maintenance. Since Decree 552 of 2011, it was recalled that the sewerage system is fundamental 

and part of the water providers’ responsibilities. The community aqueducts rejected this task 

due to the difficulty of financing these systems with a community organization. This is a problem 

that both the district institutions responsible for Bogotá's water supply and sewerage as well as 

the organized communities operating the community aqueducts must assume; they must find a 

solution for the construction of infrastructures and the organisation of the sewerage systems, 

for which the cooperation routes and history of the community aqueducts reconstructed in this 

work are useful. 

 
“We have finished it [the formalization process of community aqueducts]; still, it is a process that you 
will never finish, and if you are looking at ten cm in front of your nose, you realize that there are many 
things that are coming: [the Veredas] El Destino is going to be named as a population center [centro 
poblado]. By naming it a population center, a load of great tasks will arrive to the aqueduct that we 
don’t want, we will have to start managing sewage, and do you know what it is to manage sewage 
at a rural level? A sewage treatment plant (Planta de Tratamiento de Aguas Residuales or PTAR) is 
worth five hundred million pesos, and the monthly operation is going to be worth thirty-five million 
pesos, and I will take fifty users, and then how much can I take for this service?”534 
 

The role of the community representatives that take care of the community aqueducts is 

central, and it is not an easy task because the community does not always return the support 

given. Community representatives are aware of the threats, the frailty of the water sources and 

the change brought on with Usme’s urbanization. Their proximity to the community and 

understanding its needs allows them to gain their support in controlling the territory and the 

local water sources through the functioning of community aqueducts. However, this is a fragile 

network that should be supported and strengthened because for now, these systems are the 

best alternative to include the worldviews and lifestyles of the current inhabitants of the 

territory into the water administration. 

 

Conclusions 

What do the construction of these infrastructures and the organization of a community supply 

for the rural population mean for Bogotá and for the relationship of its institutions with the 

inhabitants? These organizations inform us of a type of relationship between the rural 

inhabitants of Bogotá and the city, a citizenship, mediated by the relationship to a rural territory, 

                                                             
534 Riveros, 2015 
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by multiple relations with the different local water sources, by internal community relations and 

by a different way of relating to the entities of the state. I understand these multiple relations 

as an actor network, community aqueducts as a form of citizenship and as a form of supplying 

water to a rural population. 

Within the water supply through community aqueducts, a mediation of the state 

institutions in the relationship between the community and local water sources is developed. 

The processes of formalization and cooperation with the institutions fragmented the 

communities organized between formalized and non-formalized aqueducts, thus transmitting 

the modern dualities between progress and backwardness to these organizations. The 

formalization processes have tried to control the way in which water is supplied to the 

community, but these processes as well as their discourses and practices have been questioned 

by the community, who claims that the institutions do not take into account the peasant water 

uses in the concessions when, for example, chlorine is distrusted and therefore other water 

sources are still maintained. Thus, a relationship between state and community mediated by the 

use of local heterogeneous sources is built in this process of formalization. 

These relations have also generated a dialogue between the actors and the acceptance of 

their positions, that is, interactions in which the community actors approach the engineers’ and 

administrators’ expert knowledge, legitimizing them, and at the same time, the institutional 

actors cooperate with the community’s goals by acknowledging their needs and organizing 

practices in order to gain their acceptance and participation. Although the ways of relating to 

treated water are measured by expert knowledge, these were not imposed without a struggle. 

They came to be through negotiation processes, where both community and institutional actors 

yielded to the criteria of the other and understood the negotiation as a process that, in a 

consensual manner, supports the formalization of community organizations, increases water 

quality and also recognizes the importance of the community’s administration as well as its 

participation in resource management in rural areas. 

The work with the community has shown institutional functionaries that the community 

aqueducts can supply the populations with quality water as long as they receive institutional 

support and the needs, rhythms and characteristics of the territory are taken into account. This 

leads us to expand our vision and knowledge about the city, about its supply, and to question 

its urban nature. 
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4.2 Recognizing Heterogeneities, National Water Supply Policy 

Far from being homogeneous actors, institutions have different positions, interests and use 

different work strategies with the community. Therefore, it is essential to follow their discourses 

and work practices in detail. From the political anthropology and the cultural theories of the 

state and institutions, 535it is central to understand the interactions with other actors as part of 

the construction of the actors’ identities and, in this case, of an order or actor network that 

explains the operation of the water supply. Thus, I consider, together with the laws, discourses 

and strategies of the institutions, the visions that Usme’s rural communities have of the 

institutions that intervene in the territory. In order to understand such perspectives, I did 

accompaniments to the institutions’ daily activities: I attended field visits and training with the 

members of the community aqueducts’ administrative boards, user assemblies and inter-

institutional meetings. I also analysed the visits of the members of the administrative boards to 

the institutions’ offices. This information was reinforced by interviews with officials working in 

the field who represented the institutions. In these interviews, it was of utmost importance to 

clarify the institutional position, the official discourses and strategies and, above all, to 

complement it with information about the officials’ experiences and interactions with other 

actors in the field. This information allowed me to find the changes, confrontations, problems 

that the officials faced as well as the strategies that should be applied and those that actually 

were one of the main conflicts facing the regulation of drinking water and basic sanitation for 

rural populations revolves around the type of system necessary to meet their needs: a system 

for human consumption or multipurpose systems. In the latter, each household finalizes the 

water’s treatment for drinking. Until now, the legislation has supported the first model, and the 

water concessions granted as well as the systems that had to be built were (supposedly) 

adequate for human consumption. However, the real outcome was very different: 

 
"Well, I have known several systems where they have made the treatment plant [for water meant 
for human consumption] and two months after the plant is constructed, they [the community] leave 
the plant. First, because it restricts the flow for human consumption only; second, because the rates 
are high, but brutal; and there is a generalized idea that treated water damages crops.”536  
 

Karen López, an expert on the subject of water quality, with training as a biologist and 

environmental engineer, states that the institutions do not care about the soil’s qualities and 

water purification affects negatively the soils destined for agriculture, thus justifying the rural 

                                                             
535  Monique Nuijten, Power, Community and the State. The Political Anthropology of Organisation in Mexico 

(London, Sterling: Pluto Press, 2003); Christopher Krupa and David Nugent, State Theory and Andean Politics. 
New Approaches to the Study of Rule, ed. Christopher Krupa and David Nugent (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2015). 

536  López, Karen. Interview by Philippe Chenut and Thierry Lulle. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, April 21, 2016. 
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population’s arguments and their refusal to use potable or treated water for crops and the care 

of animals.537 Following the needs of the rural population, the community aqueducts, despite 

having a concession for human consumption only, become small irrigation districts to supply the 

population’s needs. Concessions are granted for human consumption and the flow is restricted 

to this type of consumption. Consequently, the community aqueducts exceed the authorized 

flow and end up fined. 

In this subchapter, I present the discourses and work strategies of state entities that are 

definitive in order to understand the state as a central actor in Usme’s rural water supply in the 

period from 2011 to 2015, which was characterized by the formalization process of community 

aqueducts and the water quality control system. With the revision of laws and official 

documents as well as the analysis of a series of interviews with two officials of the Vice Ministry 

of Water and Sanitation who participated in important legislative processes at the national level, 

I reconstruct the meaning of water and the ideas that shape how water is understood and 

supplied to the rurality. I also reconstruct important legislative processes in order to understand 

the way in which this relationship between institutions, water and the community is built. 

Following my research questions, in this text I seek to answer the following questions: How did 

the state become an actor in the water supply and how does it legitimize its interference in 

supplying the rural population of Usme in Bogotá? How do the discourses and practices of state 

institutions influence the water supply and how do they shape the demands of water and the 

rural population of Usme? What consequences does this have for the city or which ideal of the 

city is being portrayed, and which ideal of rurality and water supply? 

The research work that I carried out together with group four of the Water Territories and 

Learning Networks research project was useful for me in understanding the legislation at 

national and district level. Group work was also central in selecting, contacting and interviewing 

institutional actors that are part of the actor network that allows the rural population’s supply. 

The actors interviewed work in the institutions that determine or regulate the water supply in 

Colombia, especially in rural areas. 

In order to conduct the interviews, it was necessary to know legislative texts such as the 

elaborated by the National Council on Economic and Social Policy, in Spanish Consejo Nacional 

de Política Económica y Social (Conpes)538, or studies on the water sector and its regional level 

                                                             
537  López, 2016 
538  Documents elaborated by the Consejo Nacional de Política Económica y Social, National Council of Economic 

and Social Policy, listed as the highest coordinating body for economic policy in Colombia, giving the line and 
orientation of the macro policy. The National Planning Department prepares the technical documents. 
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as the research on the “Bogota Hydric Region.”539 Thereafter, I analysed the interviews by 

identifying the processes in which the interviewees had participated as well as the documents 

they cited in order to know their references and be able to reconstruct their story from a 

triangulation based on their testimonies, the documents that support them as well as the 

testimonies of other actors on these same processes that complement their reports. Whereas 

the processes are described by the actors involved, I emphasize their aims and then analyse how 

the actors constitute a legitimate part of the rural area’s water supply from their conception of 

water, water supply, community administration and the implications that these can have for the 

city’s development. 

 

A Paradigm Shift, Understanding the Field from Communities Needs 

Undoubtedly, the paradigm that relates water supply to health is still the main goal during this 

period (2011-2015): to guarantee the rural inhabitants’ health lead to guaranteeing their quality 

of life. Throughout this period, the institutional concept of drinking water as the only water type 

indispensable for human needs changed. The institutions expanded their idea of urban water 

needs as a solely human consumption in order to include other uses of water in rural life and for 

rural areas. The health entities ceased to be the main ally in the regulation of the rural water 

supply and gave way to the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Housing. Currently, multipurpose 

systems and a purified water filter at home are the ideal to be achieved by some national 

institutions. In this chapter, I trace the processes that show how this change began and the 

implications it has both for the rural population as citizens and for the state and its function. 

 
"Ibagué, Thursday, June 16, 2016. (MVCT)540 - The Minister of Housing, City and Territory, Elsa 
Noguera, announced that starting in August [2016], a new Decree will regulate the differential 
schemes for access to drinking water and basic sanitation in rural areas. This, in order to meet their 
technical, operational and financial peculiarities and, finally, ensure that families in the most remote 
parts of the country have water and basic sanitation."541 
 

Nowadays, we experience a mentality change on behalf of the state regarding differential 

schemes of water supply for rural areas that respond to the complaints and actions of the 

organized communities in charge of the water supply of the country’s rural population and the 

                                                             
539  Ernesto Guhl-Nannetti, “La Región Hídrica de Bogotá,” Revista de La Academia Colombiana de Ciencias Exactas, 

Físicas y Naturales 37, no. 144 (2013): 327–41, doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.18257/raccefyn.13; Ernesto Guhl-
Nannetti, La Región Hídrica de Cundinamarca-Bogotá. Una Propuesta Conceptual, Empresa de (Bogotá: Empresa 
de Acueducto y Alcantarillado de Bogotá (EAAB), 2013). 

540  Spanish Ministerio de Vivienda Ciudad y Territorio, Ministry of Housing, City and Territory. 
541  Ministerio de Vivienda Ciudad y Territorio, “En Agosto Entrará a Regir Nuevo Decreto Para El Acceso a Agua 

Potable y Saneamiento En Las Zonas Rurales” (Bogotá, 2016), http://www.minvivienda.gov.co/sala-de-
prensa/noticias/2016/junio/en-agosto-entrara-a-regir-nuevo-decreto-para-el-acceso-a-agua-potable-y-
saneamiento-en-las-zonas-rurales. 
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institutional functionaries’ experiences in the. At the same time, it cannot be forgotten that this 

paradigm shift has occurred gradually and there are state institutions that nevertheless do not 

agree: 

 
"And the last agreed version we have is almost, on March 31, and they are already in the legal offices 
of the ministries; but what I was telling you, [is that] it was not possible to arrange anything on the 
environmental issue and on the concessions with the Ministry of Environment. Because of the urgency 
of the matter, we said: ‘It is necessary to issue it [the decree] now;’ and there will be also times in the 
path of the decree’s application when we will do pressure on the environment [Ministry of 
Environment]."542 
 

As mentioned before in this chapter, Karen López is a biologist and environmental engineer 

who has worked since 2008 with the subject of water quality and since 2011 with institutions 

such as the Superintendency of Public Services, the Vice Ministry of Basic Sanitation between 

2012-2013 within the sustainable development group, and since 2013 with the sectoral policy 

group, participating in important processes that shape the relationship between the state, the 

water sources and the community. Her testimony helps us understand this change of conception 

in the water supply for the rural population. 

The great achievement of Decree 1898 of 2016 was that it opened up the possibility for 

rural suppliers to have alternative systems and differential treatment against Law 142 of 1994. 

This decree is the result of the Vice Ministry of Drinking Water and Basic Sanitation’s work since 

2010.543 The functionaries of public institutions questioned the laws of drinking water regulation 

from their experiences in the field. The national institutions in charge of the control of the 

potable water provision service followed investigations that sought to deepen their 

understanding of the rural population’s needs, thus enabling the recognition of their specific 

needs and questioning the urban model of potable water for human consumption as the 

community’s sole need. For these institutional experts, drinking water systems in rural areas 

could not be compared to raw water systems, for the consumers must boil the water or do a 

final treatment. The Vice Ministry adopted the findings of the CINARA Institute’s studies, who 

under Inés Restrepo’s supervision, determined that 80% of the water used in rural areas was 

used for agricultural and livestock purposes and only 20% for human consumption.544 Based on 

this, according to Karen López, experts could conclude that it was not worthwhile to build and 

maintain potable water systems. The Vice Ministry was made aware that there were restrictions 

on the legislation.545 

                                                             
542  López, 2016. 
543  López, 2016. 
544  López, 2016. 
545  López, 2016. 
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For López, Law 142 of 1994 restricted the idea behind the access to water and sanitation. 

Conventional domiciliary services that were regulated with this law did not respond to the needs 

of rural and dispersed areas.546 According to her, the problem with Law 142 is that a 

conventional system must be installed; conventional systems start with the idea of supplying 

rural areas with drinking water for human consumption.547 Karen López explains in her interview 

that she works very little with alternative systems, "For in dispersed rural areas, where the water 

is raw, there is still no solution. If the water is not treated and does not arrive by network, 

subsidies cannot be granted [by the state]. There should be a subsidy from agriculture."548 

However, the trends towards change are also questioned. Lopez expresses uncertainties 

about making changes to Law 142 of 1994 that might risk the benefits that this law has brought 

to the urban population.549 

 

The Decree 1898 and the National Development Plan (2014-2018), Rurality’s 
Legitimization and Multipurpose Systems. 
 

"The Minister [of Housing, City and Territory] reported that the National Government seeks to reduce 
the gap between the urban and the rural, reason why the Ministry is advancing in the issue of a 
regulatory decree of Article 18 of Law 1753 of 2015 [the regulatory law of the National Development 
Plan] (...)"550 

 
The regulatory decree was technically and legally concerted with the Ministry of Health, 

the National Planning Department, and the Administrative Department for Social Prosperity, the 

Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, and the community. With this in mind, according 

to the Ministry of Housing, City and Territory, workshops were held with several community 

organizations throughout the country. 

 
"Basically, with the decree, Colombia will have the guidelines for rural areas. Thus, municipalities will 
have access schemes that take into account alternative solutions such as transporting raw water for 
agricultural uses and then [implement] in every household the water treatment for human 
consumption, [as well as] additional supply points for families that bring water to their households, 
as happens in communities in La Guajira, and create individual sanitation solutions such as septic 
tanks." (Elsa Noguera, International Congress of Rural Aqueducts)551 
 

Added to this decree since 2015 is the urban and rural updating process of the tariff 

framework for small providers, which be conducted every 5 years. The drinking water supply for 

the rural population is still seen as the way to close the gap or ‘gaps’ in living conditions between 

                                                             
546  López, 2016. 
547  López, 2016. 
548  López, 2016. 
549  López, 2016. 
550  Ministerio de Vivienda Ciudad y Territorio, “En Agosto Entrará a Regir Nuevo Decreto Para El Acceso a Agua 
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the rural and urban population, although it cannot be said that all urban inhabitants have a 

satisfactory and universal water supply.552 

The decree’s aim of transforming the field through its modernization, by giving the rural 

population access to water, did not refer to the urban standard but rather to the importance of 

considering the particularities of the field in order to adapt technical criteria adequate for the 

country’s “rural reality”. This strategy constitutes an improvement and a bettered institutional 

approach to the needs of the rural population. 

 
"(...) This decree establishes the differences between the water supply provision and sewerage 
services (Law 142 of 1994), and access through alternative solutions; that is, the provision through 
conventional systems for network access and what currently exists in rural areas such as supply 
systems for multiple uses, raw water transportation systems for agricultural uses and for human 
consumption, [extra]treatment in the household, public piles or supply points for family households, 
as in communities of La Guajira; [and] individual sanitation solutions such as septic tanks.” (ABC of 
the Decree, Ministry of Housing, City and Territory)553 
 

Along with the decree, the National Development Plan (2014-2018) is also one of the 

policies that show a mentality change between national institutions. One of the aims of the 

National Development Plan is to respond to the United Nations’ sixth Sustainable Development 

Goal, which seeks to achieve by 2030 the availability of water and sanitation as well as its 

sustainable management with universal access. The 18th article of the National Development 

Plan enables the Colombian government to regulate differential schemes in difficult access 

areas, difficult management areas, areas where standards have not been reached and rural 

areas. Peri-urban zones can be classified as an area of difficult management, according to Karen 

López, and Usme would match that classification. 

Andrea Bernal refers to Article 80 of the National Development Plan that gives the 

Superintendence of Public Services the power to establish a differential surveillance (monitoring 

and control) schemes: 

 
"The National Government will define differential schemes for the provision of aqueduct, sewerage 
and sanitation services in rural areas, areas of difficult access, areas of difficult management and 
areas of provision in which, due to particular conditions, efficiency standards cannot be achieved, [as 
well as the] coverage and quality established in the law. The Commission for the Regulation of Water 
and Basic Sanitation (CRA) will develop the necessary regulation for differential schemes regarding 
the water supply provision, the sewage and sanitation services provided for in this article."554 

                                                             
552  Studies in critical geography show that there is fragmentation in access to water supply and sanitation in cities 

such as Medellín, where system users are disconnected due to arrears in payments, and certain city areas 
remain unconnected because they are classified as risk areas. See Marcela López, Paisajes Hídricos En Disputa: 
Agua, Poder y Fragmentación Urbana En Medellín, Colombia (Medellín: CONFIAR, Penca de Sábila, Internacional 
de Servicios Públicos, SINPRO, 2016). 

553  Ministerio de Vivienda Ciudad y Territorio, “En Agosto Entrará a Regir Nuevo Decreto Para El Acceso a Agua 
Potable y Saneamiento En Las Zonas Rurales.” 

554  Bermal. Andrea. Interview by Philippe Chenut and Thierry Lulle, Luis Alberto Jaramillo, Marcela Arrieta. Semi- 
structured Interview. Bogotá, October 15, 2015. 
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The new ally of the institutions that regulate, support and control drinking water and basic 

sanitation in rural areas is the Ministry of Agriculture, and although this represents a 

breakthrough, officials working in institutions related to the water sector find difficulties in the 

aqueducts’ water supply: "water for agricultural and livestock use is a problem for the agriculture 

sector. That sector does not see the dimension of the problem and they are thinking of large 

irrigation systems for large-scale production."555 According to Karen López, rural Colombia does 

not work with extensive agriculture but rather with subsistence crops. The water supply should 

adapt to this form of production: 

 
"Are we going to have an industrialization policy for the countryside, where everyone is going to live 
in populated centres and have access to goods and services or are we going to distribute the land in 
small pieces?; [if the latter is the case] then you need different options like irrigation districts for small 
production. [And] Multipurpose systems".556 

 
While the Ministry of Agriculture invests in multipurpose systems, the Vice-Ministry of 

Water invests in treatment devices for households in order to make a primary treatment of 

irrigation water and turn it into drinkable water. However, as seen before, the issue of 

concessions for multiple use has not been solved and there is no consensus with the Ministry of 

the Environment on how water in rural areas should be understood, and based on this 

understanding, how water concessions should be granted. Thus, no concessions are granted for 

multiple use and the communities must ask for human consumption because they get the 

concession faster, because it is a priority use. 

The current decree has raised a hierarchical relationship between the state and the 

communities mediated by the validation of their needs, by technical assistance and submission 

to surveillance processes, and based on the need to provide each household with a health 

education program. Therefore, the lack of drinking water, its solution and the responsibility is 

located in each household and not in the state or district institutions. The community is 

understood as a set of individuals and the state’s strategies are directed to them and not 

towards the community as an actor. 

The Vice-Ministry of Drinking Water and Basic Sanitation has suggested that population 

centres, in Spanish centros poblados, should be recognized as urban land and be supplied by 

conventional aqueduct and sewerage infrastructure from the municipalities. At the same time, 

the dispersed rural population should incorporate specific attention goals. This implies a 
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modification of the Territorial Ordering Law. At this moment, all territorial plans are being 

updated.  

The state fulfils a surveillance as well as technical assistance role, and it also determines 

the needs of the rural population based on diagnoses in the field and not on urban needs or the 

drinking water standard, as done in past terms. Decree 1898 of 2016 leaves the responsibility of 

representing the state to the departments and municipalities in carrying the diagnosis of the 

rural population’s needs with respect to drinking water access and basic sanitation. The 

aqueduct and sewerage service providers must have programs in place that lead them to meet 

quality and continuity goals and undergo surveillance processes. This decree leaves the Ministry 

of Agriculture and Rural Development as well as the Ministry of Housing, City and Territory 

responsible for technical assistance. This decree also seeks to benefit associative schemes, for 

the state is set to promote second-order community organization by providing incentives for 

these schemes. These incentives seek to boost organizations towards a scale economy.557 

The aim of the interview with Karen López was to obtain details on how the creation of 

water policies and phases of implementation, as part of organizing practices and all-day journeys 

of state functionaries, works. The former as processes which cannot be accessed by reading 

official documents. 

"When a standard is made, the technical team works first. A provocative document is 

prepared."558 Karen López declared that the Water Decree 1898 was delayed for 7 months due 

to an internal agreement. At the first stage, a consultancy was done with William Carrasco and 

the multiple use aqueducts were considered as an option. The Ministry of Environment, 

however, did not agree.559 The second stage of the policy was to hold workshops with the 

community. The multiple use aqueducts surfaced as a felt need. In the following section I will 

reconstruct the steps by which the decree passed from official López’ testimony, who 

participated directly in this process:560 

- First, the Vice-Ministry of Drinking Water and Basic Sanitation worked on the decree 

internally through four instances: the policy group, a discussion with the sustainable 

development group, a discussion with the general participation system and, finally, with the 

direction of programs in charge of project monitoring. 

                                                             
557  Due to the extension of my field work and research, I remained unaware of programs or strategies derived from 

the decree, as well as the opinion of the community and other social organizations. 
558  López, 2016. 
559  López, 2016. 
560  Following list is result of the interview with Karen López. López, 2016. 
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- From the former process, a version was produced and later discussed within the Drinking 

Water Regulation Commission (CRA), the National Planning Department (DPN) and the 

Superintendence for Public Services. This agreement was reached in 2 months. 

- The decree then moved to discussions with the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Environment, 

the Department of Social Prosperity and the Ministry of Agriculture. In this case, it was 

impossible to reach an agreement with the Ministry of Environment. 

- With the completed project and structure, the Vice-Ministry of Drinking Water and Basic 

Sanitation called for a meeting with the Vice-Ministry of Portfolio and reached an agreement on 

how it should be carried out. 

- Thereafter, the draft Decree was drawn to citizen participation in November [2015]. Thirty- 

eight pages of comments were collected. The proposal was later presented in four regional 

workshops in Popayán, Medellín, Montería and Bogotá. It also worked with second level 

organizations, among them RETACO, AGUACOL and CLOPSAS 

- Then, from the observations, a new version of the decree emerged, and it was necessary to 

arrange it with the help of internal and external actors. The final agreement was reached on 

March 31 [2016]. 

- The decree was passed to the ministries’ legal offices. There still was no agreement with the 

Ministry of Environment on the environmental and concessions issue. The Ministry of the 

Environment did not agree to the promotion of individual or alternative solutions supported by 

the institutions. It turned into a structural discussion. 

The decree recognizes rural aqueducts as unconventional aqueducts, so they cannot be 

controlled and monitored in the same way as the providers regulated by Law 142 of 1994 

because consumption is not exclusively human consumption. These community organizations, 

that provide the service for the rural community, should receive another type of support: 

technical assistance to support the formulation of projects. Despite the advances in the change 

of conception and the recognition of peasant needs regarding the water supply, response to this 

decree, the community aqueducts fear that the issue of financial resources to support the 

construction of infrastructure remains unclear and that they could be excluded from subsidies 

for not complying with Law 142 of 1994. 

The Ministry of Agriculture, the new ally in water supply for the rural population since this 

decree, has incorporated an investment project to pilot the issue of alternative multipurpose 

supply solutions. With the transformation of the agricultural sector, the project will be part of 

the Rural Development Agency, which is not yet operational. This pilot will recognize the 

importance of small-scale risk districts and was introduced to the Ministry of Environment, 

Ministry of Health, the Social Prosperity Department and the Ministry of Agriculture. 
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The Ministry of Health and the Department of Social Prosperity are territorial health entities 

with the responsibility of monitoring the alternative water management solutions proposed by 

Decree 1898. With this decree, the Ministry of Health and the Department of Social Prosperity 

are bound to support social management according to the following points: first, by 

strengthening communities to make decisions or choose alternatives; second, promoting 

hygiene and healthy habits; and finally, by training them in the use and maintenance of the 

aqueduct and sanitation. The decree seeks to support co-responsibility with users. However, it 

fails to resolve the complaints of local communities as difficulties recognized by the Vice-

Ministry of Drinking Water and Basic Sanitation. 

 Throughout this dissertation it has been possible to visualize how the needs of the 

population are considered and changes are proposed regarding the control mechanisms 

established in the legislation and regulations of public services. Unfortunately, these approaches 

are nuanced in the final version of the decree, thus preventing the necessary changes.561 

The Conpes 3715 of December 2011, states that the nation is authorized to contract a loan 

with the Multilateral Bank for up to $60 million US dollars. These guidelines follow the principles 

of the National Development Plan as well as the Ministry of Housing, City and Territory (MVCT), 

through the Vice-Ministry of Water and Basic Sanitation, with the support and conditions of the 

Inter-American Development Bank. The Ministry of Housing, City and Territory is the executing 

agency of the loan and is subject to any changes issued to the manual by the Inter-American 

Development Bank (IDB), the first actor in approving the guidelines. 

In 2010, the IDB worked on the new policy guidelines for rural areas, based on the 

guidelines drawn up in 2005 that determined the functions of the institutions. The institutions 

began an interinstitutional effort to coordinate actions, but according to Andrea Bernal, these 

efforts failed because they did not have resources destined to their work. Andrea Bernal is part 

of the team that seeks to write in this context a water supply and wastewater management 

program. Based on her testimony and the revision of the operational manual of the Water 

Supply and Wastewater Management Program in Rural Areas of Colombia, I will reconstruct the 

supply actors, the proposed understanding of water, the references to speeches, models and 

international ideals, the urban-rural relationship that arises and the suggested role for the 

community in the water supply. These guidelines are still the basis of the current rural supply 

program of the Ministry of Housing, City Territory. 

                                                             
561  For more insights into Decree 1898 of 2016 see Arrieta et al., “Narrativas e Interacciones de Los Actores 

Institucionales e Institucionalizados. Entre Las Leyes, Las Experiencias y Los Vínculos Con La Comundad, El Agua 
y El Territorio.” 
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The Guidelines for Water Supply and Basic Sanitation Systems, carried out in cooperation 

with the Inter-American Bank and the Vice Ministry of Water and Sanitation, were assumed by 

the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Environment and the National Department of Planning and 

the Vice-Ministry of Water and Sanitation. According to Bernal, in 2011 and 2012, these 

guidelines were put into consideration by the communities with the collaboration of CINARA, 

the Universidad del Valle and UNICEF. The objective of this program of guidelines was to 

increase the coverage of efficient and sustainable water supply and wastewater management 

services in rural communities through investments in infrastructure, community development 

and institutional strengthening of rural providers, technical assistance and models of post 

construction support. This, considering financial, institutional, social and environmental 

technical aspects, as well as an active community participation. It promotes community 

development and the creation or strengthening of community-based providers. The program 

focuses on training and training activities, construction of physical facilities and contracting of 

consulting and diagnostic services. More specifically, it seeks to develop a financial program, a 

business model, monitoring and control indicators, and to accompany the formalization process. 

These guidelines and the participatory process were taken as the basis for the elaboration of the 

document Conpes 3810 of 2014. 

The Guidelines for Water Supply and Basic Sanitation Systems in Rurality, carried out in 

cooperation with the Inter-American Bank and the Vice Ministry of Water and Sanitation, 

proposed as part of the process a citizen participation workshop organized by CINARA of 

Universidad del Valle and UNICEF. These guidelines and the participatory process were taken as 

the basis for the elaboration of the document Conpes 3810 of 2014. Such processes could be 

understood as the organizing practices and daily activities of the institutions responsible for 

developing the legislation and who constitute one of the main actors in the water supply, that 

is, part of the community aqueduct’s Actor-Network. 

The so-called Conpes is a document submitted for consideration by the National Economic 

Policy Council based on the provisions of the National Development Plan (PND) 2010-2014, 

which should be articulated with rural housing strategies of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 

Development. The policy aims to promote access to drinking water and basic sanitation. There 

are four strategic lines that are implemented in two phases: a phase of institutional 

strengthening and planning (2014-2016), with the planning of territorial entities and regulatory 
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developments; and a second phase (2017-2024) that consists in the execution of the actions and 

investments necessary to achieve policy goals.562 

This Conpes has changed the guidelines taken so far by elaborating a historical account of 

water management at the national level and taking distance from the departmental plans’ 

failure in improving the conditions of the rural population, for they have left the potable water 

supply service and basic sanitation of the rurality in the hands of municipalities with little 

economic capacity.  

 
"Since 2006, the National Government adopted as its sector policy the implementation of the 
Departmental Plans for the Business Management of Water and Sanitation Services (Planes 
Departamentales de Agua, PDA) with the aim of regionalizing and strengthening the business 
management of services and articulate the investment from the Nation, departments, districts, 
municipalities and Regional Autonomous Corporations (CAR), which have focused on the urban 
population providing support for the execution of investments and payment of subsidies.  
In accordance with the latter, the actions to ensure the drinking water provision and basic sanitation 
in rural areas have remained under responsibility of the municipalities, especially those with low 
institutional and financial capacity, or organized communities, which are characterized by not having 
instruments that allow them to access finance resources for construction projects, expansion or the 
optimization of services. The low institutional capacity of the municipalities is reflected in the 
inadequate provision of drinking water and basic sanitation in rural areas.”563 
 

The Conpes 3810 has found, in the comparison between the rural and urban coverage rate, 

the rural coverage in a very precarious situation regarding water quality, treatment and control 

mechanisms: whereas in the central zone of the country, where Bogotá and Usme are located, 

the urban aqueduct covers 99% of the population, the rural aqueduct covers 82% of the 

population; and while the sewerage in this same area covers 97%, the rural sewerage covers 

72%. The water quality measured through a Water Quality Risk Index (IRCA) was in the urban 

area of 13.2 %, which corresponds to a low risk level, while in the rural area it was 49.8%, thus 

corresponding to a high level. This situation remained in the period from 2007 to 2012. 

According to projections based on the 2005 DANE census, in 2013 the country's population 

reached 47.1 million inhabitants, of which 11.2 million (23.8%) were located in rural areas, 

mostly in the Andean regions (46%). 23% of the rural population was concentrated in nucleated 

areas and 77% in dispersed areas.564 

The Conpes 3810 presented the policies and programs developed according to the 2010-

2014 National Development, the loan granted by the IDB of $60 million US dollars, the 

                                                             
562  Consejo Nacional de Política Económica y Social, “Conpes 3810” (Bogotá, 2014), 

http://www.minvivienda.gov.co/conpesagua/3810. 
563  Ibid. 
564  Synthesis of the 2005 General Census dated December 3, 2008 in Bogotá. According to the National 

Administrative Department of Statistics, in Spanish Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística 
(DANE). 
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investment of the Nation’s General Budget (Presupuesto General de la Nación or PGN) in 2012 

and 2013 and the resources given by the Spanish Cooperation Agency AECID for $1.6 million US 

dollars. The Conpes 3810 presented the increase in investment for the rural area in the drinking 

water and basic sanitation sectors, which went from a 3.7% to an 8.5% of the total. 

A diagnosis of the sector’s problems was also presented in the Conpes: a low inter-sectoral 

articulation arisen from decentralization, a low institutional capacity of the municipalities in 

charge of guaranteeing the drinking water supply and basic sanitation, drinking water supply 

and basic sanitation schemes that do not guarantee the sustainability of investments, difficulties 

in the structuring, execution and implementation of projects in the rural area, and the weakness 

in the management of environmental aspects that have ultimately hindered the drinking water 

supply and basic sanitation. The financing and execution of programs have been carried out by 

different national and territorial entities: "Since the end of the Co-financing Fund for Rural 

Investment (DRI), there are few initiatives of integral rural development projects financed by the 

National Government that articulate infrastructure works in drinking water supply and basic 

sanitation."565 

After the presentation of these legislation processes and documents that regulate water 

supply and basic sanitation in Colombia’s rural areas from 2011 to 2015, I present below their 

analysis, which highlights how national actors legitimize their role in the water supply, how 

water and rural community are conceived and the implications of this in the case of Usme, as 

well as the articulation with district water policies and visions of the community. 

 

Water as a Mediator in the Relationship of Citizenship 

All state institutions begin their documents on the subject of water supply by stating the state´s 

responsibility in guaranteeing the population’s water supply. They then refer to the 

decentralization that which leaves the municipalities directly responsible of guaranteeing the 

supply of water for human consumption and basic sanitation. In the case of the Water Supply 

and Wastewater Management Program in Colombia’s Rural Areas,566 municipalities are called 

upon to identify the needs of the populations in their territory with regard to the drinking water 

                                                             
565  Consejo Nacional de Política Económica y Social, “Conpes 3810.” 
566  PROGRAMA DE ABASTECIMIENTO DE AGUA Y MANEJO DE AGUAS RESIDUALES EN ZONAS RURALES DE 

COLOMBIA Préstamo No. 2732/OC-CO, Manual Operativo, Ministerio de Vivienda, Ciudad y Territorio 
Viceministerio de Agua y Saneamiento Básico República de Colombia Mayo de 2013. Accessed: April, 2016. 
http://www.minvivienda.gov.co/Documents/Sobre%20el%20Ministerio/Planeacion-
Seguimiento/MO%20BIDRural%202732%20Revisado%20BID_Version_Aprobada_May13-Publicada-
P%C3%A1gina-web.pdf.  
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supply and sanitation.567 Then it is argued that these laws support the universality of coverage, 

quality and continuity of drinking water and basic sanitation services. This aim is a clear 

adaptation of the modern mentality that constructs drinking water as a service that must be 

universally guaranteed for the urban and now also for the rural population.568 

In the case of the aforementioned program, the responsibility to provide services, 

distribute political functions and functions of economic regulation, as well as environmental, 

control and provision functions is addressed. The programs and guidelines developed by the 

national institutions legitimize themselves and the control processes. Therefore, the training 

focuses on the development of a financial program, a business model, of monitoring and control 

indicators, and on accompanying a formalization process. The programs and guidelines for the 

regulation of the water sector in rural areas also recognizes communities as actors that must be 

considered according to their specific needs. The water for the rural population should have a 

treatment process to be potable in compliance with the standards established worldwide. This 

water is seen as a tool for social development: in the case of rural habitants that are not 

universally supplied with drinking water, this access can help them leave marginalization.569  

According to the Program for Water Supply, drinking water and its treatment process 

should not cause losses, but rather profits for the supply company to be sustainable. Drinking 

water is subjected to a treatment that is both physicochemical and symbolic, which gives the 

water an economic value that not all users can afford. The guarantee to follow these standards 

is given by the formalization process, which also legitimizes the state as an actor in the rural 

water supply. 

 

Water as a Tool for Development and Social Equality 

As mentioned in the introduction, the aim of state institutions is to guarantee access to drinking 

water and basic sanitation to all citizens. This guarantee is understood as a support through 

which the rural populations can step away from backwardness by overcoming a basic need. 

Throughout official documents, such as the guidelines for drinking water and basic sanitation 

policies, access to water and sanitation is presented as an urgent measure to support the 

population with fewer socioeconomic resources. Thus, inequality in rural areas regarding the 

                                                             
567 Congreso de la república. Law 1450 of 2011. Por la cual se expide el Plan Nacional de Desarrollo, 2010- 2014. 

Bogotá,2011. Accessed: April,2016. 
https://www.procuraduria.gov.co/portal/media/file/docs/ddr/CompiladoNormativo_Parte3.pdf. 

568 Congreso de la república. Law 1450 of 2011. Por la cual se expide el Plan Nacional de Desarrollo, 2010-
2014.Bogotá,2011. Accessed: April,2016. 
https://www.procuraduria.gov.co/portal/media/file/docs/ddr/CompiladoNormativo_Parte3.pdf.  

569 This even though it cannot be said that the entirety of the urban population has free access to potable water, as 
seen in the case of the so-called "illegal" neighbourhoods and people who cannot pay for the service in the city 
who are not considered. 
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access to services does not only imply the access to water, but also in the lack of studies on the 

people’s needs, the supply conditions and the low level of land titling. These three conditions 

hinder the operation of water supply and basic sanitation systems, a situation recognized in the 

Conpes 3810 as well. There is no data or studies available on the water conditions for the 

dispersed rural population with individual treatment systems; however, these systems could be 

a solution. The state seeks to comply with water quality standards but does not evaluate the 

solutions already presented in the field, their advantages and disadvantages, as well as the 

possibilities of strengthening them or not. 

Following the latter proposal, the development of the dispersed population in the rurality 

is thought to be achieved through individual and non-community strategies. These solutions are 

legitimized from the convenience of technical interventions, although it is not clear what the 

role of the state and the communities would be if these solutions were to be applied. It is also 

unclear how the procedure would be and how the community and institutional actors would 

show their competence or if the population would be consulted. On the other hand, community 

aqueducts present a central difficulty for they depend on the owners of the land where the 

water intakes are located. It is not easy to gain the cooperation of the owners and maintain 

them as collaborators over time, so they use the land in a way that does not affect the water 

quality and let the administration board, the plumber and institutional functionaries enter, do 

infrastructures or renovations. 

According to the Conpes 3810, access to drinking water and basic sanitation improves 

people’s living and health conditions and reduces the poverty gap between rural and urban 

inhabitants. Although water is not presented here as a human right, its access is well related to 

the right to life, human dignity and health. The document alludes to Article 25 of the United 

Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 and the UN’s General Assembly of 2010. 

In addition, reference is made to the Adelaide Declaration (2010) in which health is promoted 

in relation to all policies. 

The Conpes 3810 repeatedly highlights the inability of municipalities to manage the 

resources of the General Participation System for Drinking Water and Basic Sanitation (Sistema 

Genera. de Participación para Agua Potable y Saneamiento Básico or SGP-APSB) due to their 

non-compliance with sectoral regulations regarding the supply of potable water and basic 

sanitation. As seen in the introduction to this dissertation, this is argued through figures on 

investments in this sector for rural areas. The Conpes explores this fact by explaining that the 

lack of management on the municipalities’ behalf makes it difficult to carry out sectoral planning 

and the compilation of information to make decisions and schedule investments. According to 
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information from the Single Territorial Form (Formulario Único Territorial), municipalities 

allocated 11% of the SGP-APSB to investments in rural areas. 

Along with the aforementioned inability, it is argued that the lack of formalization of water 

and sewage service providers and the high percentage of municipalities without stratification is 

part of the reasons that make the allocation of subsidies more difficult. In the 2005-2009 period, 

the subsidies given to providers in the rural area represented 2% compared to what was 

allocated to the urban area according to the SUI. 

 

Water Quality as Institutional Process 

The rural population’s water supply and basic sanitation are seen as a technical problem to be 

solved in difficult conditions compared to the urban conditions for which the centralized systems 

are adapted. However, technically there are alternatives for supplying areas with a dispersed 

population that are left unconsidered because these alternatives are difficult to institutionalize: 

“There is no mechanism at a national level to certify, accredit or validate the technologies that 

guide the use of these [alternative] technologies and allow them to be used in investment 

projects.”570 

The Conpes 3810 document adopted the laws developed in 2007 that gave effect to “Laws 

09 of 1979, 142 of 1994 and Law 715 of 2001 regarding the protection and control of water 

quality for human consumption."571 The territorial health institutions reported the water quality 

monitoring results to the Drinking Water Quality Surveillance System (SIVICAP) and focused 

mainly on the urban area.572 Despite these provisions, four departments do not report back. 

Only 30% of the information collected referred to rural areas, and according to the same health 

authorities, this is due to the lack of personnel and deficiencies in public health laboratories. 

This problem is mentioned in the Conpes and the need to strengthen the infrastructure 

capacities of the laboratory network is raised.573 

Part of the water quality treatment process is the surveillance cycle that consists of 

laboratory tests that meet quality standards, and the technologies that allow the organization 

and communication of this information. The SIVICAP Web, for example, is a technological 

application of the Information System for Water Quality Monitoring for Human Consumption by 

the National Health Institute, with its data being available since May 30, 2012. With the purpose 

of making information about the rural access to potable water and sewerage also available in 

                                                             
570  Consejo Nacional de Política Económica y Social, “Conpes 3810.” 
571  Ibid. 
572  Ibid. 
573  Ibid. 
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2002, the Rural Sanitary Inventory, In Spanish Inventario Sanitario Rural (ISR) was published. 

This inventory has the largest coverage of information on this subject and yet has neither been 

updated nor systematized. The low coverage, availability and quality of information of the SUI 

and SIVICAP systems as well as the absence of data between census processes makes it difficult 

to carry out any plan, program or strategy, as denounced by the Conpes 3810. 

For According to the Conpes document, the institutionalization of water and its treatment 

process to become water for human consumption or potable water as well as the service to 

basic sanitation is also met by the authorities’ duty to educate the communities sanitarily and 

environmentally, that is, to improve habits and customs, make a good use of water, basic 

sanitation and hygiene. 

 

Formalization without Environmental Awareness 

Faced with the drinking water treatment for the supply of rural inhabitants, state institutions 

have forgotten to regulate and guarantee the water quality from local sources. The 

responsibility for correct environmental behaviour is granted to individuals and municipalities. 

For community actors and institutional functionaries, environmental authorities should be in 

charge of giving incentives for good management, but there is no mention of sanctions that 

regulate harmful behaviours towards water and the environment. While the policies on drinking 

water and basic sanitation do not clarify the environmental authorities’ responsibilities to 

prevent environmental degradation, officials do report environmental degradation as a central 

problem. Thus, Karen López has made reference to illegal mining that degrades local sources 

with contamination. In this respect, the communities demand incentives for watershed care, 

while functionaries of the CAR argue in favour of formalizing concessions as well as the 

responsibility of the individual and the municipality in basic sanitation and in reducing the risks 

to natural phenomena. 

The Superintendence of Public Services exercises functions of vigilance and control over the 

provision of the service, but it is not authorized to search throughout the territory for those 

responsible for contaminating the basin: 

 
"This institution [Superintendence of Public Services] talks to the aqueduct provider [and says]: ‘You 
are not taking all the actions required to deliver water quality to your users.’ So that's where the big 
problem of the minor provider comes in: he says: ‘It’s [just] that I cannot do anything else when the 
one who is polluting me is an external agent;’ and the same entity that is doing the provider's control 
says: ‘No, but I cannot do anything because that corresponds to the Secretary of Environment.’”574 
 

                                                             
574 Bernal, 2015. 



 262 
 

 

 

Water a Business to Exploit 

The Water Supply and Wastewater Management Program in rural areas of Colombia resumes 

Law 142 of 1994 in order to reaffirm how this organizational model of public services has been 

positive and has brought great changes by "achieving progress in the main performance 

indicators in the sector".575 Such document presents competence separation, function 

reallocation, resource allocation, as well as the establishment of institutional and legal 

framework as advances. Despite the document’s claim on the use of sources in an 

environmentally sustainable manner, it is not explained in detail what is meant by this 

statement. 

The aforementioned program tries to construct an infrastructure for the dwellings’ 

dispersion level under appropriate technical conditions with quality and cost criterion, while 

taking into account socioeconomic characteristics, for the uses and customs of the population. 

This program promotes efficient water provision services and wastewater management through 

the establishment of authorized organizations and regional schemes. These organizational 

forms should give opportunities to establish scale economies. By doing so, it seeks to 

disseminate strategies with neoliberal values in the form of supply organization. The sanitation 

program also gives priority to the coordination among the institutions as well as the investment 

of resources of the nation, territorial entities and possible donors. 

Thus, water supply is understood as a technical problem to be solved and the conditions 

that impede its operation are seen as technical conditions inherent to rural systems and rural 

areas, such as failure in the continuity of the aqueduct service present in Non-Interconnected 

Zones (Zonas No Interconectadas or ZNI).576 The political, social or technical reasons for this 

condition remain nevertheless unexplained. Therefore, a proposal has been made to review the 

service provision indicators in rural areas in order to adapt the requirements to the providers 

and to develop a tariff methodology with special provisions. This proposed flexibility however 

does not benefit the population because it is not pointing to a solution or a true diagnosis of the 

difficulties. For Andrea Bernal, the Colombian legal framework is not prepared to implement the 

human right to water. Approaches are made from the National Development Plan, which seek 

the articulation of state activities with the aims of sustainable development.577 

                                                             
575 Viceministerio de Agua Potable y Saneamiento Básico., Programa de Abastecimiento de Agua y Manejo de Aguas 

Residuales En Zonas Rurales de Colombia. Bogotá, 2013.  Accessed April, 2016. 
http://www.minvivienda.gov.co/Documents/Sobre el Ministerio/Planeacion-Seguimiento/MO BIDRural 2732 
Revisado BID_Version_Aprobada_May13-Publicada-Página-web.pdf.  

576 Ibid. 
577 Bernal, 2015. 
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The National Institutions Perspective on Community Water Organizations 

Regarding community organizations or community participation in water supply and basic 

sanitation, there is no clear message or position of the institutions representing the state. The 

Conpes 3810, for example, presents contradictions when, on the one hand, it aims to support 

organized communities, and on the other, supports individual or regional solutions. For the 

dispersed rural area, the construction of individual solutions is promoted from the guidelines, 

and the alternative use of non-conventional technologies adapted to the needs and specific 

characteristics of each rural community is also contemplated. 

The Conpes denounces how there are no studies in the construction of infrastructures that 

take into account the community and its needs;578 despite the potential of community-based 

organizations, these are neither recognized in the document nor in the Water Supply and 

Wastewater Management Program: "[i]n the rural area, the provision is made mainly by 

community-based organizations in response to their particularities, which makes it difficult to 

take advantage of scale economies scale in the provision, administration, operation and / or 

maintenance.”579 This represents a challenge in offering technical assistance and training to 

service providers who, for the institution, in general, have little administrative, financial and 

technical capacity.580 

Ideally, the Water Supply and Sanitation Program aims to strengthen community 

organization forms, training in operation and maintenance, administrative and financial 

management, health and environmental education, as well as the development of manuals and 

material guides.581 The program states that it is necessary to make an effort so that the whole 

community participates, and emphasizes on promoting the participation of women. Karen López 

comments that in reference to the decree and the formalization process of community 

aqueducts, there is a division in the community between those who support service regulation 

and those who do not. 

 

                                                             
578 Consejo Nacional de Política Económica y Social. Conpes 3810. Bogotá, Departamento de Planeación Nacional, 

2014.Accessed April, 2016. http://www.minvivienda.gov.co/conpesagua/3810%20-%202014.pdf 
579 Consejo Nacional de Política Económica y Social, “Conpes 3715” (Bogotá, 2011), 

https://vlex.com.co/vid/concepto-banca-abastecimiento-manejo-
370647974?_ga=2.204841424.1744Bogotá289298.1536054286-1131663864.1536054286. 

580 Viceministerio de Agua Potable y Saneamiento Básico., “Programa de Abastecmiento de Agua y Manejo de 
Aguas Residuales En Zonas Rurales de Colombia.”  

581Ibid.  
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Conclusions 

The flexibility of water supply policies that allow and promote the construction of alternatives 

in water supply as multipurpose systems for the transportation of water throughout rural areas 

in order to satisfy the needs of the rural population confirms the thesis that community 

demands can change institutional legislation processes, in this case through workshops 

organized by CINARA and the Universidad del Valle, as well as the participation of organizations 

such as RETACO and community organizations in the diagnosis of the Ombudsman's Office. Thus, 

heterogeneous waters in interaction with community actors and their peasant way of life are 

recognized by national-level institutions. Nevertheless, it is still uncertain if these politics will 

lead to a real strategy, program and change in the water supply organizing practices. 

Despite this achievement in the conception of heterogeneous waters, multipurpose 

systems and rural actors against urban ideals of water purification and standardization, national 

institutions are yet to completely abandon the modern ideals of hygiene, development and 

control. They continue to promote health education strategies in households, strategies to give 

the responsibility of their precarious health situation to individuals; this although it has already 

been recognized that these shortcomings stem from the lack of investment and social inequality 

to which the rurality is submitted due to the municipal administrators’ tendency to prioritize 

investment in urban versus rural areas. Institutions at a national level criticize municipalities for 

their lack of investment without solving or even recognizing the precariousness of their budget, 

or without requiring an investment quota for rural areas in the water supply sector. In addition, 

provider formalization is still required, although the conditions of the community providers do 

not correspond to the control system is established. 

The interactions between state, community and waters both question the dichotomies of 

modernity and propose a new form of organization, with new relationships that insist on the 

use of heterogeneous waters, multipurpose systems and the communities’ presence as part of 

the water supply. This new supply system follows logics that can neither be classified as urban 

nor rural, and overcome the standards of urban water purification. These interactions 

correspond to specific functionaries and their life trajectories, during which they have connected 

with water, communities and rural territories. 

Based on the results of the field work analysis, interviews and documents, I support the 

assertion that the state and its institutions, following the urban water supply model and the 

drinking water standardization process, define a territory and its borders as a place where an 

order governs and relations are standardized, and therefore conceiving community water supply 

systems and actors outside this border as backward and with the need to be developed through 
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a formalization that allows to control them, thus dividing the communities and reconstructing 

dichotomies of backwardness and development within the rural population. The results of the 

field work analysis have also allowed me to complement the latter argument with the 

affirmation that in interactions with other types of water, that is, water from other water 

sources that are understood as heterogeneous, allow community actors to have control of their 

territory and natural resources, thus reaffirming their peasant identity and lifestyle. The 

recognition of these heterogeneous waters by national institutions is shown in the acceptance 

of multipurpose systems. Consequently, community actors and heterogeneous waters interact 

with functionaries and institutional programs by building a relationship that recognizes 

community actors as citizens. These interactions question the dichotomies of modernity (rural 

vs. urban, developed vs. backward) and open up a space for heterogeneous systems and 

relationships that seek territorial and relational systems and organization forms. 
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4.3 "The Deceased are the Mayor’s Responsibility:" District Institutions 

Responsibilities and Bridges to the Community 

 

The legislation leaves the state the responsibility of supplying drinking water, but how is this 

principle applied for Usme’s rural inhabitants? And whose responsibility would it be if someone 

died from contaminated water? 

Throughout the three historical chapters of this thesis we have seen how there is no clarity 

on who should take on the representation of the state or how this responsibility and the rural 

water supply strategies are negotiated between actors. The state’s role hangs between the 

legislation, the discussion between interpretations of the legislation, and negotiating amongst 

all parties interested based on the real needs and capacities of the community and institutional 

actors. In this section, I reconstruct the interactions of the officials of the Secretary of Habitat 

and Bogotá’s Water Supply and Sewerage Company, EAB, with Usme’s rural population and local 

water sources. These interactions and the professional trajectories of specific officials show how 

the links to the population, territory and local water sources are the key to understand Bogotá’s 

rural water and the constituted citizen relation for the rural inhabitants of Usme. I also 

demonstrate that institutional and community actors do not stand in complete opposition and 

how they legitimize each other in the organization of the water supply. I highlight the 

organizational practices and spheres of power582 in the presentation of the strategies and 

discourses of different actors, and finally I demonstrate through examples how the relation with 

entities and non-human actors, in this case mainly water, are central in the negotiation of power 

relations between human actors because they are capable of changing hierarchies in certain 

situations.583 To understand these dynamics allows institutional and community actors to 

support inclusive supply programs where different expert knowledge and diverse relations to 

water are included. 

In the construction process of water supply systems, community aqueducts have gone 

through three different forms of organization: the first organizational form (1980-1990) is an 

island where the community actors each organized in their own veredas and own community, 

while asking for support from the territorial entities. Considered as rural territories despite 

belonging to the city, they are not supported by municipal institutions but rather by the 

Autonomous Corporation of the Sabana of Bogotá, Valles de Ubaté and Chiquinquirá 

(Corporación Autónoma de la Sabana de Bogotá, Valles de Ubaté y Chiquinquirá or CAR). In the 

                                                             
582  Nuijten, Power, Community and the State. The Political Anthropology of Organisation in Mexico. 
583  Latour, Reassembling the Social. An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory; Law, Organizing Modernity. 
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second form of organization (1991-2006), there is more cooperation between communities who 

organize themselves together to demand from Usme’s local governments their support for the 

community aqueducts, and leadership remains central in the relationship with the institutions. 

Responding to the processes of decentralization and neoliberal tendencies on the 

administration of natural resources, they pass as community organizations through a process of 

privatization and a requirement to become user associations in the 1990s. In the third form 

(2007-2015), community aqueducts seek to be recognized as non-profit community 

organizations under the responsibility and support of the district government. 

The history of community aqueducts in this last stage is marked by an order that starts from 

the health crisis that occurred in the southern fringe of Bogotá in 2008, a time in which 

community aqueducts were accused of supplying the population with water contaminated with 

mercury. The community supplied by these aqueducts is organized itself and demanded their 

right to drinking water in the face of the danger that closure or sanctioning of these community 

aqueducts represented. In addition, the 5-year term of the community aqueducts was met to 

comply with the water quality regulations in 2012, implemented by National Decree 1575 of 

2007 and Law 2115 of the same year. At the same time, the Referendum for Water was 

developed and a draft law by the Ombudsman's Office claimed the human right to water. From 

this moment on, district institutions adopted more forceful strategies in their work with 

community aqueducts. Already Law 142 of 1994 in its numeral 5. left municipal and district 

institutions as responsible for ensuring the effective provision of domiciliary public services.584 

According to defense reports, the Ombudsman's Office started with demands supporting 

community aqueducts and denouncing the negligence of district and control institutions in 

guaranteeing the supply of quality water to the rural population. Afterwards, Decree 552 of 2011 

marked the beginning of a new organization form of the rural water supply that I will discuss in 

this chapter. The Secretary of Habitat developed and led a support process during the 

formalization of community aqueducts and the EAB created programs and projects in which 

aqueducts were understood as actors with voice and vote. The EAB, an actor from the start 

linked to community aqueducts, developed strategies that included the communities, other 

expert knowledge and academia in internal workshops that tested reflexive and relational 

strategies in the organization of water supply. 

This panorama cannot be understood from an analysis where power is legitimated in a 

hegemonic way by expert knowledge that rests in the hands of institutions or the state, or 

through legislation. Instead, I have undertaken an approach influenced by political 

                                                             
584  Defensoría del Pueblo, Gestión Comunitaria Del Agua (Bogotá, 2013), 58. 
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anthropology, according to which institutions representing the state are viewed from a cultural 

perspective. From this perspective, institutions and their legitimacy not only rest on the laws 

and norms that give them power and responsibility, but they are also built in relation to the 

conceptions of the communities they represent. The organizational practices and discourses of 

different actors, dynamics of oppression, dialogue and resistance585 will be taken into account 

as concepts for the analysis of power relations. Mediation mechanisms such as those proposed 

by Charles Thilly in his article “Power- Down and Bottom Up: Negotiate, Accommodate, and 

Create Categories,”586 were also tools in the analysis of the interactions of the water supply of 

Usme’s rural population. In this chapter, from three processes of change in the order in which 

water is supplied in Usme, I present the institutional actors, their interactions, positions, 

discussions and strategies. 

The first process tells the story of the EAB as an actor in Bogotá’s rural supply. During this 

period, it is shown how this institution, through an official training with the aim of reflecting on 

its position, opens up a space for its officials to exceed the limits of their expertise by entering 

into contact and in dialogue with professionals from other areas of the company, and recognize 

the presence of other vital actors such as the local communities that inhabit their territories and 

those where the water sources run, which ultimately supply Bogotá’s aqueduct company. This 

first subchapter, "The EAB pioneers," tells the story of a different order in the form of 

institutional work of the EAB, Empresa de Acueducto de Bogotá, based on the testimonies of 

Nubia León, who works as head of the Specialized Engineering Division in the EAB, and Myriam 

Mejía, an EAB official in charge of the Community Water Supply Program of the Community 

Management Department, women who since 2006 have worked with the community 

aqueducts. Through their narratives a change can be seen in the institutional interactions with 

other actors of the water supply, and the influence of institutional training in interdisciplinary 

work that considers the complete water cycle and the cooperation with community aqueducts 

as central for the EAB’s tasks can be followed. The second sub-chapter tells the story of how, 

from a health crisis, the communities’ claims and the intervention of the Ombudsman's Office, 

the District institutions assumed the responsibility of guaranteeing water quality and developed 

Decree 552 of 2011 in a process that is understood by some institutional and community actors 

as a success and by others as a confirmation of the difficulty of working with institutions. This 

decree becomes, independently of its interpretation, the base of a series of changes and of 

institutional organization forms and organizing practices. Lastly, I follow the formalization 

                                                             
585  Nuijten, Power, Community and the State. The Political Anthropology of Organisation in Mexico. 
586  Charles Tilly, “Survey Article: Power--Top Down and Bottom Up.,” Journal of Political Philosophy 7, no. 3 (1999): 

330, doi:10.1111/1467-9760.00080. 
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process based on Decree 522 of 2011 and on the implementation strategies by officials of the 

Secretary of Habitat. 

 

The EAB, Pioneers a Bridges of Understanding 

We arrived around 9 AM on Sunday, October 17, 2015 at the Quebrada Piedra Gorda, the 

meeting point. I was in the EAB car with Myriam Mejía, Edna and Harvey, the Community 

Management team of the EAB that works with the community aqueducts that is also part of the 

Water Territories and Learning Networks research team. On the way picked up Libardo López, 

the representative of the Veredas Olarte, who would lead the visit. Upon arrival, we greeted the 

people of Sumapaz and we waited for the second bus to arrive. The aim of the meeting was for 

the Sumapaz community aqueducts to hear about the work experience with the Olarte and 

Destino community aqueducts, the veredas of Usme, which today work in cooperation with the 

EAB. The role of the EAB functionaries and the Water Territories and Learning Networks team 

was to facilitate this meeting by contacting the people, offering transport and proposing the 

program for the day. 

 

 

Image 25: Point of Departure Sumapaz-Olarte-Destino Meeting. Photo. Autor. Bogotá October 17, 2015. 
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We all went to the sand trap and the intake of Olarte aqueduct. There, Myriam, an EAB 

official and researcher from the Water Territories and Learning Networks proposed we think 

about the aim of our visit, then introduce ourselves and share this purpose with everyone. At 

that moment the sound of the water, the trees and birds around us became more present.  

 

Image 26: Crossing the Famous Piedra Gorda Brook. Photo. Autor. Bogotá October 17, 2015. 

After listening to us, we continued to the intake of the Olarte aqueduct, where Carlos, the 

plumber, told us about the infrastructures, and we all had the opportunity to get closer to the 

Piedra Gorda brook. Then it was the turn of the El Destino aqueduct treatment plant and finally 

we were in a presentation of Libardo about the history of the Olarte aqueduct from his 

experience. These are interactions between EAB institutional actors that no longer represent 

only their institution, but an interdisciplinary research group with community participation as 

well. These institutional strategies question the views we have of institutions as homogeneous 

actors in opposition to community interests. 
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Image 27: EAB Functionaries and Representative of Community Aqueduct Olarte  
at Sumapaz-Olarte-Destino Meeting. Photo. Autor. Bogotá October 17, 2015. 

 

Image 28: Representatives and Plumbers of Sumapaz-Olarte-Destino.  
Photo. Autor. Bogotá October 17, 2015. 
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 Almost all of construction process of the community aqueducts’ infrastructure occurred in 

a second stage, from 2001 until 2007. The EAB was then delegated through the Local Executing 

Units, who received funds from the Local Development Funds. After being finished, these 

constructions started to be under the administration of community organizations and the EAB 

had the responsibility of transmitting them technical and administrative knowledge. Nowadays, 

the communities and the officials themselves, some of who have participated and others who 

took up the task later, are questioning the programs that the EAB carried out due to the 

shortcomings in the maintenance of infrastructures and deficiencies in the administrative 

models of the community aqueducts. 

The EAB changed from intervening on behalf of the state through contractors supervised 

by EAB officials to working directly with the aqueducts with the direction of Community 

Management and Specialized Engineering. In this subchapter, key moments of the EAB’s 

intervention are reconstructed, which makes this institution still today a central actor in the 

water supply of Bogotá’s rurality. The characteristics of the programs and the concepts behind 

the policies will be explained as well as the decisions and profiles of central people in this process 

of construction and operation of the community aqueducts. 

In this first section on the EAB it will not be possible to find an institutional history of the 

company, its dependencies or officials. In this section, I review how both changes in the 

company's work policies as well as personal decisions, trajectories and life histories have shaped 

the interactions with the community and institutional actors that participate in the community 

aqueducts in Usme. This history is written based on the experiences of two EAB functionaries 

who work with community aqueducts since 2006. This relational approach reconstructs the 

strategies applied in the field in order to present a version of reality that moves away from the 

official version that, in turn, only reveals an exclusive or normative approach to reality. 

In 2012, the changes that occurred within the EAB directly influenced the work with 

community aqueducts. Now, facing the challenges, there were officials of the EAB who 

understood the importance of perceiving the community aqueducts and community actors as 

allies because they are indeed local actors in charge of taking care of the water sources. Officials 

from Community Management and Specialized Engineering along with the members of the 

administrative boards became the protagonists of these interactions and thus built bridges 

between the EAB institution and the rural community of Usme.  

 

“Yes! Then we started to work, to show him that it was necessary to look at the aqueducts as allies, 
to look at [the communities at the] rurality as an ally that would contribute to the company. The 
people of the Company asked: ’But what do we have to do with rural aqueducts, If we do not give 
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water to the veredasl aqueducts [acueductos veredasles]587.’ There is a norm that makes us supply 
till a certain point [urban fringe], why do we then have to invest the money [EAB funds] in the veredas 
aqueducts? Yes! So, this is where the obstacles that we start to demystify and start looking for allies 
within the company that have another perspective.”588 

 
Beginning the year 2011, the community aqueducts and the Direction of Community 

Management, a unit of the EAB that manages the Community Water Supply Program, faced the 

same challenges that Gloria Moreno faced at the beginning of 2000. It seemed that it was 

impossible for community aqueducts to meet water quality and the formalization process 

required by the institutions. 

Responding to the crisis that the communities were facing due to discontent with the 

management of the EAB, the EAB decided to assume directly, through its Community 

Management staff, the technical advice of the community aqueducts. Next, I will present the 

institutional framework, the motivations for the institution and their strategies, as well as 

analyze the actors and their interactions in order to understand the citizen relationship between 

the institutions, community actors and the mediation of water. 

Nubia León recalls how in 2009 she attended an internal meeting in the EAB with the 

Javeriana University on social responsibility. Normally, the meetings and trainings were made 

on technical issues. This theme called her attention: 

 
"Different people from different areas of the company [EAB] participated (...) and by working on that 
process we began to understand how important the social component was for any technical process, 
(...) We understood why ethics is so important in any process that one does, because working with 
people, to do it well, you have to understand the other’s view. After that workshop we understood 
one thing: that the company should start making a change. We discovered a social sensibility."589 

 
Gloria Cristina Franco invited people from all areas of the EAB to motivate the work from 

"communities of practice and learning," or interdisciplinary groups, which mapped the EAB in a 

participative form, something that in 23 years had not been done according to Nubia León, who 

has been working in the EAB since 1992. The actors and activities from their two most important 

processes in the EAB, aqueduct and sewerage, were reconstructed. 

 
"It was easy to add the knowledge of each other to understand what was done in each of the areas 
and what were the gaps that the company had, and which were possible ways to close those gaps. 
This process could contribute to the company [EAB] with something that has not been achieved by 
any other strategies that the company has tried, to articulate people, processes, strategies and 
technology."590 

 

                                                             
587 Acueductos veredales is the name some institutions give to community aqueducts, not recognizing their 

community organization form. 
588 Mejía, Myriam. Interviewed by Dolly Palacio. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, September 8, 2015. 
589 León, Nubia. Interviewed by Dolly Palacio. Semi- structured Interview. Bogotá, September 15, 2015. 
590 León, 2015. 
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Nubia León was interested in how innovative the methodology of this process was because 

it broke with the work separated by disciplines and hierarchies.  

 
"We never looked at the environment, the community, or the user; we always had an internal 
perspective of the company and never external, so I think that she (Gloria Franco) thought there 
might be an opportunity, and when she saw that there were people who suddenly had that vocation, 
she began to generate communities of practice and learning. And another very important thing about 
all these processes is that it is a voluntary process. It is a process that is done more for pleasure and 
vocation and not for any other interest.”591 
 

This vision and work form proposed by Gloria Franco from the ‘communities of practice’ 

became essential in the new approach to Usme’s territory by professionals like Nubia León and 

to the case of the community aqueducts and the rural supply. This was useful to face the 

skepticism that the community had for past interventions of the EAB. 

 
"They [the community, administrators and operators of the community aqueducts] also had that 
resistance, that the company [EAB] had done the wrong thing. Then we came to have a look at their 
needs, also of the social component, to also begin to build ties with them, we start looking for where 
the difficulty was. Always, that ACODAL,592 they stole the money from the aqueduct, all that money 
they invested [ACODAL] to do the same."593 

 
In one of the communities of practice that was formed in 2011 from Gloria Franco’s 

initiative, it was discussed that the EAB should not be talking about a map where only the actors 

of the EAB are present. After this discussion, an event was generated to which external actors 

from academia, communities and the aqueducts of the city were invited, according to Nubia 

León: 

 
"When we made the map of the gaps, one of the gaps was that we as an aqueduct company did not 
visualize the external actors that had contact with the water. In one of the maps we looked at the 
company, how it worked, which was connected, what problems were there. But at a certain moment, 
we analyzed that the people who are in the water streams and the people who are in the wetlands, 
the people who are in the aqueducts, the one in Sumapaz, the one who is in theChingaza, the one 
that is in other places ... what happened with them? Then one of the gaps that came out in one of 
the maps was that we did not know, nor did we have any relationship with those actors that were 
important to be able to complement that map, especially of aqueduct and sewerage."594 
 

Myriam Mejía attended from Community Management. According to Nubia Leon, she knew 

those leaders and plumbers near to the local water streams. In addition, she had identified with 

them the main problems of the community aqueducts. One of the points they mentioned, 

according to Nubia León, was that despite the fact that institutions strive to help, communities 

                                                             
591 León, 2015. 
592 Study of the technical and administrative conditions of community aqueducts carried out by ACODAL, a 

consulting company for the EAB. The southern border communities of Usme and Ciudad Bolívar never agreed 
with this study. 

593 Mejía, 2015. 
594 León, 2015. 
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are never asked what they want or what they need. The community actors, according to Nubia 

Leon’s account, denounced how institutions arrive with processes, programs, courses, based on 

indicators that the institution establishes, and the communities have to follow. But the problems 

visible for the communities are not solved. The process of communities of practice generated 

different initiatives as did the process that Myriam Mejía developed with her team in 

Community Management. Thus, the ‘communities of practice’ program and the EAB’s training 

established a relational space for officials to question their position as experts and establish links 

with other functionaries of the company, experts in other disciplines, as well as with community 

and academic actors. These alliances are the basis of a mentality change and a change in 

institutional strategies in interaction with rural communities. Thus, the EAB proposed an order 

in which the administrative boards and plumbers were recognized as actors, subjects capable of 

analyzing their situation and their needs, and capable of taking decisions and determining the 

functioning of the water supply in cooperation with institutional actors. 

 

Strategies 

"Then we started to work directly from here, from the company [EAB]. Yes! To take an expert from 
here [EAB] in water quality and to look at the water, and to show them why [it is important to treat 
the water]. Their first idea is that the water is not contaminated. Yes! That it is a falsehood what the 
companies argue, and [that it] is only so that they get into the whole process and start applying 
instruments, things to the water. Yes! So, we started doing a job with them [community aqueducts], 
going to the site, looking at what happens punctually, what the plumber handles, and how they 
[plumbers and administration board members] are managing and doing and showing the relevance 
that the plumber has in front of the association, and also their work with the association.”595 

 
In 2012, the team formed by Nubia León and Miriam Mejía comissioned the Faculty of 

Engineering of the Javeriana University with an integral study of the community aqueducts from 

a technical perspective, including an approach of the land uses, the territorial dynamics and the 

agricultural use of the land of the inhabitants of Usme, Ciudad Bolívar and Sumapaz. A study 

about the traceability of water quality was also carried out. The EAB team reviewed with the 

Javeriana team all the consultancies from the District Secretary of the Environment, the CAR and 

the EAB. It was concluded that the different entities had done consultancies six years ago [2006], 

it was 2012 and there was no solution to the problems encountered. It was also found that the 

trainings given to plumbers in educational entities were not effective; according to the 

plumbers, their problems were neither treated nor solved. 

The first strategy used by the EAB team, led by Myriam Mejía from Community 

Management and Nubia León from Specialized Engineering, was a report of each of the 

                                                             
595  Mejía, 2015. 
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community aqueducts, a traceability of all systems accompanied by the plumbers. Reports were 

made, and a meeting was convened in which each aqueduct’s report was explained step by step 

in order to explain its water quality with respect to each one of the parameters and which steps 

were necessary in order to make the water drinkable. This strategy was carried out during 2012 

according to Nubia León’s account. Another strategy brought on by the change in mentality and 

methodology that generated the ‘communities of practice’ was teamwork with academia. It is 

in the meetings that the EAB organized with professors from the Externado and Javeriana 

Universities, and community actors who contributed from their expertise that the Water 

territories and Learning Networks project began. In 2012, the project was formulated with 

Colciencias,596 through the official linkage to the EAB, this project allowed the employees of the 

EAB, that is, Myriam Mejía and her community management team, and Nubia León and their 

specialized engineering team, to invest more of their time in the project to support community 

aqueducts. 

 
"We are all worried, the entities [are worried]; it's about meeting a goal and fulfilling an indicator. 
During these meetings [within the framework of the Water Territories and Learning Networks 
project], the synergy between community management and engineering management was created 
for the rural aqueduct program because community management already knew people, knew their 
problems, their dynamics, regarding water. And I knew there was a technical flaw; that at the 
beginning, the company saw it as the necessity to place [for the community aqueducts] the treatment 
plants to improve the water quality. But as a result of everything, we understood or heard, 
community management understood and listened a lot of the people of the rural aqueducts. It was 
the non-conformity, it was that they built things [infrastructures] for them [community aqueducts], 
but they [administration board and plumbers] did not [do it] in a way; they did not appropriate it or 
understand it [the infrastructures], so they did not manage it. And then we started the synergy of 
unifying these two areas."597  
 

 

Conflicts 

From their experience visiting the community aqueducts, talking with the members of the 

administrative boards and with the operators, and attending the meetings convened by the 

Ministry of Health, Nubia León identifies a communication problem between the community 

and the institutional actors involved in the water supply of Usme’s rural population. It is difficult 

for them to achieve an effective dialogue if there is not enough time for the members of the 

community to share their problems and overcome the barriers of specialized language. For this 

reason, León values the work done at the moment with the Water Territories and Learning 

Networks project, since it has served as a framework for EAB officials to officially have more 

                                                             
596  Administrative Department for Science, Technology and Innovation 
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worktime to attend the field and more resources in terms of materials available to work with 

community aqueducts.598 According to the EAB officials, it is important to have more time to, 

for example, present, the results of the water quality analysis to ensure that the results are 

understood and that there is knowledge and tools to improve water quality. 

 
"Still in that process when we go to the plumber, now we talk more with him, before he told us: ‘I 
don´t know if that filter does not work.’ Then we would think, why does not it work? And, for example, 
there was a filter that had rusted valves and in that year the plumber had never moved it. It rusted 
because he [the plumber] had never touched it. So, I said: ‘But how is it possible that he did not know 
how the filter is?’ Then we start talking to him, but really talking to him is limited for us because we 
go one day for the trip, to work, but we do not manage to do the [entire] process that we are doing 
with the project. The project allows that dialogue."599 

 
From her experience and work method, León identifies a problem in the previous work 

stage between the EAB and community aqueducts, that is, the lack of robust information in the 

characterization of the intake brooks supplying the community aqueducts. From León’s point of 

view, the lack of this information makes questionable from its point of view the way in which 

decisions were made in the construction of the systems: choice of the supplying source, location 

of the structures and type of infrastructures. 

 
"But the strange thing is that plants were built and there is no robust characterization for that. There 
is a database, but one never builds a treatment system with data; we would suddenly have to delve 
more deeply into the history of the plumbers. (...) one finds a bankruptcy for saying something, then 
for the engineer to say: ‘Look! I am going to build a filtration system, a population system.’ [But] first, 
before I should know if I should do to it, because I must know, yes! And to know what happens to 
that person in that source, I must characterize it. What does it mean to characterize? Well, to 
measure many physical - chemical and bacteriological parameters. So, we have not found such a wise 
follow-up to analyze that source to have said: ‘I'm going to make a system, I'm going to do filtration, 
coagulation and aeration.’”600 
 

The work experience of Myriam Mejía and Nubia León runs parallel to the discussion about 

the acceptance of support within rural communities and the community aqueducts as a 

responsibility of Bogotá’s Water Supply Company (EAB). As managers, these two functionaries 

link the community and the company through social work that compiles the needs of rural 

communities regarding technical advice and infrastructure in order to solve problems as well as 

possible through the intervention of the company’s hydraulic engineers with tools and economic 

resources. The former from a respectful perspective that recognizes community actors as 

sovereign actors in the sense that they know their needs and should be consulted during the 

establishment of the water supply system because they have knowledge and experiences about 

                                                             
598  EAB officials are part of the research team, whereas COLCIENCIAS invests in the project by paying for the 
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the local water sources and the territory. These EAB officials position themselves opposite to 

institutions such as the Habitat Secretariat and local municipalities that bind technical and 

administrative advice and financial support for the formalization of organizations. 

 
“Fulfill a law or worry that these people have access to drinking water for public health, for in the 
case of the aqueduct and, in our case, we look more towards social responsibility and the public 
health component. Build synergies not for a decree, not for a norm. I personally worry because I do 
not know what it means if one as an institution is concerned about the quality of the water because 
of responsibility rather than a rule; that would be first, the principle."601 
 

From the demand and the determination to support community aqueducts, challenges 

arise for institutions and community actors in their interactions: for example, how to support 

community aqueducts when faced with difficulties such as the great difference between the 

individual capacities related to the formalization, the engineering knowledge of some members 

of the aqueduct boards, the position adopted by some institutional officials to follow the 

legislation and others who, in a more relational way given the experiences of community actors, 

analyze where to plant their plants? The difference between the level of the aqueducts’ 

formalization and their leaders’ capacities poses a challenge for the administrative boards and 

the institutions. It oscillates between strategies of strong accompaniments that impose an order 

that, in turn can generate shocks in the population for threatening their autonomy, and more 

moderate interventions by institutions that concentrate on advice in order to improve water 

quality. The officials of district institutions are repeatedly confronted with discussions in the field 

where the aim of the institutions that support formalization programs is questioned. 

 
"I told them [the representatives of the community aqueducts]: ‘What happens is that people do have 
the right to good quality water!’ Yes! We are not looking for legalization. We improve the quality of 
water. (...) And indeed you pay taxes. So, it is not that someone comes to give you something. They 
do have a right: that the water, the quality of the water is good. Then let's check, see if it's good, if 
there's no mess... Yeah! But if not, then let's work."602 

 
Together with the EAB, between 2007 and 2015, the work of the Secretary of Habitat and 

the Ombudsman's Office (the last being a national institution), in interaction with the 

community aqueducts, was vital at the district level in supporting the community aqueducts of 

Bogotá. These institutions have been protagonists of rural water supply since the drafting of 

Decree 552 of 2011. 
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The District Scale: Decree 552 of 2011 

By analyzing the interviews with officials of the participating institutions, I follow the issue of 

Decree 552 of 2011 in order to understand the role of the community and the role of different 

institutions. I highlight the difficulties of the process in order to understand different actors’ 

positions and the ways in which they legitimize their role in the water supply of Bogotá’s rural 

population. Decree 552 of 2011 has generated a series of programs and strategies, and as a 

result of this a new form of organization amongst the actors that participate in the water supply 

of Usme’s rural area was created. In this section, I present the testimonies of actors that tell how 

this process occurred. 

Zaida Navarro, in representation of the Ombudsman's Office, assisted the rural 

communities organized in community water systems in their search for the entities responsible 

for supporting them. The Ombudsman's Report was made with the recommendations for each 

of the national, regional and local institutions. This report supported the communities demand 

for the human right to water. In response to a call from the Ombudsman to the Mayor, each 

secretary responded with the formulation of a decree and the organization of working groups 

to which the Ombudsman was invited. The Ombudsman decided to work with the community 

on the Decree in order to adapt it to their needs and demands, and a hearing was organized in 

the Council of Bogotá. The Ombudsman’s Office saw in this support the opportunity to position 

the discourse of the human right to water in a district decree. 

 
“The debate in the Council of Bogotá really was the one that forced Habitat and demanded its 
intervention as head of the sector, as a guarantor of the policy of public services; they took their 
demand to the Aqueduct [EAB] and took the role of guiding this decree through all instances. Then, 
the other great achievement is already in the decree; all these are the antecedents when it says in 
the [decree’s] aim that the aqueduct service is provided by communities organized in the Capital 
District in a solidary and autonomous manner. You cannot imagine my happiness when we achieved 
this because it means to recognize those solidary organizations and, on the other hand, the possibility 
that the application [of the rural water systems] is to be carried out by organized communities.”603 
 

Officials such as Gloria Narváez, with previous experiences in urban environmental debates 

and work trajectories both in NGOs (Fidap, Ecofondo) and district entities (EAB), as well as 

knowledge of community aqueducts are central to the development of Decree 552. Based on 

the discussions on the human right to water placed on the agenda by the Referendum for Water 

and the Ombudsman and having knowledge of the cases of community aqueducts from their 

experiences working with EAB, Narváez looked for a legal framework in environmental 

legislation that could reaffirm the way in which community aqueducts are organized, legitimizing 

them as legal actors in water supply. As an environmental lawyer, she sought legal viability for 
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Decree 552 while working at the Secretary of Habitat. This decree replaces the Interinstitutional 

Agreement that invited all competent entities to help the aqueducts, but who did not fulfill these 

functions insofar they were not obligated to. 

 
"The Natural Resources Code recognized the construction of water user associations. So, if water 
users had been recognized there, water users were a mechanism in order to provide the service, and 
who were the [community] aqueducts in Bogotá? Water users. They were people from the 
community who organized themselves to try and satisfy for themselves what the state should have 
resolved for them."604 

 
Gloria Narváez contributed to the revision of the Natural Resources Code, arguing in favor 

of the legality of non-profit community organizations – people from a community with limited 

economic resources that can organize themselves into community enterprises to use renewable 

natural resources such as water. This without being private, because the community aqueducts 

do not have the profit as an end. 

 
"On the other hand, we find Constitutional Court Sentences where, as seen, for example, in the 

Sentence 741 of 2003, ‘the organized communities should be given equal rights as other providers of public 
services.’ So that's where we said: "Well, the Constitutional Court is recognizing those organized 
communities and also asks them to be treated as a public service provider.”605 

 

The Secretary of Habitat organized work tables where the institutions that had a role in 

ensuring the supply of Usme’s rural population were invited. The Ombudsman who created the 

alert for the district institutions was also invited: 

 
"Then we began to sit at work tables with the District Secretary of Habitat; and then they propose 
the projection, the construction of Decree 552, which is the decree of 2011, yes! And in the 
construction of Decree 552 we still did not have the Ombudsman Office’s report there. We were 
already finishing it, but we were already in a process with the community aqueducts."606 
 

The communities did not agree with the proposals of Decree 552 of 2011 because they 

were required to take care of the disposal of solid waste and wastewater. Furthermore, they did 

not recognize community water management and although it supported and gave specific 

functions to the institutions, it continued to treat community aqueducts as companies that had 

to be formalized in order to receive state support. 

The close work with the communities and with institutional functionaries showed Zaida 

Navarro how Decree 552 was built on ideas proposed by the institutions that lacked a greater 

knowledge of the territory: 
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"The same [strategy] is followed, the construction of that decree [Decree 552 of 2011] is done from 
the desk and from the interests of the people sitting there. But it was being put in the decree that it 
was the responsibility of the community aqueducts, of the veredales aqueducts because they do not 
refer to them as [community organizations] (...) they speak of rural aqueducts and their responsibility 
of providing the basic sanitation service and the collection of waste." 
 

The Ombudsman, in a joint effort with the communities, opposed this requirement stated 

in Decree 552 of 2011. In this regard, Zaida Navarro argues: 

 
"That's where I say we coincide on public policies [with the Ombudsman's Office]. What we did [was] 
cite an audience here, with all the actors, to do a preliminary analysis of the decree. Request it? No! 
Why ask for it? As if it were the most precious jewel to them, as if one could not have access to that 
[documents associated to the decree]. We request it, share it with the aqueducts, and sit at tables 
with the aqueducts and say: ‘Come! This is not what we expected, but we can change it!’ It was an 
exercise, a good proposition."607 

 
Zaida Navarro states that a public hearing was held where all the related entities were 

summoned to hear the community aqueducts’ proposal along with the Ombudsman's Office 

advice. The first thing that was clear was that there was no consensus among the institutions 

about the draft of Decree 552 of 2011. One of the main issues to be discussed was the 

responsibility of collecting wastewater and solid waste; in Decree 552, it was formulated as the 

community aqueducts’ responsibility. 

 
"Although the constitution proclaims that it [collecting wastewater and solid waste] is the state’s 
responsibility, they then pretend to wash their hands with a decree, and then they are going to tell 
them [the rural communities]: ‘But that's what the decree says [what the community aqueducts have 
to do]. Oh! You want to be aqueducts, you want to be autonomous, and you want to be self-
sustainable? Then take the difficulties too."608 

 
Zaida Navarro thinks that it is the institutions’ responsibility to support the communities in 

the provision of sewerage and garbage collection services, and that they must cooperate to find 

viable ways for the organized communities to comply with these services. 

 

New Organizing Forms, Daily Practices and Inclusive Discussion Spaces 

Based on the claims of the community and the recommendations made by the Ombudsman's 

Office, two inclusive spaces are created with Decree 552 of 2011. These spaces are attended by 

representatives of the institutions that work with community aqueducts and representatives of 

the community. 

The Secretary of Habitat, following Decree 552 and the recommendations of the 

Ombudsman's Office, formed an institutional discussion table where all the institutions with 
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responsibilities according to the decree and a representative of each community met once a 

month. In these meetings, the programs of each institution are presented in order to arrange 

possible cooperation as well as present their advances. Community representatives could also 

bring questions about the strategies and discuss their problems. 

The second discussion table, that is, the IRCA609 meeting, was organized by the Ministry of 

Health. This space in Usme was also supported by the EAB and was done following the example 

of Ciudad Bolívar, where the initiative came from the communities. At the IRCA meeting in 

Usme, the Ministry of Health read out loud the IRCA results and delivered the printed version 

one by one. Then, the different institutional functionaries were granted a certain amount of 

time to present the results of their programs and strategies to the representatives of the 

community aqueducts, and the representatives could present their questions and needs while 

demanding the collaboration of the institutions. This space was important because it allowed 

the aqueducts to present themselves as a group in front of the institutions. There were and are 

issues, however, that the institutional functionaries continue to deal individually with each 

aqueduct as a strategic way to not receive group denials. In addition to the formalization of 

these two discussion tables, the institutional functionaries were committed from this moment 

to do field visits to the communities for their training. This methodology started with the EAB, 

and the field training not only meant less time spent and less commutation for community 

representatives, but it also empowered them in their field. 

 

The Secretary of Habitat, the Formalization’s Head Leader 

 
"According to the Constitutional Court of Colombia, when the state cannot directly assume one of 
the public services, drinking water or aqueducts, it will have to provide that community with 
adequate means and create conditions for them to directly, and through their own means, to achieve 
the minimum satisfaction of their vital needs.”610 

 
This 1992 ruling was essential for the preparation of District Decree 552 of 2011, which 

responded to a series of popular initiatives in the district that, on the one hand, demanded 

environmental rights for the population in the south of Bogotá and, on the other, echoed ideas 

of popular initiatives as the referendum for water, which in 2009 was not welcome at a national 

level.  

Decree 552 was issued to support the community aqueducts in the health crisis occurred in 

the south of Bogotá when mercury was allegedly found in two of these supply systems at the 
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rural urban edge of the city. This decree regulated the operation of community aqueducts in the 

rural areas of the capital district with the support of the institutions in order to guarantee the 

supply of this population with potable water. It also recognized the importance of community 

aqueducts as organizers of the territory and administrators of the water in the context of 

peasant life. 

I will present as follows my ethnographic notes on a users assembly in the vereda Los 

Soches, where the Secretary of Habitat, represented by Alejandro Guarín who was fulfilling the 

mandates of Decree 552, presented its work as a supporting institution and the work of the 

administrative board of the community aqueduct Los Soches to the users assembly.  

On Sunday, February 1, 2015, I arrived at the Vereda Los Soches. I stayed in order to meet 

Maria Fanny Guerrero, the legal representative of the community aqueduct, at her home. From 

there we went by motorcycle to the old school of the vereda, where the Association of Users 

Los Soches Aqueduct organized the users assembly. Guerrero was an expert in dodging the gaps 

left by the dump trucks on the main road, whose quarries extract minerals for the construction 

industry and contaminate the water sources of the community aqueducts of Soches and 

Requilina. It was cold and in the surrounding mountains the morning mist still rose. When we 

arrived, we saw the Secretary of Habitat’s car, Alejandro Guarín, parked in front of the school. 

We entered and there several people from the community had already arrived, including users 

and subscribers, the treasurer Mauricio Villalobos the vocal Carmenza Cristancho, etc. People 

kept coming in while we arranged the chairs. Guarín arrived to greet the members of the board 

of directors and installed his computer and a video beam. The legal representative of the 

community aqueduct opened the session and presented the objective of the meeting, which 

was to present the progress made in the formalization process and explain how the fees and 

subsidies were organized to the Habitat official. The treasurer read the list of attendees and 

appointed the president of the assembly; since no one was running as the session’s secretary, I 

raised my hand and was left with the task of taking notes of the meeting. 
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Image 29: Users Assembly, CommunityAaqueduct of Vereda Los Soches, Mauricio Villalobos, Alejandro Guarín and 
Maria Fanny Guerrero. Photo. Autor. Bogotá, February 1, 2015. 

 

Guarín, the Habitat official, began his presentation by recounting the legislation that 

legitimized the work of the Secretary of Habitat, and that, in turn, was in compliance with the 

Development Plan of the Human Bogotá (Plan de Desarrollo de la Bogotá Humana) and Decree 

552 of 2011. He acknowledged the work of the administrative board of the community aqueduct 

Los Soches, highlighting the stability in the results of the IRCAS in the last months: "Nowadays, 

Los Soches is the best working aqueduct in Usme: it is the one with the most even water quality 

results in the last four months (...).” Quality, coverage and continuity in the provision of the 

drinking water service were the characteristics that the Secretary of Habitat promoted through 

the reforms in the formalization process. To fulfil these characteristics meant a change in the 

management boards’ organization, a change in their way of working. At the meeting, the 

discussion about the importance of punctual payment was introduced: since the formalization 

there were more fixed costs that had to be covered due to the control mechanisms that 

demanded this payment. 

The Secretary of Habitat is one of the most controversial institutional actors that support 

the community aqueducts of Bogotá. This institution began its work with the aqueducts after 

the creation of Decree 552 of 2011, taking a prominent role as the coordinator of the district 

support program. This process began during the administrative period of Clara López, who 

replaced Samuel Moreno, and continued with the administrative period of Gustavo Petro, called 

Bogotá Humana. The opinions regarding the strategies of the Secretary of Habitat, were divided 
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among the institutional and community groups. All actors agree that the Secretary was 

committed to fulfilling its goals, and yet the legitimization of these goals, and especially the 

methods, continued to be questioned by some of the actors. In this text, I will present the 

discourses of the Secretary of Habitat and their work motivations. I will focus on presenting the 

formalization program and its strategies. I highlight the conflicts, the image of the aqueducts 

with which they work and the relationship they have with the water that is distributed in the 

rural area of Usme. I collected this information through two interviews, one with Ángela 

Escarria, Deputy Director of Public Services at the Secretary of Habitat, and Alejandro Guarín, a 

scholar who works on commercial and financial strategies with the aqueducts at Usme. I also 

accompanied Guarín in work days where he advised the aqueducts’ administrative board 

members. 

The Public Services Subdirectory Office, in Spanish Subdirección de Servicios Públicos, of 

the Secretary of Habitat was in charge of coordinating the provision of public services with 

quality and continuity for each and every one of the district’s inhabitants. Thus, this office 

complied with the Mayor’s responsibility. The Secretary of Habitat should coordinate programs 

and projects with providers in order to guarantee the provision. The support program for 

community aqueducts was part of the efforts to overcome socio-spatial segregation by 

providing better public services in rural areas. So far, according to Ángela Escarria, Deputy 

Director of Public Services, the efforts had been concentrated in the urban area: 

 
"What the administrative boards [of community aqueducts] have is an adviser from the Secretary [of 
Habitat] to make advances in each of those steps that they follow to legalize themselves and be able 
to provide the service. For these reasons, their knowledge and their conviction of the benefit that the 
process is going to bring them are essential."611  
 

Along with the task of improving the habitability of rural areas, the Public Services 

Subdirectory Office must guarantee the rural community with the provision of water with 

quality and frequency, this following the rules that regulate the provision of water service and 

water quality. 

 
"We have been very clear with them [the community aqueducts]: this is a matter of improving the 
service provision for the users they are serving because it is our duty as a district. This is our 
competence we have to attend to, thus are the norms. We, as public officials, have to follow the 
rules."612 
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Formalization Stages and Strategies  

The formalization process undertaken by the Secretary of Habitat could be organized in five 

processes or stages: the diagnostic stage, the action plan on an existing framework, the 

recognition of the systems by a specialized sanitary engineer, the organizational advice, and the 

presentation in the users’ assembly. 

For Angela Escarria, the diagnosis as a first stage served to better understand the situation 

of community organizations in the provision of water service and thus to ensure that the service 

was being provided and the difficulties in the process being found. In an interview with Alejandro 

Guarín, he added that with the diagnosis, problems in the maintenance and operation of the 

supply systems were determined, but the organizational component was, however, not been 

taken into account. During the interview it was not specified if this information was obtained 

with the help of community actors, users, plumbers and members of the administrative board 

or through an expert team. 

For the second stage, the action plan, the Secretary of Habitat started with the existing legal 

framework and sought to clarify the minimum requirements that community aqueducts must 

meet in order to be formalized. For this purpose, a review of the legal framework was carried 

out, and a support team for the community aqueducts, who had to make a rigorous and 

continuous accompaniment, was created. Furthermore, following the stipulations of Law 142 of 

1994 and the regulation through Decree 552 of the 2011, the Secretary of Habitat organized 

monitoring committees. Thus, institutional officials became mediators between the legislation 

and the reality of community aqueducts and rural communities. 

 
"We thought, at the beginning, that the requisites were the water concession, the Chamber of 
Commerce registration, the registration in the Superintendence of Public Services and not more. But 
when we investigate at the moment of making an agreement to deliver subsidies to the community 
aqueduct, when making a contract between the state or the district and a third party, the third party 
must meet other conditions. They must have an independent legal status, a separate entity from the 
superintendence that is dedicated to monitor the public service as such, another entity must monitor 
the association, its organization and its way of associating and working. That is the legal status."613 
 

In Bogotá, the Mayor’s Supervision Office of Legal Persons granted legal status. 

 
"Then we saw the requirements, they [the control institutions] demanded a lot. [For example] They 
demanded that they [the administration board of the community aqueducts] had to show the reports 
of all the meetings of the users assemblies in order to have their Chamber of Commerce up to date, 
that they make annual management reports of the boards’ work that they did in that year. Apart 
from that, the financial statements are presented to the assembly so that they know where the 
economic resources that are collected with the tariff are being invested; and one that was extremely 
difficult, they had to have accounting since its foundation (...) There we reached a complicated point 
because most of the associations did not have their accounting. So, we had to resort there to each 
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association having an accountant to help them rebuild that accounting to submit that report to the 
Supervision Office of legal status and give us the certificate."614 
 

In addition to these formalization procedures before district and national control 

institutions, the aqueducts had to pay taxes. The Secretary of Habitat helped the aqueducts by 

making these inquiries online or by communicating directly with the institutions to expedite the 

procedures. 

 
"We did many consultations through electronic means and for other information we had to go 
directly to the entities and talk. I want to help the community aqueducts. We did not do it officially 
with a letter, but we tried to do it informally, without trying to receive rebates, and ask them what 
to do. And that information was transmitted to them [the administrative boards of community 
aqueducts]. We even went with the same aqueducts and legal representatives, who knew that they 
[the control institutions] would listen, and they saw what options they had regarding their need to 
stay up to date. We told the aqueducts to make a payment agreement in the case of debts: how 
much you can pay more or less monthly, or we do it every three months, as they [the control 
institutions] let it be done and we proceeded to do that.”615 
 

The third and fourth stage consisted of a technical, organizational and financial advisory by 

health engineers and an administrator. The former made a recognition of each of the community 

aqueducts’ infrastructures of the water supply systems and the second gave commercial and 

financial advice. The technical visits and the acceptance of these by the community aqueducts 

allowed the slow introduction of organizational consultancies through the familiarization with 

the team of the Secretary of Habitat. In this case, Alejandro Guarín was in charge of the 

organizational component. However, the management boards were skeptical about this 

component at first, until they were acquainted with the official and bonds of trust were created. 
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Image 30: Visit tour of the Engineer Giradú Cifuentes of the Secretary of Habitat. Photo. Autor. Bogotá, February 18, 
2015. 

"How was the cycle complemented? How was the circle closed to make the project viable? It was 
with the financial component. In order be practical, we include within the tariff the necessary costs 
so that the aqueduct works well. What are the necessary costs? The necessary costs are not imposed 
by anyone. This was the other problem, that we [were supposed to] impose the fee. We carry a guide 
of the basics that you must meet, that is: pay the plumber; that you have internet, because that is 
key now for the administrative part to be able to present the income tax return online, the Chamber 
of Commerce, everything comes through email. That is already today a necessary cost. In the 
construction of that rate, getting out of these costs, they became totally autonomous. Obviously with 
a guide from us."616 

 
The fifth stage was the presentation in the assembly. During the formalization process that 

the Habitat officials advanced with the administrative boards, especially with the legal 

representatives, the central decisions were not made in a representative manner, but rather in 

the users’ assemblies. The Secretary of Habitat’s team attended approx. 19 to 22 users’ 

assemblies between 2013 and 2014 in which the whole formalization and water supply 

processes were explained.617 Thus, based on the demands of the communities as well as the will 

and structure of a work team from the Secretary of Habitat, a support program was established 

for community aqueducts where their needs and knowledge were taken into account and they 

were recognized as actors capable of making decisions on its aqueduct as well as following the 

requirements of the legislation. 

The requirements that the aqueducts had to meet in the formalization process demanded 

a new form of organization. First, they have to train or contract external people to be able to 
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fulfill the formats asked for in the case of financial statements. There were also new tasks for 

the legal representative that obliged him to work more, and therefore the suggestion to change 

the voluntary nature of this position for it to become a remunerated one that compensates the 

amount of time invested.  

Strategies used by the Secretary of Habitat, such as frequent monitoring in order to 

generate customs and routines, were imposed disciplines questioned by some members of the 

administrative boards, users, the RETACO and institutional actors such as the EAB's Community 

Management team or the Ombudsman's Office. However, these were also routines that 

members of the community aqueducts adopted because they lent a feeling of change and 

improvement in their performance. 

The recognition of community aqueducts as legitimate actors in the water supply to rural 

areas and as organizations that should be strengthened and supported by district institutions, 

as part of the Secretary of Habitat’s goals, were achievements that directly benefitted the 

community. However, there were also conflicts in recognizing the communities’ knowledge and 

becoming legitimate actors that receive support. The requirements they had to meet in order 

to receive institutional support changed their organizational forms, practices and routines. 

As for individual consultancies that were, for instance, the response to the administration 

board’s demands for specific solutions to their problems, they were preferred by the Habitat 

officials. These strategies showed an ambiguous character supporting community aqueducts. 

For the Secretary of Habitat team, such strategies had good results because the skeptical ideas 

of certain members of the community aqueducts did not circulate, thus not affecting other 

community aqueducts. The individual consultancies also allowed the individual achievements of 

some aqueducts to be used by the institution to gain the participation of other aqueducts 

without further opinions or contradictions. 

 
“We [the functionaries of the Secretary of Habitat] try to have two or three examples [of success with 
community aqueducts] in order to show others that we could [help]. Since they are all very similar, 
you are going to see the structure, they are all very similar. And let's say, in 2013 we succeed with 
five aqueducts: three from Ciudad Bolívar and three from Usme. These examples were key to have a 
mirror for other aqueducts [and say]: ‘Look, they talk about subsidies, about the minimum vital, 
about rate of drinking water, about the IRCA.’ In the same IRCA meetings they hear: ‘Congratulation 
Aqueduct of Piedra Parada! Congratulations Aqueduct Chiguaza! Because they are the best. So, why 
can I not do it, too? I am similar, I charge more or less the same, why not?’ That helped us a lot.”618 
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Formalized Community Aqueducts  

The formalization process of Usme’s community aqueducts was based on the compliance with 

water quality standards established by a regulation, mainly Decree 1575 and Resolution 2115 of 

2007. The Public Services Supervision Office is understood as an institution that supports and 

advises these aqueducts in the process of formalization and improvement of water quality. The 

Secretary of Habitat has presented this process as successful because it has achieved the 

involvement of most community aqueducts in the formalization process, with some aqueducts 

more advanced than others and, most importantly, with some complying with water quality 

standards and almost all having improved their water quality.619 The latter compared to its status 

in 2011, when the report Local Health Diagnosis with Social Participation, in Spanish Diagnóstico 

local de salud con participación social. Localidad Usme620 by the Usme Hospital was published, 

and in which this comparison was stated and illustrated with a chart: 

 
"[M]ost of the monitored systems present impermissible values in the physicochemical and 
microbiological parameters. (...) and two of the systems present an average IRCA value above 80 
points, which indicates that they are sanitary inviable, six systems were rated with high IRCA (35.1 - 
80) and two more systems obtained an average level of IRCA. The information here indicates the 
terrible conditions of the water supplied for human consumption in the rural area of the town for the 
year 2008."621 

 
In more recent results, published by the same hospital, there was one aqueduct without 

risk, four with low risk, five with medium risk, and two with high and unfeasible risk for human 

consumption.622 

 
"And we [the functionaries of the Secretary of Habitat] tried to do a personalized job in which 
arguments where decisive, and not with the intention of pressuring [them], but with arguments to 
ensure that the [administrative] board and the aqueduct itself [the users] could be guided by its 
decision whether to follow the process we offer or to continue as they were so far working. We were 
also clear from the very beginning to try not to pressure, but yes, I know that this can be a way to do 
pressure [on administrative board and users], to tell them what happens if they continue down the 
road they came. That regulation may not reach them the following year, it might not reach a sanction 
or an investigation, or worse, remove them as suppliers. It may never come to them, but we make 
them understand what could happen if such sanctions were to come tomorrow, what could happen 
to them. They [the control institutions] make an improvement agreement, but if they do not meet 
the improvement, it comes to a research process; if they do not meet the improvement, it comes to 
a sanction process. If there are sanctions and they do not improve, there is a process of taking away 

                                                             
619  News published on June 27, 2013 on the website of the Habitat Secretary. Secretaría Distrital de Hábitat. “12 

acueductos comunitarios entregan agua a más de 2500 familias.” Accessed: August 10, 2016. 
http://www.habitatbogota.gov.co/index.php/noticias-servicios-publicos/1325-12-acueductos-comunitarios-
entregan-agua-potable-a-mas-de-2500-familias  

620  Hospital Usme, “Diagnóstico Local de Salud Con Participación Social, Localidad Usme.” 
621  Ibid. 
622  Hospital de Usme Nivel I, “Diagnóstico Local 2014” (Bogotá, 2016), 

http://www.saludcapital.gov.co/DSP/Diagnsticos distritales y 
locales/Local/2014/5_DiagnosticoLocal2014_Usme_12Abril2016.pdf. 
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the service provision that is completely normalized by Law 142. It is also justified as a breach to water 
quality standards.”623 
 

Together with the aqueduct service provision with water quality, a service that must be 

assured by the Secretary of Habitat, one of the important changes promoted by this institution 

through the formalization program, as Alejandro Guarín explained, was that community 

aqueducts should be companies with self-sufficiency or financial efficiency: in other words, that 

the operating costs are covered, and they not depend on institutional support. In this regard, 

the Director of Public Services stated: 

 
"But it is also a challenge for us that they understand that they can do many things on their own 
without the assistance of the state. That is part of the organization’s strengthening and I know that 
the term is not popular, but that they should become companies. They are companies with other 
purposes than what one commonly understands as a company because they have a major challenge 
and it is to be organized as a company. In the end, that company that we call community aqueduct, 
its purpose is to benefit the whole community. As long as they grow up to be strong actors, the 
community will have greater benefits. One of the important challenges is to understand that they are 
ready, that they have already overcome many stages in this process and that they can assume issues 
from now on alone.”624 
 

This poses a challenge because, on the one hand, the standards in water quality and 

organization that must be met are organization forms that require expert knowledge beyond 

the daily knowledge of the board of directors and operators of the community aqueducts. The 

later makes them depend on consultancies offered in support programs, thus legitimizing the 

intervention of the institutions and depreciating the work trajectories of community actors such 

as the members of the administrative board and plumbers. Consequently, standardization is one 

of the results of this process: "We as [the Secretary of] Habitat have a standard of what a 

prosecutor does: what a treasurer, an accountant does; what makes a mediator, (in Spanish) a 

vocal; each of them have specific functions and should comply with them."625 

 
"Let's say that the biggest challenge of them as an organization, I believe, is to strengthen themselves 
from the inside; that each of the users has an active participation, that each member of the board is 
aware of their role, too, because many [users] named me as mediator, named me treasurer, but they 
are not clear about what it means to have this role. Let's say that this is an important process that 
we will have to look at, how to strengthen them in the future; and the second is how to go forward 
in the basic requirements so that they can move forward in taking [the administration of] other 
services they need, services that today are needed in the area and we are sure that they can take 
over. But we know that this is a gradual process and the important thing is that they, as user 
assemblies, are really clear about the qualities of the leaders in whose hands they need to leave the 
administration of the aqueduct."626 

 

                                                             
623  Guarín, 2015. 
624  Escarria, 2015. 
625  Guarín, 2015. 
626  Escarria, 2015. 
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This characterization of the challenges that community aqueducts face within their 

organization due to lack of preparation of their members and lack of user participation has 

legitimized the institutions in determining the standards and forms of control of the community 

aqueducts’ organization and their water supply strategies. 

 
"One of the general parameters was that they [the administration board members] said: ‘No, but the 
plumber is the one who knows. Since he is the one who knows [how the water supply process 
functions], we cannot tell him to do this or that because he gets angry and then he scolds me.’ (...) 
What we did [to face such situations] is that each [administrative] board of each aqueduct can know 
its plant in such a way that it can be operated by anyone. How? Through a customized manual that 
is currently being executed by engineer Giradú [a Secretary of Habitat functionary]. He looks at the 
whole system again and puts it in plans. An outsourcing process is underway. A tender was made 
here at Habitat to manage where it is necessary to do topographic surveys, a modeling of special 
systems of how the water goes in the system. We opted for the key tools, a manual that indicates 
what must be done beginning with the tools needed to operate the system until the chlorine dosages. 
This, in case the plumber gets sick, or does not want to return, anyone can fill that work by reading 
it [the manual]. But we are aware that not everyone is going to read it and we have given the 
possibility that, if you are going to change your plumber for this or that reason, we will train them at 
your plant so that they fit. We have even made plans so that in each association there should be two 
or three substitute plumbers who can supply the need when required."627 

 
The role and work trajectory of local actors, such as the plumber or operator, has been 

questioned. The functionaries of the Secretary of Habitat have delegitimized the way local actors 

share knowledge through their presence and direct work, standardizing and consigning their 

activities and functions through manuals that seek in a given moment to separate the decision 

making process from experienced knowledge and personal work. 

 

In the future 

After concluding this stage of formalization, Habitat officials thought that support for 

community aqueducts had to continue in order to complete the sustainable cycle of water and 

that the administrative boards and operators of Usme’s community aqueducts needed to 

become central consultation actors in rural policies and water management as well as national 

references for similar cases. 

 
"It seems important to me that they become a national reference based on that experience they had. 
How have they come to this? Just as certain interest groups interact with the administration or with 
the state, community water systems can also become a very important interest group, especially with 
the juncture that we have in the drinking water and sanitation sectors, where policies are being 
generated to improve the provision of services in this area, where the role of community 
organizations is not visible. If you see the proposal of the development plan in the National 
Development Plan, you are thinking about how to improve the quality of drinking water and 
sanitation under business schemes, under regional schemes, but you don´t ever hear about the 
community organizations. There they [should] have an important role and I think it is a historical 
moment that they should take advantage of. There is a felt need for the state to improve water supply 
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systems. And here is an actor: we exist, we already showed that we can do it; keep me in mind in 
those public policies to improve the service, something that the district has already worked on."628 

 
Ensuring that wastewater is treated before reaching the water sources, this service, is left 

in the hands of the aqueduct service providers and is a point of discussion. In Decree 552 of 

2011, sewage service was one of the tasks left to community aqueducts. These organizations 

and some of the entities that supported them, such as officials from the Bogotá aqueduct and 

the Ombudsman's Office, were against this measure because the community aqueducts 

themselves, through their administrative boards, had already declared that they could not 

assume this task due to lack of infrastructure and budget. 

 
"Another thing that seems essential to me is that scale economies should work here in the future. 
The more subscribers united in the same association, the cheaper everything comes out. The service 
can be a little bit more efficient. Even more employment can be generated, so in some way that joint 
rural community water provision could be the future through the union of several aqueducts. We are 
going to do a pilot program in Ciudad Bolívar. Let's see how it works, without removing the autonomy 
of each region. Each region should feel autonomous with its system, but everything coordinated 
through a large umbrella that would encompass all of them. And that would achieve more efficient 
costs in administrative terms; a single account, not fifteen or ten. Well, they will have to pay more to 
an accountant, but in terms of sums it comes out better. (…) That is a project that we will present as 
an alternative. However, the aqueducts that follow this organization form, which we supported to 
build, are totally self-sufficient.”629 

 

Water Quality: at what cost? 

The formalization process carried out by the Secretary of Habitat with the community aqueducts 

suggests changes in four aspects of the water supplied by the community aqueducts. One of the 

central concepts and reference is the quality of water suitable for human consumption. Since 

2007, the institutions of the different orders (local, district, territorial and national) seem to 

clearly understand the characteristics of water suitable for human consumption according to 

National Decree 1575 of 2007. In both this decree, mandated by the President of the Republic, 

and in Resolution 2115 of 2007, issued by the Ministries of Social Protection and Environment, 

Housing and Territorial Development, the characteristics, basic instruments and frequencies of 

the so-called Control and Surveillance System for Quality of Water were stated. This legislation 

posed a change in the conception of water that community actors have. 

In this section, I present the conflicts between what is meant by water quality, determined 

by the various activities and water qualities used by the communities in rural areas, and the 

normative definition that the institutions, in this case, the functionaries of the Secretary of 
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Habitat, have and how these conflicts appear in the community aqueducts’ formalization 

process, encouraged by the Secretary of Habitat. 

 
"Some presidents in some aqueducts even discussed why they [the institutions] did not scale down 
the water quality requirement used in urban contexts. [This would mean to] Allow rural drinking 
water to have more coliforms. We tried to explain that a person of the urban area is exactly like a 
person of the rural area: they have the same rights, they must have the same water. In both contexts 
the same water quality should be met."630 
 

This has been one of the main conflicts since the beginning of the institutional support to 

community aqueducts. The institutions are based on an urban conception of water for human 

consumption, regulated by the norms already mentioned. Whereas for the peasants, in their 

daily experience, drinking water is one of the types of water, next to waters from other sources 

with other characteristics, cooking and personal hygiene are only two types of consumption next 

to rural uses of water for agriculture, animal care and cleaning. Thus, it is very recurrent to find 

community actors that use nearby sources, natural wells, rain water or the water from the 

washing machine for agriculture and the household. They normally use drinking water from 

community aqueducts for their washing machines and human consumption. There are also 

people, who based on their experiences, reject water treated with chlorine631 for human 

consumption and use it only for the washing machine and not for cooking 

The second point of conflict, where the different relationships to water becomes evident, 

is the cost of water treatment or the commodification of water. 

 
"Then it turns central to understand what it means to commodify water. Water, as we all know, water 
belongs to everyone, water is free. If you take a little glass or a jar in a ravine, that water belongs to 
everyone. No one can tell you [that] you have to pay for that water. And so, we began to explain in 
the technical component the work needed to bring that water home, and it [the work needed], so 
that at the moment someone needs it [drinking water], it is safe and available."632 
 

For Alejandro Guarín, in the case of formalized community aqueducts, one cannot speak of 

the commodification of water because there are no gains for third parties. However, for certain 

community actors, regardless of whether there are profits or not, having to pay for a service 

that, before the formalization process, was delivered by community organizations based on 

solidarity and voluntary work is a big change. The formalization process demands more work for 

the administrative boards and for the workers, making it unfeasible for them to do it parallel to 

the activities that ensure their sustenance; therefore, new positions, such as an accountant, are 

needed. These new tasks, positions and costs change the organization form as well as the 
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631  The drinking water treatment in the rurality of Bogotá is based on chlorine. 
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character of the community aqueducts and their relation to water, that is, the relation of the 

administration board members, other workers and the users. 

For the Secretary of Habitat, the formalization process aims to guarantee not only the 

remuneration for the treatment and transport of drinkable water, but also the sustainability of 

the resource. Charges must be made for the quantified consumption of water in order to avoid 

wasting the water resource. 

 
"Unfortunately, in the society we live in, you don’t appreciate things until someone charges you for 
what they are worth. In the visits we made to the field, we soon saw - and what happens with this 
ravine? – That someone leaves the water tap all day open for the cows. Imagine that waste of water 
and water that had been treated, had been chlorinated; this is not fair. That was another paradigm 
we tried to handle."633 

 
Thus, the Secretary of Habitat cultivates the appreciation of justice among the community, 

promoting the awareness of individual consumption and non-fixed rates. 

 
“Another issue that was very complicated was that almost seventy percent of the aqueducts charged 
a fixed fee, regardless of what you consumed. People were used to pay eleven thousand pesos, seven 
thousand pesos, eight thousand pesos, but nobody can come tell me why I do not lock the water tap. 
We began a process to gain awareness in the same [users] assemblies; if the energy service and other 
services were paid for consumption, this [water supply] too. (…) From that moment on, we follow the 
regulations that have to do with aqueduct tariffs and that are based on two components that are the 
fixed charge [relative to the service access] and the charge for consumption.”634 

 
The formalization process establishes a different organization form in which the 

administration board, an accountant and an operator must work to comply with the institutional 

control structure. The costs of this new structure are covered by the users and by subsidies 

provided by the institutions. 

 
"In the same Public Services Law there is a great tool that are the subsidies of public services. We 
unite and complete the circle with the subsidies and a very important measure that works in Bogotá: 
the vital minimum. These are direct benefits, which decrease the payments users or subscribers have 
to make for their aqueduct bill. Let's say that the rate in legal terms is one for every person; there is 
no discrimination in the rate for stratum635 six, it is the same rate, the same cost of the service is for 
stratum 6 or 1. What applies here is a subsidies law that was complemented with solidarity funds 
and a redistribution of income. Fortunately, in Bogotá, this fund has been in operation since the 
beginning of the 2000s and works for all sewage and sanitation services in the urban area of Bogotá. 
For its [subsidies law] application to the rural area, some twists were necessary, but it was possible 
through the coordination of entities with the Secretary of Finances, which is the one that has the 
money and manages the solidarity and income redistribution fund. That was exactly at the end of 
2012. Starting from the base that the community aqueducts complied with the regulations required 
for subsidies. They can be given, they cannot be denied."636 

                                                             
633  Guarín, 2015. 
634  Guarín, 2015. 
635  The socioeconomic strata stratum in Colombia classify the city’s population in 6 clusters from 1 to 6, being 1 the 

lowest socio economic stratum, 2 and 3 lower stratum or low class, 4 corresponds to the middle class, 5 and 6 
to higher stratum and the high class. 

636  Guarín, 2015. 
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Relational Strategies 

Faced with the team strategies of the Secretary of Habitat, different reactions can be found in 

the administrative boards and among the operators of the community aqueducts. In the analysis 

of their strategies, I found four relational strategies in which adaptive dynamics allow dialogue 

or negotiations, and where power relations are destabilized, and forms of legitimation are 

transformed. Based on this reflection I follow Charles Tilly’s approaches, who recommends 

mapping the top-down and bottom-up strategies in detail and looking for dynamics that show 

imbalances in power relations between actors. Along with polyvalent performances, 

adaptations and improvisation,637 I find the following relational dynamics in the strategies of the 

Secretary of Habitat: understanding positions of vulnerability, translation, change based on 

criticism, individual consultancies, and following ‘the open door,’ which means introducing new 

aspects from an accepted one.  

The main statement made by other institutions of the Secretary of Habitat’s work is a 

criticism to the way they adhere to the norms, and this is actually part of the discourse that the 

Secretary of Habitat functionaries give of their institution and their work. However, as a 

participant, my observations regarding the secretary’s work journeys and in conversation with 

Ángela Escarria and Alejandro Guarín, it became clear that two of its main strategies is to adapt 

the rules to the needs of community aqueducts in the process of formalization, and to recognize 

these community organizations as legitimate actors in water supply. As an example of the latter, 

it is expected that in order to continue with the formalization process, the legal way of delivering 

macro meters to community aqueducts is to be sought through contribution under condition: 

 
“The law was modified and gave the option for municipalities or public entities to provide goods or 
rights to domiciliary public service companies, as long as that contribution is not included in the rate. 
Look, for example, it [this change in the law] gave us the possibility, in the case of delivering a good, 
to deliver macro-meters. (…) That this cannot be done. No, we look for some rules, laws, let's look for 
ways, because we have to do it, because they need it. We do not accept that the law does not allow 
it."638 
 

Alejandro Guarín, an official of the Secretary of Habitat in charge of organizational, financial 

and commercial support, talks about his way of working and how to take into account the 

personal situation of the members of the administrative boards: 

 
"And they were right, of course: if you have not had an obligation in your entire life, when you first 
get there first, it is anguish. Am I doing well? Am I selling my community? Am I getting the community 
into trouble? Is this going to be a problem? There are many anguishes that force us to make that 
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relationship [with the community actors] really trustworthy. If there is no trust, I think this wouldn’t 
have work. We would be in the same stadium as we were two years ago."639 

 
Another relational strategy arises to face the immeasurable difference between the two 

actors’ vocabularies: on the one hand, that of the operators and board administrators of the 

community aqueducts; and, on the other hand, the vocabulary of the formats for the 

formalization in the face of the Superintendence of Public Services. The Secretary of Habitat 

team understands the inconvenience and thus becomes, first, a translator of the financial terms 

for the aqueducts and, second, translates or adapts the needs and information of the 

community aqueducts to these formats: "Then we try to translate a little bit: ‘Look, here they 

refer to ‘semovientes:’ if you have a horse, or fungibles means light bulbs.’ A plan was done, a 

balance; costs that are understandable to them were built little by little. What did we do next? 

We place it in the accounting plan."640 

The strategy above is relational because of the positions of the actors seek to adapt to one 

another. However, there is a use of power by the Superintendence, which imposes terms and a 

certain format to present the information; thus, the community aqueducts were put in a 

vulnerable position because they depended on officials of the Secretary of Habitat to carry out 

their procedures as a community aqueduct. In this sense, this translation legitimized the work 

of the Habitat officials and subtracted autonomy from the community actors. It could also be 

said from this analysis that the Secretary of Habitat officials became part of the community 

aqueduct as they completed in their translation they complete the format in order to comply 

with the requirements that legitimize community aqueducts as providers of drinking water. 

Responding to the demands of the community who asked the institutions to visit the field 

in order to understand the real problems of the population before taking decisions or generating 

programs and strategies, the officials of the Secretary of Habitat went to the territory to respond 

to the consultancies of all the community aqueducts in Usme. This strategy failed completely. 

The skepticism regarding some of the Secretary’s explanations turned into an avalanche of 

criticism as the community members started to support each other. The functionaries of the 

Secretary of Habitat changed group consultations to individual advice and specific assistance. 

On the one hand, this strategy satisfied the needs of community aqueducts and, on the other, 

avoided group confrontations. 

Another strategy used by officials of the Secretary of Habitat was to introduce little-

accepted strategies such as organizational advice in relation to already accepted technical 
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advice. As explained earlier by Alejandro Guarín, in order to introduce the administrative 

programs, they took advantage of the technical advice’s context of acceptance. 

 

Conflicts 

The conflicts with the community in relation to the work strategies of the Secretary of Habitat 

and its aim to formalize the community aqueducts can be synthesized as follows: first, problems 

surface in the diagnostic stage when communities remain skeptical about the arrival of new 

institutional actors doing studies and feel over diagnosed. However, despite the communities’ 

rejection, the studies were carried out as planned by the institution. 

 
"That stage was one of the hardest, because one of the complaints of the organized communities is 
that they were over diagnosed. That there had already been a diagnosis by ACODAL,641 that the 
aqueduct company [EAB] had already come, that here we already know what we need, OK? Also, the 
same communities, by their own expertise, know what is failing in each aqueduct. But nevertheless, 
after having received those studies, we tried to update them, because some time has already passed 
since we started the process; technical visits, in which the parameters were established and what 
was needed was updated, [the parameters] were generated in the field. Sometimes more things were 
needed than what was said there [in the reports] and other issues had already been solved."642 
 

In addition to the former, there was disagreement with the intention to strengthen 

community aqueducts laid out in the Development Plan of the Mayor Gustavo Petro. The 

administrative boards and other officials of the community aqueducts understood that the 

funds allocated for the Community Aqueducts Strengthening Project643 in the development 

plan’s budget were to be directly invested. Thus, with the funds’ distribution among the 

community aqueducts. The assembly and the board of directors would determine how to invest 

it. But this was, unfortunately, not the case: these funds were available for the Secretary of 

Habitat and other district institutions to advance their programs and fulfill their goals. The 

institutions determined how and where the budget was invested. 

 
“In terms of state contracts, you cannot give the money to a person [and say]: ‘Look, take this money 
so that you can improve yourself.’ No. Either you [as institution] must directly do what is needed or 
you [as organized community] must win the tender. They thought they were going to receive that 
money [directly]: ‘With that money I do this, and this is not bad for us.’(…) They have an expertise, 

                                                             
641  Asociación Colombiana de Ingeniería Sanitaria y Ambiental, Colombian Association of Sanitary and 

Environmental Engineering. 
642  Guarín, 2015. 
643  The second priority program of the Development Plan, in Spanish Plan de Desarrollo, Bogotá Humana (2012-

2016) in his 16th Article Programa ruralidad humana, states the revitalization of the rural habitat and the: "(...) 
improvement of peasant housing and the enablement of provision of services in population centres and rural 
minor settlements, where the [community] aqueducts will be strengthened and technically improved in order to 
offer a better quality to the rural inhabitants."Adminitración Distrital Gustavo Petro, “Plan de Desarrollo Bogotá 
Humana (2012-2016)” (Bogotá, 2012), http://idrd.gov.co/sitio/idrd/Documentos/PLAN-DESARROLLO2012-
2016.pdf. 
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but legally and practically it was not feasible for us to give them [the administration board] the 
funds.”644 
 

There were also conflicts between the institutions supporting community aqueducts with 

the entry of the Secretary of Habitat to the support team and with the entry into operation of 

Decree 552 of 2011. The institutions also exhibited power dynamics where the legitimacy of 

being the institution that made the best technical or administrative advice was negotiated. By 

arguing that the current strategies were better than the past ones and distancing one’s own 

position from previous procedures criticized by community and institutional actors an open door 

was found for forthcoming strategies and programs. 

In comparison to other institutions, the Secretary of Habitat built its legitimacy through the 

formalization process. The Secretary seeks to differentiate itself from the strategies previously 

advanced by institutions such as the EAB or CAR, doing visits more frequently and emphasizing 

organizational advice. 

 
"There is a moment when there is an experience of jealousy because the aqueduct of Bogotá [EAB] 
ran this process in a different way, [with] less frequent [visits]. I think frequency is the key. They had 
also run it mainly from the technical side. They never looked at the organizational part. And I think 
that that was the breaking point and the difference: [without the latter] it started to work a little 
because your water intake might get fixed and work, but if you do not do the right maintenance after 
two years you face the same issue."645 

 
During many of the visits I made to the institutions, I could see how the management 

boards and the operators were often confused by contrary positions in the diagnoses or 

solutions provided by the officials of different entities. Thus, in Chiguaza, there was a conflict 

over the need to install a macro-meter. Habitat required a second macro-meter to be installed 

before the treatment plant in order to know how much water was entering. The operator of the 

community aqueduct did not agree with the measure and consulted the EAB engineers for a 

second diagnosis who, in turn, agreed with the plumber about the precautions of installing a 

macro-meter at that height of the pipeline. José Cechagua explains that they did not have an 

overflow tank, thus more water than could and should be treated entered the plant. The macro-

meter’s diagnoses could cause the aqueduct problems with the CAR because the water 

concession was surely given for a lower flow. 
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Materialities, Flowing Towards New Organizing Forms 

Water’s materiality is central to the relationship between community actors and institutional 

actors in the rural water supply. During this period, this materiality was expressed in the waters’ 

pollution that motivated the population’s claims and state interventions through institutions 

such as the Ombudsman’s Office. Water’s materiality was subject to technical advisory 

processes, intake processes and the delivery of IRCA results. The interactions between the 

officials of the Secretary of Habitat, the aqueducts’ administrative board members, their users 

and the water are also determined by non- human actors646 such as hydraulic modeling, macro 

meters, cost formats and tariffs. Such interactions were based on different experiences, 

different views of reality and, of course, on contradictions between the actors’ positions. Thus, 

for the population of Usme and Ciudad Bolívar, the water’s contamination caused by the 

presence and collapse of the Doña Juana dump as well as legal and illegal mining was an 

institutional responsibility. The state had failed to control the environmental consequences of 

these companies’ work, whereas for some control institutions, the results of contaminated 

water were the expression of the community organizations’ inability to supply the population 

with quality water. 

These interactions were also mediated by technologies that reaffirmed hegemonic power 

relations, where institutional engineers from the EAB and the Secretary of Habitat assisted the 

plumbers in the revision of the supply system’s infrastructure, thus legitimizing institutional 

power and expert knowledge. In the case of the Secretary of Habitat’s interactions and modeling 

of the system, the latter was developed in a printed and digital format left to the users’ 

associations and thus facilitating the arrival of new technical advisors to the community 

aqueducts. This modeling changed the structural organization of the community aqueducts as 

well as their organizing practices because it suggested that the water treatment process was no 

longer dependent on the plumber who took the training and that anyone reading the manual 

provided by the Secretary of Habitat could assume such role. In this case, the plumbers, their 

performances, experiences and individual knowledge, lost their legitimacy thanks to this new 

tool. 

 
"There are two central tools, which we reached with the Secretary of Habitat’s team, or we think [the 
functionaries of the Secretary of Habitat] we should help with two instruments that the law requires. 
The first one is the hydraulic modeling of the aqueduct that allows an intervention within the 
aqueduct itself whenever wanted, a technical intervention. With that modeling, an engineer can say: 
‘Here we can install another storage tank and on which side can we do it?’ (…) Then it’s a tool for 
decision making and the improvement of the aqueduct what’s central. Each aqueduct has now its 
modeling and its topographic survey. This was done through an external contract that was tendered 
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by [the Secretary of Habitat]. And then they [the community aqueducts] will be left with their 
operation manual, and their modeling for future interventions."647 
 

This strategy of institutional legitimation through the introduction of a model developed by 

the expert knowledge of engineers took power away from administrative board members and 

operators, diminishing their influence and control over their organization form during the water 

supply process: it decreased their authority to make direct decisions over the administration of 

infrastructures and natural resources. The introduction of a hydraulic model brought in an 

instrument other than local knowledge that made possible for anyone who obtained this 

information to take informed decisions. Without regulations in this regard, the question 

remained: what would be the criterion and mechanism for a legitimated decision-making 

process that for now lied in the assemblies of users’ consensus, the plumbers and the 

administration board members’ experience? 

The macro-meter was another tool introduced in the formalization process of community 

aqueducts by the Secretary of Habitat: 

 
"There is a shortcoming that is essential to establish the rate of water the aqueduct can make 
drinkable. None of these plants, or the majority of them, did not have its macro-meter, which is the 
needed instrument. A purchase has been made here in [the Secretary of] Habitat and they are being 
delivered as a contribution under the condition that it is a special figure in public services so that they 
can operate it and that the state or district in this case provides that good to improve the system.”648 
 

A water that is measurable, that is “countable,” changes the sense and the properties of 

the water that the community aqueducts supplied until this formalization process. The users 

paid to receive water in their homes. After the formalization process, intake, purification and 

distribution services were paid, complying with institutionalized quality and organization 

standards. These regulations determined the characteristics of water in terms of water quality 

and control mechanisms that accounted the consumed water. Part of this organization form 

demanded the collection of fees for an individual consumption: 

 
"And the last fundamental tool, besides the costs already explained, is a specific model called Study 
of Costs and Rates required by the law, which is a document that all providers should have and that 
is not only done by calculating costs. 90% [of the document] is based on that but it has to follow a 
special format. It has to be charged by the Superintendence, thus from [the Secretary of] Habitat we 
contracted the necessary elements for the elaboration of a tariff study. The document with the study 
of costs and tariffs will be left to them [each administrative board] so they can see where those costs 
came from and why that tariff was left, and they can show it [to the control institutions] when the 
law requires it. We hired a consulting company that works on our results, the costs of each of them, 
and puts them in a special format and leaves them ready for them to be legal in front of the law."649 
 

                                                             
647  Guarín, 2015. 
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Thus, on the one hand, the introduction of technologies such as macro-measuring, water 

quality assessment processes, coverage and continuity of supply based on standards has 

legitimized hegemonic power relations in which institutions and their authority impose and 

determine the organization forms and forms of control; on the other hand, it is necessary to 

question whether it is possible to build a rural water supply in the same terms and according to 

the same urban standards of quality, coverage and continuity, even though community 

aqueducts do not have the same technologies or relationships with water sources and the 

territory. 

 

Personal Trajectories 

The changes in the water supply of Usme’s rural community and in the tasks of the institutional- 

and community actors have depended, to a large extent, on the officials’ trajectories. In their 

vital trajectories, they have established multiple relations with the territory of Usme, with water 

or with communities that question the one-dimensional relationships suggested by norms and 

functions. 

Zaida Navarro has lived in Ciudad Bolívar, is trained as an environmental administrator and 

works in the social management of the Doña Juana landfill as a contractor from the UAESP (the 

Public Services Administrative Unit, in Spanish Unidad Administrativa de Servicios Públicos), thus 

establishing a link with the territory of Ciudad Bolívar and Usme.650 After working in the 

Ombudsman's Office and with community aqueducts, she became close friends with people who 

work in the administrative boards and the territorial networks of the community aqueducts, 

RETACO. These multiple connections strengthen her engagement with the community 

aqueducts’ aims and tasks.  

The EAB’s change of mentality has also occurred in the interactions and trajectories of 

individual member. Thus, it is important to highlight that Myriam Mejía, a community 

management officer, is central to the relationship that exists today between the EAB and 

community aqueducts, that she has a long history in this territory as well as strong connections 

to the communities of Usme and the local water sources: 

 
"My process there was to organize the communities block by block; we organized them so that they, 
if necessary, gave their own labor force with the idea that the aqueduct would be installed. (...) We 
did a great job and also with leaders, reinserted leaders.651 The process was hard, but also very nice 
because, in addition, the idea was to take the participating communities to the springs of local 
brooks. So we worked on Saturdays and Sundays to take them and we got buses. That's why I say 

                                                             
650  Navarro, 2016. 
651  Exguerrilla or exparamilitary fighters that were reincorporated to civil society. The reinsertion programs work 

normally in marginalized territories such as Usme and Ciudad Bolívar. 
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that there is nothing in the company, but at that moment [when you engage with a project] we got 
transport and we took the neighborhood community group, about 30 people, in each bus; sometimes 
we got two buses and we would take the group to see the Regadera dam. With them we started 
doing some workshops, asking where the water came from (…) the prize for them was to be taken on 
a trip. For me and the aqueduct [the EAB], the aim was not to go walking, but it was the awareness. 
It was a very nice experience with the community and the empowerment for the community."652 
 

 

Conflicts and Difficulties 

The work of the Ombudsman's Office portrays very well through its work with communities and 

with community organizations such as RETACO the conflictive aspects found in the field. These 

conflicts are known by the institutions, who not only receive first-hand complaints from the 

administrative boards and users of the aqueducts, but also have access to the Ombudsman's 

Office reports. 

Based on my field work, the interviews with representatives of RETACO and the 

Ombudsman's Office report of community aqueducts, I expose the following conflicts found: 

- The responsibility given in Decree 552 of 2011 to the community aqueducts for the 

collection of solid waste and wastewater, a task that the communities have often rejected 

due to a lack of technological and economic capacities. 

- The formalization process, according to Law 142 of 1994 and the Superintendence of 

Public Services as a control institution, that does not recognize community water 

management. 

- The operating parameters elaborated by urban and municipal scope companies. 

- Lack of knowledge about the rurality and the needs of their inhabitants in the 

departmental water plans and in the Conpes 3810. 

With the entry into operation of Decree 552 of 2011, different conflicts arose, on the one 

hand, with the community and, on the other hand, between institutions. 

 
"Well, the work with the veredales aqueducts at the beginning had not been easy. Why? Because the 
communities, when they do not have clarity about the CAR’s competence, this generates suddenly a 
conflic, because the communities are always shielded in front of the authorities, because they think 
that we are going to sanction or punish them, and also remove the aqueducts from them."653 

 
One of the most essential conflicts ensued with the water concession requesting norm 

before the CAR. For community aqueducts, this has been since the beginning a central issue 

because, according to the territory’s inhabitants, the water belongs to them. For the CAR, the 

justification for the norm is the protection of community uses against other uses, actors and 
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653  Montes, Alix. Interviewed by Arrieta, Marcela. Semi-structured Interview. Bogotá February 20, 2015. 
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interests. Institutional and community actors mention that if the aqueducts do not comply with 

the existing regulatory legislation, they will be privatized to the extent that a private provider 

will assume its work: 

 
"This has not been understood by many aqueducts. Usme is very good at that, because Usme is one 
of the most organized localities, as well as Ciudad Bolívar. The rurality of the district is very well 
organized. Well then, when they started talking about the departmental water plans, we had a 
problem. It was that we were notified that, with the departmental water plans whoever [in this case, 
the community aqueduct] fails to comply with the requirements, [will be intervened], and an outsider 
[an outside service provider] enters and manages his resource."654 

 
There is also doubt surrounding the right scope of the administration’s standardization and 

the technical processes of water purification, which can facilitate and support the aqueducts’ 

sale through transparent finances and organization structures.655 

Despite the institutional acknowledgement and support for community aqueducts and 

networks such as RETACO, Zaida Navarro thinks that community aqueduct allies let go an 

important opportunity to reach their goals with, for example, the issue of a special policy for 

these organizations during the government of Gustavo Petro.656 Navarro questions that the 

Secretary of Habitat’s lack of dialogue with RETACO, rejecting its trajectory for the construction 

of Decree 552 of 2011.  

Such processes have often been truncated due to the lack of support from the communities 

to their aqueducts: 

 
"Organize the house! We are talking with the aqueducts, but I think that community administration 
is not only the legal representative, the prosecutor, the treasurer; but that there should be a social 
base behind them, yes! There are some communities that are supposed to be working under a joint 
administration; there are some processes that I have developed, that come behind this figure of the 
legal representative. And he is not a legal representative slipping, and slipping, tired, alone. This is 
another issue, which the network [RETACO] should support, and the same legal representatives and 
the same institutions, but no! It's as if community water management and the community aqueducts 
were a mirage, an illusion. As if it had already passed to the history of how it was formed. Now we 
go to the reality, and they are three people, not in all aqueducts. But these are felt issues."657 

 
The lack of support from the communities thus calls into question the strength of 

community aqueducts as water supply organizations in the rurality and as a solution for the near 

future, as well as in the medium and long term. In an interview with Zaida Navarro, she also 

questioned the continuity in the advances made in the National Community Aqueduct Congress, 

in Spanish Congreso Nacional de Acueductos Comunitarios. Another difficulty in the evaluation 
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655  Borda, Rafael. Interviewed by Aya, Diana, Chenut, Philippe and Lulle, Thierry. Semi-structured Interview. Bogotá 

March 14, 2016. 
656  Navarro, 2016. 
657  Navarro, 2016. 
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of the institutional performance supporting community aqueducts is the fact that the 

Ombudsman's Office does not have a formal monitoring system with a database for the 

strategies and programs of the institutions. 

The coordination of time periods brings other difficulties to the cooperation between 

communities and institutions. Thus, time periods for the community aqueducts’ water supply 

processes are not the same for the institutional work. The latter refers to daily schedules but 

also to the continuity in the work of a community representative or institutional functionaries. 

 
"Not only with the district periods have we had difficulties when there is a change of personnel. We 
always have to start from zero because, in the case of the Corporation [CAR], I have always been the 
one who has been there. The memory is here, in the files. But in the case of the other institution, 
when they change the staff, there is no such process to be informed. Look, this contractor arrives but 
you continue with this; no, you know that at that level of contracting, you work with products. But 
with this administration we have to say it, we have achieved to we remain the same, and there is a 
guarantor.”658 
 

Zaida Navarro also contributes with an example of the latter issue: for her, specifically, the 

local administrations or local mayor's offices are central actors with less continuity. This turns 

into a lack of knowledge about the processes in which they take part that truncates the progress 

of community aqueducts.659 

Myriam Mejía, as an EAB official, sees it as her task to support the community aqueducts in 

their strengthening so that they can defend their forms of organization against the formalization 

that the Secretary of Habitat and the Mayor's Office lead, also in front of what could be called 

corruption or conflict of interest. 

 
"Last year we supported the aqueducts so that they could fight for their [economic] resources. They 
wanted to do it very institutionally, not the aqueducts, but the Mayor’s Office with [the Secretary of] 
Habitat. They wanted the resources to be applied where they [the Mayor's Office and the Secretary 
of Habitat] determined it. And then they [the communities] did it with the aqueduct company [EAB]: 
we had made some trips to see what was missing, and [with those results] we determined some 
budgets. Now Habitat says that they are the ones who did it [the budgets] and that they are the ones 
that can pass it [the budget] to the Mayor and that what they [the Secretary of Habitat] suggest has 
to be done."660 
 
"They [Usme’s Local Administration Office] had said that they were going to lend one thousand two 
hundred million pesos, but they leave only seven hundred and fifty million pesos. And that's because 
they [the community representatives] went and talked to them [the local council of Usme]. And we 
could inform them: ‘Look, go that day [the day in which the local administration, local mayor and the 
local council discussed the budget]. And because there are also friends working as councilors.’ (…) 
Then you could see that the accompaniment is necessary to the aqueducts in the technical, the 
political, the social component.”661 
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Some civil servants speak of corruption, others of formalization processes or norms that, 

according to a political motivation, do not want to favor the development of the aqueducts. 

These officials cannot sustain these versions personally, but it is important to take them into 

account as arguments in the conflict. 

 

Conclusions 

Modern ideals are questioned through the interactions between institutional functionaries and 

community actors when the first ones, in their everyday practices, realize that the water needs 

of the rural population transcend human consumption. The EAB and the Ombudsman’s Office 

officials, due to their life trajectories, expert knowledge and experiences with water, territory 

and population, have an understanding of water and a broad water supply which allows them 

to take distance and be critical of previous phases of the state’s intervention and qualify them 

as insufficient or wrong. The EAB and the Ombudsman’s Office officials’ positions support the 

criticism from community actors and recognize that their needs and knowledge were not 

considered. This position, possible due to its links to water, territory and population, makes 

them question modern models that place in the expert knowledge of engineers and institutions 

the ideals of water supply, and thus turn themselves into critical subjects capable of establishing 

links with the population to establish forms of supply closer to their needs. These functionaries 

recognize community actors as subjects with the right to be supplied, but also capable of making 

decisions and taking care of their supply with institutional cooperation. 

The EAB officials are also critical of the few resources available to them as an institution in 

time to advice plumbers and members of the administration board, and on material resources 

that are to be invested in the needs of the aqueducts. This analysis and its link to the 

communities motivated the EAB functionaries to use their connections with other actors, such 

as movements and social organizations, academia and other institutions in order to create 

associations in projects with extra economic resources and other expertise for their support 

programs, as in the case of the project supported by Colciencias, Water Territories and Learning 

Networks. However, despite this awareness, both EAB and the Secretary of Habitat functionaries 

continue to see a precarious situation in the conditions of the rural population that must be 

overcome with the participation of the community aqueducts, their representatives and users 

in training, formalization and water treatment processes that, nevertheless, fragment the rural 

population between those who advance, cooperate and obtain good results, and those who do 

not advance; that is, those who cooperate but do not achieve good results, and those who are 

not interested in participating. 
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The function of the Ombudsman's Office was to establish a communication channel 

between institutions, legislation and community actors. As part of their diagnoses, the 

testimonies of the community were taken, and thus the community position was legitimized 

while supporting their criticism to the institutions. It becomes clear that after Decree 552 of 

2011, institutions such as the Secretary of Habitat continued to consider urban models and 

sustainability ideals, in this case, to demand garbage collection and sewage treatment, and do 

not review the actual conditions of these organizations. Community aqueducts do not have 

enough resources, technical or organizational capacities to comply with this requirement. 

Based on my participant observation and the interviews where I could analyze the daily 

activities of the community and institutional actors, it can be seen how, beyond the 

characterizations of rurality, Usme’s reality is constructed in its own terms in an actor network 

with local and district institutions creating forms of organization for the supply of water. 

According to the populations’ demands regarding Decree 552 of 2011, institutional officials, 

such as those from the Secretary of Habitat, not only assumed their task of supporting 

community aqueducts, but with the responsibility of guaranteeing a quality supply to users, they 

addressed them in spaces such as the assembly of users to present the efforts of the 

administration board and plumbers of community aqueducts, who cooperated with the 

institutions and their formalization process, rates, subsidies and water quality control. In this 

way, and through the institutional authority, the representatives of community organizations 

are being supported and legitimated in front of their community. Therefore, a direct link is 

created between the population and the institutions based on rights and duties, which I 

understand as citizenship. 

Through the action plan, the officials of the Secretary of Habitat have brought the 

legislation closer to the needs of the population, simplifying the contents, making a rigorous 

accompaniment, recognizing knowledge gaps, and thus being mediators between community 

actors and other institutions. Technical advice legitimates expert knowledge, which in turns 

reaffirms hegemonic power relations where the state regulates and controls. However, this 

technical advice is given in situ, approaching the conceptions and observations of local actors. 

Thus, there is a dialogue of knowledge, a translation of expert knowledge and recognition of 

local observations and expertise. The frequency and duration of the consultancies have 

generated bonds of trust. Similarly, tariff models and tariffs have imposed an organizational 

form on behalf of the institutions while at the same time being flexible and seeking to adapt to 

the operating model of a specific community aqueduct. 

In the case of IRCA evaluations, which aim is to improve water quality and the plumbers 

work, allows us to see the central role of water and its material characteristics in the 
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consolidation of relations between institutional and community actors. First, the imposition of 

a standard in the evaluation of the IRCA legitimizes a hegemonic power relationship. And 

second, the good or bad results in the IRCA evaluation positions the aqueduct as advanced or 

backward, thus reconstructing modern classifications. However, the permanent advice to 

aqueducts with good and bad results questions the advanced vs. backward hegemonic 

classification and gives the opportunity to plumbers and administrative boards to keep their 

pace in the process of improvement. In other words, there is flexibility and adaptation on the 

side of the institution to community organization rhythms. 

Today, EAB officials have more than a relationship of service and control of the community. 

Officials are part of research groups that seek to deepen the importance and needs of 

community aqueducts in order to strengthen them as suppliers and organizers of their territory. 

Thus, EAB officials question hierarchies of expertise. 

Institutional functionaries tend to identify the current problems of community aqueducts 

by taking into account leaders’ and plumbers’ positions to adapt institutional indicators. 

Afterwards, studies were carried out in relation to the territory, the state of peasant life and the 

traceability of water quality. Experts in water quality also dialogue with community actors. The 

length and quality of the training are extended. The institutional actors recognize the different 

understanding of water and water supply, and aim to convince as well as motivate community 

actors, but do not impose their view. 

During this period in the history of community aqueducts, objects and technologies were 

introduced that demanded the officials’ expert knowledge, which affirmed a hegemonic power 

relationship with community actors (modeling, macro-measuring). In this relationship, the link 

with water was mediated by this technology and water was standardized through measures that 

put a value on the amount of water treated and individually consumed. This standardization of 

processes sought to subtract the importance of local knowledge and local legitimacies built over 

time in life trajectories, making local expertise indispensable. Nevertheless, institutional 

strategies, in interaction with community actors, have recognized local knowledge; in other 

occasions, community actors have recognized and appropriated institutional technologies such 

as modeling, georeferenced pipelines maps and macro-meter measurements as useful tools for 

the water supply process. 

The propagation of ideals and water quality standards by state and district entities in the 

case of Bogotá’s rurality recognizes the local population as citizens. However, they have a 

different status than urban citizens who do not participate in the control of their water supply 

in the same way as the rural communities have to: urban citizens have 100% potable water. The 

water supply of the rural population is damaged by the non-guarantee of care to their springs 
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and the water sources of their supply, since these are not under the control of the community 

aqueduct or the district administration, but still located on private land. Thus, the waters’ quality 

is at the mercy of the care or violation of landowners. 

In the interaction between the community and institutional actors, local inhabitants 

employed in the community aqueducts recognize and affirm the district authorities and their 

responsibility to guarantee the water supply. At the same time, the role of the state is being 

legitimated through the work of the community aqueducts. These organizations are being 

submitted to a process of formalization since their constitution as user associations in the 

second stage of the construction of community aqueducts. Most community organizations in 

Usme actively participate in supporting this process since 2012. The water quality standards that 

represent the standardization of water, its characteristics and its production process imply the 

intervention of district support and national processes of control. 

The propagation of water quality standards among the local population of Usme has 

managed to divide the rural population and its aqueducts among those who cooperate with the 

institutions and accept the standards, and the ones that reject them, the latter being excluded 

and demonized by institutions without the support of other community aqueducts, which was 

the case until 2012. The modern ideal of water quality and its dichotomies of progress and 

backwardness influence the relations between rural communities. 

For rural communities, it is essential to continue participating in the water supply directly 

because there is no confidence in the solutions provided by the state or district, such as the 

community taps, in Spanish pilas comunitarias, or the EAB raw water pipe, a non-official water 

supply form used by the local population. These solutions that operated for many years are still 

not reliable for the local population, who is uncertain of the continuity of the forms of supply, 

since they are not official and are under state control. This is the reason why the majority of the 

population support construction and operation of community aqueducts because, in case the 

EAB suspends these other supply sources, they still have an alternative controlled by the 

community itself. 

 

  



 310 
 

 

Chapter 5: Conclusions  
 

Throughout my research, I followed the case of the community aqueducts in their task of 

supplying water to the rural territory of Bogotá, in Usme, from 1980 until 2015. Further, I 

questioned modern models of supply and approached the narratives as well as the organizing 

practices of its inhabitants and institutional officials from a historical approach and tracked 

specific socio-natural and technological relations, which rendered water a mediator between 

the state and its inhabitants. This approach, achieved through a theoretical perspective based 

on concepts of urban environmental history, Actor-Network Theory and anthropology, has been 

fundamental in finding the interactions and power relations that overcome the dichotomies of 

top-down and bottom-up in participation processes found frequently in urban studies. 

In my work, I demonstrated how the territorial and national institutions and, especially 

after 1998, the institutions of the district and national orders were far from satisfying the 

potable water needs of Bogotá’s rural population through centralized supply systems. In 

contrast, through my historical and relational approach as well as detailed ethnographic work I 

have found that it is precisely through community organizations generated by the rural 

population and through their demands to the institutions that a process of cooperation – based 

on daily interactions and the actors’ reciprocal legitimations throughout the 35 years of the 

community aqueducts’ existence – took place. I also have found that the guarantee of water 

supply has come into effect and, in this case, through the legitimation of these rural 

communities as citizens and subjects of rights. 

Debates on issues related to urban development such as the privatization of public 

services, the water crisis, the human right to water and the sustainability of the urban 

environment, are discourses that I have located historically in order to follow their influence on 

institutional and community actors. I have also shown how these discourses interacted with 

daily practices and speeches related to the Actor-Network of the community aqueducts. 

By following hegemonic and relational interactions, I was able to find ways of interacting 

with community, institutional and heterogeneous water sources that built a citizenship not 

based on the guarantee of modern public services. This work demonstrated how the district 

institutions of Bogotá and, finally, how some national institutions represented by officials with 

life and work trajectories that link them to the territory, water sources and rural population of 

Usme recognized the community aqueducts as legitimate forms of rural water supply in the 

country’s cities. Institutional functionaries recognized the needs of the rural population, valued 
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their organization and their knowledge in rural water supply and thus legitimized them as actors 

of the water supply and as citizens.  

This dissertation and the analysis of the interactions between community actors, 

institutional actors and water sources followed Actor-Networks and have shown their 

complexity in the historical construction of their dynamics. Based on the results presented 

below, I did not intend to build a study model of a specific scenario that should be followed; 

instead, I suggest approaches to specific urban realities that are capable of following relational 

dynamics through historical studies of human and non-human Actor-Networks and their 

interactions in order to understand symbolic and material links between them. 

In the historical and relational approach to the community aqueducts in Bogotá, I see 

opportunities to learn and understand other participatory processes in cities of the global south 

and global north. Especially in places where it is important to reinforce the relation between the 

state institutions and the marginalized communities in order to face global issues such as forced 

migration and financial shortages in the states’ and cities’ government. Around the world, 

development projects support community organizations to better know their needs and look 

into of how public services should be planed if they are to support innovative developments in 

social and technological projects along with ecological aims such as the protection of specific 

urban ecosystems.  

At the same time, in Colombia's peace and reconciliation process, the community 

aqueducts’ history of cooperation can bring insights to cases where, first, peasant communities 

are central actors in territorial development, who had to assume state responsibilities in the 

supply of water to their population or in guaranteeing their human rights. However, in 

negotiations on hydroelectric development or in the arrival of multinational mining companies 

to their territories, these communities, as well as their needs and knowledge, have been 

repeatedly ignored as actors and subjects of rights. Second, territories of peace and 

reconciliation need the presence and support of the state to guarantee the population’s rights 

through legislation, programs and projects, and through the officials’ humanity, which links 

them to the territory, population and natural entities.  

Thus, the analysis from a historical and relational perspective of the community 

aqueducts of Usme can produce a valuable contribution by showing the need and viability of 

peasant organizational forms, their narratives and visions on natural resources based on their 

beliefs and daily practices. Also the formalization processes and daily negotiations with 

institutional actors make community actors mediators between modern ideals that guarantee 

their rights and the realities of community and institutional actors. 
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Following the analysis of the three theses that show the three types of existing dynamics 

between actors, we can see the opportunities that these dynamics have opened up during 

different historical periods over the course of 35 years in the constructions of the territory and 

the population’s legitimization as the administrator of its territory, natural entities and as 

citizens. In each chapter I adopted a narrative construction that aims to expose different actors’ 

perspectives. In the following text, I take a historical and relational perspective in order to 

present the changes, continuities and discontinuities among the interactions between human 

and non-human actors through the evaluation of theses that stand for the main dynamics found 

in the analysis. 

 

Hegemonic Relations and Modern Ideals of Development 

Through a historical reading of the three periods of construction, administration and operation 

of community aqueducts, it became clear that institutional actors built a hegemonic power 

relationship through the imposition of modern ideals of development, hygiene and control over 

community actors. The latter could only either accept and assume the imposed organization 

forms or reject and assume the consequences of not following them. The imposition of modern 

ideals of development, hygiene and control reconstructed in the population modern 

classifications of development and backwardness that divide the population by breaking 

community relations. 

Modern ideals deepened the fracture between the expectations and the real conditions 

of institutional and community actors who usually did not have the economic resources to carry 

out the foreseen changes. This generated criticism and uncertainties regarding institutional 

interventions due to the opacity in the scope of their measures, the gaps where the law was not 

followed because it could not be met, as well as distrust in the community actors’ conditions 

and organization practices. 

In the first period, we saw how territorial institutional actors, based on development 

discourses, classified the population and their peasant lifestyle as backward and in need of 

entrepreneurial impulses to change their marginal condition. Claims to hegemonic power relied 

on the condition of institutional authority and possession of modern expert knowledge, 

engineering, biology and law. As a result of the interactions between community and 

institutional actors during this period, communities were also legitimized as actors that could 

participate in supplying the rural population with water as long as they cooperated with the 

institutions in the construction and formalization of water aqueducts through water 

concessions. For the first time, the population was thus divided between those who were not 
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organized and those who had organized themselves in cooperation with the institution. The 

latter group, therefore, accomplished the construction of infrastructures as well as basic 

administrative and technical training – classified as insufficient by certain community and 

institutional actors participating in subsequent development phases of the community 

aqueducts – which guaranteed the water’s quality. This period was, however, not characterized 

by the participation of many communities, but rather of a few with strong leaders who assumed 

the difficult task of organizing communities and mediating between institutional expectations 

and ideals as well as the conditions of peasant life. 

The imposition of modern ideals such as formalized water concessions brought 

advantages to community actors who were legitimized in the process, while it also brought 

community institutions and actors closer together. However, in the second period (1994-2006) 

it became evident that modern ideals, which were materialized through legislation and control 

systems, did not take the situation of institutional and community actors into account, and as a 

result, generated disagreements between both. Modern ideals also marginalized the 

population, whereby their proponents blamed rural populations for shortages in water supply 

or water quality in the existing systems. Proponents such as the EAAB functionaries argued that 

these failures were due to lack of education, cultural beliefs and economic resources. Thus, the 

population was victimized while the institutions avoided their responsibility and abstained 

themselves from finding solutions to public water provision. 

The confrontation of the first thesis with the field material of the second period also 

confirmed that, although the legislation ensured water supply for all citizens, in the case of 

Bogotá this responsibility had been handed over to the district since the 1990s. Consequently, 

the district institutions built an urban territory where the urban population had the “right” to 

be supplied with drinking water, if it was able to pay its price, versus a rural territory with a rural 

population that had to organize itself in order to receive the infrastructures and assume their 

administration. 

During the second period, the district institutions were represented by the EAAB. This 

institution exercised its responsibility to guarantee the water supply in rural communities by 

subcontracting external experts, and in turn, subtracting the direct commitment of its officials. 

A diagnosis and construction program for the community aqueducts’ infrastructure as well as a 

training program with the participation of community leaders was implemented in the rural 

territory. According to the narratives of community actors, this period is largely seen in terms of 

failure. They argued that it was a moment that lacked commitment from the district institutions 

to support them directly. This was also a period of adaptation to the new legislation and the 

growing demands of the population. 
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After Decree 552 of 2011, it became clear that institutions such as the Secretary of 

Habitat continued to consider urban models and sustainability ideals in the demand of garbage 

collection and sewage treatment, but did not review the actual conditions of the community 

organizations. Community aqueducts neither had enough resources, nor the technical or 

organizational capacities to comply with this requirement. 

The dissemination of water quality standards among Usme’s local population has 

managed to divide the rural population and its aqueducts among those who cooperated with 

the institutions and accepted the standards, and the ones who rejected them. The latter group 

was excluded and excoriated by institutions that did not have the support of other community 

aqueducts up until 2012. In sum, the modern ideal of water quality and its dichotomies of 

progress and backwardness played an important role in shaping the relations between rural 

communities. 

 

Relational Dynamics: Daily Negotiations and Organizing Practices 

The second thesis argues that, complementing the last modern dynamics of relations and 

interactions, daily interactions and organizing practices overcome modern classifications and 

forms of organization. Through a historical reading of the community aqueducts’ three 

development periods, it became clear that relational interactions were almost non-existent 

during the first period, but with the second and third period this type of dynamics were more 

frequent. 

For the first period, leaders who had invested energy and time interacting with regional 

institutions had to build almost personal relationships in order to meet the institutions’ 

expectations and receive the infrastructures necessary for water supply. Having acknowledged 

the commitment of communities and leaders alike, the institutions supported the communities. 

Through their links to the institutions, community leaders were able to demand certain 

conditions, such as home water connections and the barring of extra payments, which were 

later met by the institutions.  

Unlike the former, during the second period communities participating in the water 

supply grew in number and the leader’s role kept its importance by demanding commitment, 

time, knowledge and experience with communities and institutions. The leaders’ profile became 

more diverse as well as their relation to communities and institutions. In this period, community 

leaders also organized in a second level organization that capped the attention of local and 

district institutions, which not only supported them but also started to represent their interest 

to meet their goal of supplying the rural communities with water in the face of national 
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institutions. Thus, it has become evident how this interaction between community actors and 

institutional actors was not only dominated by a power relationship where the institution is 

imposed, but, in this case, the members of Usme’s Water and Sanitation Committee have also 

built a viable operation path, based on a dialogue with established processes, for the institutions 

to act. 

In the third period it was possible to observe the interesting set of layers in the 

interactions developed during the history of community aqueducts. During this period, one of 

the main results was the adoption of the communities’ claims, perspectives and water uses by 

national institutions. This official adoption contributed to the issuing of a legislation that 

considered the multiple uses of water and local sources, thus proposing the construction and 

administration of multipurpose systems to meet the demands of the rural population. Because 

of the recentness of these changes, it remains difficult to ascertain the parameters of this 

change, for it still remains at a symbolic level. 

Modern ideals are contested through the interactions between institutional 

functionaries and community actors when the former, as they visit the community aqueducts’ 

infrastructures and users’ households in their everyday practices, realize that the rural 

population’s water needs transcend human consumption. The complexity of such interactions 

during this third period opened up more negotiation opportunities in the power relations 

between actors are due to the community and institutional actors’ life trajectories, expert 

knowledge and experiences with water, territory and population. 

Community and institutional actors had an understanding of water and of a broad water 

supply that allowed institutional functionaries to objectively distance themselves, be critical 

with previous phases of state intervention and consequently qualify them as insufficient. 

Officials from the EAB and the Ombudsman’s Office support the criticism from community 

actors and have acknowledged that the community’s needs and knowledge were left 

unconsidered. They thus questioned modern models and turned themselves into critical 

subjects capable of forging links with the population in order to establish forms of supply closer 

to their needs. These functionaries recognized community actors as subjects with the right to 

be supplied, but also with the capability of making decisions and taking care of their supply with 

institutional cooperation.  

Institutional actors’ links to the communities motivated district functionaries to use 

their connections with other actors, such as movements, social organizations, academia and 

other institutions. Working with these connections, district officials were able to participate in 

projects with extra economic resources and obtain other types of expertise for their support 
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programs, as in the case of the project supported by Colciencias, Water Territories and Learning 

Networks. 

The permanent advice given to aqueducts based on the IRCA tests questioned 

hegemonic classification on community aqueducts. Administrative boards and plumbers could 

search for own process of improvement. There is flexibility and adaptation on the side of the 

institutions to the rhythms of the community organizations. Also the translation of expert 

knowledge and the recognition of local observations and expertise built a dialogue of knowledge 

between community and institutional actors, which generated bonds of trust. 

 

Materiality and Potential Changes in Organization Forms of Water Supply 

My third thesis states the importance of water’s materiality in the interactions between 

community and institutional actors surrounding the water supply of Usme’s rural population. 

In the first period, water from local brooks and streams, due to its materiality could be 

captured by actors who wanted to control it or it could be contaminated by actors who had 

access to local streams. Therefore, institutional interventions that could establish rates of 

consumption for the community through water concessions became necessary. Water access 

was guaranteed through the construction of infrastructure and connection to it. Thus, water 

access became independent of an actor’s location and its power relations in the community. 

After the formalization process of water concessions, dry and rainy seasons were still considered 

important water access variables due to the vulnerability of the local streams as aqueduct 

suppliers. 

 With the first formalization process, engineers described the physio-chemical 

properties of a given water source and the way to quantify it during the first period for some 

communities and in the second period for the majority Usme’s veredas. Water became a state 

property for public use through the intervention of institutional lawyers. The communities, who 

according to their perspective own their water, now had to pay for their right to use it and 

transport it to their homes. 

Communities cooperated to pay for the water supply service, but if access to other 

water streams was available, they still used them to supply their multiple necessities. This meant 

other necessities, other uses, and other local streams supplied the population with water with 

other characteristics. The population thus maintained water access through multiple links to 

different streams. Following the relational dynamics that build Actor-Networks, these streams 

have been part of the water supply Actor-Network that has influenced the communities’ link to 

the community aqueducts’ treated water. 
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During the third period, the interactions between state, community and water have also 

undermined the dichotomies of modernity and thus proposed a form of organization with new 

relationships that demand the use of heterogeneous waters, multipurpose systems and 

communities as part of the water supply. This supply system cannot be classified as either urban 

or rural, and it therefore overcomes standards of urban water purification. 

In daily interactions with other types of water – water from other sources, which are 

understood as heterogeneous – allow community actors to have control over their territory and 

natural resources, reaffirming their peasant identity and lifestyle. The recognition of these 

heterogeneous waters by national institutions is shown in the acceptance of multipurpose 

systems. Thus, community actors and heterogeneous waters interact with functionaries and 

institutional programs, building a relationship that recognizes community actors as citizens. 

These interactions question the dichotomies of modernity (rural vs. urban, developed vs. 

backward) and make way for heterogeneous systems and relationships that claim for territorial 

and relational systems as well as organization forms. 

Thus, the history of community aqueducts is generated through the evolving 

interrelations of actors that are built and legitimated reciprocally on a day-to-day basis through 

hegemonic, relational and material dynamics throughout time that built power relations 

between actors. During these 35 years, community and institutional actors, heterogeneous 

waters of local sources, infrastructures and other elements of water treatment as well as other 

natural entities of the environment have interacted to specify forms of organization that have 

allowed to supply the rural population with water. But the convergence of these elements has 

also built a relationship of citizenship between a marginalized population and local, district and 

national institutions.  

This dissertation demonstrated the need to acknowledge community actors and the 

possibilities that enabled the daily control of their territory and natural entities so that in an 

emancipated way they could demand recognition and support from institutional actors. Through 

my research, the importance of institutional actors’ life and work trajectories became also clear. 

Those institutional actors who took part in relational dynamics of power and recognized 

community actors and knowledge have multiple links to the territory, to the population and to 

water. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix 1: Fieldwork Schedule  

Figure 4:Fieldwork Schedule 

Phase Period Date 

Preliminary fieldwork 5 weeks March to April 2013. 
 

Phase one Two and a half month December 1 to 24, 2014  

  January 13, to February 28, 
2015 

Phase two One month October 15, to November 
15, 2015 

 

Appendix 2: Fieldwork Activities 

These activities were carried out during my fieldwork in Usme Bogotá. The main interviews are 

listed as primary sources. 

 
Figure 5: Fieldwork Activities 

Participant Observation Description Date 

Institutional Meeting with 
Myriam Mejía and 
engineering team, EAB 

Get introduced in the actual EAB 
programs with community aqueducts. 
Inform them about my investigation 
and surveys in Usme 

January 14, 
2015 

District Institutions 
meeting, Decree 552  

Get introduced in the actual work of the 
district institutions working with 
community aqueducts in Usme. Some 
institutions were not present due to a 
schedule change 

January 
29,30; 
October 30 
2015 

District Institutions 
meeting, Decree 552 

Present institutions: Secretary for 
Environment, Secretary of Habitat, 
Secretary of Health, Local government 
of Usme, EAB. ciudad Bolívar, Sumapaz; 
Community representatives 

February 27, 
2015 
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Participant Observation Description Date 

Community and 
institutional meeting 

Presentation Efficient use and water 
saving program662 to the administration 
board of Chiguaza by the engineers of 
the EAB 

January 15, 
2015 

Community and 
institutional meeting 

PUEAA program presentation to the 
administration board of Olarte by the 
engineers of the EAB 

February12, 
2015 

IRCA663 Meeting Delivery of Irca tests by the official of 
the Secretary of health. 
Presentation of the Secretary of 
environment work and its reforestation 
project. 

January 26; 
October 26 
2015 

Accompaniment to 
Secretary of habitat 
journey  

Accompaniment through veredas 
Chiguaza and Cerro Redondo 

February 3, 
2015 

Accompaniment to 
Secretary of habitat 
journey 

Accompaniment to Secretary of habitat 
through veredas Soches and Requilina.  

February 18, 
2015 

Accompaniment to 
Secretary of habitat and 
Secretary of health ( 
official of Usme´s Hospital) 
journey 

Accompaniment to the work journey of 
the Usme hospital official, and the 
Secretary of Habitat official to take the 
IRCA tests. 

February 10, 
2015 

Community and 
institutional meeting  

Community vereda Requilina and 
institutional meeting with Secretary of 
Habitat 

28 de enero 
de 2015 

                                                             
662  In Spanisch Programa de Uso Eficiente y Ahorro de Agua, Efficient use and water saving program. 
663  In Spanish: Índice de Riesgo de la Calidad del Agua para Consumo Humano, Risk Index of Water Quality for 

Human Consumption 
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Participant Observation Description Date 

Accompaniment to 
operator (plumber) 
journey and 
Community and 
institutional meeting 

Accompaniment to vereda Margaritas’ 
operator in her daily journey. Meeting 
with the Secretary of Environment 

February 2, 
2015 

Community and 
institutional meeting 

Visit to the Secretary of Habitat offices 
of legal representative of the 
community aqueduct vereda las 
Margaritas to discuss the procedures to 
follow in order to benefit from the 
formalization program 

February 17, 
2015 

Semi- structured 
Interviews with 
community aqueducts 
users  

Interviews after womens meeting at the 
vereda las Margaritas. The meeting was 
organized by the aqueduct plumber 

February 13, 
2015 

Semi- structured 
Interviews with 
community aqueducts 
users  

Visit to users homes in company of the 
community aqueduct treasurer of the 
vereda Los Soches 

February 14, 
2015 

Semi- structured 
Interviews with 
community aqueducts 
users 

Visit to users homes February 18 
and 26, 
2015.  

Accompaniment to daily 
activities of a family in 
Usme  

Living with the Cardona family for two 
and a half months opened to me the 
opportunity to know the daily activities 
of a peasant family in the territory 
 

December 9. 
2014 to 
February 26, 
2015 

Users assembly 
Community aqueduct 

 Community aqueduct vereda Los Soches February 1, 
2015 

Community meeting, 
Minga por el territorio 

Community meeting in the vereda La 
requilina. Discussion about the urban-
rural expansion pact. 

February 8, 
2015 



331 
 
 

 

 

Participant Observation Description Date 

Users assembly 
Community aqueduct 

Community aqueduct vereda Olarte. 
Presentation programm PUEAA; 
Presentation results programm PUEAA 

February 15; 
November 1,  
2015 

Seminar research group 
Territorios de agua y redes 
de aprendizaje664 

presentations 
First Month Strategies 
Comment texts 

December 3, 
2014, 
January 23, 
2015 

Walk with research group 
Territorios de agua y redes 
de aprendizaje 

Walk through vereda Olarte to register 
the felling of the paramo in the near of 
the community aqueduct’s water 
source 

February7, 
2015 

Community Aqueducts and 
EAAB meeting 

The EAAB and the Research Group 
Territories de Agua and learning networks 
organize an encounter for the community 
aqueducts of Sumapaz and the 
community aqueducts of Olarte and 
Destino to share their questions and 
experiences about the quality 
improvement of the water treatment 
process 

October 17, 
2015 

Visit to community aqueduct The community aqueduct vereda Unión 
Los Andes is the vereda fardhest from 
Bogotá. The administration board of the 
aqueduct has lots of difficulties to meet 
the formalization and water quality 
requirements of the institutions. 

October 20, 
2015 

Focus Group, Chocolatada Focus group about the history of the 
community aqueduct, the local water 
sources and and the daily uses of water 
with the community aqueduct users of 
the vereda Olarte. 

October 21, 
2015. 

                                                             
664  Water territories and learning networks 
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Participant Observation Description Date 

Encounter with functionaries 
of the Public health program, 
Secretary of Health and 
Hospital Usme  

Get introduced in the aims and strategies 
of the Public health program in Usme 

November 6, 
2015 

 

 

Archive Research Description Date 

CAR Archive Review of community 
aqueducts’ water 
concessions 

December 3, 2014; 
October 29, November 4 
and 5, 2015 

EAAB Archive Review of Documents with 
EAB functionary of the 
cooperation between EAB 
and community aqueducts 

October 21, and 
November11, 2015 
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Appendix 3  

Figure 6: Línea del tiempo normativa. Investigación Territorios del Agua y Redes de Aprendizaje. Graphic. Bogotá enero 
15, 2018.665 
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665  LÍNEA DE TIEMPO 21. Normativa, primera parte.  Línea de tiempo 22. Normativa, segunda 

parte. LÍNEA DE TIEMPO 23. Normativa, tercera parte. La fuente para las tres es Fuente: elaboración 
propia a partir de la investigación. Están en el capítulo HISTORIA NORMATIVA. NORMAS EN TORNO 
AL AGUA, EL TERRITORIO Y EL MEDIO AMBIENTE. Por PHILIPPE CHENUT, NADIA CORTES, GLORIA C. 
FRANCO, MARCELA ARRIETA, LUIS ALBERTO JARAMILLO, THIERRY LULLE. 
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Appendix 5: Eidesstattliche Erklärung gemäß §5 (6) der Promotionsordnung:  

 

Hiermit erkläre ich an Eides statt, dass ich die Dissertation selbstständig verfasst habe. Alle 

benutzen Quellen und Hilfsmittel sind aufgeführt und die Angaben zu den Eigenanteilen bei 

Co- Autorenschaft sind zutreffend.  

 

 

 

 

Andrea Marcela Arrieta Narváez 

Berlin, den 20. September 2018 
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