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PROLOGUE

URBAN MOBILITY AND SOCIAL 
EQUITY IN LATIN AMERICAN 
CITIES: EVIDENCE, CONCEPTS 
AND METHODS FOR MORE 
INCLUSIVE CITIES

Karen Lucas

I have been researching and writing about transport inequities and their punitive 
social consequences for the affected individuals and communities for more than 
20 years now and in numerous geographical contexts. I am pleased to say that 
over this time more and more academics from around the world are becoming 
interested in researching this topic, as well as trying to influence policymakers, 
planners and the funders of transport projects to think more about social equity in 
the design and operation of urban transport systems. It is an important issue in all 
geographical contexts, whether in the Global North or South, in urban, suburban 
or rural contexts, and everywhere in between, for all forms of transport, as well 
as for urban planning and for how we shape our cities and their rural hinterlands.

Inequality in all its dangerous and pernicious forms infuriates me, especially when 
the people who experience it have no control over the power structures that create it 
and no opportunities to fight against it. The mobility and accessibility inequalities 
caused by exclusionary transport and land-use systems are particularly insidious 
because almost all countries have overlooked them within their social development 
and welfare agendas. However, lack of access to transport resources can have hugely 
negative social outcomes over a person’s life course, denying them participation in 
many activities and opportunities, and can even destroy the well-being of whole 
communities. In the main, these inequalities are not something that individuals can 
themselves resolve, although they may invent highly creative strategies to cope with 
them on a daily basis. Nevertheless, a fundamental overhaul of the power struc-
tures that plan and finance urban transport systems as well as dedicated evidence-
based policies, integrated planning and sustained project interventions are needed 
to change the current trajectory, so that cities can become inclusive places for all.
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Latin America is a vast subcontinent and so we are often talking about very dif-
ferent physical conditions, political economies and human capabilities across the dif-
ferent countries under consideration, as well between the urban conurbations within 
them. What all its countries demonstrate, in common with the rest of the world, is 
that mobility resources are almost always distributed unevenly (and often unfairly) 
and in line with traditional social divisions, so that usually lower income groups get 
to have much less of them, as do women, children, older people, people with disabili-
ties and other socially disadvantaged groups. It is unsurprising that they undertake 
most of their trips by walking or walk long distances to access the limited transit 
services that are available to them. This in turn reduces their opportunities to access 
employment and other key activities within the rapidly expanding urban realm.

These problems can be particularly acute for low-income women, who not only 
have to travel to far-flung places outside their areas of residence to take up domiciliary 
employment in the middle-class areas of the city, but must also combine this travel with 
the still highly gendered responsibilities of caring for children and elderly relatives and 
managing the home. The high demands placed on low-income women to travel away 
from the home to secure a living in the far-flung and often gated communities of the 
middle-class households in many Latin American cities can also have severe knock-on 
consequences for their children and family relationships. As such, as the case studies 
identify, mobility poverty is a social problem from the point of view of social participa-
tion and inclusion, and one that needs full integration with other welfare policies, such 
as housing, employment, healthcare and education provision, in order to address a 
much broad set of Sustainable Development Goals for Latin American cities.

It is for this reason that the texts that Oviedo, Villamizar and Ardila have brought 
together in this edited collection are so important. They provide the underpinning theo-
ries, concepts and evidence base that has been missing for so long within the discourses 
surrounding the provision of sustainable and equitable mobility in developing cities. 
Not only do these Latin American case studies serve to highlight the negative con-
sequences of having inadequate mobility resources for people’s lives and livelihoods, 
but they also demonstrate how person-centric designed and context-specific projects 
can successfully provide inclusive accessibility for all within cities. That the authors 
are themselves from Latin American origins also lends a certain sense of passion and 
integrity to the work. That many of them are early career researchers offers the old 
hands, like myself, hope for the continuance of teaching, research and policy action 
addressing the intersectionalities between mobility inequalities and social well-being.

It is, thus, my hope that this book will receive the attention it deserves from the 
people who can make a real difference on the ground in these domains, and so, 
to recognise the important role of urban mobility in the achievement of greater 
social equity at every level of Latin American society.

Professor Karen Lucas
School of Environment, Education and Development

University of Manchester
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