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Abstract 

The urban-rural interface has usually been studied from the point of view of 
cities with different sectoral interests and very little from rural perspectives. 
Nevertheless, these kinds of areas need to be studied from both points of view 
and from comprehensive approaches that could reflect their complexity. Thus the 
work is oriented to make a comparative analysis of two main approaches to 
dealing with the rural-urban interface in a Latin-American context: one coming 
from towns and the other from the countryside, where both of them include the 
sustainable and a territorial perspective of development. The analysis has taken 
into account economic, social, environmental and political-institutional issues, as 
well as urban-rural interactions.  Results underline some contributions of such 
approaches to theory and practice of planning and management of these spaces; 
such as the value of a complex systems view, planning in different spatial scales 
and time scenarios, the territory as a support of socio-economic and 
environmental processes and the role of local actors in this transformation. To 
conclude, rural development has been arising as an emergent field where 
medium and small size towns play an important role in linking production with 
local and global markets and enforcing rural-urban relationships in urban 
systems.  
Keywords: rural-urban interface, sustainable development, territorial approach. 
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1 Introduction 

Urban-rural dichotomy was a discourse that lasted from the 1950s until the end 
of the 1980s. In this period differences between the countryside and the city were 
clear [1]. However, we now have global economic changes, new forms taken by 
industrial production, technological innovations in information and 
communication, decentralization processes and the need to consider 
environmental issues at different levels of action. All of these factors have 
contributed to modify the vision and functions of cities and the countryside 
within a global context [2]. 
     These changes have produced alternative approaches to urban and rural 
planning, going from sectoral to comprehensive ones. They have the purpose of 
assessing the role of territory in its various scales and dimensions: geographical, 
ecological, cultural and political, and so the levels of development, participation 
of community actors and administrative management of resources. Such topics 
represent challenges to connect the territorial and environmental discourse with 
the practice of planning and management of urban and rural areas. Current 
comprehensive approaches integrate different urban-rural interfaces into the 
regional analysis.  
     The work is based on a literature review oriented to comprehensive or holistic 
approaches that bind the countryside and the city through the territory, without 
seeking to establish the state of the art in the topic. They not only analyze the 
treatment given to the issue of interface within the territorial approach from both 
sides: urban and rural, but also from sustainable development. Therefore this 
work consists of two parts: the first displays territorial comprehensive 
approaches to the countryside and the city in a Latin American context. The 
second deals with constraints facing this kind of approach in the practice of 
rural-regional and urban-regional planning. 

2 Comprehensive or holistic approaches 

From the point of view of urban development there are three proposals: the 
strategic spatial planning approach, the city-region and the urban agriculture. All 
of them share common aspects related to four areas that characterize sustainable 
development, where all of them are comprehensive and holistic approaches. 
There are two approaches for rural development: the territorial approach and the 
new rurality, both of which also share the perspective of sustainability. Each of 
the approaches talks about urban-rural relationships, the role of human 
settlements and the regional space as the physical-ecological support for 
development. These approaches have numerous advantages in analyzing and 
assessing complex problems and so to making them operative in planning 
practice, because they are policy oriented.  
     Under this perspective the territory has been seen as urban-rural-region and 
represents a key element for the integration of social and economic processes and 
the physical expansion of settlements over the surrounding ecosystems, giving 
partial support to numerous activities that they develop. Comprehensive 

 
 www.witpress.com, ISSN 1743-3541 (on-line) 
WIT Transactions on Ecology and the Environment, Vol 129, © 2010 WIT Press

360  The Sustainable City VI



approaches emphasize the integral view of complex systems, showing numerous 
relationships and interdependencies between cities and the countryside [3]. So 
the territorial approach meets inclusive qualities for the study of phenomena in 
diverse interfaces: rural-urban, urban-urban and rural-rural.  
     Whether urban or rural, territorial analysis has also been taken into 
consideration, institutional arrangements have put the model into practice and it 
has promoted decentralization processes and community participation in decision 
making. Another crucial area has been intergovernmental and intersectoral 
coordination of actions, actors and economic resources to meet common 
objectives and time targets coming from plans, programs or projects.  The 
territory under this perspective means the physical media on which relies the 
social, economic and technological development, processes that demand a 
strategic vision and management to drive through development in the long term 
to sustain its productivity. This demands a strategic plan that defines core issues 
and facilitates the concatenation of actions in different periods in time.  
     Both perspectives necessarily include decentralization of functions of public 
administration to strengthen local authorities in coordination with other levels of 
government, the private sector and civil society organizations. 
     The actors in this framework become leaders in the promotion of endogenous 
development by building up partnerships and networks, where efficiency 
becomes a concept equally applicable to the management of natural resources, 
economic resources and public or private administration. 

2.1 The view from town 

Urban territorial approach: Latin-American urban territorial approach was 
implemented in the late 1990s and had been expanded as a land use policy -this 
model [4] was based on the European experience, fig. 1 and table 2. The 
proposal has integrated all kinds of spatial settlements within a system, from 
scatter small towns to large metropolis based on planning-action proposals, 
mainly oriented to overcome social poverty. Also it was seeking the 
improvement of economic efficiency of the territory to strength political, social 
and cultural cohesion. 
     The approach, in despite of starting from  a center-periphery vision, rescues 
the role of regional planning as part of its basic strategy to respond to a more 
balanced distribution of regions, powers and resources between levels of 
government planning. The strategy has considered three key issues: a) 
endogenous development that recognizes the strengths of the territory and 
opportunities; b) development that conceive objectives of economic efficiency, 
social cohesion and ecological balance and; c) development based on 
accountability and governance mechanisms [5]. 
     The proposal also takes into account decentralization of functions from the 
central government to the local ones by means of an administrative structure to 
facilitate the management of resources and the organization of communities to 
plan and act in programs or projects. This implies, to carry out a full stock and 
intersectoral coordination efforts always bearing in mind the territory as a 
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reference, which is usually heterogeneous and diverse to apply standardized 
formulas. 
     The proposal affects on urban-rural relations in terms of its functionality with 
different purposes; one, to support the provision of basic services and transport 
in small and medium-sized cities in rural areas, particularly those that have 
problems of decline. Two, promote partnerships between cities and countryside 
with the aim of strengthening the functionality of the regions. Three, integrate 
the countryside to cities with territorial strategies for urban areas with the aim of 
achieving an efficient land use planning and attention to bettering the quality of 
life of people living in the surrounding city-regions. Four, create territorial 
networks working over joint projects that promote the association of small and 
medium-sized cities. Fifth, produce new forms of local governance and relations 
between State, market and society [6, 7]. 
     City - region: this is a variant of holistic or comprehensive approaches. The 
city-region is a concept that has been worked by Breheny and Rockwood, Ravetz 
and Rodriguez-Pose [8–10] among others, it emphasizes the aspects of urban 
metabolism that deal with different type of interactions between the central city 
with their numerous hinterlands to produce large urban areas or networks of 
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Figure 1: Territorial approach to development in the EU. 
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conglomerates, besides integrating sustainability within the model. Although the 
proposal does not focus in particular on the problems of urban-rural interface, 
they do emphasize the need to explore the city by layers and their links with the 
countryside since each of the interfaces reflects on its territory particular 
conditions that set apart them in problems and possible solutions. Also considers 
the role the territory "region" has as an ecological support shared by many 
settlements. 
     Urban agriculture: parallel to the territorial approach to urban development 
and to the city-region, there is urban agriculture. This rises as comprehensive 
approach retrieving and updating urban-rural relationships as a result of 
proximity of urban centers and a social rural structure lying under a regional 
space. Thus territory means the bio-physical support of productive activities 
either for cities or countryside and demand sustainable management of their 
natural resources. At the same time it embraces the problem of social equity, 
welfare and health that brings with it the malnutrition associated with urban and 
rural poverty. Also claims for employment generation to have complementary 
incomes   to improve domestic economy or just for subsistence of people. From 
the point of view of environment; this proposal is driven to the conservation of 
ecosystems through the provision of environmental services, urban greening, 
improvement of microclimatic conditions, and reduction of ecological footprint, 
promotion of biodiversity, environmental education and recreation. But at the 
same time is looking for the management of wastes, environmental restoration of 
lands and ecosystems and efficiency in production [11–15].   

2.2 The view from countryside 

Sustainable rural development of the territory: this approach has its roots in the 
proposal of the LEADER program developed in Europe and adjusted to suit the 
Latin American conditions in the late 1990s and early 2000, tables 1 and 2. This 
policy has set the legal basis in some Latin American countries to implement 
sustainable rural development. The territorial approach is focused on social and 
environmental interactions, to promote the integration of productive systems on 
the countryside and to produce welfare and the inclusion of vulnerable people 
and marginalized social groups. The territory functions as integrator of agents, 
markets and public policy in order to generate economic development [16–19].  
     Territorial rural development represents a comprehensive, multidimensional, 
timeless and multisectoral perspective that articulates the rural-regional space. 
This transformation of the countryside leads to create internal conditions of 
diversification of the rural economy to turn towards the establishment of new 
networks, linkages with new markets and access to information and knowledge. 
Within a global economy framework is convenient the integration of efforts 
between countryside and city to surmount problems on different scales, resulting 
in new forms of partnership that share the cooperation and coordination among 
public, private and social sectors. 
     New rurality: it is a theoretical perspective moving along to the territorial 
approach, where territorial issues are not a central part of its discourse. Although 
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the proposal focuses on the pluri-activity and multi-functionality of the 
countryside, it stresses the importance to change policies from sectoral to 
territorial, due to their poor results in rural development in Latin American 
countries. New rurality seeks four major challenges: a) moving from agriculture 
to rural non-farm activities; b) augmenting flexibility and feminization of rural 
labor; c) increasing the importance of international emigration and backward 
immigration and; d) beginning the reduction of differences between the rural and 
urban way of living and the increasing interactions among them [20]. 
     This movement also involves the occupation of the traditional rural areas by 
modern activities which consider the incorporation of industry and human 
settlements, in addition to several kinds of agriculture, types of companies, new 
ways to build up networks, vulnerability of food production, relocation 
production factors linked to competitively and to particular local forms of 
organization, knowledge and technological development.  
 
 
 
 

Table 1:  Territorial rural development in Latin America. 
 

 
  Source: Sepulveda et al. [18].   

 

Dimensions Environmental Social Economic Politicaland 
Institutional

Environmental • Local natural protected
areas

Social • Environmental
education 
• Management of wastes 
• Basic sanitary services 

•Culture and 
sustainability 
•Human development 
•Self  local 
management and 
partnerships
•Education and 
training 
•Health and others 
public services 

Economic • Clean production 
• Environmental 
management systems
• Agricultural in fragile
areas 
• Environmental services
• Rural amenities

•Land reform 
•Non agricultural 
employment and 
incomes 
•Domesticagriculture
•Foodsecurity

•Accessibility to 
productive 
infrastructure 
•Clusters and 
productive networks 
•Commercialization
•Produce 
certifications

Politicaland 
Institutional

• Watershed management
institutions 
• Water users 
associations

•Development of 
social and human 
capital
•Social organizations
•Citizendevelopment

•Producers 
organizations
•Technical assistance 
•Technological 
innovation 

•Local governance 
•Localpartnerships 
•Partnerships actions
among territories 
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Table 2:  Comparative comprehensive proposals to urban and rural 
development. 

 

 Territorial rural 
development and new 

rurality 

Urban spatial planning, city-
region and urban   

agriculture 

Sustainable 
Development 

S
p

atial an
d

 en
viron

m
en

tal

 Sustainable management of 
natural resources 

 Conservation of ecosystems 
and environmental services. 

 Spatial planning of rural-urban 
relationships 

 Expansion controls of urban 
centers over rural areas. 

 Sustainable management of 
productive activities. 

• Sustainable development 
principles 

• Dominance of centrality of large 
cities 

• Spatial planning in different 
scales 

• Rural-urban interactions:  
capital, assets, services and 

people. 
• Diffuse limits of expansion 

• The region as a unit of 
environmental management. 

• Spatial and  a new urban-rural 
relationships 

• Polycentric development model: 
a basis for better accessibility 

• Efficient and sustainable use of 
the infrastructure 

• Preservation and development of 
the natural heritage 

• Water resource management 
• Creative management of cultural 

landscapes and heritage 
• Urban agriculture 

• Sustainable 
management of 

renewable natural 
resources and 

consumption reduction 
non renewable 

resources. 
• Conservation of 

ecosystems and 
environmental services. 

• Spatial planning and 
management. 

• Efficient management 
of input-output 

exchanges within the 
urban-region system. 

• Risk management. 

E
con

om
ic

• Integration to the global 
economy 

• Economy based on agriculture 
but widened to non 

agricultural activities. 
• Equity and regional 

development 
• Endogenous development 

• New technologies and their 
role in the transformation of 

production and current 
patterns of urban growth. 

• Medium and small size cities 
are key elements for 

development of: industry, 
services, research and 

technology, tourism and 
recreation. 

• Production of organic 
agriculture and new produce.

• Rural industrialization: agro-
industrial clusters 

• Economic competitively 

• New technologies and their role 
in the transformation of 

production and current patterns 
of urban growth. 

• Economic competitively and the 
restructuring of the territory due 

to globalization. 
• Dynamic, attractive and 

competitive cities and urbanized 
regions. 

• Indigenous development, diverse 
and productive rural areas. 

• An integrated approach for 
improved transport links and 

access to knowledge. 
• Diffusion of innovation and 

knowledge. 
• Natural and cultural heritage as 

development assets. 

• Economic growth, 
competitively and 

efficiency 
• Restructure of 
production processes 

and the territory. 
• Production processes 

linked to different 
spatial scales. 

• Labor markets linked to 
better conditions of 
quality of live and 

productive 
infrastructure. 

• Cities means centers 
for knowledge 
innovation and 
technological 

development to 
facilitate work in 

networks. 
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Table 2: Continued. 
 

  

Spatial rural 
development and new 

rurality 

Urban spatial planning 
and city-region 

Sustainable Development 

 
S

ocial 

• Poverty reduction. 
• Agriculture production as 

a food safety strategy for 
vulnerable groups. 

• Territorial social and 
cultural networking. 

• Public participation and 
decision making process. 

• Equity 
• Women empowerment 

• Youth employment 
generation 

• Social and human capital 
 

• The role of local 
actors and 

stakeholders in the 
promotion and 

implementation of 
development 

• Equity, social justice and 
well being 

• Catering basic population 
needs: housing public 

utilities and public services. 
• Public participation 

• Social and human capital 
• Diverse cultural and heritage 

values of the territory. 

 
P

olitical-In
stitu

tion
al 

• Institutional changes and 
modification of the legal 

framework. 
• Collaborative work and 

local governance. 
• Creation of local 

partnerships among public, 
private and civil society. 

• Social and productive 
planning and management 

of the territory. 
• Multisectoral, 
multifunctional and 
intergovernmental 

planning. 
 

• Coordination and 
management of 
intersectoral and 

government issues 
• Government 
decentralization 

• Down-up planning 
process 

• Urban-rural 
partnership 

• Institutional changes and 
modification of the legal 

framework. 
• Regulation enforcement 

• Governance by local actors 
• Social and productive 

networks 
• Efficient and transparency 

management of resources 

3 Reflections of comprehensive approaches 

Although these approaches are recent in Latin American, yet its results have not 
been significant to reverse the trends of sectoral approaches in terms of planning 
and management of urban and rural development. Current limitations that have 
been reported were due to a partial implementation of the legal framework at 
central level, but not at State and Municipal ones, where there is still a lot of 
work to do in order to feedback the model. 
     Particularly in Mexico, there is a law to support Sustainable Rural 
Development under the territorial approach, but urban development is not 
walking at the same time. Although, federal government have tried to 
implemented it by means of a methodological proposal (it integrates the 
territorial approach and sustainable management of natural resources), that is not 
compulsory by law, which means an obstacle to be operative.  Other approaches 
to urban-rural development have been closer to support theoretical aspects and 
methodological tools for the analysis, assessment and design of strategies or 

 
 www.witpress.com, ISSN 1743-3541 (on-line) 
WIT Transactions on Ecology and the Environment, Vol 129, © 2010 WIT Press

366  The Sustainable City VI



policies.  The coming paragraphs will deal with their main limitations related to 
the theory and the practice of planning. 
     Theoretical: These approaches offer multiples perspectives on the same 
research object -urban and rural development- contributing by different 
disciplines that enrich the setting of problems and likely solutions. At the same 
time they emphasize the relationship between social and economic processes and 
their territorial distribution and the possible impacts that could have throughout 
the time and in different scales, besides they could set conditions to develop 
collaborative, multi-disciplinary and trans-disciplinary work. 
     These approaches demand long term strategic planning, which is difficult to 
implement in developing countries, given the vulnerability of their economies 
and the short-term social pressures they need to adjust in a continuous way.   
     Complex systems view requires changes to the institutional management 
structure that enable to respond integrated and coordinated in different levels of 
government and with other sectoral agencies. Changes that are only possible 
when are linked to the amendments to the legal framework. Such modifications 
are regularly slow to implement from top-down levels since they require training 
of officers, planners, practitioners and service providers, to update the 
infrastructure and local regulations, as well as cultural changes in society.   
     Even when the proposal of endogenous development has major advantages to 
raise levels of welfare and economic growth, it has his own limitations since in 
some rural development experiences do not allow local actors to have a regional 
perspective of problems and to promote synergies with other settlements 
supported on public, private, social and academic partnerships. Other higher 
levels of interaction are seen as potential social and economic conflicts with 
external actors.  
     Planning the rural-urban interfaces as differentiated spaces is still a challenge, 
but it could be integrated under regional planning, meanwhile legal and 
institutional changes to urban and rural planning take place.  
     Governmental experience of participatory and collaborative work among 
government, private, civil society and academia has been positive at the 
beginning and during the making of strategic plans exercises, but not in regard to 
management and monitoring of actions of projects. The lack of economic 
resources has undermined governmental supervision and technical assistance to 
communities to consolidate economic and social projects. The same has 
happened with the academia, once the project has finished there is no monitoring 
of actions to feedback planning and management processes.  
     From the technical point of view of planning, territorial development 
proposals require by regulations to integrate data into a geographic information 
system. Infrastructure capabilities and qualified human resources are located on 
planning departments of large and medium-sized cities or in institutions of 
higher education and research centers, capabilities that do not exist in small 
towns and rural areas. It makes difficult updating, monitoring and assessment of 
actions. In a similar case is local management, lacking of professional human 
resources and from an administrative structure to support development project.  
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     Territorial planning which is currently done, do not necessarily reflects 
territorial bioregional behavior of productive or environmental activities whether 
they are urban or rural. In most cases are responding to operational ways of 
public management of economic resources throughout municipalities.  Although 
there is the possibility of municipal associations to attack regional problems, few 
examples can be found. Those that have been developed respond overall, to 
productive projects and not to strengthen the infrastructure and public services of 
the urban system in rural areas.  
     Urban planning and urbanism schools still have an urban bias towards 
planning metropolitan areas, large and medium-sized cities, but they are absents 
in the matter of rural settlements, therefore rural planning is done by the ministry 
of agriculture with a poor enhancement of urban- rural interactions. 
     Nowadays in Mexico planning remains sectoral, Sustainable Rural 
Development is still in the ministry of agriculture, Urban Development in the 
ministry of Social Development and environmental protection in the ministry of 
The Environment and Natural Resources. Although in theory there is 
coordination among them, in practice there are obstacles to achieve join projects.   
     The issue of urban-rural interactions or interfaces is still an urban issue linked 
to the planning of metropolis, large and medium-sized cities, but not linked with 
other interactions to strengthen the system of cities at lower hierarchies, 
especially in the rural areas outside of the scope of big cities. 
     Administration: while in Mexico there have been some changes in 
legislations, not all of them have been done at the same time and coupling 
similar approaches (territorial approach and sustainable development), such is 
the case of the Sustainable Rural Development against the Human Settlements 
(Urban Development). That represents an obstacle to apply the same criteria to 
the planning and management of urban and rural development. Despite of the 
changes, economic resources are managed in a sectoral way, moved by different 
visions, objectives, goals, priorities and political interests, making difficult co-
ordination and convergence of actions in most cases. 
     Although laws talk about coordination and convergence of actions to boost 
rural or urban development, reality shows few cases where this formula works, 
since resources are still sectoral and not necessarily coordinated vertically to the 
various governmental authorities, or horizontally by agreements between sectoral 
agencies. Results show little improvements in welfare levels and economic 
productivity of specific communities and regions. Most of the cases are 
perceived as a sprawl of economic resources among several projects driven by 
families, communities or entrepreneurs associations. Major federal funds are 
aimed to overcome urban and rural poverty problems and then resources are not 
necessarily contributing to economic and social development. 
     One of the purposes of territorial approaches is to support local 
empowerment, despite it has been carried out the transference  of functions to the 
local level through municipal committees, in practice there is a lack of 
representativeness of certain community actors, due in part to the domain still 
exerted by some political or economic community leaders, the limited capacity 
of organization of  people, the lack of technical advice for the management of 
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resources, and the fact that communities have been used to a certain way of 
paternalism from the State that has diminished local power to undertake their 
own projects. All these changes are slow and difficult to implement in the short 
term, because they imply cultural patterns to be modified. 

4 Conclusions 

Current implementation of the territorial approach in Latin America and in 
Mexico has not yet tested its effectiveness with regard to past sectoral 
approaches. It is relevant to overcome many inertias propitiated by sectoral 
approaches, urban and rural poverty, besides the need to complete the processes 
of implementation of legislation and regulation to lower levels of administration.  
     Despite of the fact that the territorial approach is a common approach for 
urban and rural development, reality demonstrates still a gap between urban and 
rural planning and their respective interactions.  
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