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Debates on urban sprawl remain strongly focused on the built-up space as main object of study. 
Nevertheless, undeveloped lands and open tracts are relevant for understanding land fragmentation, 
suburbanisation and transformation of fringe/belt areas of city-regions (Galster et al. 2001; Northam, 
1971). They describe a large geography of interstices that have not been acknowledged in the plan-
ning literature. Planning policies regard them as just gaps in the urban fabric – somehow negative 
or inert – or as abandoned spaces that should eventually be urbanised. In this paper, I introduce a 
framework for understanding urban sprawl from its non-urban elements – the interstices – starting 
from a critical revision of current approaches used to describe these spaces in cities. I discuss inter-
stices and their implications based on the case of Santiago de Chile. It reinforces the idea that urban 
sprawl is equally composed of built-up areas and interstices that play and active role in transforma-
tion of city-regions.  

Critical antecedents to define Interstitiality 

There is a varied range of terms for understanding undeveloped areas of cities. However, they do not 
provide a unified framework for the varied spectrum that compose the unbuilt suburban geography, 
although contribute in defining suburban interstitiality. Sieverts (2003), for instance, proposed the 
idea of ‘in-between’ city (Zwischenstadt) to describe the territory between the consolidated city 
and the open countryside. His focus is on the whole scope in which extended suburbanisation is 
deployed. Another approach is the ‘undeveloped space’. Although highly debatable, ‘undeveloped’ or 
‘undevelopable space’ describes physical constraints that impede urbanisation, affecting the degree 
of sprawl (Theobald, 2001; Wolman et al., 2005). Some farmlands, hills and some industrial plots 
fit into these categories. The term ‘vacant lands’ arises in the early 1970s to describe outcomes of 
industrial obsolescence, often reclaimed for regeneration or infilling policies (Ige and Atanda, 2013; 
Foo et al., 2013; Northam, 1971). It often illustrates a contrast between productive pasts and current 
decay and thus, their condition as ‘brownfields’ or simply abandoned industrial facilities (Pagano 
and Bowman, 2000). ‘Open spaces’ are also discussed as gaps in the urban fabric but with a positive 
connotation in terms of their social, environmental and economic benefits. Environmentally speaking, 
they help in reducing impacts of natural disasters (Barkasi, et al., 2012), emerge as reservoir for future 
developments (Graham, 2000) or provide specific ‘features’ to places (Kurz and Baudains, 2010). 

The notion of ‘wildscapes’ has also appeared to describe undeveloped areas that support some 
expressions of wildlife – flora and fauna – including built-up spaces such as abandoned build-
ings, ruins or unattended facilities. It illustrates any space where city’s forces of control have not 
been placed, where spontaneous activities and uses not determined by formal plans can flourish 
(Jorgensen and Keenan, 2012). Similarly, ‘wastelands’ are abandoned, marginalised and forgotten 
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spaces characterised by exuberant flora and fauna with aesthetics and ecological benefits. Alluding 
to them, Gandy (2013) developed the term ‘marginalia’ to describe wastelands in cities like London, 
Berlin and Montreal that offer strong sensorial stimulation based on their aesthetics, spatial flexibility, 
spontaneity and some hints of history. Reinforcing the environmental perspective, ‘non-urbanised-
areas’ (NUAS) emerges to describe undeveloped lands characterised by ecological attributes and 
nature. It highlights ecological contents – including agricultural functions and any kind of green 
infrastructure – recognised by biochemical and socioeconomic properties that support narratives 

of sustainable development and 
ecological modernization (La Greca 
et al., 2011).  NUAS are gears of 
ecosystem services, preserved at 
different levels (Saunders, 2011). 

Similarly, the ‘drosscape’ coined 
by Berger (2006) refers to wasted 

landscapes within urbanised areas defined by heavy infrastructure or as by-products of uncontrolled 
urban sprawl. These infrastructural spaces are leftovers of economic declines and remain outside 
regulations and institutional norms. They interrupt the continuity of the urban fabric and their recon-
version depends on different political and economic constraints (Silva, 2017). The ‘interfragmentary 
space’ coined by Vidal (1999; 2000) refers to any undeveloped space within the city. It derives from 
Vidal’s definition of cities as composed by ‘fragments’ that suppose the presence of ‘interfragmentary 
spaces’ as a logical outcome (Vidal, 2002). Similarly, De Solá-Morales (2002) used ‘terrain vague’ to 
describe spaces that are ‘vague’ in the sense of empty, abandoned or without activities or functions. 
They appear as a ‘form of absence’, i.e. without fixed limits or future destinations irrespective of previ-
ous occupation.

Defining The Interstial Space Of Urban Sprawl

Although the aforementioned approaches describe undeveloped, less-developed, empty, marginal-
ised or inert urban spaces, they appear to be specific, partial or simply do not provide a framework 
for the whole spectrum of undeveloped lands that are part of the sprawling urban geography. In this 
sense, the term ‘interstitial space’ emerges as more, generic, transversal, conceptually flexible as it is 
widely used in different fields of academic inquiry such as biology, physics, arts, sociology, religion 
and information sciences inter alia. Etymologically, there is a consensus that ‘interstitial’ refers to a 
space, a physical entity or an interval of time between two or more elements or events. It is intrinsi-
cally an ‘in-between’ condition and thus, supposes an inevitable presence of surroundings – or at 
least boundaries – that confine its unitary nature. 

In planning, it is accidentally invoked to describe by-products of urban sprawl and opportunities for 
further urbanisation. Mohammadi et al. (2012: 87), for instance, assert that: ‘Sprawl leaves behind 
numerous interstices that may be used for other functions such as agricultural land or for infilling 
policies…’. Gallent and Shaw (2007) explain how rural-urban fringes attracts the attention of policy 
makers and open opportunities to manage inherent complexities of urban ‘interstitial landscapes’. 
What is clear is that the ‘interstitial space’ emerges as an element of the suburban expansion with 
potential to become something else. From an urban design perspective, Sousa Matos (2009) under-
stands that ‘interstitial spaces’ should be reclaimed for new developments, functions and activities 
and thus, integrated to the urban fabric. 

At smaller scale, the term has been used to describe different sorts of forgotten, derelict, informal or 
marginalised spaces that serve as scenarios for social reactions. From an architectonic point of view, 
for instance, Vidal (2002) uses the term to describe spaces delimited by buildings, walls and others 
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where alternative architectonic functions can be placed. Similarly, Steele and Keys (2015) identify 
these spaces as scenarios for alternative everyday housing practices. For them, the ‘interstitial space’ 
is uninhabitable, undefined, uncertain but also flexible to host spontaneous activities.  At an urban 
scale, Gandy (2011) uses the concept ‘interstitial place’ to describe unregulated spaces characterised 
by the presence of nature. These places have valuable information about local trees, grass, stones, 
meadows, and others transferable among citizens. The ‘interstices’ can establish a network of unregu-
lated spaces where both ecological and socio-cultural diversity flourish. In particular, Jorgensen and 
Tylecote (2007) coined the term ‘interstitial wilderness’ to reinforce contributions to multiple human 
ecologies.

From a sociological viewpoint, Brighenti (2013) highlights the social relevance of interstices that host 
alternative reactions against institutional establishments or societal anomalies. The author remarks 
that ‘interstices’ are gaps within consolidated institutional frameworks and spaces where excluded 
individuals can be hosted. It is also understood as a disorganised environment that does not belong 
to official private/public realm – cracks in the structure of social organisation. Similarly, Dovey (2012) 
describes the ‘spatial interstice’ as scenarios for informal practices supported by informal morpholo-
gies that affect the image of the formal urban space. Shaw and Hudson (2009) refer to ‘interstitial 
spaces’ for artistic expressions that are also reacting against formal controls. They highlight the crea-
tive ways in which ‘interstitial spaces’ are occupied and how they challenge the idea of ‘place-making’ 
and social order (Shaw and Hudson, 2009). Tonnelat (2008) defines ‘urban interstices’ as ‘zones of 
transition’ where immigrants learn about local culture and adaptation to the mainstream society 
before moving to permanent residences: this takes place in various residual spaces between industrial 
facilities, roads, canals and poor tenements occupied by workers. Aside from understanding intersti-
tial spaces as sorts of derelict or inert lands, they are intrinsically relevant as they indeed determine 
the ‘sprawl index’ (Galster et al. 2001), contribute to a series of still unexplored ecosystem services 
(Sandström, 2002; La Greca et al., 2011), and affect the suburban performance in both positive and 
negative ways (Meyer-Cech and Seher, 2013; Thomas and Littlewood 2010). 

Understandings Santiago’s Suburban Interstices

Santiago de Chile shares common patterns of urban sprawl with most Latin American cities 
(Inostroza et al., 2013; Ducci and Gonzalez, 2006). It is characterised by a relatively homogenous 
residential landscape, but diversified by a range of interstitial spaces that includes agricultural lands, 
industrial, infrastructural, brownfields, landfills, public spaces, natural restrictions, military facilities, 
speculation lands and conurbation zones, that depict a varied, complex and multifaceted suburban 
context. Many of them were originally outer areas but increasingly embraced by the urban expansion, 
now well located nearby transport infrastructure, energy supply, services and consumption power. 
Some interstitial spaces still keep original functions although not fully efficient or under pressure for 
land-use changes. Because of their multiple origins, functions, spatial, social and environmental char-
acteristics, the interstitial spaces of Santiago’s sprawl are perceived and understood in multiple ways:

Wasted and ‘out of the market’ lands. For policy makers and from an economic perspective, Santiago’s 
interstices are areas ‘out of the market’. Their condition as empty, derelict, inert is associated with lack 
of financial tools to integrate them to the urban fabric. Politicians and central authorities tend to see 
them as ‘wasted lands’ that cannot support further developments (Rodriguez and Winchester, 2001). 
Developers also identify as ‘interstices’ those areas currently densified and integrated to the urban 
fabric (good land-capacity or proximity to high-quality transport infrastructure) but not yet properly 
(re-)densified. 

Interstices as ‘borderlands’. Santiago’s interstitial spaces are also perceived as disruptions of the urban 
fabric, specifically as internal borders between urbanised areas. Practitioners and policy-makers 



signalise them as ‘urban moles’, ‘barriers’ or simply ‘borders’ that make the city less efficient and more 
segregated. They are exemplified by empty lands, heavy infrastructures (such as motorways or buff-
ers of security), or industrial facilities disintegrated from surroundings. They also refer to closed spaces 
– such as military facilities or rural lands with restricted access – recognised as depressed, with clear 
signs of decay and in tense coexistences with surroundings. 

Reservoirs and opportunities. To local planners, developers and scholars, suburban interstices appear 
as opportunities to host services and improve urban standards. They could change trends defined by 
housing needs and concentration of poverty, diversifying socially homogeneous environments. They 
are conceived as reservoirs of space for provision of workplaces and services. 

Uncertainty and contradiction. Although not without potentials, suburban interstices located within 
low-income surroundings are perceived as spaces of uncertainty and contradiction, as they are 
stagnated due to the lack of public investment or consumption power to attract new population and 
services. They remain undeveloped, informally occupied, unconsolidated, marginalised or simply 
ignored. Aside from their potential as informal venues, neighbours describe them as potreros [pad-
docks]. In Chile, this is a pejorative term for areas without value. 

Pollution and social insecurity. Residents also link the interstices with insecurity and environmental 
degradation. Noise, dust, heavy traffic, darkness, broken and dirty streets, lack of fences and security, 
and long periods of inactivity are typical. Wild animals and plagues such as rats, wild dogs and car-
rion birds also populate these areas. The stench of dead animals, stagnant waters and rotten materials 
define an overall landscape of marginality and insecurity. Lack of electricity, for instance, contributes 
to crime during the nighttime, and transforms these spaces into informal shelters for drug traffic and 
prostitution. 

Healthy spaces. Yet, to many scholars and consultants, suburban interstices are ‘healthy spaces’ since 
they potentially act as green infrastructures. In this vein, agricultural interstices play a key role in rein-
forcing local economies. These are particularly located in the southern metropolitan area, recognised 
as the most fertile (ODEPA, 2012; SINIA, 2012), such as La Platina (Ministry of Agriculture), Campus 
Antumapu (Universidad de Chile), Tocornal and Concha y Toro vineyard, and the ‘Huertos Obreros y 
Familiares’ [Workers and Familial Orchards], all recognised as ‘foodscapes’ by NGOs, FAO and social 
organisations. They are clear expressions of ‘urban agriculture’ and cultural heritage related to histori-
cal practices in social housing (Catalán, Fernandez and Olea, 2013; Roubelat and Armijo, 2012).

Spaces of isolation. Policy makers mostly regards suburban interstices of Santiago as places isolated 
from the city. They are privileged areas connected to services and transport, but also calm atmos-
pheres for stress relief, social encounters, and contact with nature. However, isolation does not 
impede them from offering amenities for sporting practices, children’s playgrounds and alternative 
leisure: for instance, La Platina site is described by residents as a piece of countryside that allows the 
experience of ‘rurality’ within the city.

Conclusions

Interstitial spaces offer an alternative view of urban sprawl from its unbuilt geography, and highlight 
the interdisciplinary nature of suburbanisation beyond the ‘urban’. However, the understanding on 
suburban interstitiality is varied and supported by diverse dimensions such as the political, functional, 
spatial, social, economic and the environmental. Interstitial spaces are multifaceted elements that 
disclose different definitions based on contextual, economic, cultural and technical understandings. 

Urban sprawl is composed by active elements – both built-up areas and interstitials spaces – that 
trace a suburban territory in its own right. Alternative approaches in planning are called forth in order 
to provide a wider comprehension of the contemporary dimensions of urban sprawl. 
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