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Abstract 
As the world’s population becomes increasingly urban, efforts to improve the quality 
of life among the impoverished must turn to cities. The literature asserts that the 
most successful programs in the fight against poverty are those that are implemented 
and managed by local community members. Moreover, the personnel in charge of 
distributing aid must have: 1) the trust and confidence of the community, 2) expe-
rience with community outreach, 3) a record of disseminating useful information, 
and 4) a clear understanding of local cultural traditions. The fire department is an 
often overlooked community resource that fulfills these requirements. Within the 
city of Chepo, Panama the fire station has successfully by-passed the thick layers of 
bureaucracy and is effectively reaching the city’s urban poor. Fire departments in 
other cities throughout the Global South might consider emulating the example set 
by Chepo. 
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1. Introduction 

There are three germane facts about population and development in the Global South. 
First, the various efforts by the world community to combat extreme poverty (e.g. mi-
cro-loans, UN School Lunch Program, Conditional Cash Transfers) are starting to 
show results, albeit slowly. In 1990, the world’s total population was 5.3 billion and 1.9 
billion people were living on less than US $1 per day. In 2015, the world’s population 
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reached 7.3 billion, yet there are fewer individuals (700 million) living in extreme po-
verty (Economist, 2015). Second, most of the aid and effort to combat global poverty is 
focused on rural areas. Although impoverished people in cities face the same challenges 
as their rural counterparts (e.g. food insecurity, inadequate housing, lack of basic infra-
structure, insufficient education and health care services), “[U]rban poverty reduction 
is among the lowest priority for aid donations from most multilateral agencies.” (Par-
sons, 2010: p. 50). Third, the proportion of the world’s total population living in urban 
areas has steadily increased since the turn of the twentieth century. Increasing indu-
strialization since the 1950s, combined with chronic rural poverty has led to sustained 
rural-to-urban migration (PRB, 2015; Dahlman, 2016). For the first time, in 2007, over 
50 percent of the world’s people were living in cities (PRB, 2007). By 2030 it is expected 
that more than 60 percent of the world’s population will reside in urbanized areas and 
most of the growth will continue to occur in cities of the Global South. The locus for 
fighting global poverty needs to shift from rural areas to the cities (Parsons, 2010; Erok-
hin, 2014). How do we tackle this growing urban problem without sacrificing the gains 
we have achieved in rural areas? Lacking is an effective approach for reaching the 
world’s marginalized population living in cities (Economist, 2015). The purpose of this 
field report is to articulate how the local fire station is a valuable community resource 
that can serve as an effective tool in reaching the urban poor.  

2. Background 

In the 1970s international aid organizations and national governments began serious 
campaigns to end extreme poverty worldwide (Shah, 2012; UN, 2014a). Over the past 
45 years the most common approach to development in the Global South has been 
top-down funding schemes. Because this approach is mired with problems (Easterly, 
2006; Smith et al., 2016), a growing number of scholars advocate for a bottom-up ap-
proach (Escobar, 1992; Brunt and McCourt, 2011) where local actors lead efforts to re-
medy local challenges. Regardless of which approach is taken, most endeavors to end 
poverty have been carried out in rural areas where examples are widespread and bla-
tant.  

Since the 1950s population growth in the world’s rural areas has slowed considerably 
as fewer people engage in agricultural practices and cities siphon off pools of labor. As 
the rural population continues its protracted decline, the number of people living in ci-
ties is accelerating. Although poor living conditions in mega-cities receive most of the 
attention, only about 12 percent of the world’s population lives in these cities of 10 mil-
lion people or more. By comparison, nearly half of earth’s urban population lives in ci-
ties with 500,000 people or less and they are host to the most rapid rate of population 
increase (UN, 2014b). Urbanization offers numerous potential benefits for residents 
(e.g. diverse employment opportunities, improved infrastructure, better education and 
health care), yet rapid, unplanned urban growth threatens sustainable development and 
places peoples’ quality of life at risk (Erokhin, 2014; UN, 2014b; World Bank, 2016).  

In 2015, the United Nations launched its newest 15-year plan (2030 Sustainable De-
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velopment Goals) to end world poverty (UN, 2015). Their seventeen goals range from 
eradicating global hunger and promoting gender equality to developing affordable 
energy and ensuring environmental protection. Showing a clear understanding of the 
trends in world urban growth, the UN included a specific goal to end poverty in urban 
areas by 2030. The UN declares that cities of all sizes should become sustainable, inclu-
sive, and safe (UN, 2015), but the organization does not specify how the world commu-
nity will engage the growing number of urban poor. The literature is replete with re-
minders that empowering locals is the key to successful rural development in the Glob-
al South (Crescenzi and Rodríguez-Pose, 2011). This is no less pertinent in urban areas. 
Assistance in cities is much more effective if responsibilities are delegated to local resi-
dents and the decision-making process is transferred to the local level (Parsons, 2010). 
Questions remain. What is an effective method of reaching impoverished people living 
in the cities of the Global South? Are there any existing community resources that can 
be expanded to reach the urban poor? To date there are few empirical examples illu-
strating the best practices of poverty outreach in urban areas. The remainder of this 
paper showcases how a local fire station is well-positioned to serve the needs of the ur-
ban poor.  

3. Chepo, Panama 

As part of a larger project that explores water resources within central Panama, this ar-
ticle draws upon field work conducted in the city of Chepo, Panama. Chepo was 
founded in 1569 as a critical gateway community for the Spanish as they expanded their 
zone of influence from Panama City into indigenous-held lands (McCarthy, 2013). Lo-
cated along the Pan-American Highway, Chepo has long served as an important service 
city within central Panama; it is home to the region’s only hospital and high school and 
is the seat of government for the Chepo district (Figure 1). According to the 2010  
 

 
Figure 1. Map of Central Panama, including the city of Chepo. Cartography by Jeffrey S. Smith. 
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Census, the city of Chepo proper has a total population of 20,420, yet the city serves as a 
central place for surrounding villages and homesteads numbering over 46,000 people 
(PPHC, 2010). Today, Chepo has become a bedroom community for many people who 
work in Panama City; its population is steadily increasing because it is the first step ru-
ral residents make as they leave the countryside searching for better employment op-
portunities in urban areas (especially Panama City).  

4. The Fire Station as a Tool in Community Development 

In cities throughout the Global South governmental agencies and non-governmental 
organizations (NGO) offer a multitude of community services to improve the quality of 
life for impoverished residents. Successful programs have managed to cut through thick 
layers of bureaucracy and directly reach people in need. In Chepo, Panama the local fire 
department demonstrates that fire fighting personnel are well-positioned to successfully 
provide services to the urban poor.  

1) Having the public’s trust and confidence is a key to offering relief aid. As public 
servants, first responders (e.g. paramedics, police, and firefighters) have distinct reputa-
tions within the community. Although police are deployed to serve and protect, the 
general public sees their primary role as enforcers of local laws and regulations. Because 
firefighters seek to ensure peoples’ health and safety, they possess a more altruistic rep-
utation–one that has earned them considerable confidence within the community. 
When fire department personnel reach out to the community with aid and assistance it 
is readily received because they are trusted within the community.  

2) A second key to successful aid is experience with community outreach. Seeing 
firefighters standing in the road collecting food and money to help the poor is a com-
mon sight in cities around the world. Within Chepo firefighting personnel have a long 
tradition of collecting and distributing food and disability support devices (e.g. walkers, 
crutches, and wheelchairs) for residents in need. With assistance from a local politician 
and two NGOs the fire station in Chepo expanded its outreach by becoming a clearing 
house for the distribution of not only food and disability devices, but a wide variety of 
much-needed resources including beds and water purification filters. The fire depart-
ment has become an essential community resource in the distribution of items that im-
prove the quality of life for some of the poorest residents.  

3) A third key to success is reputation for disseminating accurate, useful information. 
As is common in many parts of the world, the fire station in Chepo regularly offers 
clinics that seek to improve fire safety and awareness among local residents. Clearly, the 
fire department has a reputation for being the source of beneficial information. With 
assistance from an international NGO, it became an easy leap for the fire department to 
begin offering information about proper health and sanitation. First, the community 
bulletin board was used as a means to communicate warnings about immediate health 
and safety risks. Then, drawing upon their medical background as paramedics, the fire 
department personnel began offering classes to disadvantaged members of the commu-
nity that focus on health and safety issues. These expanded services have greatly im-
proved the lives of local residents.  



J. S. Smith et al. 
 

301 

4) One of the most important keys in the successful distribution of relief aid is an 
understanding of the prevailing culture. When aid is offered in a manner that is com-
patible with local cultural tradition, the efforts are more fruitful. Because fire depart-
ment personnel are permanent residents within the community, they know and under-
stand the nuances of the local culture. This has proven to be particularly helpful within 
the city of Chepo and its surrounding area because there is a sizeable Kuna Indian pop-
ulation that practices distinct cultural traditions. The aid that firefighters offer is well 
received because it is distributed in a culturally appropriate manner.  

5. Conclusion 

In 2007, the world became predominantly urban when 50 percent of the total popula-
tion was found living in cities. Every indication suggests that the global population will 
continue to become more urban with most of the growth unfolding in cities of the 
Global South. As the world community seeks to improve the quality of life for all indi-
viduals, the locus for fighting global poverty needs to shift from rural areas to the cities. 
As this article illustrates, the fire station is an often overlooked, yet effective resource 
that can be used to reach the urban poor. Fire fighting personnel have the trust and 
confidence of the community, they have demonstrated experience with community 
outreach, they have a record of disseminating useful information, and they possess a 
clear understanding of local cultural traditions. The fire station in Chepo, Panama has 
successfully by-passed the thick layers of bureaucracy and is effectively reaching the 
city’s urban poor. The experience in Chepo is not isolated or unique, rather the prac-
tices followed in Chepo should be applicable to other cities in the Global South.  
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