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Abstract
Towards the end of 20th century the Pre-Columbian archaeological heritage of Trujillo, in northern Peru, became a 
powerful symbol of local identity and economic development based on the tourism industry. In parallel, Trujillo’s urban 
growth –a process that started around 1950–provoked the deterioration and loss of several archaeological sites located 
in areas subject to rapid transformation by modern neighborhoods. Although the situation does not appear promising, 
exploring the history of ancient and modern occupations, archaeological research, and management of Pre-Columbian 
sites in Trujillo allows obtaining a broader perspective on the role of archaeological heritage for the inhabitants of that 
modern Latin American metropolis. 

Key Words: North Coast of Peru, archaeological heritage, urban growth, cultural resources management, community 
participation.

Resumen 
El patrimonio arqueológico prehispánico de Trujillo, en el norte peruano, es desde fines del siglo XX un símbolo con-
junto de identidad y desarrollo turístico. Sin embargo, la expansión de la ciudad, un proceso iniciado en la década 
de 1950, ha ocasionado una creciente presión sobre numerosos sitios arqueológicos localizados en áreas sometidas a 
rápida transformación del terreno para la construcción de viviendas. El artículo evalúa los diversos reclamos visibles 
–comunitarios, profesionales, y políticos– en el manejo de los sitios patrimoniales localizados en la periferia urbana 
y examina el rol potencial de esos lugares para el mejoramiento de las condiciones de vida de las poblaciones involu-
cradas. Aunque el panorama no se presenta prometedor, explorar sus particularidades nos conduce a una nueva y más 
amplia perspectiva sobre el papel de la preservación del patrimonio arqueológico para los habitantes de esa ciudad. 

Palabras clave: Costa norte de Perú, patrimonio arqueológico, crecimiento urbano, gestión de recursos culturales, 
participación comunitaria. 
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1. Introduction 

In areas such as the Peruvian coast, the cen-
tral highlands of Mexico, or the valleys of the 
Iberian Peninsula the presence of remains of 
the past is experienced daily by the inhabi-
tants of landscapes modeled largely by human 
action. However, the coexistence of modern 
communities and material remnants of the past 
frequently does not mean the preservation of 
the latter –instead, it is more usual its use and 
transformation by the new occupants of the ter-
ritory. Even though archaeological landscapes 
are clearly visible and are carriers of a valuable 
and irreplaceable meaning for archaeologists 
and historians, those spaces do not tend to be 
inhabited by them but by farmers and urban 

residents, who in most cases have as immedi-
ate goals to achieve better standards of living 
and basic services. Recognition of that reality 
has had a major impact on the debate on pol-
icies for the protection of archaeological heri-
tage and it has given rise to new perspectives 
on its role in the politics of sustainable national 
and local development. 

Evidences for .for human occupation of the 
north coast of Peru go back to at least 12.000 
BP. Each valley and desert in the region pre-
serves sites ad landscapes with remains of the 
different cultural periods of Andean history. 
On the other hand, the north coast of Peru has 
become an important center for agro-industrial 
production and commerce. The cultural tour-
ism is nowadays one of the pillars of the re-

Figure 1. Lower Moche Valley with metropolitan Trujillo and archaeological sites mentioned in the 
text. Author: Jorge Gamboa.
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Trujillo. The role of the state in the birth and 
early development of periurban areas of Tru-
jillo was minor, with the process of coloniza-
tion and capitalization of desert plains being 
led by multiple autonomous zonal committees. 
The lack of effective state intervention in the 
growth of Trujillo’s periphery was not a bless-
ing for those urban communities and resulted 
in the existence of extensive inhabited sectors 
with few (or lacking of) ecological, cultural, 
and public recreational spaces. Rural poverty 
moved to the city and the political violence of 
the 1980s and 1990s also had an impact on the 
local demography.

The legal registration of the first colonized 
areas led to the installation during the 1980s 
of water connection, sewage, and electricity 
by the district governments with funding from 
the state government. Until the middle of the 
1990s, the vast majority of families settled on 
the outskirts of Trujillo had built their homes 
with their own resources. From the 1990s on-
ward those populations accessed programs of 
banking and state financing for housing; some-
thing that contributed to the upgrading of ear-
liest urbanized areas and increased number of 
sale and rental processes for parcels and built 
homes. Given the rapid expansion of the inhab-
ited areas, the installation of basic services is 
a process currently in progress in some of the 
most recent periurban sectors. 

The 20th century migrations to the periphery 
of Trujillo gave rise to a new social landscape 
formed by the districts of El Milagro, La Es-
peranza, Florencia de Mora, and El Porvenir 
and several new settlements around the already 
urbanized zones of Huanchaco and Laredo. 
Those areas are now home to an estimated 
population of 500.000 people, that amount to 
51% of the metropolitan population of Trujillo 
and 27% of the La Libertad Region population 
(INEI 2007, 2012). Despite the formation of 
an emerging middle class in Trujillo, around 
20% of the metropolitan population is still 
considered by the NGOs working in the area 
as within the levels of poverty. The consolida-
tion in the region during the last two decades 
of an export economy model, the consequent 
generation of jobs in agro-industrial facilities, 
and the economic capitalization of marginal 
lands prompted further the periurban popula-

gional socioeconomic growth (Castillo 2004; 
Trivelli and Asensio 2009; Uceda and Morales 
2009). Trujillo, the capital of the La Libertad 
Region, is a metropolis of 920.700 inhabitants 
located in the lower part of the Moche Valley. 
Like most urban centers of Peru, that city has 
experienced, since mid-20th century a fast and 
sustained expansion originated in migration 
and high demographic rates. 

That process intensified during the period 
of economic crisis and political violence of the 
1980s y 1990s. In the long term, the growth of 
urbanized space produced a continuous pres-
sure on the archaeological sites of the area, a 
situation originating the coexistence within 
Trujillo of primary heritage places –such as 
Chan Chan (UNESCO World Heritage) and 
Huacas de Moche– and a set of smaller sites 
strongly affected by the metropolitan expan-
sion and the emergence de numerous periur-
ban communities (defined here by the concepts 
presented by Iaquinta and Drescher 2000). 
This paper analyzes the second group of ar-
chaeological sites and its relationship with the 
modern local communities located in the social 
and economic periphery of Trujillo. Given the 
number of archaeological sites located in the 
research area, the article focuses on only six of 
them: Huaca Vichanzao, Pampa La Cruz, San 
Idelfonso, Rio Seco, Pampas La Esperanza-El 
Milagro de San José, and Quebrada San Idel-
fonso (Fig. 1), each representing a case of af-
fectation of Trujillo’s archaeological heritage. 

2. Archaeology, Modern Urbanism and  
Development 

Toward 1950, an uninterrupted process of mi-
gration to Trujillo –then populated by 50.000 
inhabitants– began from rural areas in Peru 
northern highlands. Replicating partly a phe-
nomenon also seen in Lima (Degregori 1990; 
Fernández-Maldonado 2006; Matos1984), 
the migration to Trujillo involved thousands 
of families attracted by the opportunities of 
employment and education considered avail-
able in that coastal city. The new neighbor-
hoods, self-identified as pueblos jovenes, 
transformed the traditional patterns of land the 
area and gave rise to the peripheral districts of  
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tion growth. In 1998 a strong ENSO (El Niño 
Southern Oscillation) provocked a new new 
cycle of displacement of the periurban pop-
ulations of the Lower Moche Valley and the 
nearby rural hinterland. The consequences of 
that natural event consolidated the emergence 
of the Alto Trujillo sector, the urban disctrict of 
more recent formation in the area. 

Through this complex process of demo-
graphic growth and municipal reordering, sev-
eral dozen archaeological sites became part of 
landscapes claimed and disputed by numerous 
periurban communities (Gamboa 2015). The 
transformation and destruction of archaeolog-
ical sites on the periphery of Trujillo includ-
ed, as other main agents, the agricultural and 
industrial development and the extraction and 
processing of construction materials. The de-
velopment of residential and recreational in-
frastructure for Trujillo’s groups with high-in-
come economy also led to the destruction of 
several archaeological sites, a situation visible 
in Urbanización La Merced (where once stood 
the Huaca La Merced, see Pinillos (1977: 130-
132), and the area between the Las Delicias, 
Huamán and El Golf sectors. 

3. Pre-Columbian Societies of the Moche 
Valley and Examined Sites 

The Moche River forms in its lower section 
and near the Pacific Ocean a narrow valley sur-
rounded by mountains and arid plains. Earliest 
human occupations in the area have been dat-
ed at the Late Pleistocene-Early Holocene and 
belong to the Paiján Tradition. First farming 
societies in the area appeared in the fourth and 
third millennium BC as part of the general pro-
cess of emergence of agricultural communities 
and elaborated ceremonial places through the 
coastal and highland Andes. Between 1600 and 
400 BC, the Cupisnique society established 
several settlements in the Lower and Middle 
Moche Valley. After 400 BC the valley saw the 
development of the Salinar and Virú cultures, 
whose settlements have been reported in sites 
as Cerro Oreja, Huanchaco and Cerro Arena. 
From AD 300 to 800, the majority of north 
coastal organizations adopted the Moche style, 
which incorporated new exchange networks, 

ceremonial behaviors, and visual communica-
tion codes (Benson 2012; Chapdelaine 2003; 
Pillsbury 2001; Quilter and Castillo 2010). 
After AD 900 the Lower Moche Valley was 
the center of the Chimú polity, a state-like or-
ganization that expanded from Lambayeque 
to Casma. Chan Chan, the Chimú main settle-
ment, was one of the largest urban centers of 
the Andes from AD 1000 to 1470.

Along the first millennium AD, the north-
ern margin of the Lower Moche Valley was 
the scene of a long-term process of agricultur-
al colonization and landscape transformation 
through the use and expansion of the Moro, 
La Mochica, and Vichanzao irrigation canals 
(Billman 2002; Gamboa and Nesbitt 2013). 
The next paragraphs present data on several of 
the Moche sites located in that area. I also in-
clude information on Quebrada San Idelfonso, 
an early pre-ceramic site, and El Milagro de 
San José, one of Chimú settlements that reoc-
cupied the zone from AD 1100-1400. 

Huaca Vichanzao

The Huaca Vichanzao site constituted one of 
the major Moche settlements in the northern 
margin of the Lower Moche Valley. In 1973 
the Chan Chan-Moche Valley Project (1969-
1974) of Harvard University documented the 
site and recorded the presence of Moche IV 
and V ceramic (Pérez 1994: 228). A decade 
later, in a context of national economic and po-
litical crisis, Eulalia Ramírez and María Wong 
(1984) from the Universidad Nacional de Tru-
jillo’s Archaeology School undertook a first 
campaign of excavations at the site and docu-
mented part of an adobe platform. The materi-
als recovered by Ramirez and Wong included 
a remarkable Moche IV vessel representing a 
human character with fox head (Fig. 2a-b).

During the 1980s Huaca Vichanzao was sur-
rounded by several periurban neighborhoods. 
The partial demolition of the platform originat-
ed in 1986-87 the intervention of the Instituto 
Nacional de Cultura (INC, current Ministerio 
de Cultura de Perú), which organized two sea-
son of excavations funded by the central gov-
ernment through programs of temporary work. 
This allowed recording part of a massive Mo-
che building dated by its associated materials 
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the Universidad Nacional de Trujillo and the 
INC carried out new excavations at Pampa La 
Cruz. Conducted as research and rescue cam-
paigns, those interventions allowed the regis-
tration of occupations dating from the Salinar, 
Moche and Chimú periods (Barr 1991). Those 
works also produced the discovery of addition-
al architectural areas and funerary contexts and 
provided a wealth of details about the sociopo-
litical organization and economy of the local 
Pre-Columbian communities.

San Idelfonso 

The San Idelfonso site was initially recognized 
by the anthropologist Victor Rodriguez Suy 
Suy as one of pre-colonial settlements asso-
ciated with the Vichanzao canal. Years later, 
San Idelfonso was included in the Inventario 
Nacional de Sitios Arqueológicos by Ravines 
and Matos (1983). The main structure of the 
site was a low wall, 980 m in length, which 
extended between the Vichanzao canal and 
the base of the San Idelfonso hill. The south 
half of the wall was made of stones. The north 
section was entirely built with adobes, some of 
which presented incised marks. The slope of 
the hill is covered by concentrations of ceram-

from AD 500 to 800 (Pérez 1994: 231-233). 
The high frequency of marked adobes indi-
cates construction of Huaca Vichanzao could 
be conducted by different working units under 
the control of or sponsored by a central au-
thority, a practice also recorded in Huacas de 
Moche –five kilometers across the valley– and 
other Moche main settlements.

Pampa La Cruz 

The Pampa La Cruz archaeological area (also 
known in literature as Quivisiche, La Poza, or 
Las Lomas) at Huanchaco is one of the settle-
ments of longer occupation in northern Peru. 
The main known Pre-Columbian features of 
the site included three stone and adobe plat-
forms, burial areas, residential structures, and 
irrigation canals. Even though archaeological 
research at Pampa La Cruz dates back to 1960s 
(Iriarte 1965), the first published works for the 
site correspond to the Moche burials recorded 
by the Chan Chan-Moche Valley Project (Don-
nan and Mackey 1978: 188-207). Those burials 
belonged to young and adult individuals placed 
in simple pits or walled chambers that also 
contained ceramic vessels, gourds, textiles, 
and copper artifacts (Fig. 3a-b). In the 1980s 

a b

Figure 2. Huaca Vichanzao, a) excavations in the 1980s (Ramírez and Wong 1984), b) Moche vessel 
(Pérez 1994: fig. 7.5).
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ic fragments and organic debris. The domestic 
and ceremonial ceramics in the surface of the 
site share formal and technical characteristics 
with the Moche IV style of Huacas de Moche 
and evidence an occupation between AD 500 
and 750. Although the majority of the decorat-
ed fragments belong to the Moche .IV style, 
some of them share features with the Moche V 
style from Galindo in the Middle Moche Valley 
(Fig. 4). The presence of fancy Moche IV and 
Moche V ceramics at San Idelfonso and Huaca 
Vichanzao suggest both sites would have par-
ticipated in the exchange networks that con-
nected Huacas de Moche with its hinterland, 
the Galindo’s sector, and other regional settle-
ments (Gamboa and Nesbitt 2013). 

Río Seco 

The Río Seco site, in El Milagro sector of La 
Esperanza District, covers an area of 260 m by 
60 m extended along one of the main Pre-Co-
lumbian roads that connected the north margin 
of the Lower Moche Valley with the Chicama 
Valley (Beck 1979: 82-89, figs. 14-15). The 
main occupation of the site dates from the Mo-

Figure 3. Pampa La Cruz, a) Moche IV burial (Donnan and Mackey 1978: 201), b) Salinar, Virú and 
Moche sherds. Photos by J. Gamboa, 2014 and courtesy of G. Barr. 

Figure 4. San Idelfonso site, El Porvenir 
District. Ceramic figurine. Photo by J. Gamboa, 

2008. 

a b



321

 Jorge Gamboa Archaeological heritage at risk: preservation, destruction and perspectives... 

Complutum, 2016, Vol. 27 (2): 315-332

juelo in 1997 and by the author, Cesar Gálvez 
and Andrea Runcio in 2008. Flakes and other 
debris from the manufacture of lithic bifaces 
made from quartzite, quartz and dacite, as well 
as concentrations of land-snails (Scutalus sp.), 
cover several sectors of the ravine’s bottom 
and alluvial terraces. Those materials are di-
agnostic of the Paiján Tradition (10.000-6.000 
BC) and and evidence the presence at QSI of 
camps and lithic workshops belonging to one 
of the earliest Trujillo’s populations.

Pampas La Esperanza and El Milagro de 
San José

The Pampas La Esperanza-El Milagro is an ex-
tensive area in the north extreme of the Lower 
Moche Valley that preserves several archaeo-
logical sites dating from the Late Pleistocene 
on the Chimú period. In 1997 the Universidad 
Nacional de Trujillo carried out a season of ex-
cavations in Pampas La Esperanza and docu-
mented a Moche rural settlement (Cossio et al. 
1997). The main Moche building was a stone 
structure with open forecourt, inner patio and 

che period, time in which it presented several 
architectural complexes and corrals for domes-
tic camelids (Fig. 5). Two of the Río Seco’s 
adobe and cobble structures were excavated 
by George Bankes (1971), who documented 
ceramics of the Formative, Moche, and Chimú 
periods. In more recent years, Deza and Rodrí-
guez (2003: 270-273) prospected the area and 
reported the presence of Moche plain and deco-
rated fragments, molded clay figurines, marine 
malacological material, and bones of terrestrial 
mammals. The Río Seco site was coeval with 
Huaca Vichanzao and San Idelfonso and could 
have functioned as an outpost for control of 
traffic between the mentioned valleys.

Quebrada San Idelfonso (QSI)

A fourth archaeological site threatened by the 
urban expansion of Trujillo is located in the 
interior of the Quebrada (ravine) San Idel-
fonso, El Porvenir District, and dates to the 
Early Pre-Ceramic period. The QSI site has 
not been included in previous regional reports 
but was surveyed by the author and Niel Pa-

Figure 5. Rio Seco site and Pre-Columbian roads, El Milagro Sector, La Esperanza District (Servicio 
Aerofotográfico Nacional-SAN, 1942, Flight 104-594).
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smaller rooms; evidences for grinding, cooking 
and consumption activities indicated its nature 
as a household with living and public areas. 

From AD 1200 to1400 the Pampas La Es-
peranza-El Milagro sector was part of the 
Chimú rural landscape. The Milagro de San 
José site was surveyed in the 1970s and 1980s 
by the Chan Chan-Moche Valley Project and 
the Proyecto Riego Antiguo (Pozorski 1987: 
113-115). El Milagro de San José functioned 
as a small administrative center where agricul-
tural production could be controlled. The main 
structure was a building with patios, courtyards 
and storerooms, all built with cobble stones 
and plastered with mud. In spite of its modest 
constructive materials, that building replicated 
the form and symbolism of the royal Chimú 
administrative spaces. The area was connect-
ed to Chan Chan through a walled road, which 
was also excavated by the UNT project (Valle 
et al. 1998).

4. Migration, Population Growth, and  
Preservation of Minor Archaeological Sites 

Let us take a look at what happened in the last 
years with the archaeological sites above pre-
sented. After the archaeological interventions 

and official delimitation of the protected area, 
Huaca Vichanzao Vichanzao started to be af-
fected, once again, by the surrounding popu-
lation. Although the area appears on the maps 
of the regional government as a “special treat-
ment area” (MPT 1999), the northern half of 
the Pre-Columbian site was occupied along 
the years by adobe and brick houses of new 
settlers. The south and southeast sides of the 
platform (that currently appears as a mound 
covered by sand and rubble) have been partial-
ly occupied by houses (Fig. 6). Several parts 
of the site are covered up by waste dumped by 
nearby residents or transported from other parts 
of the city. The presence of a power transmis-
sion line (built when the area was less densely 
populated) that crosses the archaeological area 
and presents one of its supports on the Moche 
platform is another risk factor for both the pres-
ervation of the site as for the local population.

Over the last decades the demographic 
growth of Huanchaco produced the formation 
of a large populated area between the tradition-
al center of that district and the Trujillo Airport. 
The urbanization process led to the archaeolog-
ical area of Pampa La Cruz to be progressively 
settled by low and high-income groups, with 
the platforms becoming the main visible tes-
timonies of the archaeological complex (Fig. 

Figure 6. Huaca Vichanzao. Urban development in 2009. Photo by J. Gamboa. 
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ered by local authorities as appropriated to the 
construction of El Porvenir District’s industrial 
zone. In the El Milagro sector, the Río Seco 
site and the nearby Pre-Columbian roads have 
being affected by quarrying –an activity with 
high levels of demand because of the housing 
industry boom in the city. Two additional risk 
factors for the archaeological area are the near-
by landfill of El Milagro and the vehicular traf-
fic (which has come to be done directly on the 
archaeological roads). 

A special case of ongoing destruction of 
Trujillo’s archaeological heritage corresponds 
to the situation of the Paiján sites at Quebra-
da San Idelfonso on the edges of El Porvenir 
District. Inside the quebrada several sand and 
stone quarries have been established. Quarry-
ing and the expansion of residential areas not 
only threaten the earliest heritage site of met-
ropolitan Trujillo but occur within an area of 
high risk for the formation of floods during El 
Niño. At present the Quebrada San Idelfonso 
site has not been registered or delimited by 
the Ministry of Culture and runs the risk of 
being severely altered by the aforementioned 
factors.

As a testament of the ancient Chimú agricul-
tural frontier, the Milagro de San José site con-
serves evidences of Pre-Columbian productive 

7). Continuing a tradition locally rooted since 
the beginning of the 20th century, the mounds 
are still used by the population of Huanchaco 
as places for religious processions and social 
meetings. At present, Pampa La Cruz is the 
only Moche settlement of metropolitan Trujil-
lo subject to research; in this case through an 
assessment and rescue project led by Gabriel 
Prieto (2012). The excavations of Prieto have 
allowed to record a complete new set of resi-
dential and funerary contexts belonging to the 
Virú, Moche and Chimú occupational periods 
at the Huanchaco’s area.

In 1998 the San idelfonso site started to be af-
fected by extraction and reuse of adobe bricks. 
The southern and central parts of the parts of 
the ancient wall were severely deteriorated by 
the removal of adobe and stones and are cur-
rently covered by a modern community (Fig. 
8). The The north section of the archaeological 
wall and surrounding areas have not been oc-
cupied, but the constant passage of the settlers 
causes damage to the archaeological materials 
on surface. The zone is marked as belonging 
to the CHAVIMOCHIC Project, a work of the 
Peruvian state intended to drive water for ir-
rigation of the Moche-Chicama interbasin. Al-
though the archaeological site has not yet been 
officially delimited, the area has been consid-

Figure 7. Urban growth covering the Pampa La Cruz archaeological site, Huanchaco District. 
Adapted of Google Earth, 2009.
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authorities and representatives of local pop-
ulations have ussually lacked of proactive 
responses to official claims. In addition, the 
INC-Ministry of Culture research works at 
Pampa La Cruz and Huaca Vichanzao, which 
in past decades contributed to the public rec-
ognition of the Pre-Columbian past of the city, 
were not continued.

In contrast with the situation of the archae-
ological places seen above, the Huacas de Mo-
che site (5 km to the southeast of downtown 
Trujillo) and El Brujo site (in the Chicama Val-
ley) started in 1990 and 1991 to be managed 
by multidisciplinary projects funded and con-
ducted by the Universidad Nacional de Trujil-
lo and state and private institutions (Franco et 
al. 2001; Uceda 2015). In the long-term, both 
projects became research and conservation en-
terprises enterprises oriented to research and 
cultural tourism. A comparable situation oc-
curs with Chan Chan, protected and managed 
by the Ministerio de Cultura and currently sub-
ject to an important economic investment by 
the Peruvian state. 

An effect seemingly feasible of the puesta en 
valor (a term that in Peru denotes a modality of 
social and economic valuation of heritage plac-
es through research, conservation and tourism) 
of the mentioned archaeological sites would 
have been its replication in other parts of the 
Moche Valley. However, this was not the case. 
The reasons for this seem to lie in factors such 

technologies and landscape management. In 
the 1990s, the site was recorded by the INC, 
which placed a sign with information about its 
protected status. In spite of those protective 
procedures, the area has been affected by urban 
and development activities conducted in El Mi-
lagro sector. Threats to the preservation of the 
site include new roads, the quarrying of sand 
and gravel, and the accumulation of debris –the 
same factors that caused the destruction of the 
Pampas La Esperanza’s Moche settlement ex-
cavated in 1997 and that now affect the walled 
Chimú road located there.

The expansion of the metropolitan periph-
ery driven by local actors (until a few decades 
ago largely untied to state planning) is only one 
of the factors at play in the process of destruc-
tion of archaeological sites. The deterioration 
of Pre-Columbian settlements in the margins 
of Trujillo coexists with a high demographic 
density, environmental pollution generated by 
poor management of industrial and domestic 
wastes, and the lack or inadequate implemen-
tation of educational policies aimed to evaluate 
and offer solutions to the difficult living condi-
tions of the peripheral urban communities. In 
this context, the work of the regional branch 
of the Ministry of Culture has been even more 
laborious by the scarcity of economic or lo-
gistical resources to carry out inspections and 
enforce the resettlement of groups that have 
invaded the archaeological areas. Municipal 

Figure 8. Periurban community at San Idelfonso site. Photo by J. Gamboa, 2010. 
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In Peru, the possibilities of public or pri-
vate investment, at a small or large scale, are 
linked to the Certificate of Non-Existence of 
Archaeological Remains (CIRA in Spanish, 
see MC 2014: Arts. 54-58). Created to simpli-
fy the process of CIRA, the Decreto Supremo 
054-2013-Presidencia del Consejo de Minis-
tros established a short deadline for the approv-
al or denial of applications and replaced, in a 
variety of cases, the execution of excavations 
by surface inspections (MC 2014: Arts. 29, 
30). The D.S. 054 also considered unnecessary 
the CIRA process on land with already existing 
modern infrastructure and consolidated urban 
areas, an issue with special repercussions for 
sites such as the ones here reviewed (MC 2014: 
Arts. 57, 63). The same decree stated the obli-
gation for those who obtain a CIRA to finance 
and implement a plan of archaeological moni-
toring (MC 2014: Arts. 11.5, 58, 59-66).

The declaration process of archaeological 
sites starts in the regional branches of the Min-
istry of Culture but finalizes in the institution’s 
central headquarters in Lima; that procedure 
usually flollows the information presented by 
evaluation or rescue projects (MC 2014: Arts. 
11.4, 24, 32, 46-49, 50-53), with a smaller num-
ber of declarations being made on the results 
of the research projects. The slow pace of the 
declaration paperwork also produces bureau-
cratic entrapments and overlapping roles and 
responsibilities. That entails, not infrequently, 

as the support that the mentioned projects got 
from public and private institutions, the com-
bination of physical monumentality and artistic 
values inherent to the primary sites, and their 
accesibility for urban tourists. The continuity 
of the problems regarding the preservation of 
the “non-monumental” sites demonstrates also 
the lack of an adequate model to counteract the 
appropriation of the archaeological spaces by 
the settlers of the emerging districts, a situation 
so far answered by the state, mostly through 
the official recognition (declaratoria) of the 
intangibility of archaeological areas (Congre-
so de la Republica 2004: Arts. II-IV, VI-VII, 
2, 15).

Available information on situational anal-
ysis and development plans of the peripheral 
districts of Trujillo reveals the lower impact of 
cultural heritage policies in the planning of met-
ropolitan growth. For example, development 
plans from 1995 to 1999 available on the web 
site of the Municipalidad Provincial de Trujillo, 
included few references to archaeological sites 
situated on the outskirts of Trujillo. Otherwise, 
the 1995 document mentioned both the value 
of the “monumental archaeological remains” as 
the relationship between their conservation and 
the goals of urban development (MPT 1995), 
while the 1999 plan –aimed to guide the metro-
politan growth until 2015– containedonly ref-
erences to the “monumental” or primary sites 
(Chan Chan and Huacas de Moche).

Figure 9. Periurban community at El Porvenir district, Trujillo. Photo by J. Gamboa, 2015.
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the failure to achieve immediate results in a na-
tional context of fast growth in productive and 
urban infrastructure.

All of the foregoing is referred to the archae-
ological heritage in the territorial and socio-
economic margins of Trujillo. However, what 
is life like in those peripheral urban zones? 
After five decades of existence, the peripheral 
districts of Trujillo show signs of internal di-
versification. Equipped with municipal admin-
istration and basic services since the 1960s and 
1970s, the earliest urbanized sectors are areas 
with formalized systems of home ownership 
and a dynamic commercial activity; howev-
er, those areas continue to lack an appropriate 
proportion of health and police facilities and 
public areas (Fig. 9). Peripheral urban districts 
are also plagued by low levels of municipal tax 
compliance rates. The demographic and terri-
torial growth of peripheral districts intermit-
tently gave rise to new neighborhoods in the 
border of the settled areas (Figs. 10 and 11). 

As in other Latin American countries, in 
Peru, ethnicity has been a key element in the 
dynamics of migrant integration into urban 
spaces. In Trujillo and other large urban con-
centrations of the Peruvian coast, some of the 
practices of discrimination that gave rise to 
the processes of inequality in modern Andean 
societies were reproduced –through manifes-
tations of prejudice towards residents of rural 

or indigenous ancestry–, especially during the 
early decades of the new communities. Low 
living standards, economic disparity, and a 
scarce state presence are related to recent in-
crease in crime in Trujillo’s periurban sectors. 
In spite of that reality, Trujillo’s peripheral dis-
tricts have not become fenced neighborhoods; 
indeed, those areas show multifaceted patterns 
of persons, information, and economic mobili-
ty to and from the city center.

5. Challenges and Perspectives for an Inclu-
sive Social Use of Periurban Archaeological  
Heritage

What will be the results of the loss of the met-
ropolitan Pre-Columbian heritage of Trujillo? 
The answer to this is doubly adverse. For ar-
chaeologists and historians this will imply the 
impossibility of studying the organizational 
characteristics or the ideology of the first so-
cieties settled in the area. The process of de-
struction of archaeological sites also involves 
the risk of the tacit acceptance of a landscape 
deprived of traces of the past and of the pos-
sibilities to implement a community develop-
ment based on the management of the local 
historical legacy, something relevant for the 
sustainable development of the Latin American 
cities in the twenty-first century.

Figure 10. Alto Trujillo sector. Photo by Douglas Juárez, 2013.
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How much surprising or inevitable is the 
occupation of archaeological sites by urban 
communities? The case of San Ildefonso at El 
Porvenir is illustrative. Near the San Ildefon-
so ancient wall are several extensive plots of 
unoccupied or only partially settled areas. The 
main attractive of the archaeological site for its 
new occupants was the existence of thousands 
of adobe bricks in a good state of preservation 
and “available. The modern population pre-
fers to situate their houses near archaeological 
sites, even in the presence of nearby areas ap-
parently without archaeological remains, in or-
der to avail themselves of construction materi-
als. Another attractive factor is the recognition 
that the location of the Pre-Columbian sites 
provides an advantageous position against the 
risk of flooding. The occupation of archaeolog-
ical sites by new communities is not inevitable, 
but we must recognize that it is a frequent and 
predictable reality.

In areas affected by shortcomings in hous-
ing, education and health the conservation of 
historical monuments is not easily perceived as 
an immediate goal of the local socioeconom-
ic development. The result of interviews con-
ducted among the adult population of the urban 
periphery of Trujillo frequently varies between 
emerging expectations and a low interest with 
respect to the history and value of the local 
archaeological sites. For the occupants of the 

heritage places the official declaration of an 
archaeological monument is not a measure 
usually followed by research and conserva-
tion works, but it is instead a preamble to the 
withdrawal of the state supervisors. The scarce 
involvement of the periurban communities in 
the preservation and management of the local 
cultural heritage also evidences an obvious dif-
ficulty of archaeologists to break the academic/
official circle and transmit their knowledge to 
the majority of city’s inhabitants beyond the 
academic and official circle. 

The described situation reveals the need for 
a convergence between fields of action current-
ly separated or whose integration has not been 
strengthened. The challenge of preserving the 
archaeological spaces incorporated within the 
peripheral districts of Trujillo, certainly implies 
the search of local participation in the solution 
of the problem. As several recent experiences 
have demonstrated, that strategy should, first-
ly, occur in adaptation to the social, econom-
ic and cultural conditions of each place, and, 
secondly, have as primary goal enabling the 
local community to take an active role in the 
diagnosis and management of the local heri-
tage site (Castillo 2015; Ortega 2003; Pacifico 
and Vogel 2012; Robles and Corbett 2009; Vo-
gel and Pacifico 2004). Trying to put forward 
those plans directly touches the issue of educa-
tion as a vehicle for strengthening identity and 

Figure 11. Alto Trujillo sector. Photo by Beysi Huapaya, 2013.
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community values in areas facing problems of 
environmental degradation, urban insecurity, 
and high rates of unemployment and underem-
ployment. 

The protection of heritage areas at risk by 
periurban expansion through the active and 
consensual inclusion of archaeological/his-
torical sites in urban planning policies should 
not mean a simple transfer of responsibilities 
between officials and local representatives, 
–something that without conditions of previ-
ous preparation and multilateral consultations 
would be counterproductive. A rethinking of 
governmental strategies in this regard should 
influence both the extension of capacities for 
action of the profesionals in archaeology, con-
servation, and heritage management, and in ad-
dition, the promotion of an active participation 
of the population in the benefits, obligations 
and conflicts generated by the preservation of 
the sites and their inclusion in metropolitan ur-
ban planning (Castillo and Ménendez 2014: 58, 
64-67; Espinoza 2015; Gamboa 2015: 73-85).

It is necessary that the heritage sites at risk 
are seen as a viable component of policies of 
planned and inclusive renovation of urban ar-
eas. However, the social use of archaeological 
sites should not mean permission for inter-
ventions aimed at the spectacular or involving 
the introduction of elements with design and 
meaning incompatible with the historical evi-
dence (for example, massive infrastructure or 
modern installation detached from the cultural 
and natural contexts of the place). The social 
use of local archaeological sites in some sec-
tors of metropolitan Trujillo –currently an ex-
tractive practice that leads to their destruction 
and suppression of the local memory– should 
be driven to the margins of the protected ar-
eas, which, as a result of prior assessment and 
zoning, could become public spaces placed 
between modern neighborhoods and archae-
ological areas. The installation of community 
museums in some of the examined sites is a 
possibility to be taken into account given their 
potential positive role in the educational pro-
grams conducted at local level (Jameson and 
Baugher-Perlin 2007; Montenegro and Rivolta 
2013: 29). 

Reaching common parameters of control of 
the landscape use will be crucial for the sus-

tainability of cultural heritage threatened by 
urban growth. The proposed modality of use 
of heritage sites affected by urban fringe pop-
ulations could be put forward through a new 
appreciation of those spaces as historic-ecolog-
ical protected areas, where the archaeological 
evidences may be investigated, preserved, and 
displayed to (and by) the surrounding commu-
nity. Of course, such a strategy will involve the 
establishment and implementation of funding, 
action, and control parameters legally recog-
nized. On the other hand, the conduction of 
interviews, surveys, and workshops should be 
understood as essential for the recognition of 
the appreciation and local expectations about 
the heritage places (Pacifico and Vogel 2012). 

Under this perspective, the administration of 
archaeological places at risk should become an 
axis for the integration between the manage-
ment of historical spaces, the involvement of 
the local stakeholders, and the renewal of the 
municipal urban landscape. Continuous mon-
itoring and the mutual recognition of the mul-
tivocality inherent to the relationship between 
society, archaeologists, and managers will be 
needed to prevent the heritage places to be 
converted into places of territorial dispute or 
in spaces for the installation of modern facili-
ties able to alter negatively the protected zones. 
Such a goal will be only achieved through a 
permanent articulation between researchers, 
administrative authorities, and the local popu-
lation –a difficult point to achieve in the pres-
ent but crucial to provide a social consensus for 
the preservation of the archaeological heritage 
sites. 

This strategy in the management of urban 
archaeological heritage has been put into prac-
tice –adapted to the regional economy and 
development plans– in Lima, where sites as 
Mateo Salado, Huaca Huantile and Huaca Pu-
cllana are subject of research and conservation 
projects and insertion in the tourism industry 
through projects funded by the Ministry of 
Culture and some district governments (Espi-
noza 2014). In parallel, other Pre-Columbian 
sites in Lima have become subject to attention 
by the neighborhood and civil associations 
aimed at preserving and promoting the local 
archaeological heritage. One example of this 
option occurs in the Fortaleza de Collique site, 



329

 Jorge Gamboa Archaeological heritage at risk: preservation, destruction and perspectives... 

Complutum, 2016, Vol. 27 (2): 315-332

whose defense as a place of local identity is 
promoted by grassroots and educational orga-
nizations (https://sites.google.com/site/colecti-
vocolli/somos). 

In metropolitan Trujillo, we can also find 
various examples of integration between ar-
chaeological research and community partic-
ipation. At Gramalote, Huanchaco District, 
the local community has been involved in the 
preservation of a Formative site (1500-500 
BC) menaced by urban growth (G. Prieto pers. 
com. 2015). The Unidad Ejecutora Chan Chan, 
of which we will discuss below, has also devel-
oped programs of support to artisans and local 
youth (promoting the active participation of 
the last group in the architectural restoration of 
the site). In the south margin of the Lower Mo-
che Valley, the Proyecto Huacas de Moche has 
sponsored local artisans and school teachers. 
An indirect outcome of that heritage project is 
found in the numerous restaurants located next 
to the road to the archaeological site; buildings 
whose appearance reflects the progressive ur-
ban development of that rural area. The fourth 
case is conducted at the rural settlements of the 
Middle Moche Valley by MOCHE Inc. a non-
profit organization aimed at improving educa-
tional and community facilities in exchange for 
participation in the defense of Pre-Columbian 
sites affected by looting or dismantling.

From the point of view of management pol-
icies and recalling that each community has its 
own agenda (Lane 2013), any response to the 
difficult situation of the heritage sites placed 
in areas of urban growth must fulfill two con-
ditions to go beyond the discourse: political 
support and availability of funds reverting in 
the populations involved. In the urban mar-
gins of Trujillo both possibilities, even though 
not being unattainable, are still far. The north-
ern region of Peru provides the experience of 
the Unidades Ejecutoras, agencies with state 
funding created in 2006 to promote, through 
massive state investment, the management of 
monumental archaeological sites and the so-
cioeconomic development of rural and periur-
ban populations. This strategy of state invest-
ment has not been universally applied. The 
majority of sites in charge of the Unidades 
Ejecutoras (Chan Chan, several complexes at 
Lambayeque, and Marcahuamachuco) can be 

considered monumental places with impres-
sive architecture, elaborated tombs or mural 
decoration; not surprisingly those places are 
also targets for the tourism industry and the of-
ficial and private promotion of a selected range 
of cultural values (Asensio 2012). 

The social use of sites such as those men-
tioned cannot operate under the same pa-
rameters of major archaeological places. The 
Pre-Columbian sites of the margins of Trujillo 
–minor in scale or located in zones “not rec-
ommendable for tourism”, with the possible 
exception of Pampa La Cruz at Huanchaco– 
do not seem to be on the waiting list for large 
state investments. However, was it not during 
the period of the largest economic recession in 
modern Peruvian history that the research and 
rescue works in some of them were conducted? 

6. Final Comments

As several of the contributions in this volume 
have demonstrated, it is increasingly necessary 
to involve the urban and rural communities in 
the processes of appreciation and management 
of the archaeological sites located in the terri-
tory they occupy. The particular social and po-
litical conditions seen in the current approach 
of periurban population to archaeological sites 
of the Peruvian north coast show that cases 
such as those here reviewed will not be solved 
through applying the models of more extensive 
and tourism appreciated sites. In that scenery, 
the construction of a shared sense of archaeo-
logical heritage built through dialogue among 
the different local stakeholders becomes not 
only necessary but also urgent. 

The inhabitants of Trujillo’s urban periphery 
and the archaeologists have been continuous 
actors in the claims and debates on conserva-
tion of local archaeological monuments and 
cultural landscapes, a context in which the first 
group has usually prevailed through its perma-
nence around and within the protected areas. 
Having mentioned that outcome of the urban 
growth of Trujillo, it is necessary to point out 
that the (re)emergence of research and man-
agement works at the examined heritage sites 
should lead to the inception of an updated and 
more democratic version of public archae-
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ology, one able to surpass the limitations of 
knowledge dissemination and participation of 

involved communities shown by the traditional 
rescue and delimitation projects.
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