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Beyond the Informality: Latin American Perspectives
1. Introduction
Informal settlements constitute an organic condition of Latin American cities that should
be recognized and worked with, rather than being disregarded and diminished. The study
will investigate the ability of government-required master plans versus organic urbanism
to advance environmental resilience and social welfare. The primary investigation is
intended as a study of “tactical” urbanization occurring within informal settlements of
Mexico City (CDMX).
CDMX’s San Miguel Teotongo informal settlement was the study site for
investigating the coordination or mismatch between the current physical conditions of an
informal settlement and the physical planning principles articulated in the government’s
resilience and sustainability plans for CDMX. In relation to the high density metro region,
the settlement is located on the Southwest of the CDMX city center in Iztapalaba District.
This location includes the spatial relationship with Autopista Mexico-Puebla (Highway
Connection) and CDMX’s subway network. Thus, conducting this research within the
context of San Miguel Teotongo could help deliver interdisciplinary planning lessons to
formulate spatial practices and policies for the world’s other key and developing urban
centers.
This research framework was also mobilized to assist the research-driven Urban
Design and Architecture studio at UC School of Architecture and Interior Design, led by
Gregory Marinic, and in collaboration with Pablo Meninato of Tyler School of Art and
Architecture at Temple University. The graduate students proposed a comprehensive
urban design strategy enhanced by 'self-build' housing (cooperative or single-family)
solutions and mass transit for the San Miguel Teotongo informal settlement. This
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document describes the context of planning in Mexico, research process, conclusion and
recommendations for professional planners undertaking similar projects.
2. Current Planning Context
Mexico has a federal administration structure with three levels of government: the
national, 32 federated states, and 2,457 municipalities (OECD 2017).The national
government holds planning authority over land use, and the Mexico constitution assigns
the ownership and regulation of all land and water to the national level. The federal
government therefore has a legislative responsibility to structure the centralized planning
system to manage environmental issues and housing policy across the states and
municipalities.
The national government also influences land use policy and planning throughout the
various federal planning agencies. The Secretariat of Agriculture, Territory and Urban
Development (SEDATU) works with local governments throughout the country, providing
funding and technical assistance to projects that comply with the land use priorities of the
national government. Similarly, the National Institute of Housing Promotion (INFONAVIT),
the National Water Commission (CONAGUA), the National Land Ownership and
Regulation Commission (CORETT) and the Secretariat of Environment and Natural
Resources (SEMARNAT) provide planning guidelines and regulations for the federated
states and local municipalities.
The capital, Mexico City (CDMX) has a different planning governance structure
compared to other local governments. Due to its federal state condition, established in
1976, the Urban Development Law for the Federal District allows CDMX to institute an
independent Planning Directorate. Per the capital region's unique status, each incoming
metro government (serving a six year-term) is obliged to create a master plan or to renew
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the existing one as well as to make plans for the barrio delegaciónes (districts). However,
the Camacho Solís administration repelled the necessity of making new master plans in
1988 to allow maximum freedom for urban interventions.
The reason for that change was to underscore that the demands of the real estate
market can determine the projects to be planned and their required land use (Garza
1999). This restructuring in the planning system was also accompanied with a legislative
addition in 1990: “Transfer System of the Urban Development Potential”. This permitted a
transfer of the right to build up to a certain level from one area (e.g. ecologically protected
areas and the Historic Center) to another, as long as compensation is paid and the
receiving neighborhood was assigned as an area with potential for economic
development or of the metropolitan integration. This model of urban development through
‘Transfer of Development Rights’ legislation is still the standard instrument of urban
planning in CDMX and continues to be widely applied to facilitate the construction of large
urban projects (Burgess and Carmona 2009, 33-36).
3. Resilience and Sustainability Strategy for CDMX
In past few decades, Mexico City has been socially and environmentally transformed,
concentrating economic, political, and social-cultural activities within the center,
surrounding districts, and informal settlements. Coupled with the enormous population
growth and expansion of administrative boundaries, the spatial evolution of CDMX causes
new challenges and intensifies the remaining ones. The existing resilience/sustainability
planning documents assert that the interdependent relationship within the Mexico City
metropolitan conglomeration creates a close-knit integration of urban, socio-economic,
and environmental issues. This condition, however, increases the exposure to ecological
stresses such as dwindling natural resources, socio-economic inequality and
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marginalization, informal settlements, booming waste generation, and impending
degradation of natural reserves and persistent pollution. To respond to these intertwined
crises of environmental decline and social inequity, the Mexico City administration,
through collaborating with national and international organizations, generated the
resilience/sustainability strategy plan that uses physical planning principles to address
equality, inclusion, and adaptive transformation. This research reviewed these planning
principles to conduct field observations, and to examine their existing applications and/or
future implementability within the context of San Miguel Teotongo informal settlement in
CDMX.
Through the document reviews, the comprehensive analysis concludes that the
resilience/sustainability strategy for CDMX lays out a planning program and
complementary action items to advance environmental resilience and social welfare
through tactical and incremental urban interventions. Particularly, the three pillars of the
strategy that consist of water access, urban and regional resilience, and
improved/integrated mobility system (see below) have an explicit emphasis upon physical
conditions of informal settlements in order to enhance ecological and socio-economic
dynamics. These pillars constituted a framework for this research to conduct field
observations in San Miguel Teotongo (CDMX Resilience Office 2016):
❏ Pillar 1: Promote water resilience as new paradigm to manage water resources
and quality in the Mexico Basin
●

Install rainwater catchment systems in housing with water scarcity

●

Create strategic infrastructure for water catchment and retention and flood
mitigation, including water conservation areas, green spaces, and multifunctional
parking lots
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●

Implement public space projects with responsible water management

●

Integrate rainwater catchment systems into urban amenities

❏ Pillar 2: Plan for urban and regional resilience
● Preserve, expand, and recover urban green areas.
● Design and build model green infrastructure projects that promote hydrological
restoration, recovery, and reactivation
● Enhance access to public space in working class and marginalized areas through
new projects and expansion
● Promote the construction of high-quality urban amenities in underserved areas:
Health, education, sports, culture and shelters
● Optimize and innovate in social and public housing programs for CDMX
connected to the public transportation network such as mixed-income and multifamily housing models
❏ Pilar 3: Improve mobility through an integrated, safe, and sustainable system
● Promote an integrated mobility system that connects and revitalizes CDMX and
the Metro Region.
● Discourage the use of private vehicles
● Create a safe and accessible city and neighborhoods for pedestrians and cyclists
As laid out above, the CDMX’s resilience/sustainability strategy consists of multiple
physical planning principles to be implemented in informal settlements. The field studies
in San Miguel Teotongo therefore were based upon two premises: 1. to document
“tactical urbanization” actions that physically applied by planning agencies and/or local
residents; and 2. to compare the existing field conditions with the physical planning
principles articulated in the resilience/sustainability strategy. Site visits, participant
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observations, and photographic surveys were the main tools to acquire data from San
Miguel Teotongo. Moreover, informal interactions and conversations with the
neighborhood residents allowed me to learn the residents’ opinions in regard to the
neighborhood's environmental quality.
4. Field Studies in San Miguel Teotongo
The studio team visited San Miguel Teotongo on February 6th, 2020 to do observations
and collect data at the particular sites that the graduate students selected before the
studio’s trip to Mexico City. The informal settlement is located in the northeast of Mexico
City center (See image 1 & 2), and has an elevation of 2339 meters (7673 ft.). Its
topographic conditions include the steady increasing slope towards to the south boundary
that borders with the Guadalupe Volcano, and multiple valley formations that cross the
neighborhood area along the south-north axis.
In historical context, San Miguel was formed at the end of 1980s, by families
mostly from Oaxaca, Mexico. This settlement movement was due to the local real estate
brokers’ offer of cheap lots for the domestic migrant families who in the meantime, were
leaving rural areas to find decent employment opportunities within the rapidly growing
CDMX region. Like other new settlements in CDMX, San Miguel grew beyond the local
government's control, and is still expanding through self-built and unregulated
construction projects. Currently, the settlement’s population has between 80.000 –
100.000 residents. That numbers are changing seasonally per job-related intra-emigration
waves within the Mexico City conglomeration.
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Image 1. CDMX Boundary (Light grey) and San Miguel Teotongo (Dark Grey)
Image 2. San Miguel Teotongo Building Mass and Open Green Spaces (Bottom: South End –
Top: North End)

As a researcher and teaching assistant, I participated in the students’ site visits along with
conducting my own targeted field observations. That process allowed me to understand
the existing environmental conditions as well as to document the available physical
planning interventions articulated in the CDMX’s resilience/sustainability strategy.
The results of the field studies hereby revealed that San Miguel Teotongo has
ongoing spatial applications that primarily address water resilience and improved mobility
through an intermodal and a redundant transportation system. For instance, across the
neighborhood, I was able to document that many self-built houses have the installed
rainwater catchment units and water tanks in order to overcome water scarcity. (See
Image 3).
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Image 3. San Miguel Teotongo – Site Conditions and Water Tanks on Rooftops (Author, 2020)

Per conversations with the residents, the houses were able to have that modular water
infrastructure on the rooftops with the financial and planning assistance of the CDMX
administration. This is not an enormous overhaul of the existing ecological conditions
through a top-down and neighborhood-wide water infrastructure project, but an
incremental and a successful precedent of spatial pragmatism that professional planners
can mobilize to deliver direct positive impacts in the lives of informal settlement residents.
The existing transit relations in and out of San Miguel Teotongo also demonstrates
an implementability of that approach through mixing the incremental capacity of the
formal planning authority with the solution-driven tactics of local residents. As such,
CDMX metro region operates multiple and relatively interconnected public transit modes
such as buses, subways, light railways, minibuses, and bikes.
The minibus system in CDMX is particularly an interesting example of how
municipal administrations and planning agencies could overcome transit accessibility
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issues at the metropolitan scale throughout connecting economic-cultural centers to
peripheries and low-income suburbs. In the San Miguel Teotongo context, the minibus
system operates through the presence of formal and informal urbanism connecting to the
formal public transportation modes outside of the neighborhood. The system is up to the
regulation of the formal transit planning authority in CDMX.

Image 4. A minibus vehicle in San Miguel Teotongo (Author, 2020)

Yet, the presence of the minibuses in San Miguel and their routes are based on the
discretion of drivers, who are also the neighborhood residents and know the needs of
their customers. The neighborhood does not have any physical planning and urban
design infrastructure to designate or signal pick-up and waiting locations for minibuses.
For professional planners, this condition may seem to be a disordered and chaotic
arrangement of the built environment. However a lack of formal planning process in San
Miguel does not yield those implications given the field studies conducted. The residents,
furthermore, develop their tactics to overcome the intra-mobility and accessibility
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problems by using bikes to reach informal minibus stops and other amenities within San
Miguel Teotongo (see image 5 & 6).

Image 5. 6. Bikes and Retail Amenities in San Miguel Teotongo (Author, 2020)

This is a fascinating spatial adaptability given the steady increasing elevation of the
neighborhood’s physical environment. The public-private adaptability assists in steady
improvement in the neighborhood’s physical environment. These examples also support
the mobility pillar of the CDMX’s resilience/sustainability strategy through decreasing
demands on the private vehicle use, encouraging cycling and walking as well as
contributing to goals to improve air quality. However, the overall physical environmental
quality observed within the neighborhood revealed that CDMX administration has not yet
able to demonstrate a tangible attempt to actualize and materialize the second pillar “Plan
for urban and regional resilience” through tactical and incremental physical interventions.
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For instance, San Miguel Teotongo has a relatively high density of open green
areas (see image 2), yet these lack even basic maintenance and safety measures such
as lighting and trash collection. The settlement also lacks green infrastructure projects
and programmatic elements to reactivate and increase the social use and benefits of such
public spaces. Amenities such as health clinics are unavailable. The site visits also
pointed to the existing and growing dissatisfaction among residents about the physical
conditions of public spaces and the unavailable social amenities such as kindergartens,
public pools and sports centers.

Image 7 & 8. Interactions and conversations with San Miguel residents. Photographs are taken
with a permission (Pablo Meninato, 2020)

These aspects revealed a mismatch between the overall ecological qualities of San
Miguel Teotongo and the physical planning principles articulated in the CDMX
resilience/sustainability strategy. This conclusion is not only based on the document
analysis and field studies or an abstract interpretation of the physical and material
conditions in the neighborhood, but also a lived experience and perception of the
neighborhood residents suggest that ultimate conclusions. Even so, the scope of this
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research does not intend to reveal and discuss why CDMX administration still does not
start to work upon those improvements.

Image 9. An Underutilized Public Park in San Miguel Teotongo (Author, 2020)

The findings of the field studies also do not suggest that CDMX’s resilience/sustainability
strategy failed, given the relative achievements of tactical urban interventions within the
framework of water resilience, air quality, and improved mobility. Thus, the examples
discussed above support the main argument of this research project: informal settlements
are not obstacles, but a place of creative opportunities for the planners and other built
environment professions to utilize the residents’ ingenuity, as well as physical planning
and community engagement tools and practices to help establish broader and long-term
resilience/sustainability goals.
Moving forward, these research implications also generated practical guidelines
and a framework for the graduate studio to develop urban design and social housing
proposals for San Miguel Teotongo. The graduate students used the studio sessions and
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intermittent design charrettes to address a “Plan for urban and regional resilience” aspect
of the CDMX’s resilience/sustainability strategy. Following a multi-scalar and phased
approach of physical planning process helped the graduate students to successfully avoid
the generic pitfalls of architectural studios (See image 10 &11).

Image 10 & 11: Comprehensive Urban Design Examples from the Graduate Studio (Left:
Courtesy of Robert Peebles, 2020: Right: Courtesy of Todd Funkhauser, 2020)

As such, comprehensive urban design concepts for San Miguel Teotongo and social
housing proposal are developed with a programmatic approach, rather than a baseless
design provocation of a sole design practitioner who disregards social and ecological
contexts. This research driven pedagogy was helpful to utilize planning principles to
inform an architectural production through materializing the CDMX
resilience/sustainability strategy and embracing an informal settlement aspect of San
Miguel Teotongo.
5. Conclusion and Recommendations
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This research project primarily aimed to guide the planning profession to recognize, and
work within informal settlements through advancing resilience, sustainability, and
community well-being in such environments. The three pillars that coming from the
CDMX’s resilience/sustainability strategy provided a framework to conduct the research
within the context of San Miguel Teotongo informal settlement. Second, the project
sought to integrate physical planning principles to urban design and architectural
practices and decrease the knowledge gap between these disciplines. Regarding the
project goals, the overall research process yielded tangible accomplishments. I was able
to conduct efficient field observations in addition to informal and unstructured
conversations with San Miguel Teotongo residents.
This was quite helpful to understand everyday physical conditions and lived
experiences of informal settlements through the lens of their residents. Therefore, I would
strongly suggest that professional planners, who are undertaking similar projects in
international settings, should take advantage of the qualitative planning research methods
such as site visits, observations, and structured or unstructured interviews with local
residents, rather than merely being rely on demographic datasets, and GIS-based
mapping tools/applications. Mixing the quantitative information with up-to-date site
conditions and the agency of informal settlement residents would allow planners to
increase their contextual knowledge to generate an adaptive and a solution-driven
physical planning practice.
To transfer the application of the CDMX’s resilience/sustainability strategy to other
neighborhoods or cities, the lessons learned from San Miguel offer tangible guidelines. In
the context of the pillar 1 (water resilience) and pillar 3 (improved and integrated mobility),
professional planners could improve residents’ lives in a direct and sustained manner
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through operationalizing untraditional and tactical planning interventions. For instance,
instead of producing a blueprint for a neighborhood-wide water distribution infrastructure
that address water resilience, generating an implementation and a maintenance plan for
rooftop water-tanks is a programmatic and an effective way to address the equitable
water resilience and community well-being. San Miguel Teotongo demonstrated a
successful precedent for that tactical physical planning approach. Similarly, encouraging
integration of minibus and bicycle transport with public transit would enable workers,
students, and shoppers to reliably reach their destinations.
However, to address pillar 2 (urban and regional resilience) and deliver long-lasting
improvements in the context of informal settlements, the conditions observed in San
Miguel Teotongo suggest that resilience/sustainability plans require ongoing
organizational and/or institutional support to provide funding and timeline for
implementing and monitoring physical planning goals. The lack of particular physical
developments in San Miguel, and the residents’ feedback revealed that CDMX’s strategic
plan fall behind in that regard. This overview thereby underscored the importance of
collaboration within various built environment professions (e.g. city planning, urban
design, architecture, landscape architecture) through the interdisciplinary methods and
practices.
Institutionalizing this mentality can create a professional environment to support
not only architecture and urban design practitioners, in order to realize their design
proposals with a funding and organizational support. But planners would also be able to
enhance and extend the territory of their own practice from a formulation of goals, targets,
financing tools, and actionable items towards generating those planning programs in
physical and material realms. Using the results of this research project to inform the
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graduate architecture studio also suggests that urban design and social housing
development are priority areas that professional planners should consider to become
involved in. All in all, it is also a professional imperative and an ethical responsibility for
planners to persistently help enrich everyday lives of our clients: the diverse communities
in the world’s emerging urban centers.
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