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Abstract 

 

Housing Access and Governance: The Case of Densification Efforts in 

Mexico City, 2001-2012 

 

Laura Alejandra Reyes Ruiz del Cueto, MSCRP 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Sarah E. Dooling 

 

Abstract: Lack of access to adequate housing in Mexico City’s urban core and 

sprawling settlement patterns have led to numerous social and environmental issues. 

Current development patterns sharpen social fragmentation and segregation, create 

imbalances in the provision of infrastructure and services, and encourage human 

occupation of high-risk and environmentally susceptible areas. Furthermore, expansive 

urbanization has become increasingly expensive, both at the individual and collective 

level. This has happened because private interests often overshadow public ones; 

economic growth rather than equitable and sustainable development has been the mark of 

success. Thus, commercial uses have displaced residential uses, particularly low-income 

housing, to remote areas of the metropolitan region. Local government efforts, albeit 

significant in comparison to other parts of the country, have been unable to adequately 

address this issue. Government inefficiency, lack of inter-institutional coordination, 

corruption, and lack of resources, among other factors, have hindered the success of 

housing and densification projects. The present research evaluates recent densification 
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efforts and their goals to increase housing access and repopulate the urban core. Some of 

the individual benefits enjoyed by residents of densification projects, such as access to 

infrastructure and services, as well as some of the difficulties experienced by them in the 

process of obtaining government credits and access to housing are also identified. The 

conclusion is that only the rigorous integration of environmental and social planning 

agendas and the renegotiation of concepts of spatial justice will lead to more effective 

policies and housing programs, and a just, accessible, and sustainable city, region and 

country.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Lack of access to adequate and affordable housing in Mexico City‟s urban core 

and the subsequent sprawling settlement patterns of its metropolitan region have led to 

numerous social and environmental issues and an urban reality that requires urgent and 

profound reevaluation. Industrial and economic growth in the middle of the 20
th

 century 

gave place to urban development and the widening of the metropolis. The economic crisis 

of the 1980s led to unprecedented urban growth and social inequality in Mexico City.1 

Subsequently, Mexico City‟s urban core2 started to experience depopulation in the 1990s. 

Population loss occurred through the displacement of residential uses, particularly low-

income housing; more profitable uses were able to keep up with the rapidly increasing 

land prices.  Efforts to repopulate the central city started in 1997 with the first elected 

mayor in the Federal District (DF for its acronym in Spanish), although more decisive 

strategies were implemented in 2000. Yet, affordable housing development has remained 

marginal within the central city. Low-income residents continue to be displaced to 

remote, high-risk, and environmentally susceptible areas of the city and adjacent 

municipalities. Official numbers indicate a housing shortage3 of around three hundred 

thousand only in the DF, without accounting for municipalities in surrounding states of 

the metropolitan region.4  

                                                 
1 Peter Ward, México Megaciudad: Desarrollo y Política, 1970-2002, (México D.F.: Porrúa, 2004):106. 

2 The local government has defined the urban core or central city as four central delegaciones (Benito 

Juárez, Cuauhtémoc, Miguel Hidalgo and Venustiano Carranza). Some districts of the city‟s first ring have 

also experienced depopulation. 

3 The housing shortage is defined in terms of the inability to keep up with housing demand, as well as the 

increase of substandard housing and overcrowding.  

4 Sociedad Hipotecaria Federal, México: Rezago Habitacional, Demanda de Vivienda 2012, y Bono 

Demográfico, (México D.F., 2012), 2. 
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Figure 1: Federal District (DF) and its Delegaciones or Boroughs.5 

                                                 
5 Industry has historically concentrated in the north of Mexico City (Azcapotzalco and Gustavo A. 

Madero);  the historical downtown área is in Cuauhtémoc; Miguel Hidalgo, Benito Juárez and Coyoacán 

have historically contained residential uses but at present also contain many tertiary activities; Venustiano 

Carranza, Iztacalco and Iztapalapa have for long been low-income delegaciones; Cuajimalpa, Álvaro 

Obregón and La Magdalena Contreras have developed as high-income and corporate districts; and southern 

delegaciones (Milpa Alta, Tláhuac, Xochimilco, and Tlalpán) contain, for the most part, rural and 

conservation land. 
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Housing policy is almost exclusively limited to the provision of housing credits. 

Federal and private loans are mostly only accessible to middle-income individuals that 

work in the formal economy. These loans are also often used outside of Mexico City in 

the periurban hinterland where housing is more affordable and spacious. The Federal 

District‟s Housing Institute (Invi for its acronym in Spanish) provides credits to lower-

income and vulnerable populations (e.g. single parents, indigenous minorities, disabled, 

and elderly individuals). Yet, the Invi has been unable to provide enough support to 

significantly reduce the housing deficit and increase housing access, particularly in the 

central city. 

Institutional limitations, such as corruption, insufficient resources, administrative 

incompetence, and lack of inter-institutional coordination, among other factors, have 

hindered the success of densification projects that mean to increase housing access and 

deal with depopulation in the central city. The Growth Management Norm 26, for 

instance, allows higher densities and building heights and lower open space, parking and 

housing size requirements to produce affordable housing.6 Yet, developers that benefit 

from Norm 26 often sell housing units at a much higher cost, closer, or even sometimes 

higher than market, while low-income families and individuals continue to be displaced 

to outer districts and adjacent municipalities.7 The ineffective regulation of the private 

sector and the housing market is evidently a wider issue of governance. 

The above concerns are true in most Mexican cities and Mexico City‟s 

government (GDF for its acronym in Spanish) has perhaps been the most proactive and 

capable to address them. The GDF allocates around 2,500 million pesos a year to finance 

                                                 
6 Norm 26 indicates that low-income housing shall not exceed 15 minimum annual wages, and affordable 

housing shall not exceed 25. 

7 Procuraduría Ambiental y del Ordenamiento Territorial del D.F., Usos de suelo urbano e impactos de la 

densificación en la ciudad de México, (México D.F., 2006): 10. 
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low-income housing, whereas the federal government allocates 7,000 million to the entire 

country. Densification efforts, particularly since 1997, have had the objective of 

responding to depopulation, urban and housing deterioration, displacement, equity 

concerns, and segregation in the central city. Not all of these issues, however, have been 

addressed successfully. Past local policies have been inadequate, short-sighted, and 

sometimes poorly implemented. This has hindered local efforts to increase housing 

access, and repopulate Mexico City‟s urban core without the continued displacement of 

low-income inhabitants.  

SIGNIFICANCE OF RESEARCH 

Sprawling development on surrounding municipalities with insufficient economic 

opportunities has resulted in numerous social and environmental issues. Current growth 

trends pose a threat of continued deforestation on conservation land. Water provision, 

waste water management, and air pollution, among other issues, make expansive 

urbanization around Mexico City increasingly expensive, both at the individual and 

collective level.8 The failure of the state to guarantee a constitutional right, such as 

adequate housing, has led to social fragmentation and segregation, an imbalance in the 

provision of infrastructure and services, and human occupation of high-risk and 

environmentally susceptible areas. This has happened because private interests have often 

overshadowed public ones; economic growth rather than equitable and sustainable 

development has been the mark of success. The inalienable right to private property often 

trumps any other conception of inalienable rights.9 A restructuring of current conceptions 

                                                 
8 Emilio Pradilla Cobos, “La Regulación del Crecimiento Territorial de la Zona Metropolitana del Valle de 

México,” Papeles de Población 6:23 (2000): 27-44. 

9 David Harvey, “Debates and Developments: The Right to the City,” International Journal of Urban and 

Regional Research 27:4 (2003): 940. 
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or tenets of fundamental rights is essential for a more just, accessible, and sustainable city 

to be asserted.10   

Mexico City‟s growth and development patterns have surpassed many thresholds. 

Just as in many other regions around the globe, the short-term rationality of public policy 

and decision-making has proven ineffective over the long term. Furthermore, lack of 

cooperation and the fragmentation of interests, values, responsibilities, information, and 

knowledge, has led to inconclusive decision-making, diminished accountability, and 

disorganized solutions.11 Different political agendas of numerous government entities at 

multiple government levels, coupled with the historic lack of local sovereignty, 

exacerbate the complexity of the city‟s and the region‟s governance and functioning.12 

Current government responses will determine the viability and future of the country‟s 

capital and other cities in the nation.  

Mexico City‟s government has embraced the “right to the city” ideal.13 In 

practice, this system of equal opportunity would prevent political domination, lessen 

material inequality, and guarantee access to housing, urban space, infrastructure, and 

services to all citizens. In accordance with such ideal, public officials and planners must 

press for the development of enough affordable housing, no involuntary displacements, 

and heightened scrutiny for mega-projects to ensure they provide public benefits without 

disproportionate environmental costs. To further greater diversity there should be a mix 

of uses and incomes through inclusionary zoning, access to infrastructure and services, 

and porous boundaries between districts. Democratic participatory planning may be a key 

                                                 
10 Harvey, “Debates and Developments,” 941. 

11 Steven L. Yaffee, “Why Environmental Policy Nightmares Recur,” Conservation Biology 11:2 (1997): 

328-337. 

12 Ward, México Megaciudad. 

13 Gobierno del Distrito Federal, Programa General de Desarrollo Urbano del Distrito Federal (México 

D.F.: Gaceta Oficial del Distrito Federal, 2003). 
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tool, although not as the sole arbiter. A much stronger stance must be taken to achieve set 

goals and principles. Without a mobilized constituency and supportive officials, no 

prescription for justice will be implemented.14 Furthermore, only the rigorous integration 

of environmental and social planning agendas, and the renegotiation of concepts of 

spatial justice that recognize the totality of inhabitants in the city will lead to the creation 

of more effective policies and housing programs.15  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Scholars have studied many of the housing and planning strategies implemented 

in the country‟s capital since the 1950s. Scholars have also analyzed recent efforts such 

as Proclamation 2, an urban growth boundary implemented in the year 2000 to deal with 

depopulation in the central city and restrict large real-estate development outside of the 

four central delegaciones.16 Proclamation 2 had various notable goals, yet, the 

diminished supply of land led to a rapid increase in housing prices. Despite the public 

financial support given to the construction of low-income housing, private supply of 

affordable housing dropped significantly. This urban growth boundary was abolished in 

2007. 

More recent densification efforts that have tried to increase housing access and 

repopulate the urban core have not been thoroughly analyzed. The Invi won the National 

Housing Award in 2011 for the program “Densification of Mexico City‟s Urban Core, 

2005-2010,” which had the goal of maximizing residential and mixed land use and 

                                                 
14 Susan S. Fainstein, “Spatial Justice and Planning,” (paper presented at the International Conference on 

Justice et Injustice Spatiales, University of Paris, Nanterre, March 12-14, 2008) 6-14. 

15 Sarah Dooling, “Ecological Gentrification: Re-negotiating Justice in the City,” Critical Planning 15 

(2008): 41-54. 

16 A delegación is a territorial, political, and administrative division within the Federal District (DF). 

Delegaciones are significantly different in legal and administrative character from state municipalities in 

Mexico. 
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reversing depopulation at the urban core. The present research evaluates this and other 

recent government efforts, their strengths and weaknesses, and their ability to achieve set 

goals.  

Several limitations are analyzed and linked to the feasibility of densification 

efforts. This research focuses specifically on issues of governance, such as administrative 

inefficiencies, lack of inter-institutional coordination, corruption, the setting of priorities, 

and key partnerships of the GDF and Invi, and how they relate to densification goals and 

strategies. Furthermore, some of the individual benefits enjoyed by residents of 

densification projects, such as access to infrastructure and services, as well as some of the 

difficulties experienced by them in the process of obtaining government credits and 

access to housing are also identified.  

The first chapter of this thesis revises the academic literature on relevant topics: 

recent population dynamics; issues of governance, particularly since the 1980s; the 

presence of social organizations and housing movements; housing access and urban 

development in Mexico City; and densification efforts since 1997. Chapter 2 defines the 

research design as a post-intervention assessment. Furthermore, it outlines the research 

objectives: analyzing 1) the correlation between recent densification projects and 

increased housing access and repopulation; 2) issues of governance and how they have 

affected the success and feasibility of densification programs; and 3) the individual 

benefits enjoyed and difficulties experienced by inhabitants of recent densification 

projects. The working hypothesis establishes that 1) densification efforts to repopulate the 

central city have been partially successful but have not substantially increased housing 

access; 2) issues of governance have greatly influenced the accomplishment of set goals 

and the viability of densification projects; and 3) the difficulties that individuals face to 

access government credits and housing are substantial and thus overshadow the 
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individual benefits of densification projects. Research methods and limitations are also 

summarized on this chapter. Chapters 3 to 6 summarize findings and an analysis of: 

recent housing and urban development in Mexico City; densification efforts since 2001; 

issues of governance in the city; and the process of obtaining access to housing and 

credits. The conclusion provides a vantage point of the next government administration 

and recommendations. 
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 

POPULATION DYNAMICS IN MEXICO CITY 

 Between 1940 and 2005, Mexico City‟s population grew 11.02 times, while the 

territory it covers expanded 66.51 times. Territorial expansion was particularly significant 

since the 1990s due to the rise in land prices, the shift in national housing policy17, and 

the massive selling of cheap ejidal or communal land due to agrarian reform.18 A marked 

increase in population growth characterized the years that followed the Mexican 

Revolution. Between 1921 and 1930 the city‟s population grew from 615,000 to more 

than 1 million inhabitants. Mexico City‟s population grew at an annual rate of 4 percent 

in the 1930s and then at 6 percent between 1940 and 1950, at which point it had 3.1 

million inhabitants. Until the 1970s its population continued to grow at an average of 5.5 

percent; in 1970 the city had 9.2 million inhabitants. Urban development and economic 

growth in the mid-20
th

 century gave place to industrial development and the widening of 

the metropolis at the expense of agricultural and conservation land. In 1980, the urban 

area of Mexico City, which extended well beyond the political boundaries of the Federal 

District (DF), had a population of 14 million. In his book Mexico City, Peter M. Ward 

analyzes the dynamics of development and politics in Mexico City and argues that the 

economic crisis that followed the 1980s led to unprecedented spatial growth and social 

inequality which is now inserted within the spatial structure of the city. Between 1970 

and 1990, the population growth rate declined to an average of 2.3 percent which led to 

                                                 
17 Between the 1940s and 1970s various large scale multifamily projects were publicly financed and built 

at Mexico City‟s urban core, such as Unidad Miguel Alemán (in Benito Juárez) with 1080 housing untis 

and Nonoalco-Tlatelolco (in Cuauhtémoc) with 11,960 housing units. This model changed to the financing 

of privately developed single-family housing, mostly in the periphery.  

18 Emilio Pradilla Cobos, “Zona Metropolitana del Valle de México: una ciudad baja, dispersa, porosa y de 

poca densidad,” in Ciudades compactas, dispersas, fragemntadas, (México D.F.: Miguel Ángel 

Porrúa/UAM, 2011), 271, 278. 
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almost 15 million inhabitants in 1990. The following decade experienced an average 

growth of 1.5 percent.19  

 Central to the present research is depopulation experienced by the central city 

since the 1990s. In the 1980s, government efforts tried to contain the city‟s growth and 

divert migration to alternative “growth poles” to have a better distribution of the urban 

population. President Miguel de la Madrid meant to create a decentralized administrative 

system that would remain politically centralized. The 1985 earthquake and the social 

mobilization that followed, forced the government to rebuilt housing that had been lost in 

situ. This event halted decentralization goals, although the following president, Carlos 

Salinas de Gortari, continued decentralization efforts and allocated more resources to 

municipalities. Yet, the economic predominance of Mexico City continued even after 

depopulation of its urban core started to occur.20 

Daniel Delaunay and Catherine Paquette Vassalli have analyzed intra-

metropolitan residential mobility and population loss in Mexico City. Eleven percent of 

the central city‟s population, around 200,000 inhabitants, out-migrated between 1995 and 

2000, while only around 100,000 inhabitants arrived to the four central delegaciones. 

Generally, out-migrants went to urban areas with large affordable housing complexes and 

former irregular settlements. Furthermore, these urban areas also present a great number 

of out-migration to yet farther peripheral and irregular settlements. Delaunay and 

Paquette conclude that intra-metropolitan migration functions “at three speeds,” a pattern 

identified by scholar Jacques Donzelot. The central city attracts higher-income and more 

educated populations, followed by the surrounding delegaciones of Mexico City; lower-

                                                 
19 Ward, México Megaciudad, 99-114. 

20 Ibid., 93-96. 
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income and less educated populations are pushed to the adjacent municipalities of Estado 

de México.21 

The Federal District (DF), showed a greater demographic stability from 2000 to 

2005. During such period 96.5 percent of its population did not change its place of 

residence, compared to 94.5 percent from 1995 to 2000. This coincides with an increase 

in public financing to produce affordable housing and densification programs 

(Proclamation 2) after 2000. Nonetheless, migration patterns and population trends 

continue to move outwards in a disperse manner. Population growth in the DF, 

particularly at its urban core, is still close to cero; this contributes to the continuous 

formation of isolated population centers that are poorly connected and serviced.22  

Compared to other megacities in the world and Latin America, most Mexican 

cities have low average densities and building heights. Development is often dispersed 

and leaves interstitial space and vacant land in newly urbanized areas for future 

speculation. Thus, the average population density in Mexico City‟s metropolitan region 

continues to decrease. In 2005 there were 166 inhabitants per hectare, compared to 190 in 

Río de Janeiro, 222 in Sao Paolo, and 208 in Bogota. Furthermore, peripheral 

delagaciones and adjacent municipalities are experiencing the most rapid growth. The 

densest area of Mexico City‟s metropolitan area in 2005 was the peripheral municipality 

of Nezahualcóyotl in Estado de México, which developed as a former irregular settlement 

in the fifties. Delegaciones that are for the most part low-income, such as Iztapalapa and 

Iztacalco, follow. Low income neighborhoods have regularly low heights and an intense 

land use, which leaves almost no open or green space. Territorial dispersion, political 

                                                 
21 Daniel Delaunay and Catherine Paquette Vassalli, “Movilidad residencial y política de redensificación: 

el área central de la Ciudad de México,” Revista Eure 35:105 (2009): 95-112. 

22 Georgina Isunza Vizuet, “Política de vivienda y movilidad residencial en la Ciudad de México,” 

Estudios Demográficos y Urbanos 25:2 (2010): 298-304. 
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disintegration, and urban segregation have produced high social, environmental and 

economic costs for the public entities that finance infrastructure and services and citizens 

that pay taxes to cover the costs of urbanization.23 On average, urbanization costs in 

Mexico account for 55 percent of total low-income housing costs, followed by the added 

value of appreciation which is of around twenty percent; land costs, usually in peripheral 

locations, account for sixteen percent of total housing costs. Urbanization costs also 

surpass the more expensive land costs of middle and high-income housing in usually 

more adequate locations.24 

GOVERNANCE 

Between 1988 and 1995 Mexico went through a structural adjustment period to 

modify the role of the state in the production and distribution of goods and services and 

increase the participation of the private sector in areas previously dominated by the public 

sector. Housing policy changed significantly as a consequence. The Infonavit (a national 

tripartite institution, composed by the laboring, business, and government sectors, that 

grants housing credits to affiliated workers) now only provides credits with interest rates 

slightly below market that often have to be combined with other sources of credit. The 

market and dominant economic actors have directed urban development and growth 

through the unrestrained right to land and property; housing is seen as a commodity, 

rather than as a human right. Large real-estate developers monopolize most of the 

housing supply, thus, housing prices have increased, housing sizes have decreased and 

                                                 
23 Pradilla Cobos, “Una ciudad baja, dispersa, porosa y de poca densidad,” 257-271. 

24 Pablo Benlliure and Roberto Eibenschutz Hartman, Mercado formal e informal de suelo: análisis de 

ocho ciudades, (México D.F.: Porrúa, 2009), 195. 
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their location is increasingly remote.25 Public regulation and planning mechanisms have 

been reduced and the state has become a subordinate of the market.  

Moreover, public investment has often subsidized the private sector instead of 

low-income households. Public investment in central city areas has generated substantial 

surpluses in private economic gains and loss of affordability. Scholars have thus argued 

for a balance between public and private interests.26 For such purpose, governmental 

distancing from affordable housing issues, which started in the 1980s at the federal level, 

needs to be reevaluated.27 Given that Mexico City‟s metropolitan region and its growth 

patterns have surpassed various thresholds, current policy responses may define the 

viability of this metropolis. Many scholars have highlighted the relevance of metropolitan 

governance, the integration of proper mechanisms, and the shared responsibility of 

various governments.  

Social organizations have argued that if current patterns of development continue 

and the government does not regulate land prices and speculation, cities will continue to 

exclude low-income populations and damage the environment. They claim that the 

federal and local governments need to assume a leading role to properly address housing 

issues so that the city and country can grow in a healthy, just, sustainable, efficient and 

competitive manner. Social organizations, like the People’s Urban Movement (MUP), 

have also asked to be included in planning and decision-making processes.28 Ward and 

                                                 
25 Judith Villavicencio Blanco and Ana María Durán Contreras, “Treinta años de vivienda social en la 

Ciudad de México: Nuevas necesidades y demandas,” Revista Electrónica de Geografía y Ciencias 

Sociales 7:146 (2003): 741-98. 

26 Pradilla Cobos, “La Regulación del Crecimiento Territorial de la Zona Metropolitana del Valle de 

México,” 27. 

27 Judith Villavicencio Blanco, “Evaluación de los Programas Habitacionales de Interés Social en el 

Distrito Federal,” Revista Mexicana de Sociología 59:2 (1997): 224-225. 

28 Alejandro Meave Gallegos, “El derecho a la ciudad,” in La vivienda en México: Construyendo análisis y 

propuestas, ed. Zuleima Durán Reyes and Daniela López Peña (México D.F.: Centro de Estudios Sociales 

y Opinión Pública, 2006), 260-5. 
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other scholars also argue that public participation is paramount for the continuation of 

planning processes from one government to the next.29 

Current efforts should address past failures to improve outcomes. The recurrence 

of flawed policy choices must be avoided. Political tendencies often lead to inadequate 

strategies, such as short-term rationalities, competitive instead of cooperative behavior, 

fragmentation of interests and values, fragmentation of responsibilities, and 

fragmentation of information and knowledge.30 One of the clearest examples of weak and 

fragmented policy implementation in Mexico City and its metropolitan area is the lack of 

regional governance. This is particularly important in the context of lack of housing 

affordability in Mexico City and lack of economic opportunities in surrounding states, 

which have led to unhealthy commuting patterns, among other issues. Furthermore, 

narrow planning efforts that do not integrate environmental and social concerns have 

resulted in spatially inequitable approaches that fail to recognize the totality of the city‟s 

urban inhabitants.31 

Reforms and Administrative Autonomy 

There have been some breakthroughs after the reforms that gave the city more 

administrative autonomy. Mexico‟s president used to designate the head of the 

government of the Federal District (DF). On August 10, 1987, an Assembly of 

Representatives was formed; reforms in 1993 and 1996 made this a Legislative Assembly 

and a governing body. In 1997, residents were able to elect their City Mayor for the first 

time, Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, affiliated to the PRD (Democratic Revolution Party), a 

leftwing political party. He resigned in 1999 to run in the 2000 presidential elections and 

                                                 
29 Ward, México Megacioudad, 303. 

30 Yaffee, “Why Environmental Policy Nightmares Recur,” 329-330. 

31 Dooling, “Ecological Gentrification,” 41-54. 
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designated Rosario Robles to succeed him. In 2000 Andrés Manuel López Obrador was 

elected and resigned in 2005 to run in the 2006 presidential elections. Alejandro Encinas 

was designated by the Legislative Assembly to finish the term. In 2006, Marcelo Ebrard 

was elected for the 2006-2012 term. All city mayors have been affiliated to the PRD. 

The high expectations that were built during Cárdenas‟ campaign were not all 

accomplished, in part because of severe budgetary constraints, lack of federal support and 

his short term. Yet, his government set the foundation for future urban and social policies 

and development. The local government assumed a more direct participation to increase 

housing access than had been the rule before and at the federal level.32 Roberto 

Eibenschutz, in charge of housing and urban development at the time, drafted a strategic 

plan centered on public participation, urban rehabilitation, and low-income housing 

production. Unfortunately, housing programs only received significant budget and 

attention after severe flooding in 1998 put many families at risk.33  

During Andrés Manuel López Obrador‟s administration, unprecedented resources 

were given to affordable housing production; a majority of the local housing credits went 

to low-income populations earning less than three minimum wages (around twelve 

dollars a day).34 The local Housing Institute, the Invi, collaborated with the private sector, 

NGOs, professionals and social organizations to achieve set housing goals while keeping 

the public nature of housing programs. The Invi links family savings, loan 

reimbursements, fiscal resources, and subsidies to compensate for the borrowing capacity 

of low-income families. A significant portion of its investment goes to rehabilitation, as 

                                                 
32 Private financing institutions, the Infonavit and Fovisste only provide credits to families with incomes 

above nine minimum wages. 

33 Ward, México Megacioudad, 432-473. 
34 The daily mínimum wage in 2000 was 35.12 pesos and 47.05 pesos in 2006. The Exchange rate in 2000 

was 9.5 pesos to the dollar and close o 11 as of July 2006.  
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opposed to the investment of Infonavit and Fovissste35, which only dedicate around ten 

percent of their investment to housing rehabilitation.36  

Various scholars and public officials, however, have been highly critical of López 

Obrador‟s government term. Scholar Emilio Pradilla Cobos and Demetrio Sodi, a 

politician, argue that he maintained property taxes and service fees too low and criticize 

the incentives and tax reductions his government provided to delinquent tax payers. They 

also claim that to compensate for such actions he closed planning agencies37, froze public 

officials‟ salaries, increased the city‟s debt, and applied draconian austerity measures 

such as reducing maintenance and operating expenses. Furthermore, they note that 

coordination with other governments was avoided due to ideological and political 

differences. Overall, they describe his administration as one overruled by welfarism, 

corruption, clientelism, regulatory gaps and inefficient bureaucracies.38 

Pradilla and Sodi suggest that the local government needs to develop a long-term 

plan to promote socially and environmentally sustainable development that is 

metropolitan in scope and engages various sectors of society. Ward argues that the 

creation of a city council, reelection and shorter terms would incentivize responsibility 

and efficiency.39 In terms of housing policy, various scholars argue that rental housing 

needs to become an integral part of housing and fiscal policy and legislation. 

Furthermore, regulations should facilitate low-income housing production despite high 

land costs; and progressive subsidies and soft credits should increase their support to 

                                                 
35 Fovissste is a decentralized structure which provides housing credits to affiliated state workers. 

36 David Cervantes Peredo, “Política habitacional y vivienda social en el Distrito Federal,” in La vivienda 

en México: Construyendo análisis y propuestas, ed. Zuleima Durán Reyes and Daniela López Peña 

(México D.F.: Centro de Estudios Sociales y Opinión Pública, 2006), 52-6. 

37 Mexico City‟s Strategic Studies Trust Fund was created in 1999 as a research and planning public 

agency and then closed at the beginning of AMLO‟s government term.  

38 Emilio Pradilla Cobos and Demetrio Sodi de la Tijera, La ciudad incluyente: Un proyecto democrático 

para el Distrito Federal, (México D.F.: Oceano), 45-6, 157. 

39 Ward, México Megacioudad, 488. 
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rehabilitation and self-help housing.40 To deal with insufficient resources, scholar René 

Coulomb recommends cross-subsidies through the mix of uses with different profitability 

margins, such as commerce and housing. Furthermore, he argues, that the success of 

housing efforts depends on social organization, technical and fiscal innovation, and 

public resources.41 

Mexico City’s Housing Institute (Invi) 

Housing programs are carried out by the Invi. Credits are the institute‟s main tool 

to contribute to assist the most marginalized sectors of society to access housing.  The 

institute‟s main housing programs can be divided in five categories or strategies: 1) 

multifamily housing construction, 2) housing rehabilitation, 3) self-help housing, 4) land 

banking, and 5) mortgage rescuing, although only some of these programs are relevant to 

the central city context. The institute provides financing to buy the land, develop a 

project, demolition, rehabilitation, extension and construction. Since 2002, the resources 

that the institute provides to finance the purchasing of land is insufficient for central city 

costs. Thus, applicants have to pay for the difference through personal savings or 

additional loans. By optimizing all of the intervening factors fifty-square-meters42 

apartments can be achieved. Yet, the Invi is not able to significantly increase housing 

supply. Furthermore, due to institutional limitations, social organizations dedicated to the 

lobbying of housing and government credits, have a definite advantage over individual 

applicants.  

Even if in theory the Invi provides credits for every step of the process to access 

housing, in practice applicants usually have to ensure the availability of land. This can be 

                                                 
40 Pradilla Cobos and Sodi de la Tijera, La ciudad incluyente, 176-9. 

41 René Coulomb, “Construyendo utopías desde el centro,” in México: centralidades históricas y proyectos 

de ciudad, ed. Fernando Carrión (Quito: OLACCHI, 2010), 387-92. 

42 Around 500 square feet. 



18 

 

done through various means: purchase, eminent domain, regularization, or divestment of 

government property. A significant problem is that the Invi‟s resources usually run out 

before the year is over and applicants that have not been able to ensure land and a credit 

early enough usually have to wait until the next year to submit a new credit application. 

Eminent domain usually helps groups with the lowest economic means. However, this 

process involves many local agencies and usually takes from one to two years. The use of 

eminent domain is simpler when housing is significantly deteriorated or at risk. Less 

frequently Mexico City‟s government (GDF) uses its own land. Certain social 

organizations have taken the task of tracking government property that sometimes not 

even the GDF knows it owns. Regularizing informal property is also an option. Land 

scarcity, particularly in the central city, makes rehabilitation efforts increasingly 

important. Once issues of land are resolved, the socioeconomic profiles of applicants 

have to be submitted, and a technical study has to confirm project feasibility.43  

Land Use Planning 

Given the limited supply of serviced land, public investment plays an essential 

role in determining the rate of appreciation of the land value. Some scholars have argued 

that the lack of public resources to service land is relative. The problem is distribution of 

existing resources and the managerial and operational capacity of public agencies or 

service providers to mobilize necessary resources. Furthermore, many fiscal and 

regulatory instruments are sufficient in theory but not in practice. Owners of sufficiently 

large areas of land and developers often influence the process of land value appreciation 

when land is left vacant in serviced areas. Moreover, speculation leads to inefficient land 

                                                 
43 Manuel Lazcano Méndez, “Vivienda nueva terminada en zonas centrales: esquemas de financiamiento y 

productos, el caso del Distrito Federal,” in Alternativas habitacionales para la población de menores 

ingresos, ed. Noemí Stolarski Rosenthal, (México D.F.: UNAM, 2005):105-111. 
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use. The structure of the urban land market and the price of serviced land enhance non-

affordability and lead to relative urban poverty.44  

Some scholars have argued that the people responsible for drafting public policy 

require a thorough understanding of the potential and consequences of fiscal and planning 

mechanisms. Value capture mechanisms, taxing, and land use planning, if implemented 

correctly, could better guide development. Mechanisms to recover added values coming 

from public investment need to be tied to local contexts and current conditions. Value 

capture can serve a variety of different purposes, such as raising tax collection, financing 

large capital or infrastructure projects, and for land use control purposes, generally, 

through taxes, contributions, exactions and other regulatory mechanisms. Value capture 

financing tends to be weak in Mexico and other Latin American countries, particularly in 

terms of enforcement. Thus, land uses need to be clearly defined; regulatory mechanisms 

and legislation should be consistent and have the necessary political support. Collection 

of such capital gains requires an efficient and democratic implementation.45 

SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS 

A shift in housing and social policy, lacking local sovereignty, speculation, 

limited land access, poor housing conditions, and an accelerated increase in rents due to 

high inflation rates that increased housing evictions, among other factors, led to civil 

unrest and mobilization in the 1980s. In 1987 the Asamblea de Barrios issued a statement 

with its objectives: housing access for all, land access and regularization, and rental 

housing regulations. Under the premise that there were no individual solutions to access 

housing, only collective ones, the Asamblea focused on preventing evictions, searching 

                                                 
44 Alfonso Iracheta Cenecorta, “Access to serviced land for the urban poor: the regularization paradox in 

Mexico,” Economía, Sociedad y Territorio 3:8 (2000): 766-82. 

45 Martim Smolka and David Amborski, “Recuperación de plusvalías para el desarrollo urbano: una 

comparación inter-americana,” Eure 29:88 (2003): 57-75. 
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vacant land and properties with tax debt, negotiating its purchase, and overseeing 

construction or rehabilitation. From its inception the Asamblea was highly politicized 

because the organization felt it was necessary to overthrow the PRI (Institutional 

Revolution Party) regime, which was in power since 1929. They supported Cuauhtémoc 

Cárdenas, who acknowledged urban and tenant issues when he ran for president in 1988. 

The Asamblea became an important source of social, political and electoral mobilization. 

Even though Cárdenas lost in 1988, the Asamblea continued to mobilize around housing 

and social issues at a time when wages and purchasing power were decreasing.46 In the 

decades that followed, many of the leaders of certain social organizations were absorbed 

by politics and political parties leading to clientelism and diminished public participation 

on housing and other matters. Yet, they have undoubtedly contributed to the design of 

housing policy and programs and to increasing housing access in Mexico City.  

HOUSING ACCESS AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT IN MEXICO CITY 

Sprawl 

Spread-out development patterns are increasingly becoming the norm in fast-

growing megacities around the world. Loss of open space and farmland, increasing 

commuting times, traffic congestion, air pollution, climate change, and segregation, are 

some of the many issues that have been related directly or indirectly with urban sprawl. 

Architect and scholar Robert Bruegmann argues that sprawl is a natural market response 

to the desires of millions of individuals; he rejects the notion that residents of suburbs 

have been forced into living in low-density suburban developments. Bruegmann provides 

                                                 
46 Ramón Tirado Jiménez, Asamblea de Barrios: Nuestra Batalla, (México D.F.: Editorial Nuestro 

Tiempo, 1990), 17-116. 
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two fundamental explanations for sprawl: affluence and democratic institutions which 

allow more people to afford and choose where they want to live.47  

Yet, Mexico‟s context, and arguably many others around the world, shows a very 

different reality: peripheral urbanization that leads to urban segregation. Scholars Pablo 

Benlliure and Roberto Eibenschutz argue that the formal urban land market in Mexico 

has been unable to provide housing and land adequate and accessible in quantity and 

price to a significant segment of the population, particularly low-income inhabitants. 

Housing for families that earn less than 5 minimum wages should represent 61.4 percent 

of the supply; yet, low-income housing accounts for only 0.68 percent of the total supply. 

On the contrary, there is an overwhelming oversupply of middle-income housing.48  

Scholar Georgina Isunza Vizuet thus argues that real-estate development must be 

regulated.49 Benlliure and Eibenschutz argue that urban development should not be 

directed by private financing institutions and the real-estate market. Urban development 

and planning should prevent formal territorial expansion driven by speculation, designate 

the appropriate intensities of land use, promote densification and rehabilitation, and 

ensure the ideal location and servicing of housing. Furthermore, they recommend that 

permits, licenses and credits should be affordable and paid for gradually to ameliorate the 

fiscal burden of low-income housing production. Finally, subsidies should be focalized to 

the households with the most need and in strategic areas and cities to better distribute 

population.50  

                                                 
47 Robert Bruegmann, “The Causes of Sprawl,” in Sprawl: A Compact History, ed. Robert Bruegman, 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005): 96-114. 

48 Pradilla Cobos and Sodi de la Tijera, La ciudad incluyente, 132 

49 Georgina Isunza Vizuet, “Efectos urbano-ambientales de la política de vivienda en la Ciudad de 

México,” Espiral 17:49 (2010): 152-5. 

50 Benlliure and Eibenschutz Hartman, Mercado formal e informal de suelo, 20-1, 211-26. 
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Conflict over the Ownership of Local Space 

Population displacement and gentrification processes have been described by 

scholar Rowland Atkinson as an internalized social conflict over the ownership of local 

space. He argues that class-based re-colonization of cheaper residential neighborhoods 

and speculation are usually facilitated by wide cycles of disinvestment and uneven 

development. Atkinson concludes that such systemic inequalities of urban society upon 

which gentrification thrives must be addressed, and that the local state should play a role 

in restraining property markets and development trends where gentrification has occurred 

to produce a more benign unwinding process.51  

In Mexico City and other urban centers of Latin America, it remains unclear if 

local governments that have become interested in revitalizing historical downtowns and 

city centers intend to recover social coexistence through collective reconstruction, or if 

they have an ulterior motive of increasing profitability that will inevitably lead to 

gentrification. In the case of Mexico City, scholars Manuel Perló and Juliette Bonnafé 

postulate that through public investment and fiscal incentives to attract private 

investment, the private sector is leading the urban renewal process into gentrification.52 

Land costs in the central city increasingly prohibit housing financing, particularly public 

financing; the delegaciones with the greatest added value are Miguel Hidalgo, 

Cuauhtémoc and Benito Juárez. Neighborhoods within these delegaciones also have an 

oversupply of housing; thus, a significant portion of housing units are hard or take a long 

time to sell.53 Other scholars, such as Carmen González, argue that the process of 

                                                 
51 Rowland Atkinson, “Introduction: Misunderstood Saviour or Vengeful Wrecker? The Many Meanings 

and Problems of Gentrification,” Urban Studies 40:12 (2003): 2343-2350. 

52 René Coulomb, “Prologue,” in México: centralidades históricas y proyectos de ciudad, (Quito: 

OLACCHI, 2010), 10-13 

53 Isunza Vizuet, “Política de vivienda y movilidad residencial en la Ciudad de México,” 299. 
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gentrification should not only be analyzed in housing terms, since renewed urban centers 

are also relevant for the high levels of collective socialization that they produce.54  

In Mexico City the displacement of residential land uses, particularly low-income 

housing, has occurred because of high housing and land costs in the central city. Scholar 

Carlos Morales analyzes the various sectors, such as the cultural, commercial, and 

residential, among others, that lay claim to Mexico City‟s downtown area and other parts 

of the urban core. A multiplicity of land uses and inhabitants struggle to access this 

contested space, both formally and informally. This area has an itinerant population of 

1.2 million people; for every resident there are 17 non-residents visitors every day. This 

enables commercial activities to flourish and offer three times more for the cost of land 

than housing could. Morales also notes that land uses are segregated in different parts of 

the city and that housing has been decentralized in a segregated manner. High and upper-

middle income housing is located to the south and west of the city while low-income 

housing to the north, east and southeast, some of these regions were originally lacustrine 

and are thus susceptible to flooding. Morales argues that land should be devalued and a 

portion of commercial activities decentralized to rebalance land uses and allow multiple 

uses that are not able to compete with commercial uses, such as residential uses.55  

DENSIFICATION OF MEXICO CITY’S URBAN CORE 

Mexico City‟s centrality has been contested by scholars like Emilio Pradilla and 

Ricardo Pino who argue that Mexico City‟s metropolitan region is pluricentric and 

defined by tertiary (service) urban corridors. Real estate investment, neoliberal policy, 

                                                 
54 Carmen Imelda González Gómez, “El centro histórico de Queretaro: gentrificación light y vida 

cultural,” in México: centralidades históricas y proyectos de ciudad, ed. Fernando Carrión (Quito: 

OLACCHI, 2010), 283-285.  

55 Carlos Morales Schechinger, “Confrontación de intereses inmobioliarios en el centro histórico de la 

ciudad de México,” in México: centralidades históricas y proyectos de ciudad, ed. Fernando Carrión 

(Quito: OLACCHI, 2010), 89-90. 
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weak regulation, economic crisis and poverty have substantially modified the city‟s urban 

structure; Accelerated population and territorial growth in the 20
th

 century fueled the 

creation of sub centers along major arterials. Land use changes displaced housing for 

more profitable uses. The city‟s centrality has also been displaced by secondary urban 

centers. Such urban expansion and development has been discontinuous, chaotic and 

socially and environmentally damaging. Pradilla argues, however, that this structural 

logic is irreversible or in any case unmanageable by local governments and planning 

strategies because it has to do with national economic trends, global economic crisis, low 

and falling wages, informality and poverty. Furthermore, local efforts to increase 

densities at the urban core will also fail due to the insufficient rigor of planning strategies 

and implementation, and the lack of coordination among agencies. He also argues that 

increasing densities will not solve infrastructure problems and issues of infrastructure 

deterioration, water scarcity and lack of public open and green space. Furthermore, as 

many other scholars, he argues that the official definition of the central city is inaccurate, 

and that other delegaciones and municipalities have also undergone a process of 

depopulation.56 Pradilla recommends that we take the positive elements of the city‟s 

current structure and design regulations and incentives around them.57 

There is still a wide realization that most peripheral sub-centers lack heterogeneity 

and vitality and that centrality is necessary to reproduce urban sociability. Federal 

housing policy, limited to financing private housing, has led to transportation, water, and 

waste management infrastructure issues, among other deficiencies. Housing occupies 

around seventy percent of the land in urban centers. Yet, a very limited amount of 

                                                 
56 Pradilla argues that the delineation of the central city should include Benito Juárez, Cuauhtémoc, Miguel 

Hidalgo, Venustiano Carranza, Azcapotzalco, Coyoacán, Iztacalco, Gustavo A. Madero and certain parts of 

Álvaro Obregón, Tlalpan e Iztapalapa. 

57 Emilio Pradilla Cobos and Ricardo A. Pino Hidalgo, “Ciudad de México: de la centralidad a la red de 

corredores urbanos,” Anuario de Espacios Urbanos (2004): 73-87. 
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housing is financed at the urban core, particularly relative to the rest of the DF and 

metropolitan region. Housing financing increases as one gets away from the central city; 

thus, financing determines, to a large extent, population dynamics and migration 

patterns.58 Furthermore, even when a disproportionate amount of the economic activity is 

still concentrated in Mexico City, a large portion of the population is considered low-

income. Low-income families and individuals have often been forced to live in peripheral 

and poorly serviced areas while Mexico City‟s urban core experienced significant 

population loss.  

Densification efforts, particularly since 1997, have tried to address urban and 

housing deterioration and population displacement. From 1997 to 2001, a program was 

implemented to restore Mexico City‟s historical downtown area.  This effort meant to 

recover the central area, rehabilitate housing, and promote social and economic 

development. It extended and diversified housing supply, recovered the residential use of 

historic buildings, rehabilitated low-income housing, and expropriated vacant lots, 

buildings with high structural risk, and unoccupied dilapidated buildings to create a land 

bank that would serve low and moderate income housing programs. Twelve properties 

(132 housing units) were rehabilitated, and ten new housing complexes (579 apartments) 

were built during such period. 59 

The loss of 19,501 housing units in the central city (12,229 of which were on 

Cuauhtémoc) from 1990 to 2000 and the increase of irregular settlements in the periphery 

led to a plan to increase affordable housing production and regulate urban growth. On 

December 7, 2000, Proclamation 2 was implemented to restrict urban growth in the outer 

districts of Mexico City and promote population growth and construction infill in the 

                                                 
58 Isunza Vizuet, “Política de vivienda y movilidad residencial en la Ciudad de México,” 290-2. 

59 Anavel Monterrubio, “Políticas habitacionales y residencialidad en el Centro Histórico de la Ciudad de 

México,” Argumentos 24:66 (2011):37-58. 
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central delegaciones. This decree had notable goals: constricting horizontal growth and 

utilizing existing infrastructure at the urban core. Proclamation 2 was accompanied by an 

unprecedented housing program. Over 2,800 dilapidated housing units in 96 rental 

properties were substituted for new and affordable housing. High subsidies were given in 

the form of rental aid for provisional housing and for former renters to become owners of 

the newly built housing. Fifty-five percent of publicly financed housing went to the 

central delegaciones (30,391 housing units); the rest went to the replacement of housing 

with structural damage in the rest of the city. Most rehabilitation efforts took place in 

Iztapalapa and Gustavo A. Madero.60  

Despite these substantial efforts, the goals intended were only limitedly and 

inadequately accomplished. The repopulation goal was partially successful but land and 

housing in the central city became more expensive due to reduced land availability. Low-

income populations that were not able to access public credits were increasingly pushed 

to adjacent municipalities or informal settlements since only middle and upper-middle 

income households could now afford private housing development at the urban core.61  

One of the main criticisms of Proclamation 2 is that it did not include the 

complex planning and fiscal mechanisms, regulations and strategies necessary to succeed; 

furthermore, it lacked rigorous analysis previous to its implementation. Entrepreneurs 

condemned the restrictions to private investment brought by Proclamation 2, legislators 

opposed its disregard of the previous legal framework, scholars criticized the 

authoritarian character of this policy, and social organizations took different positions 

                                                 
60 Cervantes Peredo, “Política habitacional y vivienda social en el Distrito Federal,” 52-6. 

61 Raúl Llanos and Gabriela Romero, “Anuncian el fin del bando 2 en las 4 delegaciones centrales,” La 

Jornada, February 8, 2007, 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2007/02/08/index.php?section=capital&article=042n1cap. 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2007/02/08/index.php?section=capital&article=042n1cap
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depending on where they had access to land.62 Despite fiscal messiness, poor loan 

recovery, and other issues, some scholars acknowledge that Proclamation 2 tied housing 

and planning policies and that López Obrador‟s government implemented positive 

strategies such as housing production in central areas and rehabilitation in the periphery.63 

Anavel Monterrubio argues that densification and rehabilitation efforts in the DF, with 

the support of social organizations, have been effective in preventing the displacement of 

low-income populations.64 Other scholars note that even when the Invi has improved the 

housing conditions of many residents, housing units financed by the Invi continue to be 

small and poorly designed.65 

The articulation between land use planning and housing policy plays a major role 

in structuring urban and regional development. Various scholars have endorsed a 

housing, urban and regional strategy that promotes housing development in urban centers 

and decentralization at the same time. Decentralization should not lead to suburbanization 

but to the economic development and self-sufficiency of other towns. Scholars have also 

recommended mixed uses and mixed incomes to build ties among different 

socioeconomic sectors. Speculation controls are also necessary to avoid the inefficient 

use of publicly serviced land.66  

  
                                                 
62 Sergio Tamayo, “La política del Bando 2 y el debate público,” in Los desafíos del Bando 2: Evaluación 

multidimensional de las políticas habitacionales en el Distrito Federal 2000-2006, (México D.F.: GDF, 

Seduvi, Invi, CAM, UACM, 2007), 31-76. 

63 Claudia Puebla, “Los programas de vivienda,” in Los desafíos del Bando 2: Evaluación 

multidimensional de las políticas habitacionales en el Distrito Federal 2000-2006, (México D.F.: GDF, 

Seduvi, Invi, CAM, UACM, 2007), 115-164. 

64 Monterrubio, “Políticas habitacionales y residencialidad en el Centro Histórico de la Ciudad de 

México,” 55. 

65 Vicente Guzman Ríos, “El proyecto arquitectónico y urbanístico,” in Los desafíos del Bando 2: 

Evaluación multidimensional de las políticas habitacionales en el Distrito Federal 2000-2006, (México 

D.F.: GDF, Seduvi, Invi, CAM, UACM, 2007), 165-220. 

66 Juan Manuel Fernández García, “La vivienda: component principal de la metrópolis,” in La vivienda en 

México: Construyendo análisis y propuestas, ed. Zuleima Durán Reyes and Daniela López Peña (México 

D.F.: Centro de Estudios Sociales y Opinión Pública, 2006), 58-65. 
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Chapter 2: Research Design: Post-Intervention Assessment 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

(1) How have recent densification projects achieved their goals of increasing housing 

access and repopulating Mexico City‟s urban core? 

(2)  How has governance (inter-institutional coordination, corruption, inefficiency, 

the setting of priorities, certain government partnerships, etc.) influenced, 

positively or negatively, the success (achieving set goals of increasing housing 

access and repopulating the central city) and feasibility of densification programs? 

(3) What have been some of the individual benefits enjoyed (e.g. improved quality of 

life and housing, shorter commuting times, better access to infrastructure and 

services, etc.) and difficulties experienced (in the process of obtaining 

government credits and access to housing) by inhabitants of recent densification 

projects? 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Semi-structured Interviews 

 To evaluate recent densification strategies different questions were asked to 

different groups of people, and various data sources were reviewed. Semi-structured 

interviews conducted with scholars, housing advocates, and public officials focused on 

issues of housing access, and the overarching benefits and limitations of densification 

projects in Mexico City. These conversations had the purpose of drawing opinions and 

knowledge from different perspectives, such as the regulatory experience of public 

officials, and scholars‟ evaluations of densification projects and government 

performance.  
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Purposive sampling was used to base the sample of interviewees on their expertise 

in the area being researched. Public officials from Mexico City‟s Housing Institute, the 

Federal Ministry of Social Development, and local and federal legislators were asked to 

participate. Researchers from various academic institutions, such as Universidad 

Autónoma Metropolitana, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, and Colegio de 

México, independent professionals that specialize on housing issues and NGOs were also 

interviewed. All interviews were conducted in person. Furthermore, interviews (except 

for one due to the request of the interviewee) were audio recorded. Subsequently, 

qualitative data sets from interview transcripts were created. Content analysis of 

interviews and other sources, such as newspaper accounts, editorials, institutional and 

NGO reports, allowed me to identify concrete limitations and achievements of 

densification projects which helped measure the success and feasibility of such programs. 

Surveys  

 A second focus of this research was to study the individual benefits enjoyed and 

difficulties experienced by residents of densification projects. To collect data, surveys 

were conducted on January 2013 with residents of two recent publicly financed housing 

projects, one in Cuauhtémoc (with 182 housing units) and another one in Benito Juárez 

(with 48 units); 5.5 and 16.7 percent of the households, respectively, were surveyed. 

Gathered data sheds light on the experience of the residents of these centrally located 

projects. The main objectives of the surveys were to compare previous and current living 

conditions and understand the process of obtaining a government credit and access to 

housing from the residents‟ perspective.  

Recruitment of participants was done with the aid of building managers, the 

distribution of fliers, participation in community meetings, and door-to-door request for 

participation. Only willing participants formed part of the survey sample. Data sets from 
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survey responses contain qualitative and quantitative information and are analyzed and 

presented on Chapter 6. 

Cross-Referencing and Triangulation 

 To better answer all three Research Questions, collected data was complemented 

with the analysis of certain government documents, NGO reports, newspaper accounts, 

and census data. The content of key documents and newspaper accounts was analyzed by 

looking at recurring themes, and similarities and differences between the last two 

government terms. Various academic works have evaluated López Obrador‟s housing 

actions (2000-2006). The present research focuses on the subsequent government term 

(2006-2012) but tries to draw comparisons among both whenever possible. To analyze 

housing access and repopulation goals shifts among the following variables were used: 

population growth, land and housing prices, economic profile of the population (income), 

patterns of social segregation, housing conditions, housing type, and the housing shortage 

count. To further analyze the suitability of government strategies in the central city key 

government documents and partnerships were studied. Furthermore, comparisons across 

time and among delegaciones were made whenever possible in terms of: public finance, 

allocation of resources, budget surpluses, amount of housing credits, publicly financed 

housing development (units built and rehabilitated), and land banking. Most variables are 

analyzed through descriptive and spatial statistics to illustrate spatial configurations.  

Trade-offs and Limitations 

External validity, the extent to which results of a study can be generalized to other 

cities, for instance, is low in this case because the present research is focused on a 

particular geographic region, Mexico City. An in-depth analysis of the social and political 

local context seems relevant to properly address housing policies and programs. 
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Furthermore, since densification efforts previous to 2006 have been more thoroughly 

analyzed, this research will focus on the analysis of more recent efforts, its achievements 

and shortcomings, main stakeholders and actors, and regulations or mechanisms for 

action. However, previous densification efforts will also be analyzed through secondary 

data, particularly the preceding Proclamation 2, an initiative to prevent sprawl and 

protect conservation land through restricted growth. Such analysis means to validate 

recommendations for future policy interventions that mean to increase housing access.  

Time constraints and data availability also diminished internal validity and the 

extent to which findings can provide compelling information about causality. 

Furthermore, no pre-intervention data was collected in the form of interviews or surveys. 

However, an effort will be made to make pre-test-post-test comparisons to increase 

internal validity. Most variables are analyzed spatially and at different points in time. 

This research design means to give a clearer sense of the impacts, benefits, opportunities, 

and limitations of densification.  

WORKING HYPOTHESIS 

Lack of adequate and affordable housing in Mexico City‟s urban core has resulted 

in sprawling settlement patterns and numerous social and environmental issues. One of 

the ways in which the local government has addressed such issue is through densification 

strategies focused on the central city. Yet, (1) policy responses and densification efforts 

have been insufficient and inadequate; repopulation goals have been partially successful 

but housing access has not increased in the central city. (2) Issues of governance, such as 

lack of inter-institutional coordination, inefficiency, corruption, the setting of priorities, 

and certain government partnerships have greatly influenced the accomplishment of set 

goals and the viability of densification projects. (3) Difficulties that individuals face to 
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access government credits and housing are substantial and thus overshadow the 

individual benefits experienced by inhabitants of densification projects.   

Anticipated Findings  

This post-intervention assessment can also be described as a formative evaluation 

to acquire information that can guide planning and housing programs and improve their 

performance. Preliminary findings related to the working hypothesis indicate that 

repopulation goals have been partially met but that housing access has not increased in 

any meaningful way. Issues of governance, such as ineffective regulation and inadequate 

monitoring of norms, land uses, and the housing market, are significantly thwarting 

housing efforts. Even with continuity in terms of political affiliation, there seems to be a 

shift in the setting of government priorities, which influences the importance given to 

equity and housing considerations. Furthermore, access to housing credits is hardly ever 

achieved at an individual level, which points to the need to evaluate the pivotal role of 

social organizations and their lobbying habits. It often takes up to ten years before 

residents are able to access housing, even with the guidance of social organizations. 

Finally, in the case of central city projects residents usually improve their living 

conditions; yet the high levels of community organization required to access government 

resources rarely remain present to maintain and manage building complexes and maintain 

their quality and adequacy.  
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FINDINGS 

Chapter 3: Housing and Urban Development in Mexico City: Recent 

History 

MAIN CHALLENGES 

Scholar Sergio Tamayo argues that inadequate housing access will always be an 

issue if structural inequality is not resolved.67 Unemployment and a constantly decreasing 

purchasing power have made it increasingly difficult for people to access housing and 

adequate infrastructure and services. In the second half of the 20
th
 century the Mexican 

government was not able to adequately respond to rapid rural-urban migration, 

accelerated urbanization dynamics, and settlement processes that generated great 

demands and pressures in the country‟s capital and other major cities in Mexico. In 1983 

a decree was added to the Mexican Constitution which established that every family has a 

right to decent and proper housing, and that the law shall establish the necessary 

instruments to achieve such objective.68 Yet, local governments often lack strong public 

policy, legal instruments and urban programs, while the federal government continues to 

reduce its participation on housing matters. Mexican housing policy has narrowly focused 

on private ownership and production and on building massive peripheral housing 

complexes that are seen as economically attractive and politically visible. Housing 

construction is seen as an economic fix to generate employment, attract investment and 

votes, but it has not improved housing access. Such policy framework has led to 

marginalization and environmental degradation with the production of substandard 

housing and low density peripheral developments; irregular settlements continue to 

                                                 
67 Dr. in Sociology Sergio Tamayo, interview held on January 8, 2013. 

68 “Constitución Política de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos. Título Primero: Capítulo I de los Derechos 

Humanos y sus Garantías, Artículo 4,” Instituto de Investigaciones Jurídicas UNAM, 

http://info4.juridicas.unam.mx/ijure/fed/9/5.htm?s=.  

http://info4.juridicas.unam.mx/ijure/fed/9/5.htm?s=
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proliferate in the 21
st
 century and formal affordable housing does not offer a much better 

alternative.69   

Housing occupies most of the land in Mexican cities. Yet, housing policy and land 

use planning have not been rigorously integrated. Housing development has been largely 

dictated by the market. Housing crises have been fueled by real-estate speculation, 

predominantly in central city areas and high rates of inflation which have a tremendous 

effect on land prices. Weak local governments have been unable or unwilling to manage 

urban growth; local authorities often do not provide all of the urban necessities for 

housing developments built in subserviced and remote areas of their cities. Thus, access 

to infrastructure, services and urban facilities is a luxury for many, particularly low-

income, residents. The negative social and environmental outcomes of such sprawling 

development patterns and the increased cost for cities and individuals of financing 

suburban development have only become apparent in recent years.70   

Territorial Expansion 

Mexico City has historically been the political center of the country and a magnet 

of people, business, employment and culture.71 Yet, intra-metropolitan migration studies 

have shown that much of Mexico City‟s housing demand is met outside of the Federal 

District (DF), mostly in Estado de México, where land is cheaper and more abundant and 

regulations less stringent. On the contrary, developable land is scarce in Mexico City; 

                                                 
69 Dr. in Sociology Antonio Azuela, July 13, 2012; Invi Official (anonymous), interview held on July 3, 

2012; LLB Victor Ramírez Navarro, interview held on January 8, 2013; and M.S. in Social Planning Noemí 

Stolarski, interview held on July 14, 2012. 

70 B.Arch. Pablo Benlliure, interview held on Juy 12, 2012; Dr. in Urban Planning Rene Coulomb, 

interview held on July 12, 2012; M. Arch. Ricardo Fernández (EMBARQ México), interview held on 

January 9, 2013; Dr. in Sociology Anavel Monterrubio, interview held on January 8, 2013; Marco Antonio 

Rascón, interview held on January 7, 2013; and Stolarski. 

71 The city has 4.5 million visitors every day. 
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half of its territory is either conservation or rural land.72 Yet, environmentally sensitive 

areas on both sides of the political and administrative border are often illegally 

subdivided and occupied. Furthermore, the land that is available is often developed at 

very low densities; the average height of buildings in Mexico City is 1.5 levels.  

Both local governments (DF and Estado de México), and the lack of cooperation 

between them, have been responsible for such outcome. Mexico City has not been able to 

meet its housing demand while much of the housing developed in Estado de México is in 

inadequate locations and without proper access to services and infrastructure (although at 

an apparently more accessible monetary cost). Thus, Mexico City‟s metropolitan region 

included 17 neighboring municipalities in 1990, 56 in 2000, and 60 in 2005. In 2000 

Mexico City‟s metropolitan region had a population of 17,308,562 and only about half 

resided in the DF. In the same year Estado de México had a total population of 

13,096,686 and close to 67 percent of its inhabitants lived in Mexico City‟s metropolitan 

region. In the last ten years Estado de México has grown at a faster pace than the DF: 1.4 

and 0.3 percent a year, respectively.73 Population growth rates continue to increase in 

municipalities that are increasingly farther away from the urban core and in delegaciones 

which are largely composed of rural and conservation land.74 

Parallel to the suburbanization phenomenon, central city areas started to 

experience depopulation as residential uses and low-income inhabitants were displaced 

for more profitable uses. In 1980, the density in the four central delegaciones was of 186 

                                                 
72 Desarrolladora Metropolitana, S.A. de C.V., “Situación de la vivienda en la ZMVM 2000-2005: El 

Bando 2.” 

73 Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía, “México en cifras: Información nacional, por entidad 

federativa y municipios,” http://www3.inegi.org.mx/sistemas/mexicocifras/default.aspx?e=9,  and “Censo 

de Población y Vivienda 2000.”  

74 SIG-Metrópoli 2025, “Tasa de Crecimiento en la ZMVM del 2005 AL 2010,” published on December 

2010, http://ciudadanosenred.com.mx/mapas. 

http://www3.inegi.org.mx/sistemas/mexicocifras/default.aspx?e=9
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inhabitants per hectare, while in 2000 it barely reached 121 inhabitants per hectare.75 This 

led to underutilized services and infrastructure in some areas. More recently, even when 

depopulation trends have been somewhat reversed in the central city, according to the 

2010 census vacancy rates are particularly high and above average in the central city 

delegaciones: 12.2 percent in Miguel Hidalgo, 12 percent in Cuauhtémoc, 11.1 percent in 

Benito Juárez, and 8.8 percent in Venustiano Carranza (Table 1). The average share of 

uninhabited homes is 7.7 percent (211,245 housing units). Nationwide, five million 

housing units, fourteen percent, are uninhabited.76 Some scholars have argued that an 

oversupply of middle- and higher-income housing and a shortage of low-income housing 

might be partially responsible for this.   

According to the Federal Mortgage Association (SHF), in 2012 the housing 

shortage in the DF was 290,200 and 3.2 percent of the country‟s total, mostly because of 

overcrowding and disrepair.77 This does not include the housing shortage in 

municipalities of the metropolitan region outside of the DF. José Antonio Revah 

Lacouture, the former Invi director said in 2012 that over the next 20 years Mexico City 

will demand 1.6 million housing units. He said that financing such units will be 

challenging because over 70 percent of the residents of Mexico City earn less than 5 

minimum wages and do not have access to private or Infonavit credits.78  

 

 
 

                                                 
75 PAOT, “Usos de suelo urbano e impactos de la densificación en la ciudad de México,” 4 

76Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática, “Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010: 

Viviendas particulares por entidad federativa según condición de habitación.”  

77 Sociedad Hipotecaria Federal, México: Rezago habitacional, demanda de vivienda y bono demográfico 

2012, (México D.F., April 2012). 

78 Laura Gómez Flores, “Necesitará el DF 1.6 millones de casas en 20 años: Invi,” La Jornada November 

8, 2012, 41. 
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  Housing Units Occupied Vacant Temporary Use 

Distrito Federal 2,744,441.00 89.4% 7.7% 2.9% 

Benito Juárez 165,364.00 85.3% 11.1% 3.6% 

Cuauhtémoc 208,872.00 83.2% 12.0% 4.8% 

Miguel Hidalgo 145,040.00 82.8% 12.2% 5.0% 

Venustiano Carranza 139,300.00 88.5% 8.8% 2.7% 

Álvaro Obregón 214,691.00 92.2% 5.9% 1.9% 

Azcapotzalco 132,108.00 88.7% 7.7% 3.5% 

Coyoacán 195,505.00 92.5% 5.4% 2.1% 

Cuajimalpa  54,162.00 88.4% 8.3% 3.2% 

Gustavo A. Madero 352,893.00 90.9% 6.7% 2.5% 

Iztacalco 114,853.00 90.9% 6.7% 2.4% 

Iztapalapa 507,427.00 90.8% 6.7% 2.5% 

Magdalena Contreras 67,498.00 93.7% 4.5% 1.7% 

Milpa Alta 35,905.00 88.6% 7.3% 4.1% 

Tláhuac 103,684.00 88.0% 9.0% 3.0% 

Tlalpan 194,224.00 90.6% 6.4% 3.0% 

Xochimilco 112,915.00 91.0% 6.5% 2.5% 

Table 1:  Occupancy Status by Delegación, 2010.79 

Land  

Affordable land, adequate geological characteristics and legal tenure are all 

necessary conditions for low-income housing projects to succeed. Affordable housing 

production is greatly limited by land costs and availability. Speculation and the high cost 

of land have had a negative effect on public interests and social coexistence; they have 

facilitated social segregation, population displacement, informality, and sprawl. 

Corruption and non-compliance of land uses and regulations have also contributed to the 

above consequences.80 Well serviced developable land at Mexico City‟s urban core is 

both scarce and expensive. In 2000 only three percent, 2,064 hectares (5,100 acres), of 

                                                 
79 INEGI, “Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010.” 

80 Roberto Eibenschutz Hartman, “El suelo, sustento para la vivienda,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 

2007-2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F., 2012), 45. 
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the urban surface in the city was vacant land. Furthermore, vacant land and properties are 

sometimes informally occupied. 

Land use changes since the 1990s contributed to the depopulation of the central 

city; residential and industrial uses were replaced by commercial uses and the service 

industry; towards the end of the 1990s 74.5 percent of the economically active population 

worked in the tertiary sector. Furthermore, normative land uses often do not correspond 

to de facto land uses. In 2002, the National University‟s (UNAM) Urban Studies Program 

(PUEC) demonstrated that in Coyoacán de facto mixed land uses were three times larger 

than normative ones at the expense of residential uses.81 

Land tenure issues in Mexico City and other parts of the country make it even 

harder to access land and prolong housing projects significantly. From 1988 to 2002, 

800,000 housing units were regularized in Mexico City. Yet, the local government in 

2002 declared that it was on the final stage of regularizations and that it would not 

regularize 800 existing settlements on conservation land. The government highlighted 

that there was almost no land left to urbanize; thus the need to repopulate and increase the 

density in the central delegaciones that were losing population.82  

More recently, lack of clear legal ownership has been described as a second wave 

of irregularity. Unlawful possession is not generally the issue, but rather, intestate 

property or subdivided property used by more than one family or kin individuals. At least 

two out of three properties in Mexico City have an irregular deed or do not have one at 

all. This prevents owners from selling their property and accessing credits, among other 

issues. The Invi has created certain programs to address tenure conditions and offer legal, 

fiscal and administrative support, but larger and federal efforts to solve this issue are 

                                                 
81 PAOT, “Usos de suelo urbano e impactos de la densificación en la ciudad de México,” 4-6. 

82 Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “Prácticamente agotado el suelo habitacional del DF,” La Jornada September 9, 

2002, http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2002/09/09/040n1cap.php?origen=capital.html  

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2002/09/09/040n1cap.php?origen=capital.html
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evidently required. Planning, housing and social policies also need to converge to 

increase land and housing affordability. 83 

Housing Finance 

In the Federal District (DF), private financial institutions provide the largest 

amount of housing funds, whereas in other states like Estado de México the Infonavit 

does (51 percent in 2011). The participation of private financial institutions in the 

housing sector, and particularly in the DF, has increased significantly and steadily in the 

last decade, from accounting for 4 percent of total housing investment in 2001 to 63 

percent in 2011. Conversely, Infonavit‟s investment has decreased; in 2001 it covered 63 

percent of housing investment in the city while in 2011 only 17 percent. Furthermore, 

from 2001 to 2005, 71 percent of the credits granted by Infonavit to local (DF) workers 

were used to buy housing in Estado de México. Housing credits granted by Infonavit and 

other institutions, such as Fovissste, are often insufficient to access housing in the DF, 

unless they are used in conjunction with other credit sources to access middle-income 

housing. This is because the Infonavit finances private market-rate housing which is 

generally not affordable, particularly at the urban core.84  

Mexico City‟s Housing Institute (Invi) invested more on housing during López 

Obrador‟s administration (2001-2006) than on Ebrard‟s (2007-2011); the Invi provided 

14 and 7 percent of total housing investment during each period. The Invi is more 

proactive than any other housing institute in the country. In Estado de México, for 

instance, local public financing peaked at 1.52 percent in 2004. The contribution of 

federal housing subsidies is almost negligible, particularly in Mexico City, where the 

                                                 
83 B. Arch. Fernando Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad), interview held on January 7, 2013; M.S. in Urban 

and Regional Planning Roberto Eibenschutz, interview held on July 10, 2012; Monterrubio; Ramírez 

Navarro; Stolarski; and Pedro Velázquez Velasco, Project Coordinator (Invi), interview held on July 3, 

2012. 

84 Benlliure; Eibenschutz. 



40 

 

average contribution accounted for 0.5 percent of total housing investment (2001-2011). 

Federal subsidies increased slightly during Marcelo Ebrard‟s term, due perhaps to an 

improved relationship between the two levels of government (Figure 2).85 The creation of 

the new federal Regional, Rural and Urban Development Ministry might provide more 

national and regional mechanisms to strengthen land use planning and densification 

efforts, although federal housing agencies and strategies are still very weak.86 
 

 

Figure 2:  Housing Investment in Mexico City (DF) by Agency, 2001-2011.87 

Even when private financial institutions contribute the most in monetary terms, 

they definitely do not in share of housing credits; private institutions finance less and 

much more expensive housing (Figure 3). In 2011 private financing institutions provided 

63 percent of the investment in the city, but only 1 percent of the credits. Conversely, the 

                                                 
85 CONAVI, Programa anual de financiamientos para vivienda. 

86 Ada Gricelda Bonifaz Villar, interview held on July 14, 2012; Fernández (EMBARQ México); Ramírez 

Navarro. 

87 CONAVI, Programa anual de financiamientos para vivienda. 
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Infonavit with 17 percent of the total investment, and the Invi with only 7 percent 

provided 50 and 29 percent of the credits, respectively, because they provide more 

accessible credits, particularly the Invi.88 
 

 

Figure 3:  Number of Housing Credits in Mexico City (DF) by Agency, 2001-2011.89 

Housing and Urban Policy  

Urban Renewal  

The historical downtown area had deteriorated for a number of different reasons. 

In the 1950s the National University started its plans for relocation to the new university 

campus in the south, along with all of the activities that it fueled: restaurants, coffee 

shops, libraries, student housing, etc. Rent freeze laws also significantly limited the 

investment that went into renovating buildings. Housing units and buildings in general 

                                                 
88 Ramírez Navarro. 

89 CONAVI, Programa anual de financiamientos para vivienda. 
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were turned into commercial storage rooms or vecindades90 without proper maintenance 

and with increasing physical deterioration. In 1976 Carlos Hank González, the appointed 

regent of the Federal District91 at the time, oversaw the demolition of 50,000 housing 

units to build major arterials. Residents from Tepito were able to halt rehabilitation and 

modernization strategies which would lead to their relocation to the periphery. Yet, urban 

renewal projects increased the housing shortage and diminished the supply of rental and 

affordable housing. Furthermore, high rates of inflation and rapidly increasing land prices 

forced many landowners to sell instead of keeping poor tenants under their roof, who 

became increasingly impoverished with the structural adjustment policies imposed by the 

World Bank and the IMF at the time.92  

Earthquake and Reconstruction 

On September 1985, 30,000 properties collapsed and 68,000 were left with 

structural damage after a magnitude 8.1 earthquake hit Mexico City. At first it seemed 

inevitable to relocate poor tenants to the peripheries of the city where cheap housing 

credits could be offered. But tenants facing massive evictions before the earthquake had 

started to mobilize, particularly in the central city. The government was forced to rebuild 

housing at the urban core. After a massive expropriation effort, over 40,000 housing units 

were built between 1985 and 1988, mostly with federal and international funds.93 Land 

uses, particularly residential and commercial, were mixed to support housing costs, a 

prohibited practice at that time. 94 Real-estate investment, however, shrunk after the 

                                                 
90 Vecindades are low-density and low-income housing settlements on usually old and subdivided single 

family housing.  
91 The DF had a different and less autonomous political and administrative configuration at the time. 

92 Rascón. 

93 Alejandro García Lara, “Así creció la Ciudad de México,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 2007-

2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F., 2012), 33. 

94 Bonifaz Villar. 
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earthquakes, particularly until new construction and development norms were set. 

Furthermore, after reconstruction the federal government distanced itself from large-scale 

housing production in the city.95  

Land Access, a Constant Struggle 

Tenant and social organizations have introduced the objective of densification 

through their quest to access land in the central city. After reconstruction a housing 

census was held to document housing needs beyond the ones created by the earthquake. 

The first day almost 1,000 families were registered. In less than two weeks the census 

counted 50,000 families; mobilized constituencies arrived from all parts of the city and 

metropolitan region. On April 4, 1987, in the facilities of the electricians‟ union (SME) 

the Asamblea de Barrios de la ciudad de México (Mexico City‟s Neighborhoods 

Assembly) was created. The first manifesto was: “no more evictions;” their strategy on 

that front was to prolong trials until the government came up with a strategy to solve the 

rental housing shortage. The Asamblea knew that access to land was instrumental to build 

more affordable housing; they sought to retain land through expropriations rather than 

land invasions. Moreover, densification was seen as a key strategy to increase land 

access.96  

From 1987 to 1996, the Asamblea de Barrios was involved in the construction of 

over 40,000 housing units. Civil and neighborhood organizations bought or negotiated the 

purchase of land and supervised construction, among other duties. This helped reduce 

housing costs. Although one of its fundamental objectives was to increase housing 

access, from its inception the Asamblea de Barrios was actively involved in political and 

electoral processes, such as the allegedly rigged 1988 presidential elections, when they 

                                                 
95 García Lara, “Así creció la Ciudad de México.” 

96 Rascón. 
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supported Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas. They also advocated the democratization of the city 

through increased public participation, administrative autonomy and elections.  

Around the same time (1987 to 1997) the distribution of land uses changed 

significantly in Mexico City (DF); commercial uses increased from 13 to 24 percent and 

residential uses fell from 59 to 50 percent. Of the almost 60,000 land use changes issued 

over that period, 41 percent were for commercial use, 36 for services, and only 19 for 

residential uses. Official numbers might be conservative but they still demonstrate that 

the city has been shifting towards a tertiary economy at the expense of residential uses.97  

In 1990 the city faced a decline in population with respect to the previous 

decennial census of 0.7 percent. The four central city delegaciones lost 100,000 units of 

housing between 1980 and 2000.98 Meanwhile, the urban core also experienced a boom in 

office construction, shopping centers and upper middle-income housing. Another 

economic crisis in 1994 reduced the rate of real-estate investment and shrunk government 

finances. Only middle and high-income housing projects became viable in the center and 

south of the city. Commercial and tertiary hubs and the new corporate center of Santa Fe 

started to emerge to the west of Mexico City, parallel to an expanding informal economy 

on central areas and public spaces.99  

Democracy and Housing  

In 1998, after Cárdenas became the first elected City Mayor, the Invi, was created. 

Social housing production became a fundamental axis of housing programs. Housing 

construction was no longer conceived only as an economic engine valued for its monetary 

spillovers, but also because of the social development that it could produce. Along with 

                                                 
97 PAOT, “Usos de suelo urbano e impactos de la densificación en la ciudad de México,” 5. 

98 Ibid., 6. 

99 Alejandra Moreno Toscano, “Redensificación de la ciudad central,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 

2007-2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F., 2012), 93. 
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technical advice, small credits for incremental housing were given in part because 

resources were scarce, but also to maintain them accessible.100  

A rehabilitation program was also designed during Cárdenas‟ term with the input 

of social organizations, although it did not receive the necessary financial support until 

the next government administration.101 Density increases were planned around 

unconsolidated low-income neighborhoods. Densification was also seen as a strategy to 

avoid the diseconomy created by underutilized infrastructure.102 In a context of meager 

federal housing funds and a national housing policy that left residential and urban 

development in the hands of private developers, Mexico City‟s housing programs and the 

Invi, even when deficient, were about to set incomparable standards in the country.103 

  

                                                 
100 Fernández (EMBARQ México). 

101 Ramírez Navarro. 

102 Coulomb; and Monterrubio. 

103 Bonifaz Villar; and Eibenschutz. 
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Chapter 4: Densification Efforts in Mexico City, 2000-2012 

 For a long time scholars and even public officials have recognized that Mexico 

City‟s growth has high social, environmental and economic costs. Over the last fifteen 

years Mexico City‟s government (GDF) has implemented densification strategies and 

promoted infill development to limit urban core depopulation and territorial expansion 

into rural and conservation land. The GDF has also instituted relatively strong housing 

programs to increase housing access and improve people‟s quality of life.104 This chapter 

will analyze the achievements and limitations of recent housing and densification 

strategies and whether they have achieved some of their set goals. 

CONTAINING URBAN GROWTH: PROCLAMATION 2 

López Obrador‟s administration has been analyzed, critiqued and praised by many 

different actors and constituencies. Some argue that he tried to find a balance between 

social and economic development while others describe his actions, such as Proclamation 

2, as totalitarian and even illegal. The official goals of Proclamation 2 were to contain 

urban expansion into conservation land, utilize existing infrastructure efficiently, counter 

depopulation in the central city, and increase housing access, particularly for low-income 

populations.105 Water management issues were considered as well, such as the need to 

avert human settlements on water recharge zones. Furthermore, high impact real-estate 

development was forbidden outside of the central city under the premise that it was not 

feasible to provide water services in the periphery while water and drainage systems at 

the urban core were underutilized.106   

                                                 
104 Azuela; Fernández (EMBARQ México); Ramírez Navarro; and Rascón.  

105 PAOT, “Usos de suelo urbano e impactos de la densificación en la ciudad de México,” 3. 

106 Azuela.  



47 

 

Arguably, with Proclamation 2 Lopez Obrador had to break some clientelistic 

relationships (and create new ones) already in place since Cárdenas‟ administration. 

Various social leaders, organizations, and developers who had property outside of the 

central city wanted to develop it.107 The GDF made a deal with sixteen organizations 

providing them access to 1,308 housing units in the central city in exchange of twenty 

peripheral properties (208,596 m
2
/51.5 acres). Some developers were content to have 

more certainty of where to build, easily granted construction permits and assured 

feasibility of services.108  
 

Benito Juarez 1732 

Cuauhtemoc 9080 

Miguel Hidalgo 4494 

Venustiano Carranza 6485 

Central City 21791 

Alvaro Obregon 9268 

Azcapotzalco 7868 

Coyoacan 6913 

Cuajimalpa 2676 

Gustavo A. Madero 22101 

Iztacalco 7465 

Iztapalapa 28846 

Magdalena Contreras 3270 

Milpa Alpta 1731 

Tlahuac 5300 

Tlalpan 8232 

Xochimilco 5157 

‘Non-Central’ Delegaciones 108827 

 

Table 2:  Credits by Delegación, 2001-2005.109 

                                                 
107 Tamayo; and Ramírez  Navarro. 

108DeMet, “El Bando 2.”  

109 Anavel Monterrubio Redonda and Edna Vega Rangel, “Anexo 1: El Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito 

Federal,” in La Vivienda en el Distrito Federal: Retos actuals y nuevos desafíos, (México D.F.: INVI, 

CONAFOVI, UAM, 2005), 195-218.  
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Marco Rascón, also known as Superbarrio,110 argues that social organizations and 

himself introduced the idea of densification to López Obrador. They envisioned 

densification as a tool to increase rental housing and housing supply in general at the 

urban core, and thus reduce speculation and housing costs. Without price controls and 

other regulations the outcome was obviously the opposite.111 Rehabilitation strategies 

drafted during Cárdenas administration were strengthened, particularly to offer 

rehabilitation credits in peripheral delegaciones (Table 2). Such program was later 

replicated around the country. López Obrador also allocated an unprecedented amount of 

resources to housing programs and to execute massive expropriations of at-risk housing 

which his PRD successor, Marcelo Ebrard, chose not to continue (Table 3).112 

 

Year/Period Expropriated Properties 

1997-2000 119 

2001-2006 678 

2007 27 

2008 6 

2009 9 

2010 12 

2011 8 

2012 4 

Table 3:  Expropriated Properties (GDF), 1997-2012.113 

                                                 
110 Superbarrio is an activist who used to wear a superhero costume and a wrestler‟s mask. He led housing, 

social, and political movements in the 1980s and 1990s, such as the founding of Asamblea de Barrios. 

111 Rascón. 

112 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad); Fernández (EMBARQ México); Monterrubio; and Ramírez 

Navarro. 

113 Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, “Reserva Inmobiliaria,” 

http://www.invi.df.gob.mx/portal/I2012Reserva.aspx. 

http://www.invi.df.gob.mx/portal/I2012Reserva.aspx
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Note: Map developed by Desarrolladora Metropolitana, S.A. de C.V. 

Figure 4: Size of housing projects in the second trimester of 2005. 

Lack of coordination with the federal and other state governments led to the 

proliferation of large housing developments, particularly for low-income residents, 

outside the limits of the Federal District, where Proclamation 2 was not applied (Figure 

4). Ultimately, protecting land only in one side of the border is not really sustainable. A 

regional agency clearly needs to regulate this type of relationships between states and 

conurbations. Furthermore, most planners and housing experts argue that Proclamation 2 

was poorly structured; it did not set density targets or performed a careful analysis to 

determine what areas could indeed support higher densities. Depopulation has not only 
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occurred in the four targeted delegaciones; many others areas have lost residential 

uses.114 Yet, it is important to point out that while Proclamation 2 promoted densification 

and infill in four „central‟ delegaciones, it only restricted large-scale development in nine 

delegaciones (to the southwest) of the remaining twelve. Part of the reasoning behind this 

decision was that almost half of all the trips to Mexico City (DF) had one of the four 

„central‟ delegaciones as their destination.115  

 

 

Figure 5:  Housing Units Built in the Central City, 2000 to July 2004. 

The biggest winners from Proclamation 2 were perhaps central city landowners 

whose land prices grew by 205 percent from 2000 to 2005, over six times more than 

inflation. Conversely, many middle and low-income housing in the central city became 

smaller and more expensive, although with good access to infrastructure and services. 

Average low-income housing values increased by nineteen percent (accounting for 

                                                 
114 Azuela; Coulomb; Invi Official (anonymous); Ramírez Navarro; and Stolarski. 

115 PAOT, “Usos de suelo urbano e impactos de la densificación en la ciudad de México,” 6, 14. 
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inflation) from 2001 to 2005.116 Nonetheless, in 2000 only 30 percent of the private 

housing supply was in the central city; this shifted to 66 percent of all housing supply and 

72 percent of new housing in 2005.117 Most market-rate housing was built in Benito 

Juárez, where the Invi was the least able to finance affordable housing projects. Almost 

half of the housing financed by the Invi was in Cuauhtémoc (Figure 5).  

Other big winners were the leaders of some social organizations close to the 

government who were able to demand land, credits and housing in exchange of political 

loyalty. Many leaders later became elected officials or heads of certain government 

entities. Housing, but more importantly expropriations (678 over the six year period),118 

became a key political recruitment mechanism (Table 2). First, tenants of deteriorated 

housing were mobilized to promote an expropriation. Then, resident economic and social 

profiling, financing, project management and construction would take years, even over a 

decade. Meanwhile, political leaders would have a constituency easy to mobilize. The 

Invi‟s capacity to execute projects over the years increased but resources did not, 

particularly compared to expropriations. Yet, expropriated land stood as a promise that 

housing needs, sooner or later, would be addressed, although this was not necessarily 

always the case.119 

CENTRAL CITY DENSIFICATION 

The central city and historical downtown area have a variety of housing types with 

different ages and conditions. Public and private, single and multifamily housing has 

been built through the years creating heterogeneous areas with a history of land 

                                                 
116 Suitable land for low income housing development was reduced from 20,324 to 6,478 hectares with 

Proclamation 2.  

117 DeMet, “el Bando 2.” 

118 Invi, “Reserva Inmobiliaria.”  

119 Ramírez Navarro. 
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invasions, regularization, conflict, and negotiation. Furthermore, urban and housing 

deterioration in the second half of the 20
th

 century led to marginalization; structural 

damage and sanitary issues started to pose a significant risk to its inhabitants. Yet, the 

2003 General Program for Urban Development stated that the central city contained the 

most prominent economic and commercial activities as well as underutilized urban 

facilities, services and infrastructure. Eminent domain, revitalization and new 

construction became the main strategies to mitigate risks, increase densities and 

recondition the cultural, social, political and economic center of the city while limiting 

territorial expansion.120 Furthermore, the Growth Management Norm 26 supported low-

income housing efforts by allowing for a greater intensity of use to produce affordable 

and sustainable housing.  

Towards the end of the 1990s, housing programs started to promote residential 

uses at the urban core. In the early 2000s more resources were allocated to finance 

residential construction and rehabilitation in the central city. From 2002 to 2006 the GDF 

financed the rehabilitation of 12 properties in the historical downtown area; 23 additional 

properties were rehabilitated and expanded, and 26 new housing projects were built. 

Projects were designed to optimize the use of land in areas with adequate services and 

urban infrastructure. The design of larger and denser multi-family projects reduced 

construction and land costs per unit. Some commercial establishments also benefited 

from government initiatives that reconditioned small local businesses.121 

                                                 
120 Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, “Premio Nacional de Vivienda 2011: Redensificación de la 

Ciudad Central en el Distrito Federal,” and “Premio Nacional de Vivienda 2007: Revitalización del Centro 

Histórico de la Ciudad de México a través de la vivienda de interés social,” in Hacemos Ciudad con 

Vivienda: 10 Premios al INVI, 2007-2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F., 2012), 71-3. 

121 Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, “Premio León de Oro, X Bienal de Arquitectura, Venecia 

2006: Brasil 44,” 99, and “Premio Nacional de Vivienda 2007: Unidad Habitacional Sol,” 63-68, in 

Hacemos Ciudad con Vivienda: 10 Premios al INVI, 2007-2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F., 

2012). 
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Note: Presentation poster provided by the Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal. 

Figure 6:  Densification Projects (2005-2010) and Land Uses in the Central City.122 

The next government administration (2007-2012) continued supporting residential 

construction (without sacrificing mixed uses) to repopulate the central city, utilize 

existing infrastructure, and improve the housing conditions of low-income and vulnerable 

residents. The rehabilitation of historical monuments, particularly in the historical 

downtown area, continued. In 2011 the Invi won the National Housing Prize for the 

densification of 272 lots from 2005 to 2010 in the central city (without including efforts 

in the historical downtown area subject to unique conditions and regulations). Densities 

                                                 
122 Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, “Redensificación de la Ciudad Central del Distrito Federal, 

2005-2010,” (presentation poster). 
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were increased on 55 properties in Miguel Hidalgo, 122 in Cuauhtémoc, 68 in Venustiano 

Carranza, and 27 in Benito Juárez. Except for Venustiano Carranza, housing projects 

seem to be clustered along Calzada de Tlalpan in Benito Juárez, on historically low 

income neighborhoods such as Obrera, Tlateloco, Santa Maria La Ribera and Peralvillo 

in Cuauhtémoc, and previously industrial areas in Miguel Hidalgo (Figure 6). 

Most projects were built on land classified as having recycling potential and 

upgrading potential in the case of Venustiano Carranza. Areas with upgrading potential 

are low-income residential zones that require public support because of their high levels 

of deterioration. Areas with recycling potential are those that have proper infrastructure 

and services and access to transportation but that have lower density and underutilized 

land. Finally, areas with development potential are defined as those with large vacant lots 

but within the existing urban fabric (Figure 6).123   

Invi housing projects usually have three to six levels and housing units are around 

56 square meters and have one to three bedrooms. Actions include façade restoration, 

structural stabilization and the replacement of poor materials. Sustainability design 

principles were incorporated in 2008 to optimize the use of natural resources under the 

premise that current needs should not compromise those of future generations, 

referencing the 1987 Brundtland Report. Strategies include solar water heaters, water-

saving appliances, water catchment systems, fluorescent lighting, and water treatment 

plants (on large-scale multifamily projects). These strategies mean to lower greenhouse 

gas emissions and improve residents‟ quality of life.124 These technologies, however, 

have become a financial burden for the Invi who finances them, and for residents who 

have to pay more expensive credits. Housing costs and housing credits have increased by 

                                                 
123 Moreno Toscano, “Redensificación de la ciudad central,” 94-8, 103, 115. 

124 Gobierno del Distrito Federal, Premio Nacional de Vivienda, Redensificación de Ciudad Central en el 

Distrito Federal, (México D.F., 2011), 1-2. 



55 

 

approximately 25 percent, although subsidies are given to families who earn less than 8 

minimum wages and individuals who earn less than 5 minimum wages. Sustainability 

strategies have not been able to produce direct monetary savings; long-term savings are 

irrelevant for a segment of the population whose present income is very limited. Perhaps 

simpler measures, such as passive heating and cooling, biodigesters and more green and 

open space, would be more fitting and further improve residents‟ quality of life.125   

 

 

Figure 7:  Invi‟s Low-Income Housing Projects, 2007 - August 2012.126 

 Marcelo Ebrard repealed Proclamation 2 in 2007 but the Invi continued to finance 

housing in the central city and finished projects from the previous administration (Figure 

7).127 The Invi had more annual projects in central than in peripheral delegaciones (2007-

2012), although more housing units were built in the periphery; projects were bigger 

outside of the central city due to the availability of land (Figure 8). Efforts were 

                                                 
125 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad); Bonifaz Villar; and Stolarski. 

126 “Obra INVI 2007- Agosto 2012,” 145-166. 

127 Monterrubio. 
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particularly significant in Gustavo A. Madero, just north of the central city (Figure 9). 

The southern portion of Gustavo A. Madero is fairly accessible by public transportation 

but the northern portion sits on forest areas which are continuously covered with urban 

uses. The second delegación where the largest number of housing units were financed is 

Cuauhtémoc, where the historical downtown area is located.128  

 

 

Figure 8:  Invi‟s Low-Income Housing Actions/Units, 2007 - August 2012.129 

The Invi has made significant efforts to address the housing lag but has not been 

able to succeed fully in such goal. The current financing system does not assist a large 

segment of the population to inhabit decent and affordable housing. The issue of 

insufficient resources is exacerbated by increasing land and construction costs absorbed 

by developers and speculators. Administrative inefficiencies and default loans also hurt 

housing funds. Furthermore, low-income housing competes with many other major needs 

                                                 
128 “Obra INVI 2007- Agosto 2012,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 2007-2012, ed. Gloria Guerra 

Guerrero (D.F.: Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal), 145-166. 

129 Ibid. 
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in the city, such as public transportation, water management, land preservation, 

etcetera.130 Thus, housing programs continue to close their doors to a significant portion 

of the city‟s population, leaving behind an increasingly unjust and unsustainable space. 

 

 

Figure 9:  Total Housing Actions by Delegación, 2007 - August 2012.131 

SHIFTS IN POLICY AND POLITICAL MOTIVATION, 2007-2012 

López Obrador had the political will and determination to prevent the 

development of large-scale real-estate projects in certain areas of the city and finance a 

vast amount of affordable housing. Most housing experts and planners agree that Marcelo 

Ebrard did not, particularly in terms of increasing housing access (Figure 10). Annual 

housing goals were never achieved; José Antonio Revah, the former Invi director, argued 

that insufficient resources did not allow the Invi to finance 30 percent of its six-year goal 

(200,000 housing units). Furthermore, the massive and ambitious land banking strategy 

                                                 
130 Gobierno del Distrito Federal, “Instituto de Vivienda: Vivienda una Visión de Futuro”, (Forum in 

México D.F., September 30, 2009). 

131 “Obra INVI 2007- Agosto 2012,” 145-166. 
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that López Obrador had started did not continue (Table 2); granted, expropriations in the 

previous administration were perhaps indiscriminate and excessive. Many argue that 

Ebrard was more pragmatic and willing to negotiate with opposing political leaders and 

governments. The politicized model of housing production and the role of leaders and 

social organizations did not change much but political loyalties were not as closely kept; 

social mobilizations in opposition to political actions increased. The Invi and other 

government facilities were often symbolically closed by housing organizations who 

demanded increased resources, among other actions.132  

 

 

Figure 10:  Number of Credits or Subsidies/Invi‟s Total Housing Actions.133 

Ebrard individualized and corporatized housing production even further. This 

benefited developers at the expense of low-income residents. The financing cap was 

                                                 
132 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad); Fernández (EMBARQ México); Ramírez Navarro; Stolarski; and 

Tamayo. 

133 Monterrubio and Vega“Anexo 1,” 195-218 and Invi, “Informes y Resultados.” 
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increased to finance more expensive market-rate housing developed by real-estate 

companies like Homex or Urbi, not for residents to access better quality housing. The 

Invi also reduced capital investment and housing production to increase administrative 

and operating expenses (e.g. number of consultants and employees); around eleven 

percent of the Invi‟s budget was used for administrative expenses every year.134  

Marcelo Ebrard rejected, to a certain extent, the concept of the concentric city. 

Ebrard seemed to endorse Emilio Pradilla‟s model of a pluricentric city shaped by major 

arterials. Ebrard pointed out to developers the financial possibilities of real-estate 

development around urban corridors and allowed greater densities along what Pradilla 

would call tertiary corridors, those dominated by commercial uses. Ebrard also provided 

other incentives, such as reducing property taxes to promote private investment on certain 

locations.135 

Furthermore, the discourse shifted away from densification and towards 

revitalization and recovery of public spaces.136 The question is, of course, to recover them 

from and for whom? After spending around 225 million Mexican pesos (over 18 million 

USD)137 to renovate a major urban park, Alameda Central, Ebrard declared that it was to 

stay free of homeless individuals and itinerant commerce.138 Ebrard spent the same 

budget on seven urban renovation projects to pedestrianize streets in the historical 

downtown area as he did on low-income neighborhood revitalization in the entire city. 

These efforts seemed to be geared towards becoming an attractive and competitive city 

accessible to those who could afford it.139  

                                                 
134 Invi, “Informes y resultados,” http://www.invi.df.gob.mx/portal/I2012.aspx.  

135 Coulomb; and Monterrubio. 

136 Invi Official (anonymous). 
137 As of April 14, 2013. 

138 Roberto Ponce and Niza Rivera, “Quiere Ebrard una Alameda Central „sin indigentes‟,” Proceso 

November 26, 2012, http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=326238.  

139 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad). 

http://www.invi.df.gob.mx/portal/I2012.aspx
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=326238
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He did contribute to revitalization and repopulation of the historical downtown 

area and strengthened public-private partnerships that López Obrador had started with 

Carlos Slim and other tycoons. A decade of public and private efforts to restore the 

historical downtown area has led to a fourteen percent population growth and 36,000 

inhabitants, although it will take at least ten more years to reach the goal of 52,000 

residents. The repopulation process has been slow and arduous, with only five thousand 

more people than twelve years ago.140 Furthermore, local public investment has increased 

private earnings more than public ones. The biggest pedestrian street project, Madero, 

quadrupled pedestrian flow and land values; sales increased fivefold. Merchants and land 

owners benefited but local public revenues did not because sales taxes go to the federal 

government and cadastral updates for property tax purposes are rare. Fortunately 

however, most low-income residents that were able to access housing in the central city 

have been able to stay despite the appreciation of their property.141 

Ebrard promoted important and positive projects which contributed to his 

approval rate of 65 percent at the end of his administration, ten points higher than when it 

started. Three out of four trips in Mexico City are made in public transit. Ebrard‟s 

government allocated most of its resources on transportation infrastructure such as an 

additional subway line, Bus Rapid Transit lines142, school bus programs, bus and cab 

upgrades, stricter vehicle inspections, and bicycle sharing programs, among others. Some 

of his projects were awfully controversial, like the construction of a highway to the west 

of the city because of its environmental and social repercussions. His administration 

invested more than 65,000 million Mexican pesos (over 5,000 million USD)143 in road 

                                                 
140 Laura Gómez, “Se repuebla el Centro: llegan a habitarlo otras 5 mil personas,” La Jornada February 4, 

2013, 31.  

141 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad); Fernández (EMBARQ México); Rascón ; and Tamayo. 

142 BRT routes covered 18 kilometers at the start and 100 at the end of Ebrard‟s term (11 - 62 miles). 

143 As of March 27, 2013. 
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and transportation infrastructure. Urban projects, however, lacked articulation to form a 

coherent vision for the growth and development of the city.144  

Ebrard‟s government halved land invasions on conservation land; there were 31 

during his term compared to 76 in the previous administration. Following an international 

trend, his government promoted sustainability principles and established a program 

similar to LEED. The program is voluntary but offers fiscal incentives; only eight 

buildings have been certified, although 44 are undergoing the certification process.145 

Neighborhood improvement projects were strengthened during Ebrard‟s administration. 

Social equity concerns, however, particularly in relation to housing policy, required a 

much more serious commitment.146 

REPOPULATION AND HOUSING ACCESS 

Growth rates were negative in all central delegaciones from 1995 to 2000, hence 

the proposal of densification. The central city went from 2.5 million inhabitants in 1980 

to 1.9 in 1990, 1.6 in 2000, and recovered to 1.7 in 2010. Depopulation trends have been 

reversed, distinctively in Benito Juárez and Miguel Hidalgo (Table 4).147 Other „central‟ 

areas did not show such promising population trends, demonstrating the heterogeneity of 

the central city. Venustiano Carranza has gone from 692,896 residents in 1980 to 462,806 

                                                 
144 Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “Sugiere Ebrard cambiar política de vivienda para contrarrestar los costos 

ambientales,” La Jornada October 9, 2007, 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2007/10/09/index.php?section=capital&article=037n1cap.  

145 Elia Baltazar, “En política ambiental deja pendientes: expertos,” El Universal December 2, 2012, 

http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/ciudad/114426.html. 

146 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad); Fernández (EMBARQ México); and Tamayo. 

147 INEGI, “Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010,” “Conteo de Población y Vivienda, 2005,” and “Censo 

de Población y Vivienda, 2000.” 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2007/10/09/index.php?section=capital&article=037n1cap
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in 2000 and 430,978 in 2010. This delegación has severe issues of public safety, 

marginality, and housing and urban deterioration.148  
 

  2000 - 2005 2005 - 2010 

Distrito Federal 1.3 1.5 

Benito Juárez -1.5 8.6 

Cuauhtémoc 1.0 2.0 

Miguel Hidalgo 0.3 5.5 

Venustiano Carranza -3.3 -3.7 

Álvaro Obregón 2.8 2.9 

Azcapotzalco -3.6 -2.5 

Coyoacán -1.9 -1.2 

Cuajimalpa  14.8 7.4 

Gustavo A. Madero -3.4 -0.6 

Iztacalco -4.0 -2.7 

Iztapalapa 2.7 -0.3 

Magdalena Contreras 3.1 4.4 

Milpa Alta 19.8 12.7 

Tláhuac 13.6 4.7 

Tlalpan 4.4 7.1 

Xochimilco 9.4 2.6 

Table 4: Population Growth Rates by Delegación.149 

Housing conditions and access to basic services have improved considerably over 

the last decade. In 2000 23.3 percent of households in Mexico City did not have piped 

water inside their homes; percentages were significantly higher in peripheral 

delegaciones. In 2010 only 13.46 percent of households did not have piped water (Table 

5). Peripheral delegaciones experienced the greatest improvements, particularly between 

2000 and 2005. Venustiano Carranza has the largest share, among the central 

                                                 
148 Gabriela Romero Sanchez, “Marginación e inseguridad hacen de Venustiano Carranza un polvorín 

social,” La Jornada June 26, 2003, 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2003/06/26/043n1cap.php?origen=capital.php&fly=1.  
149 INEGI, “Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010,” “Conteo de Población y Vivienda, 2005,” and “Censo 

de Población y Vivienda, 2000.” 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2003/06/26/043n1cap.php?origen=capital.php&fly=1
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delegaciones, of homes with no piped water infrastructure, although it also showed the 

greatest improvements from 2000 to 2010. Substandard access to services and housing 

conditions, however, continue to be an issue, particularly in rural and peripheral areas. 

Overcrowding, for instance, is less prevalent in the central city (Figure 11).150 
 

  2000 2005 2010 

Distrito Federal 76.7 85.1 86.5 

Benito Juárez 96.6 98.3 98.3 

Cuauhtémoc 93.2 96.6 96.8 

Miguel Hidalgo 90.1 94.6 95.5 

Venustiano Carranza 87.3 93.4 94.9 

Álvaro Obregón 81.1 90.0 92.5 

Azcapotzalco 84.8 92.9 92.9 

Coyoacán 85.1 90.8 91.5 

Cuajimalpa de Morelos 70.0 79.3 81.2 

Gustavo A. Madero 78.2 88.1 90.2 

Iztacalco 83.8 92.2 93.9 

Iztapalapa 68.6 81.0 84.1 

Magdalena Contreras 67.1 80.1 81.2 

Milpa Alta 37.0 53.4 53.2 

Tláhuac 59.9 75.6 77.1 

Tlalpan 63.3 70.0 70.5 

Xochimilco 55.5 64.1 66.0 

Table 5:  Percentage of Homes with Piped Water Infrastructure.151 

Patterns of urban and spatial segregation also continue to exist. Figure 12 shows 

the distribution of different socioeconomic groups in 2010. Although some affluent 

residents have chosen to live in suburban areas, high-income residents have easily 

accessed the revitalized housing market at the urban core, where most economic activities 

are located. A small portion of low-income residents have been able to access housing in 

                                                 
150 INEGI, “Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010,” “Conteo de Población y Vivienda, 2005,” and “Censo 

de Población y Vivienda, 2000.” 

151 Ibid. 
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the central city through public housing programs and credits. Yet, most middle and low-

income residents have been unable to access housing at the urban core.  

 

Figure 11:  Percentage of Homes with More than 2.5 Occupants per Room, 2010.152 

Census income distribution measures are not detailed enough; everyone earning 

more than two minimum wages, around ten dollars a day, was placed in the same 

category in 2010. The share of the population earning less than one minimum wage 

decreased from 2000 to 2010, although it is important to note that the minimum wage 

increases at a much lower rate than inflation. Figure 13 shows that the percentage of 

individuals earning less than two minimum wages is lower in the central city than in other 

delegaciones. Furthermore, from 2000 to 2010 the percentage of the population earning 

less than two minimum wages decreased in the central city from 26 to 24.2 percent while 

it increased in all other delegaciones from 27.7 to 30.2 percent.  

                                                 
152 INEGI, “Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010.”  
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Note: Map developed by the Procuraduría Ambiental y del Ordenamiento Territorial del DF, 2010. 

Figure 12:  Spatial Stratification, 2010 (darker red indicates a higher social stratum). 
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Figure 13:  Income Distribution (Percentages).153 

Distinctions among delegaciones are important. In 2010 Venustiano Carranza and 

Cuauhtémoc had a largest share of low-income residents than the other central 

delegaciones; 28.6 and 26.1 percent of the residents in each delegación earned less than 

two minimum wages, compared to 17.1 and 20.6 percent in Benito Juárez and Miguel 

Hidalgo, respectively. Most residents in Milpa Alta, a mostly rural delegación, earn less 

than two minimum wages, 52.4 percent. Tláhuac follows with 38.3 percent and then 

Iztapalapa with 36 percent. Iztapalapa clusters a significant portion of the low-income 

housing stock in the city. This delegación is also the most populated and has grown 

significantly in the last couple of decades, although its population growth rate was 

negative from 2005 to 2010, -0.3 percent. Coyoacán, home of the National University 

(UNAM), is outside of the official central city delimitation. This middle- to upper-middle 

income residential delegación has the second lowest share of residents earning less than 

                                                 
153 INEGI, “Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010,” and “Censo de Población y Vivienda, 2000.” 
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two minimum wages, 20.23 percent. Álvaro Obregón, where the corporate area of Santa 

Fe is located, also has a relatively low share of low-income residents, 23.64 percent.154  

Land values are higher in the central city than in most other delegaciones; average 

land values in Coyoacán only surpass those in Venustiano Carranza. After urbanization 

reached Coyoacán in the mid-20
th

 century it became predominantly residential, although 

population and residential uses have been displaced for commercial uses more recently. 

This delegación houses mostly middle and high-income residents, although it also has a 

couple of indigenous settlements. Gustavo A. Madero‟s land values are also close to 

those of Venustiano Carranza, perhaps because of its proximity to the central city. Some 

portions of the delegaciones that have higher land prices, even if not considered part of 

the „central city‟ are certainly centrally located or part of the urban core (Figure 14).  

 

Figure 14:  Land Values per Square Meter by Delegación, 2013.155 

                                                 
154 INEGI, “Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010,” and “Censo de Población y Vivienda, 2000.” 

155 Metros Cúbicos, “Guía de Precios,” http://www.metroscubicos.com/precios. 
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Accounting for inflation, low-income housing prices, for the most part, increased 

from 2005 to 2012. On Figure 15 the average 2005 affordable housing value in Mexico 

City is compared to the average 2013 for sale value in each delegación. Generally, 

housing considered affordable is less than 50 square meters (538 square feet). Therefore, 

that area (50 m
2
) was multiplied by the average cost per square meter of an apartment in 

each delegación in 2013. This comparison shows a significantly different picture from the 

one that land prices alone show. Even when suburban land might be cheaper than land in 

the central city, housing prices increase significantly in high-income suburban 

neighborhoods such as San Jerónimo in Magdalena Contreras and the corporate and 

financial district of Santa Fe in Álvaro Obregón and parts of Cuajimalpa. Figure 15 also 

shows that except for Venustiano Carranza, even considerably small housing is becoming 

more expensive in the central city.  
 

 
 

Figure 15:  Low-Income Housing Value Shifts.156 

                                                 
156 DeMet, “El Bando 2,” and Metros Cúbicos, “Guía de Precios” (2005 values were inflated to 2013 

prices). 

 $-

 $200,000

 $400,000

 $600,000

 $800,000

 $1,000,000

 $1,200,000

 $1,400,000

 $1,600,000

2
0
1
3
 M

ex
ic

a
n

 P
es

o
s 

Central City (2013) Low-Income Housing (2005) "Non Central" Delegaciones (2013)



69 

 

On Figure 16 the average 2005 middle income housing value in Mexico City is 

compared to the average 2013 for sale value in each delegación. The latter was calculated 

by multiplying the average size of apartments by the average cost per square meter of an 

apartment in each delegación. Accounting for inflation, housing values have increased in 

some but not all of the delegaciones. Predominantly low-income and some peripheral 

delegaciones had the lowest average housing costs in 2013: Tláhuac, Iztapalapa, 

Iztacalco, and Venustiano Carranza. Low housing values can be correlated to small 

average size housing: from 52.5 square meters (565 sq.ft.) in Tláhuac to 61.2 (659 sq.ft) 

in Iztacalco. Conversely, the average size apartment in Miguel Hidalgo is 220 m
2
 (2368 

sq.ft.), 254.5 m
2
 (2739 sq.ft.) in Cuajimalpa, and 168.4 m

2
 (1808 sq.ft.) in Álvaro 

Obregón.157  
 

 

Figure 16:  Middle-Income Housing Value Shifts.158 

                                                 
157 DeMet, “El Bando 2,” and Metros Cúbicos, “Guía de Precios.”  

158 Ibid. 
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The prevalence of vecindades, a particularly predominant type of housing in the 

central city, has decreased in all delegaciones (Figure 17 & 18). Of all housing in the 

central city, 12.3 percent were vecindades in 2000, compared to 7.8 in 2010; the share of 

vecindades in all other delegaciones went from 8.4 to 4.5 percent in the same period. For 

the most part, substandard housing has been replaced by multi-family housing in the 

central city and single-family housing in peripheral delegaciones. In the central city 

multi-family housing went from 52.7 percent in 2000 to 58.2 in 2010, whereas in all other 

delegaciones, single-family housing went from 70.6 to 75.3 percent in the same period. 

The recycling of housing has most likely served different socioeconomic sectors.159  

 

 

Figure 17:  Housing Type by Delegación, 2000.160 

                                                 
159 INEGI, “Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010,” “Conteo de Población y Vivienda, 2005,” and “Censo 

de Población y Vivienda, 2000.” 

160 INEGI, “Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010,” and “Censo de Población y Vivienda, 2000.” 
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Figure 18:  Housing Type by Delegación, 2010. 

Repopulation goals have been moderately successful. Housing conditions and 

access to services have also improved. Yet, social and economic segregation continues to 

grow as income levels and housing prices continue to rise in the central city and other 

economically vital centers. This will make it increasingly difficult for housing authorities 

to finance, and low income individuals to afford, housing in central and economically 

vital areas of the city. Furthermore, time will perhaps uncover more radical shifts in the 

socioeconomic profile of the population as a result of the densification efforts here 

discussed.161   

  

                                                 
161 Coulomb. 
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Chapter 5: Issues of Governance in Mexico City, 2001-2012 

Government actions, or lack thereof, have led to the chaotic, fragmented, and 

unsustainable urbanization patterns that characterize this city. Lack of institutional 

coordination has made it hard to articulate housing and planning programs and strategies 

across different delegaciones and municipalities; responsibilities often fall into no man‟s 

land. This prevents local governments from properly monitoring its policies and norms. 

Furthermore, urban policy has been, for the most part reactive and timid; a 

comprehensive approach to planning does not exist. Corruption, inefficiency, and other 

governance issues have also hindered the success of housing and densification efforts and 

their ability to significantly increase housing access, repopulate the central city, and 

prevent territorial expansion. This chapter will examine relevant government programs 

and norms and their implementation to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of housing 

and planning strategies. 

Incongruent land use changes, careless interpretations of overly complex zoning 

rules, and tolerance towards land use violations and urban illegality are frequently made 

to satisfy investors and developers at the expense of the functionality and sustainability of 

the city and region.162 Construction companies often forge documents and bribe 

government officials to obtain construction permits and other licenses. Delegaciones and 

Mexico City‟s Ministry of Urban Development and Housing (Seduvi for its acronym in 

Spanish) often consent this acts of forgery; Seduvi authorizes land use changes and 

delegaciones handle construction permits. They are also incapable to accurately quantify 

the number of housing units they authorize every year, much less the ones that get built. 

Furthermore, the recommendations and resolutions made by Mexico City‟s 

                                                 
162 Azuela; and Ramírez Navarro. 
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Environmental Protection and Land Management Agency (PAOT) are rarely taken into 

account. 163  

Delegaciones argue that their resources are increasingly scarce because 

centralized purchasing continues to increase; during the last government term resources 

going to delegaciones decreased by 5,000 million Mexican pesos (over 400 million 

USD)164.165 Yet, in 2012 delegaciones did not use 3.8 percent, around 5,000 million 

pesos, of their assigned budgets. Tlalpan had the biggest surplus, nineteen percent of its 

budget. Miguel Hidalgo and Álvaro Obregón followed with surpluses of twelve and 

eleven percent, respectively.166 Delegaciones like Miguel Hidalgo that have experienced 

an intense real-estate boom also complain that impact fees paid for construction in their 

territory should stay in the delegación. Yet, delegaciones have not proved to be 

accountable government entities. Numerous land use changes (and violations) have been 

necessary to support Miguel Hidalgo‟s real-estate boom. This has produced substantial 

neighborhood opposition, particularly because of traffic congestion, loss of historic 

buildings, and water management issues.167  

Seduvi is in charge of designing, coordinating and applying local urban policy. 

The actions of this government entity, particularly the habitual and dubious granting of 

permits and land use changes, have increasingly raised neighborhood concern and 

opposition to the idea of densification. The local legislature (ALDF) often rejects land 

use changes already endorsed by Seduvi because of irregularities. Furthermore, 

                                                 
163 Alejandro Cruz Flores, “Vecinos: corrupción de funcionarios en permisos irregulars de construcción,” 

La Jornada August 18, 2012, 29. 
164 As of April 20, 2013. 

165 Carina García, “Delegaciones, en números rojos,” El Universal November 29, 2012, 

http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/ciudad/114379.html.  

166 Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “GDF y delegaciones no aplicaron $5 mil millones en 2012, señala diputado,” 

La Jornada February 25, 2013, 38. 

167 Josefina Quintero, “El Manhattan mexicano, nuevo boom inmobiliario,” La Jornada November 5, 

2012, 37. 

http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/ciudad/114379.html
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densification strategies and policies have not been congruent and coherent. Inadequate or 

lacking impact analyses have also imposed a negative image on densification strategies.  

Lack of transparency, monitoring, analysis, and planning, has made it normal for 

many delegaciones to have almost half of their construction projects out of norm and 

residents living in buildings without occupancy permits or feasibility analyses. 

Furthermore, administrative tasks often take too much time, effort and resources, and 

government strategies are mostly reactive instead of proactive. The city and region 

urgently need a long term strategy to properly guide growth and development.168 

HOUSING AND THE 2003 GENERAL PROGRAM FOR URBAN DEVELOPMENT 

After a process of public consultation, in December 2001 the Seduvi sent the 

General Program for Urban Development to the City Mayor, López Obrador, who then 

sent it to the local legislature (ALDF). After several adjustments between the three 

government levels, the program was approved on December 2003. The 2003 General 

Program for Urban Development acknowledges the importance of adequate housing 

provision to manage urban growth. This document also establishes that insufficient 

housing access and sprawling settlement patterns in Mexico City have led to profound 

environmental and social degradation. The increasing displacement of low-income 

populations and growing segments of society to the outskirts of the city and into high-risk 

or environmentally susceptible zones is presented as one of the program‟s main 

concerns.169 Yet, it remains clear that government actions continue to be insufficient to 

counteract unjust and unsustainable growth and development patterns, even when access 

to adequate housing remains a constitutional right in Mexico.  

                                                 
168 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad); Fernández (EMBARQ México); and Ramírez Navarro. 

169 GDF, Programa General de Desarrollo Urbano del Distrito Federal, 16-24. 
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One of the goals of the 2003 General Program for Urban Development is to 

achieve higher densities by circumscribing and regulating physical growth into the 

existing urbanized areas of the city through coordinated actions and the collaboration of 

neighboring states; collaboration and coordination, however, have been very weak. This 

program concludes that certain zones in the city have recycling potential; low-density, 

underutilized, abandoned, informal, and deteriorated areas that are well connected and 

have basic infrastructure and urban services should be retrofitted and denser. The 

program recommends investing on existing infrastructure, services, facilities and housing, 

to increase densities and promote infill projects in central depopulated areas. Moreover, 

the program endorses fiscal incentives and land and property acquisition to re-use 

unoccupied or underutilized properties and promote residential rehabilitation and historic 

preservation in the central city.170  

MEXICO CITY’S HOUSING LAW 

 On March 2, 2000, the ALDF promulgated the local housing law which 

establishes that all of the city‟s inhabitants have a right to adequate housing and that the 

City Mayor, the Seduvi, and the Invi, along with other government agencies, have to 

coordinate the implementation of housing policy to achieve such goal. The mayor has the 

responsibility of promoting fiscal mechanisms that incentivize affordable housing 

production.  The Seduvi and Invi are responsible for the design, integration, coordination, 

analysis, and execution of housing policy and programs. Furthermore, the Seduvi should 

guarantee the adequate provision of infrastructure, services, and urban facilities necessary 

for housing development. The Invi must monitor program outcomes and the actions of 

involved stakeholders; execute housing funds; and publish its investment criteria, an 

assessment and allocation of resources, and a record of property acquisitions. The Fidere 

                                                 
170 GDF, Programa General de Desarrollo Urbano del Distrito Federal, Ibid., 79-81. 
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(Fideicomiso de Recuperación Crediticia) is the organism in charge of loan recovery. In 

2003 the local Ministry of Finance granted two additional trusts to the Invi: Fividesu 

(Housing, Social and Urban Development Trust) and Ficapro (Homeownership Program 

Trust).171 

Mexico City‟s Housing Law also establishes that housing policy should be 

consistent with economic, social and urban development programs because of the 

influence it has on land use planning, urban development and resource preservation. 

Housing programs should carefully analyze housing issues to delineate objectives, 

strategies, goals, and coordination mechanisms and guidelines with other levels of 

government, the private sector, social organizations and individuals. Furthermore, 

housing policy should make housing accessible to vulnerable and low-income 

populations. To do so, housing policy should adjust the operating rules of the financial 

and construction sectors to the needs and circumstances of each socioeconomic sector; 

incorporate strategies to avoid speculation and development in high-risk or conservation 

land; extend and diversify housing actions; support the social production of housing by 

providing technical, legal, financial and administrative assistance; and promote housing 

construction and rehabilitation.172 

This housing decree establishes that credit recipients must be local residents, 

provide proof of their income and have no other properties, unless soliciting a credit for 

rehabilitation or extension. Furthermore, no credit shall exceed twenty percent of a 

family‟s monthly income; subsidies should be provided to families with an income below 

                                                 
171 Joaquín Álvarez Vázquez, “Antecedentes normativos del INVI,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 

2007-2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F.: Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, 2012), 41. 
172 The Urban Development Act defines low-income housing as that under 15 annual minimum wages 

(349,704 Mexican pesos/28,400 USD) and affordable housing as that between 15 and 25 (582,840 Mexican 

pesos/47,335 USD).  
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3.7 monthly minimum wages173 (7,188 Mexican pesos/584 USD)174 and vulnerable 

populations (seniors, single mothers, indigenous populations, underemployed and 

informally employed individuals, and people with disabilities).175 This housing law was 

reformed in 2004 and 2010. On December 2010 the law was modified to strengthen its 

protection for indigenous populations and on July 2011 to establish that young people 

have a right to housing, and that the government shall create the mechanisms to provide 

accessible credits and housing to this sector of the population.  

  The above plans and norms require more concrete housing, planning and fiscal 

policies, regulations and strategies to achieve their objectives successfully and efficiently. 

Furthermore, although Mexico City‟s Housing Law points to the importance of 

monitoring strategies and mechanism, such measures have not been common practice in 

local institutions. The application of the Growth Management Norm 26 is perhaps one of 

the clearest examples of this shortcoming which significantly weakens planning and 

housing strategies.176 

FROM PLAN AND LAW TO ACTION, ISSUES OF GOVERNANCE 

Growth Management Norm 26 

During the 1990s affordable housing became increasingly scarce. Therefore, in 

1997 the ALDF issued the Growth Management Norm 26 to incentivize low-income 

housing production by allowing higher densities, smaller units and reduced parking and 

open space. The norm set a cap of 15 minimum annual wages for low-income housing 

and of 25 for affordable housing. Since its inception, the norm was misused by 

                                                 
173 As of December 2012 the minimum wage in Mexico City was 64.76 Mexican pesos a day. 

174 As of March 29, 2013. 

175 Asamblea Legislativa del Distrito Federal, Decreto de Ley de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, (México 

D.F.: Gaceta Oficial del Distrito Federal, 2000). 

176 Benlliure; and Fernández (EMBARQ México). 
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developers. Particularly in Benito Juárez and Miguel Hidalgo, developers using the norm 

would regularly sell housing units three to five times more expensive than allowed. 

Investors would often get notarized proof of an affordable value and then charge parking 

spaces, luxury finishes and other additions separately. In 2005 Norm 26 was reformed to 

force developers solicit a tax reduction to Seduvi, so that this government agency could 

easily verify selling costs. This reform also increased the cap for affordable housing to 

thirty minimum annual wages.177 

On August 2010, Norm 26 was suspended, repealed and reformed. The current 

norm incentivizes affordable housing production on land with residential and mixed uses 

and downtown areas. Norm 26 establishes that affordable housing should respect urban 

design guidelines and should not be built on conservation land, high-risk areas, or land 

without road access or feasibility of services. Current zoning allows five levels inside the 

first ring of the city (Circuito Interior), six levels between Circuito Interior and Anillo 

Periférico (beltway), and four levels between Anillo Periférico and the limits of the DF. 

Norm 26 increases densities for affordable housing to 6, 8 and 5, respectively; although 

the outer ring incentive is only applicable to publicly funded projects. Despite broad 

zoning laws, Norm 26 only applies in certain areas of the city (Figure 19). 

Reforms in 2010 also incorporated sustainability principles. Water and energy 

savings, open space, and parking requirements are now more rigid for bigger and more 

expensive housing developments. Permeability requirements can be waived with the 

implementation of a water catchment system. Housing developments with over 1,500 

units must develop a master plan for the Seduvi to evaluate and approve. A small 

percentage, 0 to 5 percent depending on the size and affordability of housing 

                                                 
177 Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “Inmobiliarias hicieron trampa con casas de interés social,” La Jornada 

October 11, 2005, http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2005/10/11/index.php?section=capital&article=040n1cap  

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2005/10/11/index.php?section=capital&article=040n1cap
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developments, must be occupied by a different land use, such as commercial. 

Furthermore, a minimum size of 65 m
2
 (700 sq.ft.) is recommended for housing units.178  

 

 
Note: Map taken from the 1997 General Program for Urban Development. 

Figure 19:  Applicability of Norm 26 and Land with Recycling Potential. 

Norm 26 also indicates that developers must submit a financial analysis showing 

net capital flows to verify selling prices. Yet, on October 2012, Norm 26 was suspended 

                                                 
178 Administración Pública del Distrito Federal, Decreto por el que se reforma, adiciona y deroga la 

Norma de Ordenación Número 26, que forma parte de la Ley de Desarrollo Urbano del Distrito Federal y 

del Programa General de Desarrollo Urbano del Distrito Federal, (México D.F.: Gaceta Oficial del 

Distrito Federal, 2010), 21-25. 
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because of the continued misappropriation of its incentives. During the suspension the 

Seduvi revised private development records to check if they were meeting the price caps 

and standards. A misuse of the norm was found particularly in Álvaro Obregón. The 

city‟s legal counsel claimed that such developments would be penalized or even 

demolished. Although the suspension of the norm does not apply to projects financed by 

the Invi, this matter hurts affordable housing production.179  

Real-Estate Boom and Neighborhood Opposition 

Figure 6 in the previous chapter locates densification efforts from 2005 to 2010 

and shows that within the central city publicly financed housing projects are clustered in 

certain areas and not at all in others. This has to do with land values and NIMBY (“Not In 

My Back Yard”) attitudes. Certain neighborhoods are very active and vocal to protect 

low densities and their residential character. This is true mostly, but not exclusively, of 

high-income neighborhoods in delegaciones like Miguel Hidalgo and Benito Juárez. 

Indigenous urban settlements have also opposed densification and affordable housing 

projects. Consequently, the Invi increasingly promotes affordable housing only in certain 

parts of the city and circumvents others to avoid conflict.180 Yet, during the mid-2000s 

Mexico City experienced its biggest housing boom in history. This significantly modified 

the configuration of various districts, particularly in the central city. Housing and land 

prices escalated as a result in high and low-income neighborhoods, and private affordable 

housing production virtually disappeared. Conversely, luxury housing and residential and 

commercial high-rises flourished in prime locations.181  

                                                 
179 “Suspende Gobierno por 60 días Norma 26,” http://ciudadanosenred.com.mx/metroaldia/suspende-

gobierno-60-dias-norma-26.  

180 Azuela; Coulomb; and Monterrubio. 

181 Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “Por las nubes, el suelo del DF ante el auge inmobiliario,” La Jornada 

October, 10, 2005,  

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2005/10/10/index.php?section=capital&article=047n1cap.  

http://ciudadanosenred.com.mx/metroaldia/suspende-gobierno-60-dias-norma-26
http://ciudadanosenred.com.mx/metroaldia/suspende-gobierno-60-dias-norma-26
http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2005/10/10/index.php?section=capital&article=047n1cap
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Perhaps one of the most renowned Invi projects is the Casa de la Covadonga. 

This property was declared a historic monument in 1930 and was then left to deteriorate 

through forty years of rent freeze. It then became a vecindad where units ranged from 25 

m
2
 (269 sq.ft.) to 200 m

2
 (2,153 sq.ft.); renovated apartments are now 75 m

2
 (807 sq.ft.). 

It originally had 27 tenants but its renovation planned for ten additional housing units and 

commerce premises. For its 16.3 million Mexican pesos (1.3 million USD)182 

rehabilitation the Invi provided 8 million, Seduvi 5.3 million, and the Spanish Andalusia 

Board 3 million.183 The Invi also devised an alternative financing scheme to mix incomes 

and subsidize or complement resources. Unfortunately, market-rate apartments were not 

attractive to middle-income residents who did not want to share their living space with 

low-income residents.  

NIMBY residents have not been as successful when battling high-income 

development. Certain middle and upper-middle-income neighborhoods in the central city, 

particularly in Miguel Hidalgo and Benito Juárez, have experienced a massive real-estate 

boom. A handful of firms control this profitable market; Grupo Lar, Abilia, Tar 

Internacional, and Grupo Carso are among the most prominent companies. Developers 

and investors have made impressive capital gains by replacing single family homes with 

high-rise apartments. This has increased densities and expanded the rental housing stock 

in various neighborhoods, although only for middle and upper-middle income 

residents.184 

Previously low-income and industrial districts, particularly in Miguel Hidalgo, 

have developed extensively. Massive office, commercial and residential projects have 

                                                 
182 As of April 21st, 2013. 

183 Laura Gómez Flores, “Lista la primera restauración de un inmueble con participación extranjera,” La 

Jornada March 7, 2005, 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2005/03/07/index.php?section=capital&article=037n1cap  

184 Fernández (EMBARQ México); Monterrubio; Rascón; Ramírez Navarro; and Tamayo. 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2005/03/07/index.php?section=capital&article=037n1cap
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clustered particularly in certain areas, generating a great imbalance between districts. 

From 2010 to 2012, Miguel Hidalgo authorized over 100 construction permits, which 

included 10,000 housing units and almost 80,000 parking spots. Furthermore, from 2007 

to 2012, around 70 historical landmarks were demolished. A previously industrial district, 

Ampliación Granada, went from 1,761 inhabitants in 2005 to 3,582 in 2010.  

Land use changes, increased densities, and high-rise development have brought 

significant neighborhood opposition; neighbors argue that current patterns of growth and 

development are not sustainable. Lack of proper impact analyses has led to traffic 

congestion, water shortages, and other issues that require government attention and 

investment, particularly to upgrade existing infrastructure. On very large scale projects 

developers contribute with street widening projects, sidewalk repairs and monetary 

contributions. Yet, neighbors and district officials complain because monetary resources 

paid by these companies often leave the delegación.185 

Of the 900 construction projects in Benito Juárez at the beginning of 2013, at least 

400 presented irregularities, such as apocryphal land use and grandfathered certificates, 

unreliable blueprints, and misuse of the Growth Management Norm 26, among others. In 

2012 apartments from at least ten of these irregular projects were sold. The present 

administration is in the process of revoking 209 permits or even demolishing some 

constructions. At the cross-street of Popocatepetl and Diácatas (south Benito Juárez), 

where the maximum allowed height is seven floors, City Towers, a residential high-rise 

of twenty floors is being built. This is perhaps the most noticeable irregularity in Benito 

Juárez, but certainly not the only one. In 2010, on Millet 72 (west Benito Juárez), the 

                                                 
185 Josefina Quintero, “El Manhattan mexicano, nuevo boom inmobiliario,” La Jornada November 5, 

2012, 37. 
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local government bought, when it should have expropriated, a construction site which 

was invading a public park, Parque Hundido, and did not have a land use permit.186 

To a lesser extent, irregular high-income development is also recurrent in some 

neighborhoods of Cuauhtémoc, like La Condesa. Contentious real-estate development, 

however, is not exclusive of the central city. High-end development to the west of the city 

and on top of conservation land and ravines has also brought neighborhood and even 

institutional opposition. Seduvi often grants land use changes which the PAOT does not 

support or even shuts down. Next to the corporate area of Santa Fe along the México-

Toluca highway in the town el Contadero, six high-rise buildings with 1,215 apartments 

were built in 2012. This residential development, which increased the housing stock in 

this town by more than fifty percent, was built with the consent of Seduvi and Cuajimalpa 

despite many irregularities. The developers issued a permit for a much smaller 

development to avoid environmental and traffic impact analyses. They did not design a 

required water catchment system due to the size of the development and the water 

consumption needs it will generate. In 2012, of the 61 authorized construction projects in 

Cuajimalpa, most of which were residential, only 29 did not have irregularities. 187 

Even a 750-units housing project for railroad workers financed by Infonavit on 

former federal land in Azcapotzalco violated local norms. Construction permits were not 

issued in 2004 because the project was not compatible with industrial land uses in the 

area; the apartment complex was built near an ammonia deposit and a vehicular bridge. A 

soil mechanics study also determined that if inhabited the property would sink. Therefore, 

the delegación closed down the already finished project to prevent its inhabitation; 

                                                 
186 Rocío González, “Casi la mitad de construcciones en Benito Juárez presentan irregularidades: 

delegado,” La Jornada February 22, 2013, 41. 

187 Rocío González, “En plena barranca construye Baita dos torres,” La Jornada November 23, 2012, 40 

and “Crece mancha urbana de Santa Fe hacia carretera México-Toluca,” La Jornada November 11, 2012, 

31. 
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authorities have had to evacuate illegal occupants in multiple occasions. In various 

delegaciones shut down construction projects often continue construction after paying a 

fine (or a bribe). Furthermore, residential uses are often occupied by other uses, mostly 

commercial.188 

As a consequence, neighbors from six delegaciones, Benito Juárez, Miguel 

Hidalgo, Álvaro Obregón, La Magdalena Contreras, Tlalpan and Coyoacán, created a 

movement in 2012 to halt urban growth, large-scale real-estate projects, and land use and 

construction violations. With the support of some local legislators, they symbolically shut 

down fourteen construction projects in Benito Juárez on February 2013.189 Yet, local 

authorities continue to tolerate and even enable acts of illegality. Institutional neglect has 

led to the loss of green and open space, poor construction standards, traffic congestion, 

low quality of life, citizen dissatisfaction, and uncertainty about infrastructure capacity, 

among other issues. Particularly in the central delegaciones, this has given a bad image to 

densification processes and housing projects that are mostly only accessible to higher-

income residents. In peripheral delegaciones this has led to environmental degradation 

and the placement of residential uses in inadequate locations.  

Public Finance 

The Federal District (DF) is fairly rich, particularly in comparison to other cities 

in Mexico, although a significant portion of its resources go to the federal government 

through income and sales taxes. Yet, local tax revenues (e.g. property taxes) have enabled 

the capital to remain somewhat independent from the federal government. For political 

                                                 
188 Raúl Llanos, “En abandono, grupo de condominios en Azcapotzalco del sindicato ferrocarrilero,” La 

Jornada,  March 15, 2010, 37. 

189 Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “Emprenden en Benito Juárez campaña contra construcciones „fuera de la 

ley‟,” La Jornada February 11, 2013, 41. 
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reasons such independence has seemed convenient although further collaboration 

between the two government levels would be beneficial in various instances.  

Marcelo Ebrard‟s administration was able to increase revenues and strengthen 

government finances (Figure 20). On the first eight months of 2007 the local government 

raised 837.7 million Mexican pesos (68 million USD)190 from property taxes and water 

fees. Thousands of delinquent non-residential users stopped receiving water services and 

dozens of properties were confiscated from delinquent taxpayers. Furthermore, after two 

decades without a cadastral update, in 2011 the value of around 150,000 (7.5 percent) 

properties with new construction was increased.191  
 

 

Figure 20:  Property Tax Collection Increase.192 

From 2009 to 2012 the local government also granted over 700 million Mexican 

pesos (57 million USD)193 in tax reductions to developments in the historical downtown 

                                                 
190 As of March 27, 2013. 

191 Raúl Llanos y Laura Gómez, “El alza en el predial de 150 mil inmuebles, por adecuaciones o nuevas 

construcciones,” La Jornada January 12, 2011, 34. 

192 Secretaría de Finanzas, “Ingresos, Gastos y Balance.”  
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district, vulnerable populations, and individuals in regularization programs, among 

others. Expensive properties still represent the biggest challenge in terms of property tax 

collection. Around 25 percent of property owners in high-income districts with high 

property taxes are delinquent or late in their tax contributions.194 Nonetheless, Ebrard‟s 

fiscal policy provided his administration with a substantial amount of resources to carry 

out urban projects, among many other programs.  

Legal Framework 

 Towards the end of Ebrard‟s administration property tax subsidies, of up to 65 

percent, were given to homeowners and owners of mixed use property with a value below 

1,952,890 Mexican pesos (160 thousand USD). Property tax breaks were also given to 

retired low-income seniors without a fixed income, people with disabilities, widows and 

orphans. Furthermore, the government simplified administrative processes and provided 

fiscal assistance to regularize land and public housing. This secured the tenure of 192 

property owners and benefited the government through increased tax collection. Public 

reconstruction efforts after the 1985 earthquakes left properties without deeds and regular 

legal conditions. In the 1990s the Infonavit became a financing institution without the 

mechanisms to provide legal and other types of assistance; such transition also led to the 

irregularity of publicly financed housing. López Obrador‟s administration also left many 

properties on an irregular situation after the massive expropriations of high-risk housing 

that took place.195 

                                                                                                                                                  
193 As of March 27, 2013. 

194 Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “Remata Finanzas inmuebles embargados a evasores,” La Jornada October 25, 

2007,  http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2007/10/25/index.php?section=capital&article=041n2cap.  

195 Manuel Alejandro  Espinoza Arenas, “Condominio popular,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 2007-

2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F.: Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, 2012), 131-2. 

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2007/10/25/index.php?section=capital&article=041n2cap
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Eminent Domain 

Expropriations of high-risk housing, most of which was structurally unsound, 

were massive from 2001 to 2006 (Table 6); most expropriations, 53 percent, took place in 

Cuauhtémoc. The Invi has not been able to address housing needs and implement housing 

projects in all of the expropriated properties. Furthermore, tenure conditions are uncertain 

on many of these properties because the government has not been able to pay and obtain 

deeds for many of them. The Invi has already financed housing projects on many of these 

irregular properties. This has created an uncertain legal situation for residents and put the 

government at a disadvantage because it cannot collect taxes from such properties, 

recover loans, or charge for public service provision.196  
 

Year/Period 
Expropriated 

Properties 

Existing Properties 

No. Of 

Properties 

Paid 

Properties 

W/Housing 

Projects 

W/Housing 

Construction 

 1997-2000 119 116 18 99 4 

 2001-2006 678 624 194 352 76 

2007 27 27 17 7 5 

2008 6 5 0 1 1 

2009 9 7 0 0 0 

2010 12 10 0 1 1 

2011 8 8 0 0 0 

2012 4 4 0 1 0 

Total 863 801 229 461 87 

Table 6:  Use of Eminent Domain, 1997-2012.197 

López Obrador‟s administration left a huge financial burden and legal uncertainty, 

but it also laid the foundation and secured land for future housing projects. Ebrard‟s 

administration was much more conservative, even in the amount of government land that 

it divested to contribute to the Invi‟s land bank (Table 7). The Invi chose to buy land at 

                                                 
196 Invi, “Informes y resultados.” 

197 Ibid. 
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market-rate, even though it often complained about insufficient resources. The Invi 

bought more, albeit much smaller, properties in the central city than in other delegaciones 

between 2008 and 2011; it also compensated the shortage of available land in the central 

city by financing denser housing projects (Table 8). Most housing projects were planned 

in Gustavo A. Madero, Iztapalapa, Cuauhtémoc, and Miguel Hidalgo. The local 

government and the Invi have also used the forfeiture law issued in 2008 to increase their 

land bank, arguing that scarce resources were not sufficient to pay compensations and 

expropriations. Therefore, mostly only residents of previously expropriated land were 

able to access housing credits. Furthermore, the present government administration will 

face more severe challenges to deal with land scarcity.198 

 

Year/Period Divested Properties Area (M
2
) Intended Actions 

Before 2007 77 335,735.14 6,412.00 

2011 3 18,863.49 448.00 

2012 1 5,143.10 280.00 

Total 81 359,741.73 7,140.00 

Table 7:  Divested Properties in the Last Two Government Administrations.199  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
198 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad); Ramírez Navarro; and Velázquez Velasco (Invi). 

199 Invi, “Informes y resultados.” 
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Land Acquisitions, 

2008 - 2011 
Properties  Area (M

2
) 

Area as a 

% of Total 

Planned 

Actions 

Actions as a 

% of Total 

Benito Juárez 1 240.0 0.2% 15 0.3% 

Cuauhtémoc 20 15062.5 11.4% 811 15.9% 

Miguel Hidalgo 20 14118.5 10.7% 725 14.2% 

Venustiano Carranza 6 2111.2 1.6% 107 2.1% 

Central City 47 31532.2 23.9% 1658 32.4% 

Alvaro Obregón 1 6843.8 5.2% 222 4.3% 

Azcapotzalco 4 5436.4 4.1% 330 6.5% 

Coyoacán 1 1532.0 1.2% 53 1.0% 

Gustavo A. Madero 15 21186.4 16.0% 1058 20.7% 

Iztacalco 7 6977.3 5.3% 223 4.4% 

Iztapalapa 5 28335.0 21.5% 912 17.8% 

Magdalena Contreras 1 1833.3 1.4% 48 0.9% 

Tláhuac 4 26709.4 20.2% 608 11.9% 

Tlalpan 1 1664.0 1.3%   

 Other Delegaciones 39 100517.7 76.1% 3454 67.6% 

Table 8:  Land Acquisitions by Delegación, 2008-2011.200  

MEXICO CITY’S HOUSING INSTITUTE 

José Antonio Revah, the last Invi director, often talked about an old and new Invi. 

The old Invi is often linked to clientelistic organizations that symbolically close public 

offices in demand of more resources, invade properties, etcetera. The new Invi 

increasingly copies the federal model in which the government mostly only finances 

privately produced market-rate housing. With certain variations, the two last government 

administrations borrowed from both models, even if they liked to identify with one more 

than the other. Tensions within the Invi, however, made a number of public officials 

resign and denounce that during the last government administration the Invi privatized 

housing production and excluded collective action.201   
 

                                                 
200 Invi, “Informes y Resultados.” 

201 Coulomb. 
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Figure 21:  Invi‟s Budget as a Percentage of the Total City‟s Budget.202 

 

 

Figure 22:  Loan Recovery/Invi‟s Resources.203 

                                                 
202 Invi, “Informes y Resultados,” and Secretaría de Finanzas, “Ingresos, Gastos y Balance.” 

203 Monterrubio and Vega, “Anexo 1,” 195-218, and Invi, “Informes y Resultados.” 
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Ebrard‟s administration allocated less of its total budget to the Invi than did López 

Obrador (Figure 21). To increase its resources the Invi has worked with leaders of 

housing organizations to raise awareness of the importance of repaying back loans to 

ensure future housing projects (Figure 22). The Invi has also sent default notices, 

condoned a portion of the default interests to people who payback their debt, and offered 

discounts to early and up-to-date payers. Such efforts have been very important to ensure 

the flow of resources and continuity of housing programs, although non-performing loans 

still sum 3,247 million Mexican pesos (265 million USD),204 about 25 percent of the loan 

portfolio.205 
 

Year Budget Surplus 

2001 0.13% 

2002 0.52% 

2003 0.11% 

2004 0.00% 

2005 N/A 

2006 N/A 

2007 16.18% 

2008 N/A 

2009 16.94% 

2010 29.26% 

2011 10.99% 

2012 N/A 

Table 9:  Invi‟s Budget Surplus by Year (Percentage of Total Budget).206 

In 2007 the Mexican Social Security Institute (IMSS) requested fiscal information 

from the Invi and seized its accounts. This limited the performance of densification and 

housing projects. During Ebrard‟s and Revah‟s administration the Invi had large budget 

                                                 
204 As of April 21, 2013. 

205 Invi, “Informes y resultados.” 

206 Ibid. 
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surpluses (Table 9). In 2010 the Invi had the biggest budget surplus, 29.26 percent, 

followed by 16.94 in 2009 and 16.18 in 2007. A legislator from the National Action Party 

(PAN) claimed that in 2012 the INVI had the greatest surplus of all government agencies 

in the DF, 598 million Mexican pesos (48.5 million US dollars207).208 Ironically, the Invi 

frequently stopped operations during the lasts months of the year because of lack of 

resources.209 

The Invi has also been criticized because of its low professional profile and 

operational capacity.210 Revah often held the past administration responsible for the 

Invi‟s shortcomings: missing databases, outdated financial statements, low loan recovery, 

clientelism, and irregular financial and construction processes, among other issues. Since 

2007 the Invi implemented a series of strategies to address these issues: training, 

personnel certifications, streamlining, decentralization, and cooperation with 

delegaciones211, among other measures.212 

Housing Programs 

Housing programs, particularly those related to densification, while extremely 

valuable in the eyes of most planners and public officials, have been limited and difficult 

to implement, in part because they rely on scarce land and resources. Negotiations with 

all of the different stakeholders involved in the process are also arduous and take a long 

                                                 
207 As of March 25, 2013. 

208 Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “GDF y delegaciones no aplicaron $5 mil millones en 2012, señala diputado,” 

La Jornada February 25, 2013, 38. 

209 Invi Official (anonymous). 

210 Stolarksi. 

211 The Invi signed agreements in 2007 with Azcapotzalco, Benito Juárez, Cuajimalpa, Gustavo A. 

Madero, Iztapalapa, Magdalena Contreras, Tláhuac, Tlalpan and Xochimilco. 

212 José Antonio Revah Lacouture, “La nueva cara del INVI,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 2007-

2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F.: Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, 2012), 8. 
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time. Furthermore, the Invi has not managed its resources properly or performed the 

meticulous analysis that housing programs require.213  

The Invi has two main housing programs: multifamily housing construction and 

rehabilitation. Multifamily housing is generally developed in urban areas compatible to 

residential land uses and access to infrastructure and services. Commercial uses within 

housing projects and mixed uses are encouraged by the Invi but rarely permitted by city 

regulations and norms.214 Properties are bought, expropriated or divested by the Invi, or 

provided by organizations or individuals. Such properties should be regularized, 

unencumbered, and on geologically stable land. An architectural project and feasibility 

studies are also required to approve a construction credit. The Invi provides credits for 

each of the previous steps: land acquisition, project development, and construction.215 

The Invi has significantly increased rehabilitation efforts (Figure 23). 

Rehabilitation strategies do not depend on the availability of scarce land and are not as 

administratively complex or corporatized. Some projects mix rehabilitation and new 

construction strategies to recondition properties with significant deterioration or structural 

damage and increase their densities while taking advantage of surrounding infrastructure 

and urban facilities. Rent support is provided to families during the rehabilitation stage. 

From 2007 to August 2012 the Invi invested 1,115 million Mexican pesos (90.6 million 

USD)216 on 204 properties and benefited 23,964 residents through rehabilitation efforts. 

Rehabilitation programs have also started to incorporate neighborhood revitalization 

                                                 
213 Azuela; Eibenschutz; and Fernández (EMBARQ México). 

214 Violeta Gloria Cruz Toledano, “El diseño en la vivienda social,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 

2007-2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F.: Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, 2012), 87-

8. 

215Fernando García Luna, “Vivienda en Conjunto,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 2007-2012, ed. 

Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F.: Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, 2012), 69-73. 
216 As of April 22, 2013. 
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strategies to revitalize the local economy, create jobs, recover public spaces, and improve 

the quality of life.217 
 

 

Figure 26: Number of Credits and Subsidies for New Construction and Rehabilitation.218 

High-risk housing was targeted as a main concern of the last two administrations. 

On 2011, the UN presented a report on the Global Forum for Disaster Reduction which 

established that of every peso spent on preventive strategies in Mexico, 33 are spent on 

reactive programs. From 2007 to 2012, the Invi spent 1,195 million Mexican pesos (97 

million USD) to provide credits and subsidies to 4,461 families who lived on high-risk 

housing; 8.2 percent of this budget will not be recovered because it was used on 

precautionary evacuations and rent support.219 

                                                 
217 Humberto Rello Gómez, “Programa de Mejoramiento de Vivienda,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 

2007-2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F.: Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, 2012), 77. 

218 Revah Lacouture, “La nueva cara del INVI,” 9. 

219 Guillermina Correa Zavala, “Atención a familias que habitan en zonas de riesgo,” in Acciones que 

generan equidad, 2007-2012, ed. Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F.: Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito 

Federal, 2012), 82-4. 
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Institutional Agreements 

In 2007, the Invi signed a series of agreements to collaborate with public and 

private entities and increase affordable housing production. The Infonavit and Fovissste 

have helped the Invi identify families who already have a credit with another institution, 

which is not allowed. The Invi also signed an agreement with the National Housing 

Commission (Conavi) to obtain 170 million Mexican pesos (13.8 million USD)220 in 

federal subsidies for rehabilitation projects; in 2008 the Invi received subsidies to relocate 

people living on high-risk settlements. An agreement with the local workers welfare fund 

(Captralir)221 led to the granting, for the first time, of 220 credits to local government 

workers. The National Commission for the Development of Indigenous People granted a 

1.5 million (122 thousand USD)222 subsidy to the Invi to support housing construction for 

this vulnerable sector. On that same year the local Ministry of Finance transferred 

additional funds to acquire 2,046 housing units in Gustavo A. Madero for local 

government workers (police, fire and maintenance workers) and people living on housing 

with structural damage or prone to flooding. 

In 2008, the Invi also signed agreements with: the Ministry of Social 

Development to support women victims of domestic violence; the local Department of 

Public Safety to offer 500 credits every year to rehabilitate police force housing; the Fire 

Department to offer 170 housing credits to outstanding firefighters; and other entities 

such as the National Chamber of Industry, Mexican Cements (Cemex), Comex (paint 

company), the National University (UNAM), and the Mexican Architects‟ Association, 

among others. In 2008 the five-year program „Rent to Own‟ was also implemented to 

benefit 1,000 police members and 50 women victims of domestic violence. Every month 

                                                 
220 As of April 22, 2013. 

221 Caja de Previsión para Trabajadores a Lista de Raya del GDF. 

222 As of March 31, 2013. 
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1,000 Mexican pesos (80 USD)223 were given to the latter group to complement rent costs 

that would be considered as a down payment at the end of a two-year period.224 

Its Relationship with Social Organizations 

Housing and neighborhood organizations have significantly influenced housing 

programs and financing schemes in Mexico City. A big critique of the last two 

government administrations, however, has been the individualization of housing 

production; the involvement of the private sector and real-estate market have replaced 

collective processes of housing production, diminished public involvement, and increased 

housing prices. Furthermore, the character of social organizations has changed. They are 

often run by resourceful and corrupt political leaders who act as intermediaries between 

the Invi, developers and residents. Organizations have also been known for hiring kin 

construction companies and accept bribes from residents to assign housing units. This 

evidently means that the Invi does not always provide credits to the most impoverished 

sector of society.  

The number of social organizations registered in the Invi went from 60 in 1997 to 

556 in 2007 and 900 in 2012. Organizations have been very active to increase the amount 

of land available for affordable housing. Land invasions have been tolerated and even 

sustained by the government when it finances housing on formerly invaded land. Access 

to land is also often obtained through negotiations with owners or pushing for 

government divestitures. This has helped counteract official arguments which claim that 

there is no more available land to build affordable housing in the city. Social 

organizations also facilitate and manage contentious public engagement processes, and 

act as intermediaries between residents and complex government regulations and 

                                                 
223 As of April 22, 2013. 

224 Invi, “Informes y Resultados.” 
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institutions. Particularly during Marcelo Ebrard‟s administration, organizations were also 

highly critical of government and housing actions. Social organizations would frequently 

protest in front of the Invi or local legislature to demand more resources to finance new 

housing and finish existing projects.225  

The Invi mostly only responds to housing needs through organizations and 

housing leaders that (although there are notable exceptions) are often corrupt and have 

political affiliations. In 2007, there were 51,387 credit applications, 67 percent of which 

were individual applications. Yet, the Invi has not properly addressed this individual 

demand. During Ebrard‟s and Revah‟s administration, the Invi stopped receiving 

individual credit applications when the individual demand surpassed 50,000.226 From 

2007 to 2012, the Invi provided 15,000 housing credits/ units to 198 organizations (76 per 

organization), 1,670 housing credits/units to 74 independent groups (22.5 per group), and 

850 housing credits to individual applicants on 45 properties. The Invi cannot properly 

address individual demands because it has distanced itself from housing production. 

Furthermore, the Invi rarely uses its land bank. Organizations and leaders are much more 

involved on land negotiation and construction processes. The Invi had planned to address 

individual demand through densification projects and the surplus of housing produced on 

each property. This did not happen because housing organizations argued that introducing 

nonaffiliated residents would create cohabitation problems among residents. They also 

probably did not want to lose control of housing projects and their allocation.227    

Certain organizations, like Valle de Anáhuac, are close to the party in power, the 

PRD. The leader of this organization, Armando Contreras, and his wife, Guadalupe 

                                                 
225 Andrea Cano Áspero, “Las organizaciones sociales,” in Acciones que generan equidad, 2007-2012, ed. 

Gloria Guerra Guerrero (México D.F.: Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal, 2012), 65-7. 

226 Invi, “Informes y resultados.” 

227 Cano Áspero, “Las organizaciones sociales,” 67. 
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Ocampo, have run for public office on various occasions; Guadalupe Ocampo was an 

elected member of the local legislature. Valle de Anáhuac was formed after the 1985 

earthquakes as a sociopolitical organization which goals were to link policy with social 

movements and address social issues. This organization participated on the foundation of 

the PRD and the post-electoral social movement of 2006. It also claims to have promoted 

the construction or rehabilitation of 2,000 low-income housing units.228 This 

organization, however, often mobilizes residents to provide politcal support in rallies in 

exchange of access to housing and credits. 

The UPREZ, Unión Popular Revolucionaria Emiliano Zapata, was formed in 

1987. Since then, it claims to have promoted the construction and rehabilitation of 50,000 

housing units. In 1988 it supported Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas‟ presidential candidacy and in 

1991 it became a member of the PRD. Since then, 25 of its members have been elected to 

public office. The UPREZ sees its political affiliation and participation as a way to 

promote social programs and benefits. Although the UPREZ is still close to López 

Obrador, it has distanced itself from other political groups within the PRD. Their 

presence is particularly strong in Iztapalapa, where the electorate is very large; therefore, 

they were able to condition their support on the 2012 local elections and include their 

proposals in the future government agenda.229  

Other organizations have also distanced themselves from the local government. 

The leader of Asamblea de Barrios, Gilberto Ramos López, denounced that during 

Ebrard‟s administration the most impoverished sector of society could not access housing 

while real-estate companies increased their profits.230 The FPFVI, Frente Popular 

                                                 
228 “Union De Lucha Vecinal Del Valle De Anahuac,” http://www.facebook.com/pages/Union-De-Lucha-

Vecinal-Del-Valle-De-Anahuac/134389840027567.  

229 Matilde Pérez, “Demanda la UPREZ créditos accesibles para vivienda para familias pobres,” La 

Jornada February 2, 2010, 38. 

230 Laura Gómez, “Acapara la IP la construcción de viviendas,” La Jornada February 20, 2013, 41. 

http://www.facebook.com/pages/Union-De-Lucha-Vecinal-Del-Valle-De-Anahuac/134389840027567
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Union-De-Lucha-Vecinal-Del-Valle-De-Anahuac/134389840027567
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Francisco Villa Independiente, condemned the two last administrations because members 

of their organization were allegedly violently evicted from conservation land. This 

organization declares to be independent of all political parties and government 

administrations. The FPFVI groups different sectors: the unemployed, the working-class, 

students, merchants, and housewives, among others, to produce affordable self-help 

housing.231 Certain relationships have always been confrontational. Antorcha Campesina, 

which has been linked to the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), often seeks land use 

changes on invaded conservation land and housing for people coming from other states. 

The denial of these requests creates conflict between the organization, which cannot 

access regularized and expensive land in the city, and the government.232 

Many housing organizations and leaders within them have deceived low-income 

residents and vulnerable sectors of society and taken advantage of their housing needs. In 

exchange of political loyalty and electoral promotion, the GDF and the Invi have let 

leaders of certain organizations command the execution of housing projects and 

strategies. Slowly addressing a massive housing demand perversely benefits political and 

housing leaders who have continious electoral support and an easily mobilized 

constituency to attend rallies and other political events.233  

The Private Sector 

 Urban growth and development depend more on market conditions than on 

government initiatives. The Invi, for instance, promotes projects were land is available, 

but perhaps more importantly, cheap. The government plays by the rules of the market 

                                                 
231 “Frente Popular Francisco Villa,” http://fpfvi.blogspot.com/.  

232 Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “Encinas: el salinismo, detrás de Antorcha Campesina,” La Jornada November 

5, 2004, http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2004/11/05/038n2cap.php?origen=capital.php&fly=2.  

233 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad); Benlliure; Coulomb; Monterrubio; Ramírez Navarro; Rascón; 

Stolarksi; Tamayo; and Velázquez Velasco (Invi). 

http://fpfvi.blogspot.com/
http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2004/11/05/038n2cap.php?origen=capital.php&fly=2
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and often serves the interests of the private sector. Proclamation 2, for instance, revalued 

the real-estate market in the central city and during Marcelo Ebrard‟s government urban 

corridors underwent the same process.   

The Invi has considerable support from various government entities and adequate 

knowledge of government regulations but it has a modest budget and is not very efficient. 

Until recently, the Invi only worked with small construction companies. During Ebrard‟s 

and Revah‟s administration a master trust was signed with Urbi, a real-estate company, to 

which the Invi promised all housing projects on properties facing structural, geological or 

flooding risks. Furthermore, in 2007 the Invi bought 2,046 housing units; 90 percent of 

which were produced by Homex. Private companies that work with the Invi, however, do 

not have a decision-making role on the placement, financing, or design of affordable 

housing as developers financed by Infonavit do.  

Most of the housing in Mexico City is privately produced. Developers usually 

have tools at their disposal to make their projects feasible: banks and other financial 

institutions to finance their projects and provide people with credits to buy their product. 

Furthermore, the real-estate and housing markets are highly monopolized; thirteen 

companies control almost sixty percent of the market. These companies are usually very 

efficient, but this is rarely reflected on the value of the housing they sell. Developers 

usually seek very large profit margins, considerably above 24 percent, which is what the 

government recommends. The private sector also often operates illegally to avoid overly 

complex regulation and build on conservation and communal (ejidal) land. Moreover, the 

vast amount of privately produced housing is either unaffordable or in remote locations of 

this and other Mexican cities. 

Many experts suggest that particularly for densification projects to succeed, the 

government should intervene and regulate speculation, land prices, and real-estate 
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development or provide larger subsidies to buy expensive land at the urban core. They 

point out, however, that it is imperative to give careful consideration to the potential 

consequences of different regulations. 234  

CONCLUSION: WHAT THE GOVERNMENT GOT RIGHT 

Since 1997 the GDF has implemented strong social policies and provided 

significant support, albeit inconsistent, to affordable housing production. The Invi has 

provided credits to individuals and families that would not have been able to access 

housing otherwise; individuals who earn less than 5 minimum wages and families that 

earn less than 8 minimum wages. The Invi has also expanded its umbrella of attention to 

include vulnerable groups such as indigenous populations, homeless individuals, single 

mothers, and the unemployed, underemployed or informally employed, among others.235 

The Invi has reiterated, however, that its purpose is not to bring more people into the city, 

but to raise the standard of living of residents that have lived or worked in the city for at 

least five years.  

Even when there are still many restrictions to produce affordable housing at the 

urban core, the Invi has produced housing on central locations where services and 

infrastructure were previously underutilized. The Invi has also provided large subsidies of 

up to 30 percent of housing values, long-term and no-interest loans, and grants that have 

been hard to sustain over time. Thus, the Invi has been able to provide below market 

value housing alternatives. Such affordable housing production has contributed to the 

                                                 
234 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad); Azuela; Benlliure; Coulomb; Monterrubio; Rascón; Stolarski and 

Tamayo. 

235 The Invi reported at the end of Ebrard‟s administration that ten percent of the families in Mexico City 

have a credit granted by the Invi. 
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development of a more socially and environmentally sustainable city. No other housing 

or financing institution in Mexico comes close to such achievements.236 

  

                                                 
236 Invi Official (anonymous); Monterrubio; Ramírez Navarro; and Velázquez Velasco (Invi).  
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Chapter 6: Increasing Housing Access in Mexico City 

There have been definite individual advantages as a result of densification 

projects, such as reduced commuting times and increased access to infrastructure and 

services. Yet, accessing credits and housing financed by the Invi is often a lengthy and 

arduous process. Low-income residents often do not have the time or information to 

easily access housing credits and therefore rely on housing organizations. Furthermore, 

lengthy projects are often in the best interest of political leaders who have an easily 

mobilized constituency for long periods of time.237 This final chapter will analyze the 

difficulties experienced and benefits enjoyed by the residents of two recent housing 

projects in the central city. One project is located in Cuauhtémoc and has 182 housing 

units and the other one is in Benito Juárez and has 48 units; 5.5 and 16.7 percent of the 

households, respectively, were surveyed.  

SURVEYED PROJECTS 

As of January 2013, respondents had lived in the surveyed housing complexes for 

1 to 5 years. Surveyed residents are between 30 and 69 years of age; 28 percent of the 

respondents are male and 72 female; 33 percent are single, 28 are married, 11 live in 

cohabitation, and 6 are widowed; and 44 percent of the respondents had one or two 

children. Professions among respondents are varied: 17 percent are merchants, 11 percent 

are teachers, and 11 percent clean houses. Other residents are librarians, taxi drivers, 

federal employees, accountants, nurses, and housewives. The median monthly family 

income for both multi-family projects is 5,500 Mexican pesos (445 USD); monthly 

family incomes range between 1,110 and 17,000 Mexican pesos (90 - 1,400 USD)238; the 

top range is above the maximum income set by the Invi. The reported ownership rate was 

                                                 
237 Bonifaz Villar; and Ramírez Navarro. 

238 As of April 1, 2013. 
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94 percent, although a couple of respondents complained that a lot of people rented their 

apartments illegally and that this led to safety issues.  

ACCESSING CREDITS… AND HOUSING 

To obtain a credit from the Invi people must be residents of Mexico City, over 18 

and under 64 years of age, and have an individual income below 5 minimum wages or a 

household income below 8 minimum wages. Property-owners are not eligible to receive 

credits from the Invi, except for rehabilitation; priority is given to single parents, seniors, 

indigenous populations, people with disabilities, and people living on high-risk housing. 

Besides gathering and submitting the paperwork to substantiate the above requirements, 

when asked to describe the necessary steps to obtain a credit, most residents responded 

that they had to join an organization, and attend meetings and political rallies on which 

attendance was taken.  

The most common exchange rate for obtaining housing access is political rallying, 

although sometimes money is exchanged under the table for a housing unit. Residents 

also reported that some housing units go to acquaintances of the leaders. Meetings are 

usually held every two weeks to inform people about the progress of the project and 

submit paperwork and permits. While these meetings are worth 1 point, political rallies 

are worth 50 points. Some gatherings take place outside government offices to demand 

more resources and the completion of projects. Attendance is important, for instance, to 

choose the location and level of one‟s apartment. One resident claimed that some people 

were arbitrarily pulled out of the project and that flooring and water heaters were not 

installed because of poor attendance. 

Accessing credits and housing takes a long time for many reasons, even with the 

assistance of organizations. Coordinating the paperwork of various applicants, 

particularly on large projects, usually takes a long time. Although organizations 
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coordinate the process, individuals have to issue most of the paperwork themselves. 

Different work schedules and levels of familiarity with official procedures often make 

certain people fall behind and delay the entire process.  Many applicants are also unable 

to pay land and construction costs that fall out of the financing scheme. Paperwork often 

has to be issued and submitted multiple times if the project is delayed because of 

insufficient resources or if construction permits or land use changes take too long to be 

issued. One resident reported that socioeconomic profiles had to be submitted four times. 

The same is often true of non-ownership records which are valid only for a limited 

period.  

Accessing a credit individually is even harder, mostly because of administrative 

inefficiencies. Dealing individually with the bureaucratic processes of the Invi and other 

government agencies can be very challenging. Furthermore, when individuals do not have 

easily verifiable proof of income, such as merchants (e.g. street vendors) or taxi drivers, 

the only way to access a credit is through an organization. Couples who are not married 

also face more challenges to obtain a credit. 

It took around ten years for surveyed residents to access housing financed by the 

Invi. Some residents paid for land in Iztapalapa but the project was suspended because of 

Proclamation 2. Others were involved in projects planned on land that was not 

regularized or that did not have feasibility of services. These residents had to move to a 

different project, pay for the difference in land prices and submit most of the paperwork 

again. Shifts in the number of residents per project are also hard to manage and at the end 

no one pays the same amount of money to purchase the land and initiate construction. 

The previous property on the project in Cuauhtémoc, a movie theater, was considered an 

architectural landmark; this also delayed the project considerably. Furthermore, an 

additional credit was requested for interior finishes, such as flooring and paint. 
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Processing this credit and this part of the project alone took four years. Residents have to 

deal with high levels of uncertainty, particularly if they get involved in a project from the 

start, before regularized land and feasibility of services are secured.  

Residents reported housing values between 200 and 340 thousand Mexican pesos 

(16,260 - 27,640 USD).239 The range is related to the different locations and apartment 

sizes. Reported down payments, however, are dramatically different even between 

comparable units and projects (Table 10). Most respondents knew the conditions of their 

credits, such as the amount of their monthly payments and the length of the credit, but 

many did not have a clear idea of how much, for what and to whom they paid, before 

accessing the credit(s). The Invi caps the amount of credit it can provide. Therefore, 

particularly in the central city, where land is more expensive, residents have to pay a 

portion of the cost of land; they also often pay a portion of the construction costs upfront. 

Sometimes payments are endorsed to construction companies but residents often make 

payments without knowing what they are for and receive only informal receipts in 

exchange of payments given to leaders of organizations. Thus, the fee that goes to 

housing leaders is often unknown.  

Opinions and feelings are mixed with respect to housing organizations, the Invi 

and the local government. Some people acknowledge that they could not have accessed 

housing without the help of organizations and the local government and are thankful to 

them. Some residents also claim that they go to political rallies voluntarily because they 

support a government which has enabled them to access housing. Other residents 

complain about corruption, clientelism, complex bureaucratic procedures, despot Invi 

officials and the uncertain and lengthy process of obtaining access to credits and housing.  

                                                 
239 As of April 22, 2013. 
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Residents also complain because their housing deteriorates significantly just 

during the extended periods of construction. Projects often go through multiple 

contractors because of insufficient resources and project delays. Latent defects insurance 

and home warranties often expire before residents move-in their „new‟ homes. After the 

project and housing units are delivered to residents, no one is held accountable (e.g. the 

construction company, the Invi or the organizations). On the surveyed projects, residents 

had to resolve electrical, drainage, and waterproof issues just after moving-in.  

 

  Mean  Median  Range Min Range Max 

Age of Respondents 44.7 40 30 69 

Family Income (Mexican pesos) 6,367 5,500 1,100 17,000 

Housing Values (Mexican pesos) 270,222 257,000 200,000 340,000 

Down Payments (Mexican pesos) 52,755 55,000 800 150,000 

Monthly Payments (Mexican pesos) 1,027 950 750 1,800 

Length of Credit (years) 23 22 15 30 

Years to Access Housing 10 10 5 15 

Inhabitants/Apartment 2.8 3 1 5 

No. Of Rooms 2.4 2 2 3 

Inhabitants/Room 1.2 1 0.3 2.5 

Commuting Time Difference (minutes) -76 -60 -180 10 

Table 10:  Survey Responses: Age, Income, Credit and Habitability Conditions. 

BENEFITS OF LIVING IN THE CENTRAL CITY 

Of the residents surveyed, 44 percent lived in “non-central” delegaciones (50 

percent of which lived in Iztapalapa) before moving to their current place of residence, 

16.7 percent lived in the central city, and an additional 16.7 percent reported living in 

Estado de México. 33 percent of the respondents reported living under precarious 

conditions before moving to housing financed by the Invi; 67 percent lived in 

overcrowded conditions, 33 percent under the risk of flooding, and 17 percent did not 

have proper water service provision. 
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Precarious living conditions were not generally reported by the surveyed 

population anymore, although some respondents complained about the small size of the 

apartments and said that they had neighbors who lived in overcrowded conditions. Only 

one respondent reported 2.5 occupants per room; two people reported living alone in a 

two- and a three-bedroom apartment. No one reported flooding issues or lack of service 

provision. 

Most respondents, 78 percent, stated that their living conditions had improved. 

Residents were particularly content about becoming owners and the resulting social and 

financial stability. They also appreciated the increased safety and improved access to 

jobs, infrastructure, services, public space, and urban facilities of their new residences. 67 

percent of respondents said that their transportation costs had decreased after moving; the 

average resident saved over an hour a day from reduced commuting times (Table 10). 

Furthermore, 61 percent of residents reported better access to schools, cultural and 

recreational centers, although some residents argued that their living expenses had 

increased.240  

ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Eleven percent of the surveyed residents reported to be behind in their payments; 

33 percent reported they had fallen into debt because of insufficient income and 28 

percent because of the hardships of being a single parent. Some respondents claimed that 

many of their neighbors were behind on their mortgage and maintenance payments. 

Maintenance costs are often very hard to manage and coordinate by low-income 

residents. Cohabitation issues are significant and participation levels on collective issues 

are low. Furthermore, building administrators are often assigned by leaders of housing 

                                                 
240 Increased living expenses were mostly related to parking when not available on site (Benito Juárez); the 

use of natural gas to complement solar water heaters that do not work on certain months of the year; and the 

cost of recreational activities, restaurants, private doctors, and other daily expenses.  
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organizations instead of allowing residents to designate them. This has brought suspicion 

of mismanagement among residents. This is an area in which the Invi could extend its 

management capacities to prevent accelerated building deterioration and conflict between 

neighbors. The Invi could combine, for instance, maintenance and mortgage payments. 

Renting instead of selling commercial units could also help pay for maintenance costs.  
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CONCLUSION: OUTLOOK AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

WHAT WILL MANCERA DO? 

 Most housing experts doubt that Miguel Ángel Mancera, the newly elected City 

Mayor, will have the interest and political will to prioritize planning and housing 

strategies during his government term. Various social and housing organizations have 

also questioned the profiles of the new directors of the Invi, Raymundo Collins Flores, 

and Seduvi, Simón Neumann, because of their association to real-estate companies. 

Social activists argue that the model that the new government directors are proposing, of 

a compact city, will only benefit real-estate companies and developers. Furthermore, they 

claim that Neumann has only met with developers, and not with social organizations, to 

discuss future urban and housing development in the city.241   

 Current government officials have also been critical of the last administration. 

The president of the housing commission at the ALDF, Genaro Cervantes Vega, 

announced that Norm 26 will be amended to prevent its previous mismanagement. He 

also claims that the previous administration excluded social organizations. Collins agrees 

that the Invi should promote collective housing production processes and work with 

construction companies rather than real-estate developers to increase housing 

affordability. The Invi‟s budget for 2013, however, is lower than it was in 2012 (even 

before accounting for inflation). Some local legislators argue that this is because federal 

contributions for 2013 dropped by six percent or 4,000 million Mexican pesos (325.2 

million USD)242.243  

                                                 
241 Rocío González and Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “El plan ciudad compacta es afín sólo a las inmobiliarias,” 

La Jornada February 1, 2013, 45. 

242 As of April 22, 2013. 

243 Ángel Bolaños Sánchez, “Cuestionan trato del Invi con desarrolladora Urbi,” La Jornada February 10, 

2013, 29. 
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Political Reform 

A political reform has for long been sought in Mexico City, and Mancera has also 

declared it a priority of its government. The political reforms of 1993 and 1996 increased 

the autonomy of the city‟s government, and established local elections to designate 

legislators and city mayors. Yet, the city‟s autonomy is still limited and its finances are 

still tied to the federal government. Urban, demographic, and public service provision 

considerations also point to the need for a political reform. The PRI has suggested that 

the political reform needs to include metropolitan, public participation, decentralization, 

and inter-governmental strategies. In 2001 the ALDF approved a reform initiative that did 

not pass when it got to the National Senate. Another initiative for political reform in 2010 

would have led to the creation of a local constitution, and increased the autonomy and 

capabilities of the city mayor, local legislature, local institutions and delegaciones.244 

A centralized federal agenda has been partly responsible for the reform‟s inability 

to succeed, but even locally there is disagreement on how the city‟s government should 

be structured. Perhaps the biggest disagreement that the reform faces is the amount of 

power to be granted to delegaciones; too much power would make the development of 

the city hard to manage. The PRD has recommended the creation of a city council in each 

delegación to ensure transparency and create committees in charge of different issues. 

The current political reform commissioner, Porfirio Muñoz Ledo, says that the 

transformation of delegaciones is at the center of the debate, but that first, efforts must go 

into reforming the federal Constitution. Only then will it be worthwhile to start drafting a 

local constitution and legal and institutional reforms.245  

                                                 
244 Bertha Teresa Ramírez, “Presentan propuesta de consenso para la reforma política del DF,” La 

Jornada August 10, 2010, 32. 

245 Raúl Llanos, “Discrepancia en terminus y facultades de delegaciones frena reforma del DF,” La 

Jornada January 18, 2013, 42. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 There is an urgent need to balance land uses and increase access to housing, 

infrastructure, and services in Mexico City. To achieve such goals, the capabilities and 

strategies of the local government must be expanded. Urban development should not be 

determined exclusively by the market; the government must ensure the public well-being 

over private interests. Regulations should control the real-estate markets and fiscal 

mechanisms should avoid speculation. Taxing vacant land, sprawl and speculation is one 

possibility; land should also be taxed at higher rates than buildings and construction. 

Furthermore, fiscal policy should recover the added values derived from public 

investment and account for externalities. 

Planning mechanisms should be well-integrated, clear and consistent; they should 

define the proper use of land and actively support affordable housing and mixed uses. 

Fiscal and administrative incentives should reward densification efforts in a more 

effective and efficient manner than they have done in the past. Stricter regulation and 

enforcement is clearly required; considerable effort needs to go to monitoring, evaluating 

and enforcing housing policy, zoning, and land use planning. To properly evaluate and 

monitor urban development, clear and measurable objectives must be delineated; the 

Seduvi, the delegaciones, and all other responsible government agencies must ensure the 

compliance of legal provisions. An accurate public registry of property must also be 

created to facilitate such task.246  

A careful analysis should guide the placement and implementation of 

densification efforts to efficiently utilize the limited amount of land available in the city. 

The viability of Mexico City will depend on its ability to densify the vast areas in which 

single family housing predominates. Shifting away from this housing pattern will 

                                                 
246 PAOT, “Usos de suelo urbano e impactos de la densificación en la ciudad de México,” 21-22. 
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certainly be a challenging endeavor, particularly with current government structures, but 

there are various well-located and well-serviced areas in the city that could have a much 

greater intensity of use. Areas that are not well-serviced or centrally located but 

concentrate vast amounts of population, such as Iztapalapa and Gustavo A. Madero, also 

require substantial public attention and resources. A third of the city‟s population lives in 

these two delegaciones (a fifth in Iztapalapa only). Residents of Iztapalapa, a 

predominantly low-income residential delegación, face severe water shortages and thus 

residential development should not continue until infrastructure issues are resolved. The 

same is true of many other peripheral delegaciones. Only careful impact analyses will 

properly determine where these areas are and how much densification is feasible and 

sustainable.247  

The Invi should expand and diversify its programs to accommodate an 

increasingly diverse population of non-family and family households that require 

different housing types and sizes, as opposed to the 54 m
2
 (581 sq.ft.), two-bedroom 

standard. The state, both at the local and federal level, has fostered housing ownership, 

but housing needs, family structures and incomes are changing constantly. Therefore, a 

successful housing and densification policy needs to include different housing options, 

such as rental housing. Most housing experts agree that in Mexico City more resources 

should be given to rehabilitation and incremental housing programs, although incremental 

housing projects might be harder to implement at the urban core. Further institutional 

capacity and efficiency will be necessary to manage a variety of different programs. 

                                                 
247 Scholar René Coulomb is heading a project called “Habitat and Centrality”, in which he and other 

scholars are defining a polygon of centrality in the city. Their hypothesis, however, is that commercial, 

administrative and other functions are not compatible with residential uses. Coulomb recognizes that the 

city is growing in an aberrant manner but he argues that economic and social structures will not allow a 

different type of urban development. 
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Because of rampant inequality in the city and country, subsidies are essential for 

people to access basic goods and services, such as housing. Yet, subsidies need to be 

applied carefully to maintain a fiscal balance and the long-term economic viability of the 

city. Rental assistance provided to families waiting to be relocated, for instance, has been 

described as wasteful spending because projects take very long to complete.248    

Clientelism and the political use of housing programs are amongst the most 

damaging traits of local housing policy. Access to suitable and affordable housing is a 

constitutional right, not a product to be exchanged for political favors or loyalties. The 

Invi requires more autonomy and to isolate itself from political processes. Furthermore, 

lengthy housing projects are inefficient, expensive and weakened by inflation and loss of 

purchasing power. Many more stakeholders need to monitor government actions to 

ensure that housing funds serve the most vulnerable individuals and families with the 

lowest economic resources. Without social organizations, the Invi would not be able to 

function because it does not have the administrative capability to respond to individual 

demand. Housing costs would rise significantly and housing production in the central city 

would be unfeasible. But because the role of organizations is so relevant, it should be 

formalized to avoid triangulation; organizations need and deserve a fair and honest 

compensation for their collaboration but fees need to be consistent and transparent.  

Local civil society, while more progressive than most others in the country, has 

also contributed to the reproduction of socioeconomic segregation. Mixed-income 

housing and cross subsidies need to replace class-based discrimination and exclusionary 

zoning. Mixed and commercial uses could also support affordable housing production. 

Furthermore, corruption is not only customary among public officials, but also among 

                                                 
248 During Ebrard‟s administration 90.5 million Mexican pesos (7.35 million USD) were given to 2,538 

families in the form of rent support for transitional housing. This averages two years of transitional housing 

rent support per family. 
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civil society, individuals and private entities that choose bribery over legality. Awareness 

and concern of social and environmental issues is also low among citizens of all incomes. 

Civil society has driven positive change in the past and must continue to do so in the 

future. Weak social networks and low levels of public participation need to be replaced 

by social organization and communal processes led by and for the people. Social and 

collective housing production has historically contributed to housing affordability, 

beating even the most efficient models of mass production. Collaboration between 

government entities and academic institutions is also necessary to design housing and 

planning strategies. 

Social turmoil at the national level has made Mexico City an attractive destination 

once again, somewhat safer and more economically vibrant than most other places in the 

country. Yet, the region faces many challenges and will be unable to sustain more 

expansive growth. It must, however, find a way to properly accommodate current 

residents and activities and coordinate regional efforts to promote growth in other 

municipalities of the metropolitan region. Local institutions and stakeholders need to 

carefully reevaluate their actions and responsibilities and promote sustainable 

development and increased accessibility in the city and region. Evidently, regional and 

federal efforts are required to achieve such goals.  

Housing and development patterns delineated by the real-estate market have 

manufactured segregated cities in Mexico and other countries around the world. Thus, to 

propose the recovery and preservation of urban heterogeneity seems nothing more than a 

utopia. Yet, paraphrasing scholar René Coulomb, urban utopias are absolutely essential to 

lay the foundations of an alternative way to plan our cities.249 Mexico City and its 

metropolitan region need to move from a chaotic, devouring and sprawling configuration 

                                                 
249 Coulomb, “Construyendo utopías desde el centro,” 371. 
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to a more compact one that improves environmental conditions and ensures the right to 

the city.250  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
250 Alfaro González (Casa y Ciudad); Azuela; Benlliure; Bonifaz Villar; Coulomb; Eibenschutz; 

Fernández (EMBARQ México); Invi Official (anonymous); Monterrubio; Rascón; Stolarski; Velázquez 

Velasco (Invi); Ramírez Navarro; and Tamayo. 
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Glossary 

ALDF  Asamblea Legislativa del Distrito Federal (Mexico City‟s 

Legislature). 

Conavi Comisión Nacional de Vivienda (National Housing Commission). 

Delegación A territorial, political, and administrative division within Mexico 

City (DF). 

DF  Distrito Federal (Federal District). 

Fovissste Fondo de la Vivienda del Instituto de Seguridad y Servicios 

Sociales de los Trabajadores del Estado (Institute of Social Security and Services for 

State Workers Housing Fund). Decentralized structure which provides housing credits to 

state workers affiliated to the Issste.  

GDF  Gobierno del Distrito Federal (Federal District‟s Government) 

IMSS  Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social (Mexican Social Security 

Institute). 

Infonavit Instituto del Fondo Nacional de la Vivienda para los Trabajadores 

(National Housing Fund for Workers). Infonavit is a national tripartite institution, 

composed by the laboring, business, and government sectors, that grants housing credits 

to affiliated workers 

Invi   Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal (Mexico City‟s Housing 

Institute). 

PAN  Partido Acción Nacional (National Action Party). 

PAOT  Procuraduría Ambiental y del Ordenamiento Territorial del Distrito 

Federal (Mexico City‟s Environmental Protection and Land Management Agency) 

PRD  Partido de la Revolución Democrática (Democratic Revolution 

Party).  
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PRI  Partido Revolucionario Institutcional (Institutional Revolutionary 

Party). 

Seduvi  Secretaría de Desarrollo Urbano y Vivienda (Mexico City‟s 

Ministry of Urban Development and Housing) 

Vecindad  A low-density and low-income housing settlement on usually old 

and subdivided single family housing. 
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