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Mexico City’s problems are so important
that they have gotten increasing attention
from policymakers. In 1972, a Subsecre-

tariat of Environmental Protection was cre-
ated within the federal government’s Sec-
retariat of Health. In 1982, the Secretariat
of Urban Development and Ecology was
created to deal with matters linked to urban
environmental quality. This new secretariat
was also assigned some responsibilities for
the protection of natural resources. In
1992, a sewer system in Guadalajara
exploded because of spillage of fuel waste
products into the pipelines. As a result,
hundreds of people died. In the aftermath,
the federal environmental administration
was divided into two new offices: a
National Institute of Ecology, authorized to
draft environmental regulations, adminis-
ter environmental protection efforts, and
coordinate natural resource management;
and an Environmental Attorney General,
created to oversee enforcement of environ-
mental legislation.

As a result of citizen protests about the
basin’s deteriorating air quality, the
Department of the Federal District, which
administers a large part of Mexico City,
created a Metropolitan Commission for
the Protection of Air Quality in 1992. The
government of the state of Mexico and
federal authorities participated in this
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move. Water management 1n the basin is
coordinated by a complex set of state and

federal government organizations, includ- Algal blooms that spread across the surface of Lake Texcoco eloquently atrest to the
ing the Department of the Federal District widespread contamination of Mexico City’s water reservoirs.

and the Commission for Water and Sani-

tation of the state of Mexico (at the state level) and the
National Water Commission and the Secretariat of Health (at
the federal level).

In December 1994, a new secretariat was created to
encompass all federal environmental functions, including
those dealing with “brown ecology” (environmental pollu-
tion) and “green ecology” (natural resource management).
Functions that were previousiy dispersed among various fed-
eral agencies were centralized under the Secretariat of En-
vironment, Natural Resources and Fisheries. Their mandate
covered the protection and management of natural resources;
waste management and pollution control; the management of
national parks and other protected natural areas; and en-
vironmental law enforcement. Decentralized governmental
agencies like the National Institute of Ecology, the Environ-
mental Attorney General, and the National Water Commis-
sion all came under the jurisdiction of this powerful federal
secretariat. The ever increasing complexity and size of en-
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vironmental authorities highlights the growing concerns
about environmental quality and natural resource degrada-
tion in Mexico in general and in the basin in particular,

Insights for the Future

Atthough most of the environmental problems in the Basin
of Mexico have reached critical proportions in the late 20th
century, industrial development is not solely to blame. Urban
and political centralism have been a tradition in Mexican
society since the Aztec empire. The Basin of Mexico, for
nearly two millennia one of the most densely populated areas
of the world, has historically used its preeminent administra-
tive and political position to obtain advantages over other
areas of the nation. Modern industrialization, however, has
exaggerated this trend to dramatic proportions, and is indeed
responsible for the disproportionate urbanization and the
biased distribution of population and wealth. Although pop-
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ulation growth in the basin is clearly decelerating, natural
resource use is already highly unsustainable with the current
population density. Fossil fuel consumption, the number of
cars, deforestation, and the pumping of groundwater from a
critically depleted aquifer are all increasing at a rate that
often exceeds that of population growth.

In the past, resource exhaustion through improper land
use has produced large declines in population, showing that
there are limits to population growth in a closed basin with
a given technological level. Air pollution, water shortages,
the urban area’s unbridled growth, and the ever-increasing
economic and natural resource costs of maintaining the
megalopolis suggest that a similar process of population
limitation or even decline may occur in the future. In Mexi-
co City, the use of air, water, and soils as a commons is
clearly umsustainable, and the city’s residents may soon con-
front hard and painful decisions. In our opinion, it is clear
that in the future the subsidies will have to be eliminated and
that the cost of living and the guality of life in the city will
worsen. Government authorities have made several attempts
over the past six years to set the price of water closer to its
real cost, but popular protests have aborted these initiatives.
However, the capacity to subsidize waler use is becoming
more and more constrained and will soon reach a limit.

Health problems typical of developed societies (like heart
disease and malignant tumors) coexist with problems relat-
ed to air and water pollution (such as pneumonia and enter-
itis) that are more typical of the developing world. Although
there is no data on this problem, Mexico City’s decreasing
growth rates suggest that for some sectors of the population
emigrating outside the basin into medium-sized cities is
already an advantageous alternative.

Growing conflicts over water use, air pollution, waste dis-
posal, environmentally related health problems, and natural
resource depletion are all problems shared by most Third
World megalopolises. Mexico City is thus a laboratory
where many of the processes that drive population, natural
resource, and land-use changes in the less-developed
nations are being tested. It provides both fascinating and (er-
rible insights into what the future may hold for many of the
megalopolises of Latin America and the Third World.
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