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INTRODUCTION

On June 4, 2018, over 50 specialists gathered at the National Autonomous University of Mexico (unam), convened by the Center for Interdisciplinary Research
in the Sciences and Humanities (ceiich) of unam, in collaboration with the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (iclei) World Secretariat,
and iclei Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean Secretariat, to take part in
the Mexican Talanoa Dialogue as a follow-up to actions promoted by the “Citiesipcc” group.1 The purpose of this meeting was to put together, within the Talanoa
Dialogue international process, launched in COP23, Mexico’s reflections on where
we are, where do we want to go, and how do we get to desirable goals of climate
change mitigation and adaptation in cities.
The Mexican Talanoa Dialogue, focused on local issues and, specifically, on
cities, responds to the challenges posed by a growing urban population and, consequently, by the expected expansion of the built environment for the first and
second halves of the XXI century. The Dialogue is more than appropriate, given
that, although 60% of the signatories to the U.N. Framework Convention on
Climate Change (unfccc) have included to some extent urban considerations in
their national climate change adaptation and mitigation plans, most of them still
have not exploited the full potential that resides at such scale.2

The Mexican Talanoa Dialogue gives continuity to the Cities-ipcc group efforts in the context of
similar activities at a global scale following the call of the Talanoa Dialogue, <www.cities-and-regions. org/cop23/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/citiesandregions-talanao-dialogues_20180509.
pdf>. Despite it is not formally subscribed as an activity of Cities-ipcc, seven members of Cities
ipcc organizing and scientific steering committees participated in the Mexican Talanoa Dialogue.
For more details regarding Cities-ipcc group, see: <www.citiesipcc.org>
2
iclei, Cities and Regions Talanoa Dialogues. Driving Multilevel Climate Action Worldwide, 2017.
On line: <http://old.iclei.org/fileadmin/user_upload/iclei_WS/Documents/COP23/Tanaloa_brochure.pdf >.
1
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For iclei World Secretariat, fostering dialogues at this scale is essential if
we are to achieve the 2°C goal of the Paris Agreement since such dialogues will
inform the process for future Nationally Determined Contributions (ndc).
This will require important actions in cities, given that, according to unep, by
the end of the twenty-first century we could go above the 3°C mark (https://
www.unenvironment.org/resources/emissions-gap-report-2017). In fact, cities are
currently the top consumers of energy and materials and generate the most global
waste and greenhouse gas (ghg) emissions.
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (ipcc) estimates that urban settlements are responsible for up to 76 percent of direct and indirect ghg
emissions.3 Moreover, ghg emissions associated with the expansion of the built
environment are expected to increase up to 226 Gt by 2050, if the Global South
matches the Global North current infrastructure profile; that is an amount equivalent to one third of the remaining global carbon budget.4
In this sense, it was not by chance that the ipcc’s Fifth Assessment Report
(AR5) (see <www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5>) already highlighted the need to establish
links between the urban and climate change agendas. The ipcc 5th Assessment
Report, Working Group II, Chapter 8 and Working Group III, Chapter 12, propose ways to link urban policies to climate-sensitive disaster risk management and
adaptation policies. The main challenges and opportunities for urban adaptation
and mitigation are also identified, encouraging both synergies and co-benefits.
The Mexican Talanoa Dialogue, thus, takes place within a context of increased
awareness of the vital role of urban settlements, not only as part of the climate
change problem, but also where solutions can be implemented. In addition to the
launch of the Talanoa Dialogue at COP23, as mentioned above, the ipcc Global
Warming of 1.5°C Special Report provides an analysis of possible actions in urban
areas to address the expected impacts of a 1.5°C global warming scenario. At the
same time, The Global Research and Action Agenda on Cities and Climate Change
Science, co-developed by ipcc and other partners (citiesipcc.org), identifies the
Karen Seto et al., “Human Settlements, Infrastructure, and Spatial Planning”, ipcc Fifth Assessment Report. Mitigation of Climate Change, chapter. 12, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
United Kingdom, 2014: 923-1001. On line: <www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/wg3/ipcc_
wg3_ar5_chapter12.pdf>.
4
Xuemei Bai et al., “Six Research Priorities for Cities and Climate Change”, Nature, vol. 555. No.
7694, 2018: 23-25.
3
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knowledge needed today to strengthen policy design and delineate successful
pathways for climate adaptation and mitigation in cities. The agenda proposes
four crosscutting issues —city-level models and data, systems approach, scale,
and governance—, six key topical research areas where more evidence-based
knowledge will be required to inform action —urban planning and design; built
and green/blue infrastructure; sustainable consumption and production; finance;
informality; and uncertainty—, and three suggested approaches that may facilitate the implementation of the Research and Action Agenda —partnerships for
long-term collaboration, co-production of knowledge, and empowering cities to
implement actions—.
Many other efforts dealing to some extent with the importance of urban
settlements for coping with climate change can be listed as well, such as the 20152030 Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, the un-habitat New Urban
Agenda, or the UN Sustainable Development Goals.
In this context, and based on the principles of the Talanoa Dialogue, the
participants engaged in a constructive, inclusive, participatory and transparent
dialogue promoting cooperation and building empathy and trust, which allowed
them to share stories and experiences to be used as a starting point to produce a
country diagnostic and identify potential solutions for climate change adaptation
and mitigation in urban settlements.
The dialogue was structured around three general topics: 1) challenges and
perspectives of climate change science at the local level; 2) adaptation and mitigation actions in urban areas to cope with climate change; 3) urban planning and
design and new technologies; and 4) urban climate-change economy, finance, and
development of local capacities.
Below Mexico’s climate change profile and its nationally determined contributions are succinctly presented, followed by the main findings of the Mexican
Talanoa Dialogue, which have been organized in the following sections:
• Where are we?, what are our nationally determined contributions?, what is
the ghg emissions profile of Mexico and what share of it is derived from
urban settlements?, and how we think that the sustainable urban development imaginary should be included in national- and local-level policies?
• Where do we want to go?, what are the potential links between climate action, SDGs and urban development policy, and how can these agendas be
11
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coordinated to strengthen NDCs while advancing inclusive sustainability
and reducing social asymmetries?
• How do we get there?, including technical, financial and governance aspects
required to strengthen coordinated agendas, particularly Mexico’s determined contributions.
The last section offers some final considerations.
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MEXICO’S CLIMATE CHANGE PROFILE

The country’s ghg emissions have been estimated in 683 Mt of CO2e for 2015,
of which 71 per cent were carbon dioxide and 21 percent methane.1 If carbon
capture capacity is subtracted, net national emissions for that same year reached
535 Mt of CO2e (see Figure 1).
Between 1990 and 2015, Mexico’s ghg emissions increased by 65 per cent,
and in the same period, according to data from the National Institute of Ecology
and Climate Change (inecc, in Spanish), carbon capture capacity went up from
130 Mt of CO2e to 148.3 Mt of CO2e. These figures were recorded despite the
loss of vegetation cover: 1.5 percent in coniferous forest areas and 0.6 percent in
oak forest areas during the same period (totalling an area of 42,000 km). This
improved value results from an adjustment in the computation of carbon capture
potential. Therefore, it is worth mentioning that total emissions should be used
as a basis for the design of more effective policies and to strengthen mitigation
efforts. From this standpoint, Mexico shows an evident increase in ghg emissions

CO2 is a gas that can be found in nature. It is also a by-product of fossil fuels and biomass combustion. Additionally, it can be generated as a consequence of land use changes and industrial processes.
It is the main greenhouse gas that affects the Earth’s radiative balance and it is used as a reference
for other GHG in terms of its global radiative potential. The aggregation of different GHG is thus
possible by means of a common measurement unit: CO2 equivalent (CO2e). CO2e can be defined
as the amount of carbon dioxide that would cause the same radiative forcing impact in a given time
horizon than a given amount of another GHG or mixture of such gases. See <www.ipcc.ch/pdf/
assessment-report/ar5/wg3/ipcc_wg3_ar5_annex-i.pdf>)

1
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coupled to the dynamics of the national economy, despite the contrary goal set
under the General Climatic Change Law of 20122 (see Figure 2).
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Source: Gian Carlo Delgado Ramos, 2018, based on data of inecc and the World Bank.

NATIONALLY DETERMINED CONTRIBUTIONS
In response to the situation described above, the Mexican Government proposed
as its general ndc targets an unconditional reduction, based on its own budget,
of 22 percent of ghg emissions and of 51 percent of black-carbon emissions by
2030. Yet, conditional to international financial support, targets could reach up
to 36 percent and 70 percent, respectively.
Mexico’s ndc incorporate 30 actions spanning eight sectors of the national
economy. Of the intended 211 Mt of CO2e unconditional reduction, the main
opportunities are in the transport and electricity generation sectors with 63 Mt
of CO2e and 48 Mt of CO2e, respectively.
While in the electricity generation sector the proposal is to generate up to 43
percent from “clean” sources by 2030 —including natural gas and nuclear energy—, for the transport sector, with an important direct impact on urban areas,
the following are the focal actions to consider:
2

See <www.diputados.gob.mx/LeyesBiblio/pdf/LGCC_190118.pdf>.
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Figure 2. Mexico’s ghg emissions and gdp during 1990 - 2015
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• Update the emissions and fuel-efficiency standard for new light vehicles.
• Implement urban densification programs and actions to adopt integrated
transport systems.
• Make a modal change in freight transport.
• Publish an emissions and fuel-efficiency standard for new heavy vehicles.
• Restrict the number of imported used vehicles.
• Build intercity passenger trains.
• Speed up the incorporation of clean and efficient technologies into the
transport sector.
• Implement programs to incorporate natural gas vehicles to the local public
transport fleet.
The total expected investment to meet these and all other ndc targets by
2030 is associated with an important economic inflow of over US$126 billion for
related sectors, particularly the sale of electric equipment, transport and related
technologies (see Table 1).
Reducing emissions with respect to the bau scenario in both, waste management (14 Mt CO2e) and residential and commercial sectors (5 Mt CO2e) have also
a relevant impact at the local level with relatively lower costs of US$2,193 million
and US$1,124 million, respectively. Although reductions in ghg emissions are
comparatively lower, the goal is to put in place an appropriate transition, despite
the tendency of primarily focusing on `picking low-hanging fruit’, meaning those
actions that are easily achieved. For example, it is intended to promote the use of
water saving devices and solar water heating systems, improve waste management
practices, pursue zero methane emissions in landfills and zero open-burning of
waste; the two latter involving evident health co-benefits.
In addition to the aforementioned mitigation actions, Mexico’s ndc unconditional targets include increasing the population’s adaptive capacity to cope with
climate change in 50 percent of the most vulnerable municipalities (around 160),
strengthening early warning systems for extreme meteorological and climate events
nationwide, restore damaged ecosystems and achieve a zero percent deforestation
rate. It is as well recognized the need, on one hand, for improving the capacity
to adapt and to reduce vulnerabilities thru land planning and risk management

16
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Table 1. Gross and average mitigation costs to meet Mexico’s ndc
targets, by sector.
Sector
Electricity generation

Gross costs
(million Dollars)

Average mitigation costs
(Dollars/tCO2e)

67 750

-61.3

Transport

29 580

-26.8

lulucf

11 789

53.3

Waste

2 193

10.9

Oil and gas

5 425

35.9

Industrial

7 888

-2

Agriculture and livestock
Residential and commercial
Total

280

-3

1 124

-12.6

126 024

-11.5

Source: semarnat-inecc. Costs of Nationally Determined Contributions. Unconditional targets by sector,
Mexico, 2018.

instruments such as the National Vulnerability Atlas and the National Risk Atlas3,
and on the other, for swapping the proportions of investment in disaster attention
and prevention, so that more is invested in prevention. Notably, capacity building
has been included as a conditional target4; initially limiting a robust implementation of the aforementioned unconditional targets while constraining, to a certain
extent, the direct participation of population in decision-making processes.
Mexico faces a bigger challenge in view of the constant expansion of the built
environment5, at least if the intention is to meet the proposed ndc by 2030, by
See <www.atlasnacionalderiesgos.gob.mx> and <http://atlasvulnerabilidad.inecc.gob.mx>. Other
complementary studies are a national water vulnerability assessment with data at the municipal level
<www.imta.gob.mx/biblioteca/libros_html/atlas-2016/files/assets/common/downloads/publication.
pdf> and unam’s Climate Change Atlas <http://atlasclimatico.unam.mx/VulnerabilidadalCC/
Vulnerabilidad>.
4
See <www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/162973/2015_indc_ing.pdf>
5
The so-called National Urban System, which today concentrates about three quarters of national
population, emerges from an intense urbanization process, mainly during the second part of the XX
century. In 1900, Mexico only had 33 cities with a combined population of 1.4 million inhabitants
or the equivalent to 10.4% of the national population. From 1950 to 1970, cities grew from 84 to
174, concentrating 28% and 47.1% of the national population, respectively. In 2010, the amount
reached 384 cities with 72.3% of the national population.
3
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which time the share of urban population may be of more than 83 percent of the
total national population. Multiple actors have made several recommendations in
order to move toward sustainable and resilient settlements in Mexico. For example,
those suggested during the International Conference on Cities and Climate Change
hosted by unam on June 5 and 6, 2018.6 Likewise, diverse initiatives have been promoted in the context of the IDB’s Emerging and Sustainable Cities; the “Resilient
Cities” project developed by Arup with the support of the Rockefeller Foundation;
the giz-Mexico’s CiClim and Global Felicity programs; among others being supported by the Mario Molina Centre, the World Resources Institute Mexico, the
Institute for Transportation and Development Policy, caf-Development Bank of
Latin America, some municipal planning institutes, Bicitekas, Isla Urbana, the
Climate Finance Group of Latin America and the Caribbean, etcetera.
Despite all these efforts, it is to notice that until March 2015 there were just
70 municipal climate change action plans published or with certain degree of
implementation, of which 11 were focused on rural settlements.7 According to
iclei8, to that same date, 112 plans had been completed or were about to be completed, representing only 4.5 percent of the 2,457 municipalities in the country.
Therefore, it is evident that efforts to seriously address urban challenges in Mexico
are only in their early stages. Among other things, the assessment, identification of
opportunities and development of capabilities to materialize common proposals are
certainly urgent needs. The Mexican Talanoa Dialogue provided a first opportunity
to review the current state as well as the challenges and opportunities for climate
change adaptation and mitigation at the urban scale based on a dialogue among
specialists. Yet, other efforts, at a different scale and involving other and hopefully
more aspects and participants, will continue to be necessary owing to the dynamic
and complexity of the built environment and their varied implications.

See <www.youtube.com/user/ceiichunam/featured>.
Gian Carlo Delgado Ramos, Ana De Luca Zuria and Veronica Vazquez Zentella. Adaptación y
mitigación urbana del cambio climatico en Mexico, Mexico, unam, ceiich 2015.
8
See <http://iclei.org.mx/documentos/pacmun%20web.pdf>.
6
7
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MEXICAN TALANOA DIALOGUE
WHERE ARE WE?

URBAN CLIMATE CHANGE
ADAPTATION RESPONSE
Although Mexico hosted the Cancun Agreements1 which, among other things, encouraged similar efforts in terms of climate change adaptation and mitigation, the
national agenda continues to favour mitigation actions, still with limited results.2
Accordingly, the national agenda on adaptation is weak and proposals have not
yet been translated into significant actions at a state and municipal level, that is,
actions which may deal with the multi-dimensional and multi-temporal impacts
of climate change. It can thus be argued that an integral vision to adapt to climate
change is still lacking despite Mexico’s high vulnerability.
The above said partially derives from the fact that adaptation is hard to assess
—to begin with, because it involves significant uncertainty scenarios— which
makes difficult to determine the possible impact of any proposed actions. As a
consequence, decision-makers focus more heavily on mitigation since it is relatively
easy to display and capitalize from it politically, but also because a flourishing green
or low-carbon technologies market is pushing the mitigation agenda.

COP16, December 2010, <https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/docs/2010/cop16/
spa/07a01s.pdf>.
2
See the main findings of the Mexican Climate Change Report; available at: <www.pincc.unam.
mx/pages/gallery.html>.
1
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A mitigation approach is also endorsed when the problem of air quality
experienced in various metropolitan areas of the country is addressed—starting
with Mexico City—, as it demands the reduction of ghg emissions as well as of
other air pollutants.
In addition, public policies dealing with adaptation fail to have continuity
and are seldom assessed. They change from one political period to the next and
are applied by sector, at best, which is not appropriate to fight a problem rooted
in a complex social-environmental system.
Furthermore, the creation of an Intersectoral Commission by the federal
government has in practice failed to lead to significant results, at least publicly.
Even more notorious is the absence, or apparent lack of action, of Intersectoral
Commissions at a state level. Owing to corruption and also to the lack of resources
for monitoring and implementing actions, many laws and rules dealing or related
with climate change adaptation and mitigation are not enforced. There is also
a lack of meaningful indicators to comprehensively and accurately track public
policies, and when it comes to the civil society, their efforts are not coordinated
and are minute, partly because there are no conditions, mechanisms and spaces
in place as an incentive.
Although there are a few experiences of “citizen participation”3, when it comes
to the design and implementation of public policies for climate change adaptation,
There is not a comprehensive assessment of planed and autonomous adaptation experiences and
their accomplishments in Mexico. However, some examples can be mentioned among the few
within the existing literature. For example, some citizen observatories have been conformed in the
context of the IDB’s Emerging and Sustainable Cities program (see <https://idblegacy.iadb.org/es/
temas/ciudades-emergentes-y-sostenibles/videos-iniciativa-ciudades-emergentes-y-sostenibles,6691.
html>). Also, it has been reported by the Intersectoral Commission on Climate Change that some
meetings with indigenous communities and the general public has taken place for consultation
purposes, the latter commonly understood as social participation (semarnat-inecc. Adaptacion
al cambio climatico en Mexico: vision, elementos y criterios para la toma de decisiones. Mexico, 2012.
On line <http://biblioteca.semarnat.gob.mx/janium/Documentos/Ciga/libros2009/CD001364.
pdf>). Within the context of the Adaptation to Climate Change Impacts on Coastal Wetlands in
the Gulf of Mexico Project, of the Global Environmental Fund and the World Bank, it has been
announced the active participation of communities of El Mingo and El Golpe, both municipalities
of Cardenas, Tabasco (<www.gob.mx/inecc/acciones-y-programas/adaptacion-en-humedales-costeros-del-golfo-de-mexico-ante-los-impactos-del-cambio-climatico>). Similar experiences have been
reported as well in the International Institute for Sustainable Development 2011 Report (see <www.

3

20

where are we?
https://doi.org/10.22201/ceiich.9786073013789e.2018

participation is still rare. In most cases, decision-makers do not promote participation among the civil society, particularly in adaptation matters, and if they do,
the corresponding efforts are usually very limited. Participation is usually through
representatives, who have their own agendas —chambers of commerce, company
boards, NGOs, foundations, or think-tanks and consultants—. Even in academia,
political agendas abound, so it cannot be assumed that all approaches respond to
a social desire to promote the common good. Thus, promoting genuine and allencompassing social participation as a mechanism to create consensus in a wider
framework of sustainable and inclusive development is key.
On the other hand, although plenty of information on climate change and
adaptation is available, the general perception is that dissemination thereof is
limited, that it is not shared and much less clearly understood by most decisionmakers and practitioners in the country. Further, there is no connection between
various actors, resulting in a relative isolation because knowledge produced by
others tends to be ignored and remain unused during the decision-making process. Hence, it is urgently needed a strategy for the dissemination and shared
use of various knowledge systems in climate change mitigation and adaptation
efforts. This is particularly important at a local scale, where more inefficiencies
are identified.
Finally, informality is evidently not integrated nor considered as part of public
policies devoted to urban climate change adaptation. Mexican cities are by no
means “smart cities,” they are informal cities. The climate change agenda in the
Global North is usually focused on the concept of smart city or similar notions
involving techno-solutions —drones, sensors, big data and other cutting-edge
technologies—, but these concepts fail to reflect the complex reality of an informal
city that usually is found in the Global South. This is why it is often impossible to
iisd.org/ pdf/2011/Central_America_Mexico_Adaptation_Action.pdf>). Autonomous adaptation
experiences have been studied in Ichamio, municipality of La Huacana, Michoacan (Minerva Campos et al., “Estrategias de adaptacion al cambio climatico en dos comunidades rurales de Mexico
y El Salvador”, Boletin de la Asociacion de Geografos Españoles. No. 61, 2013: 329-349. On line
<https://dialnet.unirioja.es/descarga/articulo/ 4157745.pdf>) or in Pedro Ojeda Paullada borough,
in the municipality of Ecatepec, State of Mexico (Oscar Adan Castillo Oropeza and Felipe de Alba
Murrieta. “Estrategias sociales de adaptacion frente a las inundaciones en la metropolis de Mexico”,
Revista do Núcleo de Antropologia Urbana da USP, No. 20, 2017: 1-23. On line <https://journals.
openedition.org/pontourbe/3471>).
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fully understand the degree of social vulnerability or to identify potential pathways
to build resilience and develop capabilities.
In Mexico, decision-makers generally do not know how to approach people
living in informal settlements, or how to integrate them to a legal or regulatory
framework. This is why urban informal settlements still find themselves in a legal
and financial gap. For example, people who live in urban informal settlements
cannot benefit from adaptation programs, or from other programs or support
—such as reconstruction programs following an earthquake, as it has been the
case in Mexico City in 2017—. Their participation in the actual decision-making
process is limited: given that they are informally organized, these populations are
normally not represented in the decision-making process, as they must fit some
kind of formal organization to become visible —whether civil associations, NGOs
or other formal entities—. In addition, this kind of irregular settlements experience
two kinds of vulnerabilities, social and environmental, and thus are exposed to
severe consequences in extreme events.4 Accordingly, it is essential to find ways
for informal settlements to be incorporated into the design and implementation
of climate change policies in cities, so that they can benefit from such policies and
also become actors, not only to work together, but to act as legitimate collaborators, and to learn from them about adaptation, as they have local experience and
knowledge that may be useful to react in the face of uncertainty.
THE CHALLENGE POSED BY URBAN PLANNING
AND DESIGN IN MEXICO
Urban planning in the practice is diverse, involving varied expert visions and
interests, as well as different levels of government and entities, which may cause
tensions or conflicts. As a result of these colliding visions and interests, cities have
been ill-planned, have grown untamed, scattered and unconnected, in some cases
without roboust or sustainable utilities, and so are barely resilient and are at high
risk. In such cases where urban planning did exist, it is evident that it failed to
fulfil its purpose in terms of built spaces from an integral and systemic approach.
Aspects such as the various interests at play, real estate speculation, corruption,

Ursula Oswald Spring, “Dual Vulnerability among Female Household Heads”, Acta Colombiana
de Psicologia, Vol. 16, No. 2, 2013: 19-30.
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lack of transparency and capacity in local governments —to enforce the law, to
provide updated information in order to make decisions, and to develop land
use management and planning instruments—, and also, in many cases, the poor
participation of citizens, as mentioned above, all prevent the progress of an urban
systemic and integral approach. As a result, the same mistakes or oversights are
repeated: lack of policies to organize and make transparent the management responsibilities at all three levels of government; poor regulation and transparency of
those “producing or making the city”; or poor efforts to deal with the challenge of
informality and therefore the urban inequalities.
In such a scenario, and despite cities are the biggest consumers of energy and
resources, as well as the top contributors to ghg emissions and degraded matter5,
climate change and urban development are generally apart or weakly linked, and
so urban development plans in Mexico usually fail to include climate action objectives and goals.6 To summarize, Mexican cities are a reflection of the prevailing
social reality.
In view of the foregoing, some progress has been made recently in relation
to the legal aspects of urban planning, which are expected to have a positive
effect in terms of climate change action. Beyond those aspects included in the
recently approved Constitution of Mexico City, for example, in 2013 a Ministry
of Agriculture, Territory and Urban Development was created, and in November
2016, the General Human Settlements, Land Use, and Urban Development Law
was approved.7 The purpose of this law is to set basic rules and management
Karen Seto et al., “Human Settlements, Infrastructure, and Spatial Planning”, ipcc Fifth Assessment
Report. Mitigation of Climate Change, chapter. 12, Cambridge University Press. Cambridge, United
Kingdom, 2014: 923-1001. On line <www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/wg3/ipcc_wg3_
ar5_chapter12.pdf>.
6
See, among others: Xochitl Cruz Núñez, Gian Carlo Delgado Ramos and Ursula Oswald Spring
(coords.), Mexico ante la urgencia climatica: ciencia, politica y sociedad, ceiich-crim-pincc, unam.
Mexico, 2015; Gian Carlo Delgado Ramos, Ana De Luca Zuria and Veeronica Vazquez Zentella,
Adaptacion y mitigacion urbana del cambio climatico en Mexico, ceiich-pincc, unam, Mexico 2015;
Aromar Revi et al., “Towards Transformative Adaptation in Cities: The ipcc’s Fifth Assessment”,
Environment and Urbanization, Vol. 26, No. 1, 2014: 11-28. It is worth to mention that currently
it is being updated, with the support of giz-Mexico, the semarnat‘s “Guidelines toward sustainable
cities” to include a climate change perspective. It will not be ready before the end of 2018.
7
To explore the Constitution of Mexico City, see <www.cdmx.gob.mx/constitucion>. For reviewing
the General Law <www.diputados.gob.mx/LeyesBiblio/pdf/LGAHOTDU_281116.pdf>.
5
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instruments to organize land use and human settlements in Mexico; establish the
involvement of and foster coordination between the various levels of government
and political divisions in connection with planning, land use, and regulation;
define criteria to set provisions, land uses and reserves; and define mechanisms to
allow for citizen participation. In principle, this law is supposed to promote the
“right to the city”8, equality and inclusion, the right to urban property, coherent
and rational land use planning and urban development, participation and transparency, the protection of public spaces, efficiency, the reduction of climate-related
risks and extreme events, sustainability and urban resilience, as well as universal
accessibility and mobility.
The impact of this law on land and the quality of life of the population is yet
to be seen, not only because it is recent, but also because it is still in its implementation stages, during which the process may be weakened or strengthened,
by establishing focused and clear objectives, strengthening powers and the action
scope of all different institutions involved in urban and land use planning, describing concrete actions on an ad hoc basis, or systematically promoting citizen
participation.
This was translated, for example, into the creation, in May 2017, of the National Office of Land Use Planning and Urban Development, under the Ministry
of Agriculture, Territory and Urban Development, to act in an advisory capacity,
track and evaluate national policies in these matters. Also, the National Strategy
for Land Use Planning, and the National Land Use Planning and Urban DevelopOriginally proposed by Lefebvre in his book, The right to the city. It was conceived as a political idea
for revendicating the possibility for people to redefine the function of the urban space and thus its
intended purpose. The right to the city, as understood by Lefebvre, presupposes the right of urban
inhabitants to build, decide and create the city while confronting the very logic of capitalism. This
last component does not appear in some contemporary interpretations like it is certainly the case of
the 2010 “Mexico City’s Charter for the Right to the City” (Carta de la Ciudad de Mexico por el
Derecho a la Ciudad; see <www.equipopueblo.org.mx/descargas/Carta%20de%20la%20Ciudad%20
de%20Mexico%20 por%20el%20Derecho%20a%20la%20Ciudad.pdf>). Despite assuming
such right as a “new collective human right”, the Charter in question does not mention any direct
confrontation, nor it mentions the need of transiting to another production system. Therefore, it
may be said, the right to the city in Mexico, understood as the one that contributes to both, the
social, economic, democratic and political empowerment of citizens, as well as to a sustainable and
holistic territorial planning based on rethinking the social function of the city, remains, at best, a
right under construction.

8
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ment Program are yet to be prepared, as well as many other programs for different
metropolitan areas and conurbations of the country. This is why the political
commitment, transparency and accountability of all new governments elected in
July 2018 will be important. Equally important will be the firm grounds of urban
governance in a broad sense, that is, including active participation, transparency
and monitoring activities by citizens, a challenge based on the strengthening and
even empowerment of local communities, without any territorial Balkanization
based on different private interests, as has been proposed for some huge housing
developments in Saltillo and Puebla which seek to become new municipalities.
Similar processes are also observed in the proliferation of gated cities, which increase
territorial inequalities, but are ironically promoted by public policies intended to
attract direct foreign investment given a lack of sufficient regulations in terms of
their implications in the development of the built environment —that is the case
of the so-called “Audi city” and potentially of those settlements that are being
design to meet the needs of the seven “special economic zones” demarcated for
the country—.9
The challenge therefore involves pushing forward local collective analyses for
identifying irregularities, challenges, opportunities and ongoing initiatives, in order
to enable the valuation and (re)definition of priorities and strategies with the active
and permanent citizen participation. Such scheme, by fostering democracy, may

The special economic zones are the backbone of a recent regional development program promoted
by the Federal government of Mexico. Based on private investments, mainly foreign, the program
estimates to attract up to US$50 billion during the next 20 years. Those with more than 90 million
dollars invested, at least 800 jobs created, and 20 hectares developed during a minimum period of
five years, are offered full relief from income tax due on income obtained within the special economic zones for the first 10 years, and 50% reduction during the five years thereafter. Also, a special
customs regime has been set allowing, among other things, to import and export goods without
paying a value added tax (vat). The seven special economic zones are located in: Lazaro Cardenas,
Salina Cruz, Puerto Chiapas, Coatzacoalcos, Tabasco, Campeche and Progreso (see <www.zonaseconomicas.com/documentos/ZonasEconomicasMx_EN.pdf>). Given their nature as economic
enclaves and its potential territorial, social and environmental implications, the special economic
zones have not been free of criticism, for the contrary, they have been increasingly contested (see,
for example: <http:// geocomunes.org/Analisis_PDF/Folder%20Istmo%20ZEE.pdf>; www.mapder.
lunasexta.org/?p= 3577).

9
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help to close the social inequality gap, including its expressions in the design and
management of cities.
Laws, strategies and government programs are an important general frame
of reference. However, given the various interests at stake, even if such general
frame of reference is based on a desirable standpoint, a permanent scheme for
citizen participation is fundamental to progress in collectively building on human
well-being and safety, for example, beyond the particular interests of an active real
estate sector.10
Citizen involvement requires, on the one hand, to work on educating and
training local communities so that they can be well-informed to participate and
take action, and on the other hand, to recognize place differences, an issue that
in turn demands respecting the historical and cultural heritage, and thus the
human rights, of each place, including the right to self-determination. It also
requires giving serious thought to how viable and permanent are the ecosystems
found within urban settlements —urban footprint vs the carrying capacity of
ecosystems sustaining cities—, as well as to current and future physical vulnerabilities of the built environment, all within a context of increasingly sharp global
ecological change.
KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION
FOR DECISION-MAKING
Studies conducted in Mexico have been fragmented, showing little synergy in terms
of topics and actors involved in producing knowledge. Some of them even lack of
solid monitoring and direct measuring efforts of the current state of phenomena and
processes, particularly at the local level. This situation calls for real improvements

It is well known that the real estate sector along with the banking-financial sector, speculates and
thus seeks to continuously stimulate the expansion of the built environment. As a consequence, not
only recurrent real estate crises have taken place in different countries, but also a greater part of the
built environment has been shaped. Following that trend, it is noticeable that at the beginning of
2018, the top 12 real estate investment trusts listed on the Mexican Stock Exchange, which had a
total market capitalization of 251 billion pesos or the equivalent to 14% of the national gdp in
2017, already managed more than 21 million square meters of infrastructure and buildings (Gian
Carlo Delgado Ramos, “Retos para la transicion urbana sostenible y resiliente en Mexico”, La Jornada
de Oriente. June 11, 2018, Puebla, Puebla., Mexico).
10
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in the production, access and quality of primary data and information sources as
it constrains the development of robust scenarios of both, potential implications
and solutions.
In addition, more research is still necessary in certain topics, particularly interdisciplinary efforts working on the interface of biophysical aspects, on the one
hand, and socio-economic, political and cultural ones, on the other. Such type
of interdisciplinary efforts are indeed essential to move forward key transverse or
trans-sectoral policies. It has also been noted that more clarity is needed in the
discussion on the possible consequences and implications to the country if mean
temperatures do rise 1.5 or 2 ºC. This is relevant to Mexican cities because they
house 78 percent of the national population11 in a very complex built environment
that vary in shape, size, density, economic structure, practices and vulnerabilities.
Well-rounded assessments and future scenarios for cities in the event of a rise of
1.5 or 2 ºC in mean surface temperature is certainly necessary to ensure energy,
water and food security, and given the urgent need to improve the quality of life
providing an inclusive environment where human rights are protected. Furthermore, such assessments and scenarios should also include a description of the
relationship between urban settlements, their surrounding areas and beyond,
including their related rural areas, an aspect that has been neglected and the study
of which remains disjointed, in general.
In spite of all of this, the Mexican Talanoa Dialogue convenes all parties to
avoid the “paralysis caused by the lack of analysis.” In other words, decision-making
should not be delayed because data or scenarios are not certain —for example, how
much will the level of the oceans rise and to what degree of certainty, as the key
information is that their level will rise, and it will require actions in accordance
with the information available—. Yet, in any case, it is desirable to strengthen the
link between research and action.
Specifically at a local level, even if scientific data is poor or relatively incorrect,
including climate change science in the imaginary of urban sustainable development and local and national policies is essential. This demand, with increasing
urgency, a strengthening of local development planning based on more solid
climate change science.

11

See <www3.inegi.org.mx/sistemas/sisept/Default.aspx?t=mdemo13&s=est&c=17503>.
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It should also be noted that climate change science not only means climate
science or just technical, meteorological, engineering and/or technological aspects.
It also includes complex and dynamic socioeconomic, political and cultural factors.
Many problems associated with the implementation of climate change policies,
whether transparency, corruption, ethics, building or supporting local capacity
and others, lie within the social sciences and the humanities. Therefore, providing
more support to such lines of research and incorporating scientists from those
fields is increasingly relevant, both at an international level (e.g., ipcc) and at the
national and local levels.
Additional challenges lie within the knowledge generation process in itself,
which is not restricted to academia. For example, there is a huge barrier dividing
the various actors involved in climate change efforts —academia, public and
private sectors, international organizations, NGOs and organized civil society—,
and also between them and other entities advancing sustainability and resilience
agendas. In addition to their internal differences, each group applies different
approaches, beliefs, languages and meanings, within diverse time frames and
with distinctive goals. Such mixture makes difficult, yet not impossible, the
dialogue, which in turn is essential for building consensus and design shared
action agendas. In practice, such atomization has led to fragmented, and delayed responses, which clearly fail to take advantage of potential synergies and
co-benefits, or even foster trade-offs and other unwanted effects, such as those
derived from maladaptation.12
In view of this, an integral approach to the local and regional effects of the
global environmental change and their possible solutions is necessary, that is, more
pragmatic knowledge that may allow us, among other things, to improve the design
of climate change action programs, but also that of other related common agendas
at a regional and local scale.
Reality, however, differs from the just said. Climate action plans and strategies
at a state and municipal level currently include recommendations that are not
based on prior studies or assessments. Accordingly, they frequently are not viable
or are hard to implement and monitor, at least as proposed. Even more, there is
Maladaptation refers to actions or processes that deepens the negative impacts of climate change
through the exacerbation of existing causes and the creation of new ones, leading to greater vulnerability scenarios or a decrease in wellbeing, either in the short or long term.
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a lack of awareness and exploitation of viable financing sources, but also of solid
processes promoting social participation beyond polls or other mechanisms of
passive participation. These documents, in addition, are only indicative and are
not linked to the General Climate Change Law or to any sectoral policies at their
different scales and implementing scopes. Hence, as they are more similar to
political statements, their design is not based on a serious analysis of the various
implications of implementing different climate policies, particularly to vulnerable
groups —not a negligible aspect for a country with an important share of informal
activities and poverty—. Hence, policies and actions based on the coproduction
of more robust and holistic knowledge, are identified by the Mexican Talanoa
Dialogue as a key aspect to strengthen the role that climate change action plans
and strategies, or other similar efforts, may play.
Opportunities lie in many areas. With regard to the private sector, although
it has useful information to coordinate actions within the local and national
climate agenda, many times that information is not shared for business reasons, because of intellectual property considerations, or owing to a simple lack
of communication. Finding avenues for dialogue and cooperation with the
private sector is one of the most relevant opportunities in this effort to build a
stronger climate governance in Mexico. Preparing voluntary emissions records
is an important step for the private sector, as it currently happens, but it is
undoubtedly only the tip of the iceberg of a wider approach that may include
novel mechanisms to promote a proactive participation in financing science,
technology and innovation.
With respect to academia, it is true that their usual timeframes are slower than
the pace at which decisions should be made. At the same time, knowledge generated
in academia is not always useful to make decisions “as it is”, meaning immediately
and directly, although in most cases it is essential to frame and analyse problems as
well as identify potential solutions. Suffice it to say that 30 years had to pass for the
current understanding of climate change to be consolidated as “politically useful
science.” Creatively opening spaces to generate from academia useful knowledge
for policy-making, in this case at the city level, without affecting the autonomy
of science, is another opportunity, and certainly a challenge, that can definitely
support the advancement of better assessing tools for guiding urban transformation
toward more inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable scenarios.
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Finally, it is recognized that many problems or challenges can be transformed
into opportunities for a better decision-making process. For example, the lack of
coordination and flow of information between the different levels of government,
the poor level of sustainable and climate-prepared planning, and issues such as
accountability and the advance of inclusive participatory processes.
Thus, it can be said that there is an important gap between the knowledge
(co)produced and how well it is used in the design, implementation and monitoring
of policies and actions of the government, but also of the private sector and even
within the “autonomous actions” emerging from grassroots movements. It seems
therefore fit to strengthen the country’s capacities but, above all, create avenues of
communication and better conditions to build consensus among actors and sectors
considering different time scales and spaces. There are also clear opportunities that
remain unexploited to create novel spaces allowing for continued assessments, but
also for the promotion and tracking of long-term projects dealing with climate
change and sustainability, in such a way that political and businesses timeframes
and dynamics can be transcended. It is in this sense that the development of
novel platforms of knowledge, at the national and regional levels, should thus be
considered (see below).
CLIMATE CHANGE LEGAL AND POLITICAL FRAMEWORK
AND THE NATIONAL URBAN AGENDA
Mexico has made efforts at a federal, state and municipal level, to create a political
and juridical framework that takes into consideration the impacts of climate change. Accordingly, a positive step for Mexico in 2012 was the approval of a climate
change law (the already mentioned General Climate Change Law), as well as the
implementation of programs that can have continuity in the face of changes in
government administrations, such as the 2014-2020 Climate Action Program for
Mexico City and its corresponding strategy.13
See <www.gob.mx/cms/uploads/attachment/file/164914/PACCM-2014-2020completo.pdf>. For a
critical assessment of the scope and limitations of the Plan and Strategy, read: Fernando Aragon-Durand and Gian Carlo Delgado-Ramos, “Mexico: Bringing Together Development and Climate Change
Adaptation and Mitigation Agendas”, in Sheridan Bartlett and David Satterthwaite, Cities on a Finite
Planet. Transformative Responses to Climate Change, Routledge, New York, USA, 2016: 149-168.

13
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Although some steps have been made, important institutional flaws remain
and prevent the smooth implementation and enforcement of environmental laws
and regulations, particularly at a local level. One of such flaws is the lack of connection between the national agenda and financing, because climate change is still
deemed a separate matter or dependent on the development agenda —which, in
periods of crisis, means that economic growth takes priority to the detriment of
sustainability—. A second flaw refers to the division between local and national
issues, evident in the conflict between national and sub-national goals, but also in
the lack of, or weak connection between strategies and resources. A third flaw has
to do with how heterogeneous the Mexican territory is, which makes designing one
single action agenda very difficult. A fourth flaw concerns diversity and inequality
of local capacities, which may even differ from one municipality to the other within
the same state. Finally, it must be pointed out the lack of local information and
the limited or absent connection between the federal government action planning
and the information provided to municipalities; in other words, impact actions
are commonly not in line.
Among the main challenges for implementing environmental policies and rules,
including those for coping with climate change, is the advancement of meaningful
mechanisms to evaluate and monitor such policies. This means, mechanisms that
allow to define, thru some type of social consensus, what is to be measure, when,
how and by whom, but also mechanisms sensitive and innovative enough to evaluate not only technical but also social progress. In such a context, besides global
and regional models (not just of biophysical nature), better local models should
be generated for supporting informed local decision-making for climate change
adaptation and mitigation.
Although it is acknowledged that in some areas there is enough information in
possession of administrative entities, it is also true that data is not always analysed,
or worst, is not available or accessible to other governmental entities, nor to say
the general public. In that setting, some local authorities have developed their own
climate change plans, but such efforts have not been necessarily translated into a
better environmental management or in actions in the territory. This is generally
owing to the multiple responsibilities that municipalities have in a context of limited
capacities, including financial ones, but also to the short administrative periods
of local governments (a three-year term, with the possibility, in certain states, of
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a second period). It should also be noted that there is not enough cooperation
between municipalities to confront a problem that in fact goes beyond political
boundaries —a case in point is the Metropolitan Area of Mexico City—. There
is also, on one hand, little or poor coordination between government entities
—in Mexico City, environmental and urban matters are dealt with by different
Ministries—, and on the other, difficulties to build and preserve, if applicable,
local capacities, both, within government structures and beyond. Furthermore,
no efforts have been identified to solve problems in large cities from a regional
and integrated viewpoint, meaning, for example, the simultaneous action to cope
with challenges posed by mobility, freight transportation, ghg and air pollutant
emissions, environmental contingencies, health care, and risk management of
extreme events under climate change.

WHERE DO WE WANT TO GO?

The answer to this question is, of course, reflexive as it depends on the ontological
and epistemological position chosen as a starting point. Even so, it may be argued
that, in general terms, the answer would be a scenario where a sustainable, quality
and resilient lifestyle is possible, and where increasingly fair and inclusive conditions may be enjoyed. To expand on this latter item, we may generally refer to a
scenario with more equality, where people can enjoy the same opportunities and,
consequently, where the inequality gap is maximally reduced, not only between
the Global North and the Global South, but within our own society, both at a
national and at a local level. In turn, a quality lifestyle, or a good quality of life,
could be seen as a life that takes into account its sustainable material dimension,
but seeks to transcends it by enabling the conditions for the human capacities
to flourish.
In order to achieve this, it is worth exploring, among other things, the overlapping opportunities in various international, national and local agendas, such as the
Paris Agreement, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the New UN-
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Habitat Agenda, the 2015-2030 Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction,
the National Climate Change Strategy, the National Strategy for Biodiversity of
Mexico, the National Air Quality Strategy, multiple state and local climate action
plans, urban resilience plans, among other initiatives and agendas, including autonomous actions or proposals by the social base.
Specifically, with regard to climate policy, the goal is to develop strong and
efficient adaptation and mitigation measures, flexible and complementary enough
to be adapted to different local, regional and national realities, with transparency
and accountability.
It is therefore necessary to achieve some progress in the goals set up to now, as
our commitments are mainly based on taking advantage of the easiest actions and
opportunities, with verifiable results in the short term and making the most political
impact. The biggest challenge, then, is to face future impacts from a perspective as
described above and within a context of exhaustion of such opportunities, which
are in turn the result of bigger pressures owing to built environment expansion,
limited access to financing, growing populations, intensified consumption patterns
—particularly in certain segments of the population—, the resulting loss of crucial
ecosystem services and worsening of climate change effects.
From that perspective, Mexican cities will need to reduce their environmental impact and ghg and other pollutant emissions, minimize their present
and future vulnerabilities, and improve the quality of life of their inhabitants
in a framework of increased justice and equity, always considering the cultural
diversity of Mexico.
Therefore, it is necessary to clearly establish links between climate actions and
public policies, including urban development and the expectations around it. In
order to move forward a genuine, inclusive and robust urban governance, the participation and active involvement of the various social actors is central, promoting
all capacities and reducing prevailing asymmetries. Also, it is important, of course,
to incorporate this discussion into the political agenda within the national reality,
and in local governance, realities and dynamics.
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HOW DO WE GET THERE?

Based on the previous analysis, the following 5 key aspects and 28 specific actions
are proposed to build the future we want in terms of climate change urban adaptation and mitigation.
I. INCORPORATE THE ISSUE OF INFORMALITY
INTO PUBLIC POLICIES
Informality is a key issue in climate change adaptation. Depending on the context,
adaptation can be a source of vulnerability or an opportunity for urban resilience.
For example, informal urban settlements display a relative social cohesion that
is key for reducing their vulnerability. However, that cohesion -and, in a wider
context, informal relations and the so-called community’s social capital- is under
threat owing to the neoliberal structures promoting short-term economic benefits
instead of intangible benefits, such as those that conform the alleged social capital.14
In order to strengthen social cohesion, it is then crucial to encourage bottom-up
social participation.
Furthermore, informality is relevant to adaptation because, in many cases,
informal settlements are located in risk zones requiring special attention. Hence,
while we acknowledge that land in risk zones is used for residential purposes
because of a lack of affordable housing, we suggest that a long-term solution will
need to guarantee access to affordable housing to all inhabitants, in safe areas, with
adequate urban services provision, and avoiding any loss of natural, historical and
cultural heritage. For such purpose, it is crucial to recognize the right to the city
and propose far-reaching policies, such as establishing land reserves outside of the

As Durston describes it, “…the social capital means a set of norms, institutions and organizations
that promote trust and cooperation among persons in communities and also in wider society […]
Community social capital is a particular form of social capital which comprises the informal content
of institutions that aim to contribute to the common good” (Durston, John. “Building community
social capital”. CEPAL Review. No. 69: 103-118. On line: https://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/
handle/11362/10700/1/69103118I_en.pdf )

14
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market —free of real estate speculation—, in order to actually enable a well-ordered
renewal and expansion of the built environment.
II. WORK TOWARDS INTEGRAL
LONG-TERM PLANNING
In order to transcend short-term planning and sectorial management visions or
silos, which have not been able to solve the main environmental and climate-related
problems in cities, it is vital to create mechanisms that favour all-encompassing and
holistic approaches to the production of urban space; being the so-called “urban
nexus” approach one example, among others.
In such multidimensional and holistic urban planning approaches, which are
expected to take advantage of synergies and co-benefits while reducing potential
trade-offs, four general characteristics have been identified as priorities:
a) Transverse: linking diverse production sectors, levels of government, and
social actors.
b) Multi-scalar: allowing adaptation to specific circumstances, national, state
and local, in the short, medium and long terms.
c) Participatory: bringing together the imaginaries, expertise and knowledge
of the various sectors of the population.
d) Reliable and transparent: enabling transparent assessment(s) and measurement(s)
of the efficacy of policies.
III. SEEK CONSENSUS BY BUILDING BRIDGES BETWEEN
THE VARIOUS ACTORS INVOLVED IN DECISIONMAKING AND IMPROVED GOVERNANCE
Climate change adaptation will not be fully achieved unless certain degree of
consensus is reached thru social participation. However, the definition of such
participation is not fixed, so it is open to debate, owing to the various shapes it
adopts as a reflection of Mexico’s sociocultural diversity. In any case, in the task
of building bridges and reaching a consensus, four large groups of actors with
distinctive knowledge, language, practices and interests can be identified: the private sector or practitioners, academia, the public sector or policy-makers, and the
organized civil society. It should be noted that the latter is very relevant because
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it is usually formed by actors whose opinions tend to have less influence on the
decision-making process.
Based on this, it is thus desirable to reach a balance between empowerment
and respect for local capacities. On the one hand, to empower social groups who
lack the competences or conditions to be involved in decision-making and action
implementation, at least not to the same extent as other actors. And, on the other,
to take advantage of all existing capacities for improving climate change adaptation
-and mitigation- by recognizing the value of horizontal networks and their situated
knowledge, that is, citizens from different places and backgrounds, sharing good
practices and success stories.
In this context, it is worth pointing out that promoting citizen participation
does not mean allowing the government to play a less important role in climate
change adaptation and mitigation. Citizens are not the sole parties responsible
for identifying actions to cope with climate change, on the contrary, the State,
in its multiple levels of government, plays a key role in planning, managing and
investing for the development and renewal of the built environment, including
urban infrastructure.
IV. FOSTERING FROM WITHIN ACADEMIA THE
DIALOGUE WITH POLICY-MAKERS, PRACTITIONERS
AND THE SOCIETY FOR THE ADVANCEMENT
OF WELL-INFORMED SOLUTIONS
Despite the mounting advancement of scientific assessments, it is noticeable
that their political impact tends to be negligible when they do not translate into
consensus-building and concrete decision-making. In addition, it is true that they
can become outdated due to the rapidly changing urban reality. Therefore, although
such academic efforts are very valuable in terms of production of knowledge15, proposing assessments that may help identify opportunities, trade-offs and alternatives
while stimulating both, an inclusive dialogue and means for various practices and
communities to communicate, is becoming, without doubt, increasingly important.
By no means this implies that producing knowledge is free of challenges, for example, to move
toward more interdisciplinary and systemic approaches. In this regard, see: Delgado Ramos, Gian
Carlo. “Complejidad e interdisciplina en las nuevas perspectivas socioecológicas”. Letras Verdes.
Revista Latinoamericana de Estudios Socioambientales. No. 17: 108-130..

15
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It should be as well underscored that academia should not only provide “technical solutions”, but also take into consideration political, economic and sociocultural relationships which, in fact and to a great extent, determine urban realities,
their implications and challenges. Within a context as diverse as the Mexican reality,
reviewing the nature of spaces where decision-making takes place —and thus, where
the real structures of power reside— is an important aspect where academia can
contribute to strengthen governance. For example, by visualizing who gains and
benefits and who pays and suffers the current state of urban development, and
consequently, by deliberating and even redefining, if that is the case, who decides
the production of urban space, from which conceptions and timescales, and at
what costs or in exchange for what. Accordingly, in addition to natural and exact
sciences, engineering, and technological progress, research on social sciences and
the humanities should be further promoted, on one hand, to improve actions to
cope with climate change and, on the other, to inspire social innovation for the
development of novel organizational structures for action implementation.
V. PROMOTE THE USE OF LOCAL KNOWLEDGE
In any effort to build a robust and resilient climate agenda is desirable to include
mechanisms that promote the use of local knowledge and prevent the loss of
wisdom and ancestral practices applied to the management of ecosystems and, in
effect, land management. To achieve this, citizens must be seen as allies in climate
change adaptation and mitigation efforts, including those in cities. This means
that knowledge and practice systems should be respected, and social cohesion and
grassroots democracy fostered, which in turn require dialogue between stakeholders, the establishment of common goals toward adaptation, and the solution of
existing and potential environmental conflicts. From this perspective, and taking
into consideration that the environmental benefits and costs of human action in
different territories may be perceived differently at different levels —a benefit at
a regional level may represent an environmental cost at a local level, or vice versa—, the main challenge, first, is to reveal such costs and benefits; and second,
to identify the most convenient pathway to achieve environmental and climate
justice, both within and beyond cities, whether through changes in urban planning,
design or management; by consolidating prevention with resilience; and/or thru
compensating damages.

37

mexican talanoa dialogue
https://doi.org/10.22201/ceiich.9786073013789e.2018

In addition to the five key aspects outlined, 28 actions have been identified in
connection with: local-global relations and the interrelation between the climate,
sustainability and resilience agendas; urban adaptation and mitigation; finance;
inequality, justice and human safety; and the co-production of knowledge and
social participation for action implementation, evaluation and monitoring.
Local-global relations and the interrelation between the climate,
sustainability and resilience agendas:
1. Achieving a better balance and integration between adaptation and mitigation strategies, and between them and desirable actions to meet commitments adopted within the framework of the Paris Agreement, the Sendai
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, the New UN-Habitat Agenda or
the National Strategy for Biodiversity.
2. Translate the findings of the climate change related science at a national
and sub-national level.
3. Encourage climate change science focused on interdisciplinary and systemic
approaches to improving mitigation and adaptation actions in cities, handin-hand with local capacity building.
4. Favour more awareness of the territory and, as a result, of the importance
of integral and multi-scale planning; this entails incorporating ecosystemic
services valuation, as well as sociocultural diversity and complexity, to urban
management and planning.
Urban adaptation:
5. Understand the social construction of disaster risk and set integral management strategies that comprise an analysis of root causes, vulnerability
reduction, capacity building, and the adequate configuration of Early Warning Systems, including the mechanisms to secure their funding. Favour
ecosystem-based adaptation, which requires a change of paradigm in the
understanding and management of urban space, initially by visualizing it
as a socio-ecological system.
6. Encourage more efforts to overcome the usual fragmentation in land use
planning in Mexico and, thus, incorporate ecological planning as a part of
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urban planning. As a consequence, urban and ecological planning could
be strengthened as a unity, which in turn could allow to take advantage of
co-benefits derived from ecosystem based adaptation or the incorporation
of urban green and blue infrastructure, both advantageous for improving
air quality and promoting a culture of environmental awareness.
Urban mitigation:
7. Boost energy transition as a starting point to achieve energy security, by: (I)
diversifying energy sources —with an emphasis on those with lower socioecological impacts—; (II) adjusting the budget allocated to hydrocarbons to
transfer such resources to research and development on renewable energies;
(III) exploring the viability of decentralized production energy systems; (IV)
improving energy efficiency; (V) ending wasteful consumption patterns;
and (VI) orienting urban transportation toward low-carbon mobility configurations (see item 10). At the city level, the just said can be articulated
into master plans for energy transition and self-sufficiency, whose baseline
and targets derive from local metabolic or energy (and material) profiles
and forecasts.
8. Acknowledge how important minimum population density is to make
better use of land in cities and, as a result, of many related resources, such
as infrastructure, mobility, public spaces, equipment, green areas, and
others. This requires an analysis that considers urban density not only as a
quantitative phenomenon dealing with inhabitants per hectare and possible
degrees of efficiency —not every densification effort is desirable, so this
has to be assessed case by case—, but also that understands it as a cultural
phenomenon associated with the historical growth of each city and the way
its inhabitants have traditionally used the land.
9. Having a deeper understanding of the economic phenomenon of urban
space production because, for densification to be effectively implemented
(see item 8), regulating land cost is indispensable and, therefore, implementing laws, plans and programs that allow both, define its value, and
identify land reserves. As this goes beyond the role of urban planning
specialists, new approaches to study this phenomenon are essential, and
also to have participatory public policies where cities are viewed as spaces
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for opportunity and for the social construction of the basis for advancing
the good life of all.
10. Redefine the paradigm of mobility to make the later efficient, with
low emissions, accessible, affordable and safe, but also for moving away
from the private car paradigm and, instead, promoting motorized and
non-motorized public mobility hand-in-hand with improvements in
inter-modality and novel proposals for reshaping the urban tissue and
landscape, modify street designs, favour mixed land uses, and bring closer
points of departure and destination as part of the efforts to move towards
polycentric cities.
11. Promote sustainable architecture and bioclimatic design to incorporate
low-carbon buildings as an outcome of promoting neighbourhood-level
projects for social coexistence that result from socially constructed
efforts.
12.Encourage actions aimed at reducing emissions of short-lived pollutants
such as black carbon, and to reduce the urban heat island effect.
Financing:
13.Diversify financing, including assessing opportunities to access international
financing or of other kind. This involves identifying and, if applicable, clarifying the conditions to access such resources, and ensuring that investment
goes to the right places and is able to produce multiplying benefits.
14. Explore opportunities to generate resources at a local level, where opportunities to capture value are developed in connection with improvements
to infrastructure and urban equipment, as well as to urban development
as long as it pursues more sustainable, resilient and inclusive solutions.
15.Establish different fiscal incentives, according to the climate goals set, and
create green or climate funds at different levels of government.
16.Design climate budgets parallel to conventional budget planning - where
each government agency reports their spending and goals in terms of climate
change adaptation and mitigation action-.
17.Explore the feasibility of participatory budgets without making them subject
to political interests.
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8. Adjust the regulatory framework to label the allocation of resources saved
by efficiency or return projects.
Inequality, justice and human safety:
19.Implement differentiated policies to reduce the various inequalities found
in cities, for example, through novel mechanisms for social inclusion, participation and development.
20.Advance the environmental justice agenda, fully respecting human rights
and nature.
21.Incorporate a gender perspective into the design, execution, implementation
and monitoring of public policies and actions to cope with climate change,
fostering sustainability and building resilience in cities.
22.Reduce human insecurity in cities and building trust, inclusion and genuine
citizen participation.
Co-production of knowledge and social participation for action
implementation, evaluation and monitoring:
23.Create procedure manuals, prevention protocols and climate adaptation and
mitigation guidelines in addition to efforts for “shielding” climate policies
and actions from expected and unexpected changes in administration.
24.Promote combined actions from all levels of government to coordinate
metropolitan policy and action planning and execution, which involves
building understanding and metropolitan cooperation instances legally
established and not dependent on changing political will.
25.Support the transfer of experiences, practices and knowledge from localto-local, strengthening the typically weak translation of the existing
regulatory framework into concrete actions at a local level —which may
help in local-local transfer at a national level and between places with
similar realities (say South-South transfer at a local level), seeking to solve
the tendency to implement well-intended but sometimes little successful
measures because they are derived from different realities (such as those
of the Global North)—.
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26.Define meaningful metrics, both quantitative and qualitative, enabling an
integral evaluation of the progress and scope of implemented programs, as
well as their monitoring, reporting, and verification.
27.Build within academia open-access knowledge platforms at a regional/national level, in cooperation with key actors, and at the same time, promote
education and dissemination programs designed from children up to older
adults.
28.Foster awareness, social participation and solidarity; build better capacities;
enable empowered local actors; and seek to transcend unsustainable practices or cultural imaginaries which, in fact, favour inequality —for example,
a car culture—. In this sense, a diagnosis of existing capacities and best
pedagogical and communication mechanisms seem to be necessary.
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FINAL REMARKS

It is true that climate change has been a constant and important topic in Mexico.
Various goals have been set at the start of each administration; however, whether
they are achieved partially or not at all, they have been changed time and again
—for example, the emissions peak was set for 2018, and has now been moved
to 2026—. Unfortunately, there is no longer time to postpone commitments. A
coordinated strategy to fight this problematic at their root must be consolidated
in a way that it can survive administration changes without leaving just in the
government hands the task of fighting climate change and, even more, the global
environmental change.
In Mexico, a big participatory assessment, prepared by academia, decisionmakers, practitioners and the general society, is becoming increasingly urgent as
the co-production of knowledge is desirable as a basis for making decisions but
also to enable the design of different mechanisms to work together, certainly acknowledging the differentiated capacities and impact spaces of the diversity of actors
involved. This is relevant because even perfectly designed measures will hardly
have an important effect in the medium and long term unless most social actors
appropriate them —this means that such measures must be attractive, inclusive,
desirable and feasible—.
Furthermore, given that reality continues to surpass anything written on
paper, our country faces the challenge of deciding how to build a common action
agenda facing a changing and spatially diverse reality. In this sense, governance
becomes relevant in order to better identify priorities, strategies, interests and power
structures, as well as the costs and benefits associated to the actual construction
of desirable scenarios, that is, what is important in terms of quality of life and
preservation of the natural environment at risk.
In this sense, the Mexican Talanoa Dialogue identified the dominant discourse
in Mexican politics as a problem because it fails to consider the link between climate
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change, the economic model and the notion of development. Issues such as poverty,
inequality, pollution and inefficient use of natural resources share a common root,
so they are better tackled through shared actions. In spite of this, there are evident
contradictions between the climate change agenda and the neoliberal approach,
resulting in contrasting policies and sometimes contradictory results. For example,
in terms of concessions for mining activities or the privatization of water, policies
weaken climate change mitigation and adaptation actions, creating conflicts.16
In view of this, climate change should be incorporated into the general development agenda, and not be only dealt with by one government body in charge
of environmental matters. Further, given the role that neoliberal structures play
in our society and economy —currently the main driver of climate change—, the
increasingly disputed development agenda should be adjusted, and the definition of
terms such as sustainability and resilience redefined. This is in response to questions
around the main role played by neoliberal economies in defining our world, our
conceptualization of climate change and its possible solutions.
Thus, as part of the Mexican Talanoa Dialogue, it has been proposed that a
debate should be opened up to discuss the values we want to use as a society to
conceptualize, design and evaluate the performance of public climate change
adaptation and mitigation policies, beyond approaches that limit the topic to
economic matters. Values such as equality, justice, ethics, citizen participation,
solidarity, accountability, human rights, and the protection of the environment
could then become parameters against which we could assess the performance
of public policies or the objectives of long-term adaptation and mitigation strategies. This could not only contribute to the identification of potential co-benefits
associated with adaptation and mitigation actions, but also provide a pathway to
move towards a more inclusive and fair society living in harmony with nature.
Accordingly, given that the climate agenda is an intrinsic part of the development agenda, it is evident that the imaginaries of desirable scenarios fall inevitably
in the sphere of politics, and thus defined by governance, as it categorizes what
is important and which are the desirable elements, actors, agendas, activities,
strategies and processes.

16 See, for example <www.geocomunes.org>, <ejatlas.org>, <www.ocmal.org>, <www.remamx.
org>, among other sources.
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Governance, independently on how it takes shape, permanently builds and
reconstructs the development imaginary and its purposes and, consequently, the
social contract governing sustainability, resilience, inclusion and social justice. Thus,
a good or robust governance may enable a vigorous and desirable urban transition.
A robust governance certainly involves citizen participation, that is, of the
concrete actors conforming and living the urban space. It comprises the creation
of organizations and networks of different actors which enable changes in the
asymmetrical correlation of forces. It also depends on the degree of social awareness
and existing capacities to co-produce knowledge and reach consensus as well as
on the sense of belonging and cultural identity; among other things that in fact
influence how concrete actions are implemented successfully, including the degree
to which they are socially appropriated.
This is a challenge in form, but also in essence, to address the noticeable inequalities in our country, ranging from economic inequalities and in the access to
services or to guarantee individual and collective rights, to inequalities by reason
of gender, disabilities or all kinds of racisms. Therefore, the climate crisis, as well as
the environmental crisis, offers indeed an opportunity to change our development
imaginaries, to think about what we have done right and wrong, and to figure out
how to move on to other modalities, even modes of urban development.
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Acronyms

afolu
bau
ceiich

Agriculture, Forestry and Other Land Use associated emissions
Business as usual
Center for Interdisciplinary Research in the Sciences and
Humanities
CO2
Carbon Dioxide
CO2e
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
cop
Conference of the Parties of the unfccc
ghg
Greenhouse Gases
Gt
Gigatons
iclei
International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives
idb
Inter-American Development Bank
inecc
National Institute of Ecology and Climate Change
ipcc
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
lulucf
Land use, land-use change, and forestry
Mt
Millions of tons
ndc
Nationally Determined Contributions
ngo
Non-Governmental Organizations
sdg
Sustainable Development Goals
semarnat Secretariat of Environment and Natural Resources
un
United Nations
unam
National Autonomous University of Mexico
unep
United Nations Environment Programme
unfccc UN Framework Convention on Climate Change
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