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Abstract 
Mexican cities present today a very high level of socio-economic inequality, translated in an acute 
phenomenon of spatial segregation. The most apparent symbol of the ever-increasing gap of 
wealth, power and status is the eruption of gated communities in all cities, that often come as a 
reaction to the feeling of threat and vulnerability emanating from violence, and usually associated 
to informal settlements.  
 
In the Mexican city system, most sectors of the population tend to barricade themselves from the 
rest of the city, spreading the construction of walls that cut off communities. These walls create 
sharp borders, signalling the inside from the outside of a community, and, as the urban sprawl 
increased exponentially in the last few decades, opposing neighborhoods with different ideas of 
community and livelihood tend to confront each other, separated only by a fence. 
 
This thesis has for aim to study and understand the reasons behind the current situation of cities 
in Mexico, anchored in the historical, cultural, political and economical scenes at a national level, 
and then at the level of the northern industrial city of Monterrey, which constitutes the case study. 
 
From there, a site of interest, La Loma Larga, serves as an example of confrontation between 
wealthy neighborhoods and impoverished area. As that specific site hasn’t been completely 
urbanized nor fenced yet, this thesis explains the reasons behind it, and lastly propose a solution 
to urbanize it in order to alleviate the most extreme symptoms of urban segregation. 
 
Keywords  inequality, spatial, segregation, Mexico, Monterrey, urban, parametrics, informal set-
tlements, gated community 
 



6

List of contents
Introduction 8

I. Inequality in Mexico 12
A. A retrospective of socio-economic inequality 14
B. The repercussions of inequality on Mexico’s city-system 17
C. Inequality and residential segregation 24
D. On Gated communities & Informal Settlements 31

1. Informal settlements 32
2. Gated communities 36

II. The case of Monterrey 46
A. Nuevo León 46
B. The Metropolitan Area of Monterrey 48
C. Economic relevance of the Metropolitan Area 54
D. Development, growth and socio-economic segregation 59

1. Colonial times and Independence (1596-1880) 60
2. Porfiriato and the Mexican Revolution (1880s-1940s) 66
3. Mexican Miracle (1940s-1970s) 73
4. A globalized system (1980s-) 83
5. Monterrey today 89

III. Site Analysis 96
A. Historical formation 98

1. Independencia 98
2. Valle Oriente 102

B. Physical analysis 108
1. Street patterns 110
2. Building typologies 114
3. Land tenure 120
4. Green areas and public space 121
5. Urban mobility 126

List of contents



7

C. Social analysis 128
1. Demographics 128
2. Economic activities 130
3. Social Issues 132

D. Relevance of the site 136
1. Second tunnel Loma Larga 138
2. Interconexión Macroplaza - Valle Oriente 140
3. Memorial de Misericordia 142
4. Del Valle City 143

E. The case at hand 144
1. Approach to economic inequality and how to solve it 146
2. Politics and the role of the architect 148
3. Future trends on the site 150

IV. Proposed Design 154
A. Considerations 155
B. Urban Plan 156

1. Addressing Independencia 158
2. Envisioning Loma Larga 163

C. Urban Design 170
1. Concept 172
2. Formalization through parametrics 177
3. Urban Ecotone 186
4. Further steps 194

Conclusion 198

Bibliography 202

Figures list 210

Acknowledgements 216



Throughout its history, Mexican society 
has always lived with inequality, being that 
institutional, cultural, racial or financial. No 
other attribute from those just mentioned, 
has been as commonly accepted to determine 
one’s place in the city than socio-economic 
status. Cities have always organized themselves 
according to the level of wealth and power of its 
citizens; creating areas of relative homogeneity. 
However, in recent decades, the gap between 
those at the top of the socio-economic 
ladder and those at the bottom has increased 
exponentially, exacerbating the apparent 
differences in the livelihoods of people. These 
differences have also revealed crudely, in recent 
years, the limits between the diametrically 
opposing residential zones within cities. 

The fear and the unknown of the other has 
made these edges places of high tension, which 
has led to insecurity, violence and other social 
ills. One extreme reaction to this has been the 
erections of gates and walls; an option that day 
by day more communities have been choosing. 
While this phenomenon can be found in various 
contexts globally, Mexico is a strong example 
of it. Its urban fabric has undergone intense 
changes within the past 30 years, especially 
in rich industrial cities, such as Mexico City, 
Guadalajara or Monterrey.

The northern city of Monterrey could be 
described as a case study example of the 

aforementioned dynamics. In no other place 
is this situation so vivid as in between its poor 
neighborhood of Independencia and its rich 
suburb of San Pedro Garza García. Separated 
by a geological formation called Loma Larga, 
they developed independently from each other 
for 150 years. However, as the buffer zone 
between them has been receding, the situation 
has become dire due to the imminent clash 
between formal and informal communities. 
Since the confrontation already began, one could 
ask oneself what are the roots of it, why it is 
unveiling right now, and what could be done to 
alleviate it. 

As “The United Nations projects that by 2050 
almost 70% of the world’s population will live 
in urban areas”  (Aas Ahnfelt. et al, 2016, p. 
8) one could argue that social tensions will 
keep on increasing. This work aims to identify 
the causes and consequences of these urban 
confrontations, especially in the Mexican case 
and more precisely in the city of Monterrey, 
as well as propose a possible iteration of 
a scenario capable of reducing the most 
extreme manifestations of them. This thesis 
will argument the case that these issues are 
deeply rooted into historical multi-factorial 
processes sedimented over time. Moreover, 
it will also argue that possible solutions lie in 
the deep study, analysis and exploitation of 
contextualized input.

8

Introduction



A thorough study of the national context, 
followed by an exploration of the case of 
Monterrey will look in detail into political, 
economical and societal factors that influenced 
the contemporary composition of urbanized 
areas. A careful examination of the previously 
defined site of interest within Monterrey’s 
urban area, will look at its characteristics in 
order to lastly propose a specific urban strategy.

9

Fig. 01 Site of study, at the border between the northern city of Monterrey and San Pedro Garza García 
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“… México como un país-surrealista, es 
decir, como un país-collage, un inmenso 
ready-made, donde todo es ruina y todo 
es monumento; en fin, la idea de México 
como una tierra de nadie... " 

"... Mexico as a surrealist country, that is, as 
a collage-country, an immense ready-made, 
where everything is ruin and everything is a 
monument; in short, the idea of   Mexico as a 
no-man's-land ... "

Castañón, A. (2009) 
América Sintaxis

11

Chapter I.



The United States of Mexico is a rich and 
complex country that encompasses a cacophony 
of climates, ethnicities and cultures. Located on 
the North American continent, it shares borders 
with three nations, the United States of America 
at the north, and Guatemala and Belize at the 
south. With a population surpassing 123 million 
people in 2017 (INEGI, 2017), Mexico currently 
ranks as the 12th largest economy in the world in 
terms of its GDP, and the 2nd in Latin America, 
just behind Brazil. (CIA, 2017)

However, the economic output of the country 
has become extremely skewed amongst its 
population. According to the latest report 
released in 2015 by the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), Mexico tops the chart as the most 
unequal country within the 35 member nations, 
displaying a Gini coefficient1  of 0.459 in 2014. 

This, talks about a disparity level in which the 
incomes of the richest are more than 25 times 
those of the poorest, a hard contrast with the 
10 to 1 average ratio of the rest of the OECD 
member states. This figure increases even more 
if the scope is narrowed down to analyse only 
the top 1% of the population, in which case, 
their annual average income would be equivalent 

to 47 times that of the poorest 10% (del Castillo 

Negrete Rovira 2012). 

Mexico’s economic situation has resulted in a 
staggering rate of 43.6% of the total population 
living in poverty, according to the latest 
report by the Mexican Secretary for Social 
Development (SEDESOL CONEVAL, 2016a, n.d.).

However, in order to understand the peculiarity 
of inequality within the Mexican context, figures 
and graphs are not enough, and one must look 
back into to the country’s past.

12

I. Inequality in  

Mexico

Fig. 02 Mexico within North America

Mexico City

United States

Canada

Pacific Ocean

Gulf of Mexico

Guatemala

Belize

1.      The Gini coefficient is a statistical measure of distribution of wealth developed in 1912 by the Italian statistician Corrado Gini. It is often used in the 
analysis of economic inequality, measuring income or wealth distribution among a certain population. “The coefficient ranges from 0 (or 0%) to 1 (or 100%), 
with 0 representing perfect equality and 1 representing perfect inequality.” (Investopedia.com, 2018) 



13

Acapulco

Celaya

Ciudad Obregon

Ciudad Mante

Delicias

Ensenada

Gomez Palacio

Irapuato
Leon

Los Mochis

Manzanillo

Matamoros

Monclova

Poza Rica

Reynosa

Tampico

Tapachula

Tijuana

Torreon

Veracruz

Guaymas

Nuevo Laredo

Ciudad
JuarezHeroica

NogalesSan Quintin

Santa
Rosalia

Rosarito

Hidalgo
del Parral

Loreto

Mazatlan

CancunProgreso
Ciudad Madero

Puerto Vallarta

Zamora Tulancingo
Texcoco

Coatzacoalcos

San Cristobal
de Las Casas

Minatitlan

Cordoba
Orizaba

Lazaro
Cardenas

Salina Cruz

Ciudad del
Carmen

Mexicali

Hermosillo

Chihuahua

Monterrey
Saltillo

La Paz
Culiacan

Durango
Ciudad
Victoria

Merida

San Luis
Potosi

Guanajuato

Zacatecas

Aguascalientes
Tepic

Guadalajara

Colima Morelia
Toluca

Cuernavaca

Queretaro
Pachuca

Puebla

Jalapa
Tlaxcala

Campeche

Chetumal

Villahermosa

Tuxtla
GutierrezOaxaca

Chilpancingo

Mexico

Fig. 03 Mexico and its cities system

100

Fig. 04 Mexico compared to other countries (World Bank, 2017) 

Population GDP per capita (constant 2011 USD) Gini coefficient

Mexico

United States

Canada

Brazil

Finland

European Union

5,511,300

512,461,290

209,288,280

36,708,080

325,719,180

129,163,280

47,057.6 $

36,604.8 $

10,889.0 $

51,315.9 $

53,128.5 $

9,942.9 $

0,415

0,434

0,34

0,513

0,268

0,306



It has been suggested by many that inequality in 
Mexico has historical roots, having constituted 
a characteristic of its society since pre-Hispanic 
times and preserved throughout the colonial 
period until now. Perhaps no one has expressed 
this phenomenon as clearly as Alexander Von 
Humboldt, a Prussian polymath and explorer 
who, in the year 1811, wrote about his visit to 
the kingdom of New Spain.

Mexico is the country of inequality. 
Nowhere does there exist such a 
fearful difference in the distribution 
of fortune, civilization, cultivation of 
the soil, and population. …The capital 
and several other cities have scientific 
establishments, which will bear a 
comparison with those of Europe. The 
architecture of the public and private 
edifices, the elegance of the furniture, 
the equipages, the luxury and dress 
of the women, the tone of society, all 
announce a refinement to which the 
nakedness, ignorance, and vulgarity of 
the lower people form the most striking 
contrast. This immense inequality of 
fortune does not only exist among the 
cast of whites (Europeans or Creoles), it 
is even discoverable among the Indians. 
(Humboldt, A. De. 1811: pp. 184 - 185)

Likewise, the writer Augusto Monterroso 
once wrote, “the unique, truly hyper-real 

characteristic of Mexico is its social inequality; 
the misery that marks the everyday life of the 
immense majority of Mexicans.” (Monterroso, 

A., 2003 p.60) Inequality has been a recurrent 
phenomenon in Mexico, even at times of 
macroeconomic prosperity. 

To exemplify the latter, one can look back at the 
presidency of Porfirio Diaz2 , which took place 
from 1876 to 1910 and which represents one 

14

A. A retrospective of socio-economic 
inequality

Fig. 05 Caste system of colonial Mexico based on race

2.      Porfirio Diaz was a Mexican president that ruled the country in seven occasions. Diaz governed Mexico as an acting president from 1876 to 1880 and 
then again from 1880 to 1884. He returned to power as a rightfully elected leader in the following term of 1884 and maintained himself in office until his 
fall in 1911 at the beginning of the Mexican revolution. He has been identified as the main motive behind the armed revolt, and as such, has been branded 
as a repressive dictator in post-revolutionary literature. (Encyclopedia.com, 2019) 
3.      The term Porfiriato is used to refer to the period of Porfirio Diaz’s presidency that spanned from 1884 to 1911. His government has come to symbolize 
“the dominance of a single, strong figure, political order and stability, centralized authority, a period during which Mexico achieved considerable (but badly 



of the strongest periods of expansion for the 
Mexican economy. During that period of time, 
the country industrialized rapidly thanks to a 
major infrastructure program and a series of 
incentives that promoted private investment 
into the newly established industries. It has 
been estimated that the cumulative growth 
experienced solely during the decade from 1900 
to 1910, amounted to an astonishing 23%, a 
prosperity level that would only show once more 
half a century later. 

However, even during these apparent buoyant 
times, real wages for the majority of the 
population declined and “one can only assume 
that the bulk of the progress flowed to the 
recipients of property income,” (Salvucci, 2018) 
that, at the times of the Porfiriato3,  were 
concentrated in the hands of a few prominent 
families and foreign investors. Although 
inequality has been present through most 

of the country’s history, the government did 
little in terms of sound policies and measures 
aimed at combating it. This was in part, due 
to the common belief that inequality was an 
unavoidable by-product of early developmental 
stages of countries prior their industrialization, 
as it was later theorized by the American 
economist Simon Kuznets4  during the 1950s. 
(Krozer and Moreno-Brid, 2015, p 4) However, Kuznets 
argued that the rise in inequality would come to 
an end as soon as the country in question fully 
industrialized and reached a certain level of 
economic stability and progress. 

As a result of this, inspired by Kuznets’ 
hypothesis, policymakers in many 
developing countries remained 
indifferent to rising inequality on the 
assumption that inequality would 
eventually decline by the organic 
processes of development. (Khan, 2017)
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Fig. 06 Hippodrome scene, Mexico City, 1910 Fig. 07 Tlachiquero harvesting aguamiel, 1910

distributed) economic growth and an era of serious social ills.” (Encyclopedia.com, 2019) 
4.      Simon Smith Kuznets was a Russian-born American economist and statistician who in 1971 was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences: “for 
his empirically founded interpretation of economic growth which (…) led to new and deepened insight into the economic and social structure and process 
of development” (NobelPrize.org, 2019) Kuznets’ most celebrated contributions include the standardization of the concept of gross national product (GNP) 
and the development of the Kuznets curve, an inverted U-shape graph which describes the relation between economic growth and inequality. 



Mexico was no exception to this phenomenon. 
Prior to 1976, on what was known as the 
Mexican Miracle5 , a period that extended 
from the 1940s to the 1970s, the country 
showed a relatively stable relationship between 
productivity growth and rise in wages in the 
manufacture industry (Palma 2011). 
Although far from perfect, this breadth of 
time constituted one of the strongest periods 
of greater equality amongst the Mexican 
population, thanks, in great measure, to the 
real net growth on the purchasing power of the 
average Mexican. 

However, at the brink of the 1980s, Mexico 
adopted a series of economic and political 
reforms that experts have categorized as 
Neoliberalism6 , which had as an ultimate goal to 
reduce the state’s intervention in the economy, 
and to open the domestic market to foreign 
competition. It was assumed that doing so 
would “put the Mexican economy in a path of 
strong expansion.” (Krozer and Moreno-Brid, 2014, p. 4) 
Likewise, it was expected that it would lead to a 
systematic and major reduction of poverty and 
inequality. (Krozer and Moreno-Brid, 2014, p. 4) 
In effect, reality turned out to be completely 
different. 

During the first years of implementation of the 
Neoliberal reforms (1988–1994), real wages of 
those in the formal job market declined severely, 
but the gap in income distribution increased, 

“meaning that the great cake to be divided was 
smaller, but the portion [that was] going to the 
rich was larger” (Garza, 1999, p 163)

After more than 30 years since the beginning 
of the Neoliberal era, the implementation of 
NAFTA7 , and “despite a massive increase in 
social spending as a share of GDP, including 
conditional cash transfers and other 
[reactionary] programs targeted to the poorest 
(…) Mexico has been unable to significantly 
reduce its high concentration of income” (Krozer 

and Moreno-Brid, 2014). On the contrary, it seems 
that it has exacerbated even more.

16

5.      The Mexican miracle is an economic term referring to the post-World War II period (1940s-1970s) during which Mexico industrialized under an 
import-substitution model. The real growth rate of the Mexican economy during that time was around six percent per year. (Salvucci, 2018) 
6.      There is not a unified and clear definition of Neoliberalism. Although the term might suggest itself as a revival of liberalism; it is mostly perceived of as 
a distinct “theory of political economic practices” (Thorsen, & Lie, n.d., p12), descending from, but not identical and often opposed to liberalism proper. On 
an attempt to define the concept and basing it on the more moderate voices of critical literature, Thorsen, & Lie state that:
 “Neoliberalism is (…) a loosely demarcated set of political beliefs which most prominently and prototypically include the conviction that the only legitimate 
purpose of the state is to safeguard individual, especially commercial, liberty, as well as strong private property rights (cf. especially Mises 1962; Nozick 
1974; Hayek 1979). This conviction usually issues, in turn, in a belief that the state ought to be minimal or at least drastically reduced in strength and size, 
and that any transgression by the state beyond its sole legitimate purpose is unacceptable (ibid.)” (Thorsen, & Lie, n.d., p14) 
7.      The acronym NAFTA stands for North American Free Trade Agreement. It is a trade pact signed between the governments of the United States, Cana-
da and Mexico. Its goal was to eliminate over a period of 15 years, most of the trade barriers and custom duties between the three nations. The agreement 
was signed on December 17, 1992 and went into effect on January 1, 1994. (Encyclopaedia Britannica a, 2019) 



The repercussions that inequality can have 
within the built environment are many. 
Historically, in Mexico, as in many other 
nations, the most palpable manifestation 
occurred as extreme differences between cities 
and rural areas in terms of infrastructure, 
quality of life and access to opportunities for 
self-development.

Cities, due to the amount of inhabitants and 
political relevance that they concentrate, have 
always shown a tendency to hoard economic 
resources in order to further their development, 
leaving considerably less funds available to be 
allocated to the provinces. This, in turn, had 
let small towns and provincial regions to be 
associated with high levels of poverty, lack of 
access to good quality public services and a 
general sensation of backwardness. 

The distinction between city and countryside 
has been prominent in the Mexican context 
due to particular socio-demographic factors. 
Already at colonial times, cities within the 
Spanish colonies were regarded as the ultimate 
centers of power and the place where most of 
the ruling class lived, a sector of society that 
was mostly integrated by prominent families of 
European descent. The remaining sectors of the 
population had a lesser representation within 
the cities in terms of quantity and relevance, by 
being confined to duties of physical labor and 
servitude. 

Alexander von Humboldt, during his trip to 
Mexico in 1790, painted a vivid picture of 
the latter. On his reports, he noted that the 
capital city had a total population of 137,000 
inhabitants, from which 69,500, more than 
half of the population, had direct blood lineage 
to Europe and from the remaining almost 40% 
were of a mixture of European and Indigenous 
blood. (Humboldt, A. De. 1814: pp. 61- 62)

17

B. The repercussions of inequality on 
Mexico’s city-system

Fig. 08 Plaza mayor of Mexico City in the late 1690s



This situation continued unaltered well until the 
last decades of the XIXth century. It was until 
the Porfiriato, when after a series of economic, 
social and political reforms, big sections of 
the population gained the capacity, at least in 
theory, to offer their labor within the new and 
growing industries. This meant that peasants 
were no longer confined to agricultural tasks 
only, and therefore, did not have to remain tied 
to the land they were in charge to work on, in 
the Haciendas8 . 

The newly born industries settled within the 
confines of the largest cities of the country, in 
particular Mexico City and in a lesser manner 
Guadalajara and Monterrey. With the booming 
of the industrial sector, cities began to receive 
an influx of people from the countryside that 
were on the look for better job opportunities 
and living conditions. Precisely at that moment 
and due to the sudden immigration, cities began 
to experience some of the problems caused by 
the increasing economic inequality amongst its 
residents and which were previously associated 
only to rural areas. 

With the arrival of large numbers of people, 
urban areas had to expand and adapt in order 
to allocate the newcomers. In most cases, the 
central government played an important role 
on handling the situation by allocating land or 
financial resources. 
However, these efforts were usually poorly 
coordinated and resulted in the creation of 
neighborhoods where the living conditions were 
significantly lower than those present in older 
and well-established zones. 

18

Fig. 09 Hacienda scene, banana plantation, 1918

Fig. 10 Factory in Río Blanco, 1911

8.      In the territories that formed part of Spanish America, a Hacienda was “a large landed estate and a key traditional institution of rural life.” (Encyclo-
paedia Britannica b, 2019) The Hacienda system originated in the colonial period and its main economic activities ranged from plantations and mines to 
factories. The landowners of these estates were almost exclusively Spaniards or Criollos known as Hacendados. On the other hand, laborers were ordinarily 
American Indians whom although being considered free wage earners, were in practice bonded to the land of the Hacendados, who kept them perpetually 
indebted to them. 



Two variants of this urban-expansion 
phenomenon can be discernible at that time. 
In some cases, the growth of the city happened 
within the existing urban fabric. Such was the 
case of some zones of Mexico City where rows 
of one-room dwellings known as Vecindades9  
were refurbished and densified. However, other 
metropolises opted for a different approach 
by creating entirely new neighborhoods on 
peripheral, virgin municipal lands, which were 
later on gradually incorporated into the cities 
(Monkkonen, 2012, p.129). 
Although most of the time these areas were 
based on a primal urban plan and land 
subdivision, they were poorly connected to 
public services and infrastructure and therefore 
were treated as second-class zones by the 
authorities and the general population.

The growth of Mexican cities would remain 
constant and exhibit a similar pattern during 
the first four decades of the 20th century. 
It would take until the period of economic 
prosperity lived during the so-called Mexican 
miracle (1940s - 1970s) for the urban areas to 
experience an unprecedented growth. In 1960, 
under an urban system characterized by a high 
concentration in three cities, the country had 
an urban population of 14.14 million people 
that amounted to 41.2% of Mexico’s total 
inhabitants. (Garza, 1999, p.150) 
A decade later, by the year 1970 the degree of 
urbanization had increased to 49.9%, “signifying 
that the country was virtually divided into two 
equal parts, one half being traditional rural and 
the other being more urban and more modern.” 
(Garza, 1999, p.150)
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Fig. 11 Interior of a vecindad in the historic center of Mexico City, 1930

Fig. 12 New neighborhood of Independencia, Monterrey, c.a 1910

9.     A vecindad is a group of small habitations, usually of one room,organized around a patio, and that share basic services. In Latin America, and especially 
Mexico, it was a typical form of habitat for the lower strata of the population. They are located in dense historical centers. (Diccionario del español de 
México, 2019)



A remarkable feature during the Mexican 
miracle was the high level of participation that 
the federal government had in the territorial 
planning of the country and its city system. In 
practice, this resulted in a close collaboration 
between several levels of governance, all 
of it directed by an institutionalized state 
secretariat, which represented the federal 
government and which in turn was in charge of 
establishing the country’s urban strategy and 
subsequently, dictating to local authorities the 
steps required for its proper execution. (Garza, 

1999, p. 159). Amongst the different actions 
undertaken within this scheme, perhaps the 
most recognizable by the general population 
was the construction of a series of high-density 
social housing projects designed to take in the 
population that lived in precarious conditions 
within the cities. One of the drivers behind this 
particular strategy was to incorporate this sector 
into the formal city and thus help to mitigate 
the growth of shanty-towns.

Mexico’s period of economic boom peaked 
in 1980 at a time where 56.2% of the total 
population, some 37.6 million Mexicans, 
“lived in a system of 229 cities.” (Garza, 1999, 

p 150); a system that kept showing signs of a 
“significant process of concentration in a few 
of the country’s metropolises: most notably, 
by far, Mexico City.” (Garza, 1999, p 153) During 
the two following decades and after a series of 
changes within the political sphere, the country 
shifted its focus from a pro-socialist agenda and 
a protectionist import-substitution economic 
model to a system that set in place policies 
in favor of a freer and self-regulated market. 

What this shift meant for the country was, the 
beginning of an era that is now referred to as 
Neoliberalism and which “initiated in 1986 with 
Mexico´s entry into the GATT10 ,” (Garza, 1999, 

p.149) reaching its pinnacle with the signing and 
enforcement of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA)11  on January 1 1994. (Wise, 

2009, p.1)

The instauration of the neoliberal ideology 
resulted in the rapid privatization of the baking 
system, in a massive sale of key state-owned 
industries, (Garza, 1999, p.159) and with the 
arrival of NAFTA, in an abrupt and excessive 
opening of Mexico’s internal market to the 
world. Even at the time when NAFTA was under 
negotiations, many pointed out that, “the large 
asymmetries in development among the three 
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Fig. 13 Evolution of the urban population of Mexico. Left : proportion of the 
urban population out of the total population (continuous line). Right : Proportion of 
the population living in Mexico City out of the total urban population (dashed line). 

(World Bank, 2017)
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10.     The GATT, or General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, is the predecessor of the World Trade Organization (WTO). Active from 1947 to 1994, it 
provided a frame for multilateral trade agreements, in response to the protectionism on the inter-war period. (Encyclopedia.com, 2019) 
11.      At the time that this thesis was written, NAFTA renegotiations between the governments of the United States, Mexico and Canada had finalized and 
the executive representatives of the three member nations had signed a new agreement called USMCA. However, the USCMCA agreement was not yet in 
force as it was pending its ratification by the other branches of governments of the signatory nations. 



trading partners would result in a wide range of 
competitive problems for Mexico.” (Wise, 2009, 

p.3) Therefore, and as it was predicted, when left 
to their own resources and forced to compete 
in the international arena, most industries of 
the Mexican economy were badly affected and 
saw their production output diminished. From 
these, the agricultural sector was particularly 
damaged and eventually dwindled in face of the 
highly modern and much more subsidized agro-
industries of the other two member nations, 
especially that of the United States.

The most important effect of the accelerated 
liberalization of the agricultural internal market, 
was the sharp drop in prices and human cost 
for the grand majority of smallholder producers 
in the country, whom eventually opted for a 
“retreat to subsistence” (Wise, 2010, p.168-170), 
focusing on producing just enough to satisfy 
their own household consumption. Likewise, 
and to make things worse, during the last three 
decades of the 20th century a series of economic 
crises and peso12  devaluations lowered even 
further the living conditions in the country. The 
coupling of these situations served as fertile 
ground for a new wave of economic migrations 
that left the countryside to the existing and 
well-established large urban areas of Mexico 
City, Guadalajara and Monterrey, but also for 
the first time, towards smaller cities located 
in the north of the country. By 1990 Mexico’s 
total urban population had already reached 49.6 
million people, and its degree of urbanization 
had advanced to 60.8%, seeming that “crisis or 
no crisis, Mexico’s urbanization had not halted.” 
(Garza, 1999, p.153)
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12.      The Peso is the historical national currency of Mexico. Before 1993 its official name was Mexican Peso with the code MXP. However, after the econom-
ic devaluations of the 1980s and subsequent economic restructuring, its official name was changed to Mexican New Peso and its code to MXN. 



At first glance, data suggests that Mexico´s 
economic metamorphosis did not 

“noticeably modify the prevailing 
poly-centric concentrating pattern, 
maintaining the dialect of regional 
inequalities and the consolidation 
of a spatial organization with three 
hegemonic, poly-centric regions: the 
megalopolis of Mexico City; the west 
with its center at Guadalajara; and the 
northeast with Monterrey as its principal 
hub.” (Garza, 1999, p 156) 

However, an interesting phenomenon would 
become apparent short after. During the first 
five years of the 1990s, Mexico’s entire urban 
development happened mostly in only 24 
metropolises, (Garza, 1999: p.154) from which a 
considerable proportion was located along the 
border of the United States, especially on the 
vicinity of the states of Texas and California. 
Precisely those cities showed the highest rates 
of growth, thanks in great measure to their 
articulation as in-bond assembly industry 
enclaves to those of the United States. (Garza, 

1999, p.155) One could argue that what began 
to manifest then, were the effects of recently 
adopted neoliberal policies on Mexico’s city 
system. 

During this period, in addition to opening up 
the country to the international trade, there 
was a drastic “change of direction toward a 
gradual disintegration of the federal policies 
on territorial matters.” (Garza, 1999, p.159)  The 
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Fig. 14 Nafta Corridor, as described by Gustavo Garza (Garza, 1999: p.154)
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implementation of the neoliberal ideology led 
to the downsizing of the State’s participation on 
urban policies. 

“In fact, the Federal Government 
renounced its leadership regarding 
urban development planning in favor 
of the idea that the market [was] able 
to fulfill the role of allocating the use of 
land and the building of the necessary 
infrastructure, [while] at the same time 
delegating to state and local governments 
the preparation of plans within their 
corresponding jurisdiction.” 
(Garza,1999, p 167)

What this meant for the poorly prepared 
municipal authorities around the country was 
that, all of the sudden, they were left alone 
with the responsibility of handling the rapid 
and uncontrolled expansion of their urban 
areas, that from that time onwards would 
happen mainly on the peripheries as informal 
settlements of self-made constructions. 

An important consequence of this line of 
thought was that authorities began to see 
master plans as unnecessary obstructions to the 
development of cities, and as instruments that 
demoted the captation of private capital and 
foreign investment. This in turn, brought about 
a dramatic change on the country’s city-system. 
Under the new paradigm, cities not only formed 
part of the Mexican ecosystem, but also became 
individual players in an ever-growing market 
of international metropolises focused on the 
attraction of foreign capital. However, and as it 

would become rapidly apparent, “not all cities 
[were] equally able to become internationally 
competitive centers of production.” 
(Harris, 1988: 2-3) 

Urban areas that at the time of the neoliberal 
restructuring already counted with a dynamic 
pool of labor and large and robust infrastructure 
became the preferred recipients of foreign 
investment. Under such premises, and in order 
to remain competitive, cities embarked in a 
process of commodification of their territory, 
entering into an era of “urban laissez-faire” 
(Garza, 1999, p 169), where the market alone 
dictated the allocation of resources. Therefore, 
everything suggests that neoliberal policies 
seemed to have reinforced the pattern of poly-
centric concentration that was already in place 
on the Mexican city-system before the 1980s; a 
pattern that has resulted into a divided nation 
where there are larger proportions of high-
income households and workers employed in 
the formal sector in the recently industrialized 
north, while the center remains stable with a 
moderate ratio of growth, and the south seems 
to continue to be stuck in a persistent state of 
poverty. 

Under current circumstances and recognizing 
the nation’s insertion within the North-
American economic block, it seems that the 
development of Mexico’s city-system will 
depend on the strengthening of their existing 
urban poles; as well as on creating the necessary 
policies in support of business enterprises in 
order for them to become more competitive in a 
globalized world. (Garza, 1999, p 166)
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The segregation of the different sectors of the 
population within cities occurs in many ways, 
but perhaps its most evident manifestation 
is the distribution of their housing areas. 
Urban growth in itself plays a determinant 
role on socio-economic segregation. “As cities 
become larger, commuting distances and 
disparities in land values increase, leading 
to more differentiated neighborhoods (Mills 
and Hamilton, 1994).” (Monkkonen, 2011, p 4) 

However, many other factors contribute to the 
exacerbation of this phenomenon. The historical 
periods of urbanization of nations and cities, 
together with their political choices, different 
regional economic developments, land uses and 
housing strategies play an important part on it. 
(Monkkonen, 2011, p 125)

As an example of the latter, in an article written 
in 2012 for the Latin-American Magazine for 
Regional Urban Studies (EURE), Professor Paavo 
Monkkonen claimed that:

Latin-America has a history of systematic 
residential segregation within its urban 
areas dating from the colonial period. A 
group of Spanish laws known as Leyes 
del Reino de las indias issued in 1680, 
established strict rules about almost 
every aspect of urban planning. These 
codes sought to regulate the interactions 
between the Spanish settlers and the 
indigenous population, while forbidding 

the residence of indigenous groups in 
areas inhabited by Spaniards, as well as 
the cohabitation with Mulatos, Mestizos 
and Negroes13 . (Mörner & Gibson, 1962, p. 

561) 

Mexico’s built environment, counting with a 
significant indigenous population, can give 
account of the latter. Although discrimination 
based on ethnicity and skin color is persistent 
in the country, studies on segregation have 
focused on the relationships to socioeconomic 
status. However, it is of no surprise that there 
is an important overlap between the population 
of indigenous origin, those who work in the 
informal sector and those living in poverty; 
which puts in evidence the palpable relationship 
that exists between race, class and poverty in 
Mexico. (Monkkonen, 2012, p 127 - 128)

As explained in the previous section, during 
the second half of the XIXth century and 
onwards, Mexico experienced a process of 
rapid urbanization that helped cement the 
structure of its cities. Three main features came 
to define their spatial configuration. The first 
refers to the lower income groups of society, 
who show a tendency to occupy low density, 
peripheral areas with precarious access to public 
services. The second refers to high-income 
groups, who seem to concentrate in a single 
area of the city, typically with an emphasis in 
the historical center and who seem to expand 
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C. Inequality and residential 
segregation

13.     Quote translated from Spanish by the author of this thesis. These terms refers to some categories of people under the caste regime of Spanish colo-
nies. They refer respectively to people of mixed white European ancestry and black African ancestry (mulato), people of mixed white European ancestry and 
Amerindian ancestry (mestizo) and people of black African ancestry (negro). 



in an outward movement in a single direction 
towards the exterior of the city. Lastly, the third 
feature emphasizes the marked socio-economic 
homogeneity that exists in low-income 
neighborhoods, in contrast to the heterogeneity 
found on higher-income level districts. 
(Monkkonen, 2012, p 129)

Other well-known factors have also contributed 
to the spatial separation of different economic 
groups within Mexico´s cities : factors such 
as land-use policies in regards to the spatial 
relationships between areas of production and 
housing, as well as the distribution of density 
over the urban area. All of which are directly 
related to the income level and ability of the 
individual “to pay for land and housing, their 
preferences for land relative to commuting costs 
and location-specific amenity packages” (Bayer et 

al., 2004). Therefore, under such conditions, it is 
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Fig. 15 Typical structure of Mexican Cities during the XIXth century



consequential that the well-developed historical 
centers in Mexican cities have retained their 
status as the preferred areas of residence for 
high-income groups, by concentrating almost 
70% of the sector’s households. 
(Monkkonen, 2012, p 138)

Concerning the claim that lower-income groups 
inhabit areas of low-density within the city, it 
is important to clarify that this does not mean 
that they occupy larger living spaces than what 
their counterparts do. Instead, it is more an 
indication on the condition of their living areas 
having a lower average density. This is usually 
the case because these sectors are either located 
on the slopes of mountains or sections of the 
city where high-density development is not 
possible, or because they have yet to be fully 
urbanized. (Monkkonen, 2012, p 139)

Not only is the density of the living areas of 
high-income groups higher than those of lower 
income, but also is their level of concentration. 
On average, the households of those employed 
on the informal sector and those belonging to 
the lowest sections of the formal market show 
a tendency to join into small clusters. These 
groups seem to scatter all around the city, with 
a clear tendency, but not restricted, to locate on 
peri-urban regions14 . (Monkkonen, 2012, p 142)

The reason behind this phenomenon of 
nuanced dispersion might lie in a combination 
of factors. These include the system of land 
for collective use known as Ejido, the types of 
housing markets available, the structure of local 
governments, the nature of the land-use policies 

set in place and the level of efficacy with which 
they have been enforced by the authorities. 
(Monkkonen, 2012, p 134)

The case of the Ejido system is of particular 
relevance for matters regarding urban 
segregation because of the effects that it had 
within the cities on the long run. The Ejido 
system was developed after the end of the 
Mexican revolution and it is considered one 
of its greatest achievements. Its creation 
sought to respond to the agrarian problem 
by expropriating the lands of the haciendas 
and other types of large estates in order to 
redistribute them to the large number of 
landless peasants. The system was included 
under the 27th article of the Mexican 
constitution of 1917 and as such, it became 
protected by all levels of authority. (Asennatto B. & 

de León M., 2019, p 1) The Ejido was designed with 
particular characteristics under the premise of 
becoming a communal system for land tenure. 
According to this scheme, land categorized as 
Ejido was not recognized as a mercantile unit 
and as such could not be leased, sold or used in 
any form of economic exchange. (Bouquet, 1996, p 82) 

When cities enlarged their urban areas during 
the industrialization period of the Mexican 
Miracle, many zones marked as ejidos were 
absorbed within the urban fabric. These areas, 
being prevented from engaging in any type 
of mercantile exchange, were not able to be 
absorbed by the housing market and as such, 
remained as zones prone to be occupied by 
informal settlers or members of the lower-
income groups; a phenomenon that would result 
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14.     The term Peri-urban region refers to the area immediately surrounding a city or town. (Merriam-Webster, 2019)



in the aforementioned dispersion of segregation 
in the form of pockets of informal settlements 
in Mexican cities.

The beginning of the 1990s brought dramatic 
changes to the built environment in Mexico’s 
cities through a series of alterations to the laws 
of land tenure and social housing. Concerning 
the former, in February 1992, the federal 
government made an amendment to the 27th 
article of the constitution that modified the 
legal figure of the Ejido. (Zúñiga A. & Castillo L., 

2010, p 512) Under this amendment, Ejido lands 
became recognized as mercantile entities that 
could be sold, rented, gifted, subdivided or used 
as guarantee properties for obtaining financial 
credit. (Bouquet, 1996, p 86) As consequence, areas 

in the cities that were under Ejido category and 
previously avoided by real estate developers 
began to be absorbed into the private market. 
This prompted an accelerated appearance of 
formal market households near existing lower-
income and informal settlements, which would 
eventually develop as high-end neighborhoods, 
or even gated communities.

In relation to housing, it is important to 
highlight that through most part of Mexico’s 
history, the majority of families built their 
homes slowly over time, granting them the 
status of being the most important piece of 
patrimony that families had. (Monkkonen, 2012, p 142) 
However, during the Mexican Miracle when cities 
expanded and land became scarce, many families 
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Fig. 16 Repartition of the land, Luis Arenal, 1947



found it impossible to reconcile the prices of 
construction and land. This situation devolved 
into a housing crisis that the government tried 
to solve by developing several high-density 
housing complexes on urban areas. Although 
many families benefited from the scheme, it 
soon became apparent that it was not enough 
to alleviate the problem at hand. Because of 
the latter, in 1972, the government created the 
Mexican federal institute for worker’s houses 
INFONAVIT. (INFONAVIT, 2018, n.d.) 
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Fig. 17 Everyday scene at INFONAVIT Iztacalco, 1976



This organization continued building social 
housing, but also began to act as a financial 
institution that granted credits to those who 
wanted to build on their own. Complexes 
built by the INFONAVIT during its first years 
were characterized by not only supplying 
housing for the workers, but also for aiming 
to provide a decent standard of living. That 
meant developing the units in areas of the city 
with good connections to the road networks, 
public services and transportation systems. 
Likewise, shopping areas, religious temples, 
schools, health clinics, squares and gardens for 
recreational activities were included as essential 
elements of the habitational units. (Villasana & 

Gómez, 2018)

On the other hand, it is important to highlight 
that the benefits given by the INFONAVIT 
were restricted to registered salaried employees 
only, a sector that represented less than half 
of the country’s workforce. Due to this, a big 
portion of the population had no other option 
but to continue incurring on informal practices 
of land tenure and construction. (Monkkonen, 

2011, p 12-13) The mix of an inefficient housing 
market and faulty enforcement of the law kept 
Mexico’s residential mobility levels low. This 
in turn, allowed for social mobility to continue 
taking place in situ. (Monkkonen, 2011, p 4), which 
helped to restrict the phenomenon of residential 
segregation, by allowing neighborhoods, 
through time, to develop a robust mix of 
households with different levels of income.

From 1990 to 1992, the INFONAVIT carried out 
a series of internal reforms that consolidated 

the fund into a purely financial institution. 
Under the new model, the INFONAVIT 
specialized as a mortgage lender and expanded 
its client portfolio to include workers from 
a lower income wage. (INFONAVIT, 2018, n.d.) 
This meant that the institution was no longer 
involved in the planning and construction of the 
complexes, effectively changing the way social 
housing was produced and acquired in Mexico. 
Instead, such responsibilities were delegated to 
private companies, under the premise that they 
could do a more efficient and effective job on 
managing the available economic resources. The 
way these companies carried out their practices 
increased dramatically the production of houses, 
but in the detriment to the living standards set 
out by the previous projects.

Private developers responded to the reality of 
the land market in the cities by locating the 
social housing complexes in the outskirts of 
the urban areas. The logic behind this strategy 
was clear, to acquire large areas of inexpensive 
un-urbanized land in order to free up resources 
that could be used to build more housing units. 
This strategy, however, immediately began to 
generate problems for city authorities who 
had to provide the necessary infrastructure in 
order to make these neighborhoods accessible. 
As a result, cities had to expand their road and 
public services networks to areas that were not 
previously within their urbanization goals. In 
many cases these network expansions were 
funded through the acquisition of loans from 
financial institutions that rapidly indebted 
the municipalities, a situation that made 
them dependent to the attraction of foreign 
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investment as a way to alleviate their financial 
burdens.

Likewise, the quality and size of the housing 
units reduced drastically. Under the new 
scheme of outsourced production, the number 
of square meters that a worker had access to 
was conditioned to income and credit capacity. 
(Monkkonen, 2011, p1) Because of the latter and 
as a reflection of the weak economic situation 
that many workers had, a restrained portfolio 
of ready-made housing units was developed, 
from which the micro-house, popularly known 
as pichonera, came to represent the failure of a 
system that was not able to provide a good living 
standard to its beneficiaries.

Therefore, it seems that, through the 
conditioning of the housing stock according to 
income levels, developers began to effectively 
segregate socio-economic groups from one 
another and from the rest of the city. These 
isolated and homogeneous zones usually 
comprised several thousand social housing units 
into a single plot of land. This is the reason why 
they have been referred to as Mexico’s gated 
communities for the working class. (Peralta & 

Hofer, 2006, p130) However, the living conditions 
in these housing complexes were still better 
than those of most informal settlements, 
thanks in large part to their access to basic 
public services. Nevertheless, their density 
levels were also higher than those of their 
counterparts. (Monkkonen, 2012, p 142) On the 
other hand, commuting time from these areas 
to those where jobs were located turned out to 
be disproportionately longer than in any other 

part. Perhaps due to a mix of these factors, 
owners of these types of houses have shown 
a low interest in upgrading them, breaking up 
with the positive cycle of incremental housing 
consolidation on site, choosing instead to move 
elsewhere when their circumstances allow them.
However, even with all the negative traits 
attributed to them, the amount of housing that 
has been built by private firms through credit 
INFONAVIT has continued to increase year after 
year. (Monkkonen, 2011, p2), which suggests that in 
Mexico there is still a narrow range of options 
for those who want to get a home through social 
housing programs. For cities, the spread of these 
types of developments have brought about an 
expansion of their urban areas and a similar rise 
in socio-economic segregation, a phenomenon 
in which the upper classes have also partaken, 
mostly by the creation of their own type of real 
estate self-segregated residential enclaves. 

Gated communities for the wealthy and the 
working class, as well as informal settlements, 
have become the extreme visual symbols of 
residential segregation in Mexico’s urban areas. 
(Monkkonen, 2012, p126-127) These typologies ought 
to be further analyzed in order to understand 
the factors that prompted their appearance 
and the effects that they cause in the city. To 
summarize, it is clear that the phenomenon of 
segregation in urban Mexico cannot be fully 
understood without looking back. It requires a 
sharp focus on the historical process of urban 
development in regards of land-use policies, the 
enforcement of the law and the housing market 
configuration.
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Although this work focuses on Mexico, gated 
communities and informal settlements have 
become a common characteristic of most 
cities around the world. They are a spatial 
manifestation of varied social forces unleashed 
in an increasingly unequal and unstable urban 
system. (Blakely & Snyder, 1997, p 27) Even though 
they may display peculiarities of their own 
in response to their specific locations, they 
all share a set of attributes that can begin to 
describe them. It is then important to identify 
the factors that propel their appearance in order 
to understand their behaviour and ultimately 
the effects that they may have on cities.
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Settlements

Fig. 18 Santa Fé neighborhood, Mexico City



A human settlement is referred to as informal 
when it occupies land that is of marginal use 
to the city, and when it “transgress the formal 
codes of the state in terms of land tenure, urban 
planning, design and construction” (Dovey, 2013, 

p 84). These areas are usually located on urban 
waterfronts, steep slopes of mountains, landfills 
and the interstitial spaces along freeways and 
railways. (Dovey, 2013, p 84) Likewise, they could 
be of a public or private nature, or a mix of 
both, such as the Mexican case, where many 
communal ejido lands became starting grounds 
for these types of settlements.

Informal settlements consolidate in a 
progressive way. They usually start with few 
houses without access to running water, 
electricity, plumbing or public transportation 
systems. Over time, they grow to include several 
thousands more units with semi-regular services 
provided through legal or illegal ways. Since city 
authorities do not usually officially recognize 
their existence, inhabitants lack a certificate 
of ownership for the land, although in most 
cases they have rights of property over the 
constructions on the site. It is worth noticing 
however, that in some cases, residents consider 
to have partial ownership of the land, because 
of the rights they may have acquired though 
an extended occupation time or through verbal 
arrangements with the original owner of the 
site. (Fernandes, 2011, p 2)

Informal settlements are born “out of [an] 
immediate need for shelter and community”. 

(Dovey, 2013, p 83) They usually begin as a 
precarious endeavour of a few families that 
break ground on vacant land. In most cases, 
they start by delimiting an area around an initial 
temporary house, establishing in that way the 
primal urban structure for the remaining of 
the site. (Fernandes, 2011, p 4) Through time, the 
original regions are further subdivided to make 
room for newcomers arriving at the site, with 
whom in most cases they share family ties. 
(Perlman, 2010: pp. XVII - XVIII) The initial houses 
tend to be built and designed by the settlers 
themselves, with provisional construction 
materials gathered from the surroundings. 
Because of that, they are usually limited to 
humble dimensions in height and span, and 
their quality is tied to the building skills of 
the inhabitants. Over time, the constructions 
are improved and enlarged, through a steady 
incremental logic of one room at a time and 
a replacement of perishable materials with 
more durable ones. (Dovey, 2013, 88) When 
land subdivision reaches its limit, informal 
settlements begin to expand in height. This 
sometimes evolved into a level of disorder 
where vertical encroachment effectively blocks 
sunlight and fresh air, in detriment of the living 
conditions of the inhabitants. 

Over time, informal settlements develop a 
relative high-density urban structure with a road 
network oriented towards favouring pedestrians 
over cars. Their morphology usually grows 
from a direct need to connect to the closest 
transportation nodes and employment hubs. In 
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the same way, and due to the limited resources 
that the inhabitants have, the morphology 
of the road network responds faithfully to 
the conditions on the site. The mixture of 
these factors usually gives it a labyrinth feel, 
which to the eyes of an outsider might seem 
overwhelmingly disorienting and impenetrable, 
but that locals know how to navigate. (Dovey, 

2013, p 85)

Farther than chaotic, informal settlements 
embody a particular type of emergent informal 
code that allows them to function. (Dovey, 2013, 

p88) Through time, their flexible morphology 
lets them evolve into highly dynamic mixed-
use zones, with the capacity to develop rich 
sets of social and economic relations. Different 
from what it could be thought, these areas are 
not segregated from the formal city and its 
economic zones. Although they have a smaller 
nominal economic output than those of most of 
the formal sectors, they display a dynamic and 
diversified economy.

Informal settlements are both centres for 
production and consumption with social and 
capital networks of their own, capable to attract 
formal service-providers to cater for their needs. 
(Fernandes, 2011, p13) As well, it is important to 
keep in mind, that in informal settlements 
inhabitants become real-estate entrepreneurs of 
their own. They tend to expand their households 
beyond their immediate needs in order to rent 
out units in the informal market as a way to get 
an extra source of income. Therefore, the micro-
spatial adaptations in these areas allow for flows 
of “information, goods, materials and practices 
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Fig. 19 Santa Fé community, Mexico City
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Fig. 20 "Wall of shame", Lima, Peru. This wall separates an informal settlement from wealthier neighborhoods and the rest of the city



that produce income and make life sustainable 
under conditions of poverty.” (Dovery, 2013, p 85) 
One should not make the mistake to confuse 
informality with poverty, but instead realize 
that informality is the way that many people 
have devised to manage it.

Most formal city inhabitants tend to have a 
negative image of informal city dwellers. They 
are regarded as marginal and irrelevant to 
their lives, when in reality they are both tightly 
integrated into the city-system they share. 
Informal city residents are for the most part 
resilient individuals capable to rise from harsh 
conditions in search of a better life. When they 
are first generation migrants, they represent, 
the most courageous risk-take members of their 
original communities who are motivated to 
contribute their labour, allegiance, and cultural 
wealth to the city that they hope to become an 
integral part. (Perlman, 2010: pp. XVIII-XXI) However, 
it is a fact that the majority of individuals in the 
informal-city lack substantial financial resources 
and a high level of schooling. This socio-economic 
vulnerability make them easy pray for drug 
traffickers and organized crime. (Fernandes, 2011,p6-p7)

Therefore, for many city authorities, informal 
settlements have a symbolic negative capital 
that discourages the captation of private 
investment and incentivizes the replication of 
crime. (Dovey, 2013, p88) The mix of stigmatization 
and lack of legal tenure of the land means that 
in many cases informal residents cannot even 
exercise their most basic rights. Due to that, 
they tend to be ignored, manipulated and 
politically repressed, and in best-case scenarios 

treated as second-class citizens. When these 
factors exacerbate, it can lead to physical 
exclusion of these areas from the formal city 
itself, who opts for building perimeter walls to 
isolate them. (Fernandes, 2011, p6-p7) As a result, 
in the absence of continuous contact and social 
interaction with the people and institutions that 
integrate the mainstream society, informal city 
dwellers have a harder time getting integrated 
into the formal job market. (Wilson, 1987, p.60)

In conclusion, informal settlements are a 
dynamic and integral part of cities that formed 
because of harsh socio-economic conditions that 
excluded many people from the formal world. 
Poverty and the underlying macroeconomic 
global and national factors play an important 
part in their proliferation. However, they are 
not their only cause, governmental policies, 
enforcement of the law, distribution of wealth 
and lack of jobs play a greater role. Luckily, there 
are measures that can be taken at national and 
local levels to limit and reverse their negative 
effects, in the hope of, one day, integrating the 
formal and informal worlds into a single whole. 
(Fernandes, 2011, p19-20)
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Fig. 21 Diá de la Virgen de Guadalupe, Colonia Independencia, Monterrey



Socio-economic segregation is not new. In 
most places of the world, walled-off sections 
within cities have existed since a very long 
time. They comprised private working and 
residential enclaves for religious, political and 
military authorities. As such, they were seen 
as “uncommon places for uncommon people.” 
(Blakely & Snyder, 1997: p. 3-4) However, their nature, 
aesthetics, meaning and number have changed 
through time. In Mexico, walled-off residential 
zones can be tracked back to colonial times, with 
the development of the fortress-home, which 
was used as a measure to protect Spaniards 
and their descendants form the indigenous 
population. (Giglia, 2008, p. 68) However, the gated 
communities that this work focuses on and that 
have become popular nowadays differ greatly 
from these precedents. 

Gated communities can be generally defined 
as “closed residential areas with restricted 
access in which normally public spaces are 
privatized.” (Blakely & Snyder, 1997, p. 2) They tend 
to be low-density horizontal complexes with 
hard perimeters marked by walls, fences and 
gates, as well as other security mechanisms 
destined to regulate who is in and who is out. 
Gated communities are not only exclusive for 
the rich; as a typology they transcend social 
classes and could adapt to any strata. (Giglia, 

2008, p. 68) However, one of their most relevant 
features is not the gate itself, but the privatized 
governance system that they introduce. (Blakely & 

Snyder, 1997, p. 20) These housing areas are formed 
around a specific notion of community, one 

that implies a type of segregation on its own. 
The reasons behind their appearance are many, 
ranging from social and economic circumstances 
to psychological and emotional factors. 

Community as a term has many definitions 
that are often loaded with nostalgia, moral 
connotations and history. However, all of these 
definitions share a series of attributes that can 
help get a clearer understanding of the term. 
Community implies the sharing of a territory, 
experiences, traditions, social interactions, 
institutions, goals and political or economical 
structures. Therefore, this term implies not only 
a feeling, but also participation in the social life 
of a place. (Blakely & Snyder, 1997: p. 32) As such, one 
could imagine different levels of community 
acting simultaneously at several degrees: the 
neighborhood, the city, the nation and even 
the world. At the same time, it is important 
to notice that everyone exhibit varied degrees 
of connection to the duties implied by all the 
aforementioned communities. (Blakely & Snyder, 

1997: p. 138) 

The main difference regarding the understanding 
of the concept of community, between a person 
living inside a gated neighborhood and one that 
is not, is rooted on the physical clarity with 
which their community is demarcated; a clarity 
that allows them to achieve a certain degree 
of distance, to that which happens outside the 
perimeter of their own delineated environment. 
However, those who support gates are on 
the look for the same type of characteristics 
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that everyone ultimately wants for their own 
residential communities: safety, tranquillity 
and privacy. Unfortunately, due to several 
factors outside the control of the individual, 
such optimal conditions are sometimes hard 
to attain, leading those who have the means to 
believe that they have the power and the right 
to create or even force, those conditions through 
the use of certain hardware. (Blakely & Snyder, 1997: 

p. 142-160)

There are three main socio-spatial strategies 
that, when acting simultaneously, give rise to 
gated communities: the search for security, 
the search for differentiation from the outside 
and the search for socio cultural homogeneity 
on the inside. (Giglia, 2008, p. 68) The longing for 
security usually occurs due to a sharp increase 
in the levels of criminality within the city 
and the subsequent lack of capacity from the 
government’s forces to address these matters. 
Usually, under this situation, those who can, 
move their place of residence in the hope of 
landing in a less threatening environment. 
However, when security proves not to be found 
in location alone, then perhaps it could be found 
in a gated community. (Blakely & Snyder, 1997: 

p. 15) However, it is important to notice that 
the severity of insecurity is not as important 
as how the phenomenon is perceived itself. 
Which means that, even if criminal levels have 
not increased significantly, a particular severe 
event can trigger the construction of a gated 
community. (Giglia, 2008, p. 67) Therefore, those 
who end up opting for gating behind walls 
are ultimately looking for control over their 
neighborhoods, their streets and their homes. 

(Blakely & Snyder, 1997: p. 142) They are looking to 
act on a situation that seems too chaotic and too 
dangerous for them to stay still. Overall, they 
are looking to feel less vulnerable.

Social differentiation, which emphasizes the 
idea of being unique, is the other big factor 
that encourages the proliferation of gated 
communities. In most cases, gated communities 
that showcase many types of security measures 
are inhabited by wealthy people. Due to this, 
they have become a way to establish social 
ranking within the urban environment, leading 
to the replication of such self-segregated areas 
in an increasingly competitive housing market. 
Developers of these complexes believe that 
gates, walls, and a clearly defined area will 
intensify the feeling of belonging and other 
positive emotions identified to community. 
(Blakely & Snyder, 1997: p. 18-19) If such community 
happens to be wealthy and powerful, then, walls 
and gates will provide the perception of social 
climbing, allowing someone who lives inside 
to be identified by those outside the gates, as 
someone who can afford and earned the right to 
be in. (Giglia, 2008, p 75-78)

The most important goal for a gated community, 
besides the provision of security, is to ensure 
the homogeneity of those living inside. Gated 
communities actively enforce a collection of 
values within its members. This is done in order 
to assure that they all attach to the construction 
of a single identity as a process of defense 
against other interests and lifestyles. (Giglia, 

2008, p. 67) This carefully controlled environment 
is tailored to exclude anything undesirable 
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that does not comply with the established 
standards. Regrettably, in many cases, the 
narrow conception of such identity can lead to 
racial, religious or cultural exclusion, even if the 
economic standards are met. (Blakely & Snyder, 

1997: p. 33)

To sum up, the thought of a threatening and 
violent outside in contrast to a reliable and 
pleasant inside is of key importance on a gated 
community. This idea is funded on the existence 
of a physical boundary that performs as social 
and cultural border, in addition of acting as a 
gadget that confers special characteristics to 
the inside and those living in it. (Giglia, 2008, 

p. 71). Although most recorded examples of 
gated communities appear to be the creation of 
private real-estate developers, this is not always 
the case. A free association of neighbors who 
feel threatened by the circumstances of their 
environment can also take the decision to gate 
their communities on their own. 

The first step required in order to create this 
type of private worlds is to devise a way to 
control its access. This can be achieved in many 
ways. The mildest might be, to develop a street 
pattern that, through the discontinuation of 
streets or the implementation of convoluted 
loops would effectively manage to seal off 
residential areas from unusual traffic. On the 
other hand, a harder measure would require 
completely forbidding any type of public 
incoming traffic onto the streets. However, 
without a doubt, the most intense measure of 
controlling access is the erection of walls, fences 
and any other type of physical barriers that 

isolate an area from its surroundings. (Blakely & 

Snyder, 1997: p. 8-10) Although these measures are 
meant to provide security, these are not always 
entirely effective. At the end of the day, walls 
can be jumped, guards can be tricked or bought 
and cameras can be avoided, demonstrating 
that burglars and criminals can penetrate an 
area if that is their ultimate goal. Therefore, it 
seems that the effectiveness of these measures 
rely more on their capacity to deter unwanted 
visitors from coming in, rather than completely 
preventing it. (Giglia, 2008, p. 71-80)

Another common characteristic of a gated 
community is the provision of privatized 
amenities and enclosed intra-communal spaces. 
These venues aim to liberate residents from their 
need to visit public spaces, which are perceived 
as too dangerous for them. Public spaces such 
as the historically consolidated civic centers, 
that are then left to be used only by those who 
do not belong to the inside, usually people of 
a lower socio-economic strata, contribute in 
this way to the general cycles of detachment 
and segregation within the city. (Blakely & Snyder, 

1997: p. 33) In the eyes of the inhabitants of a 
gated community, their home behind the walls 
is not only seen as a place of residence, but as 
“an island, a social bulwark against the general 
degradation of the urban social order.” (Blakely & 

Snyder, 1997, p. 3)

The final element that defines a gated 
community is the design and implementation 
of a governance system of their own. This is a 
type of internal organization that in most cases 
manages the public venues on the inside, the 
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boundary from the outside, and set the rules 
that are ought to be followed by all members 
of the community. (Giglia, 2008, p. 71) These rules 
can concern issues regarding the aesthetics 
of the place, the proper times for when to use 
communal venues, or even who and how many 
visitors one is allowed to have at any given 
time. Likewise, these systems, which are usually 
known as Home Owner Associations, do more 
than merely suggesting a set of rules. They 
actively enforce these with the use of punitive 
measures, such as economic sanctions or even 
peer pressure through written notices published 
on communal bulletins. However, these 
associations do provide a further service to their 
communities by managing the internal disputes 
that may arise amongst its residents. In this 
way, “they ensure that neighbours need not deal 
with each other in even the smallest disputes if 
they prefer not to.” (Blakely & Snyder, 1997, p. 22) As 
a further measure, these internal governance 
systems can resort to third parties, such as 
property managers and security companies 
to arbitrate infractions and even enforce the 
eviction of problematic residents.

Having established a general description of 
what constitutes a gated community, it is 
important to notice that there are many types 
of it. Likewise, one must not make the mistake 
to think that in real life a gated community 
would fulfill the definition of only one of these 
categories. They are usually a mix of several 
of them as an adaptation to their particular 
environment. All gated communities have, 
as a departing point, a longing for security 
and control. However, the ways in which they 
achieve this varies greatly. According to the 
sources consulted for this work, there are four 
different types of gated communities, which 
all reflect on several degrees the following 
social values: a sense of community, exclusion, 
privatization and stability.
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 The different categories of gated communities 
are: lifestyle communities, prestige 
communities, security zone communities and 
gated communities for the working class. 
(Blakely & Snyder, 19997, p. 38-39)

The first category, the lifestyle community, is 
perhaps the oldest and the one most associated 
to the rich and famous. They are characterized 
by providing a wide range of exclusive leisure 
amenities such as golf courses, lakes and 
clubhouses. They tend to attract those who are 
looking for a private undisturbed lifestyle with 
the minimum interaction with the rest of the 
city and even others within the community. 
(Blake & Snyder, 1997, p. 39-104) 

Prestige communities make the second category. 
They are often referred to as executive home 
developments and represent the type that has 
been replicated the most during the last 30 
years. They lack the expensive amenities that 
one could find in lifestyle communities. Despite 
this, they tend to over emphasize their need for 
walls and gates as a matter of distinction, as well 
as to secure their position on society and value 
of their properties. Those who inhabit this type 
of development are on the look for “a stable 
neighborhood of similar people” where concerns 
about privacy are not as important as property 
values. (Blake & Snyder, 1997, p. 40-45)

The third type of gated community is the 
security zone. It is in this type where the 
fortress mentality and fear of crime as the main 
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Fig. 23 Olinca "executive" community, Santa Catarina

Fig. 24 Santín self-secured communities, Toluca



driver for self-segregation is clearer. 
These gated communities are born not from 
the single-handed actions of a developer, but 
instead, from the members of an existing 
community who organize on their own and 
fortify their neighborhood. 

The process of developing this type of 
communities, imply the gating of an already 
existing built environment and street pattern. 
Therefore, the process does not run smoothly in 
most cases, due to the amount of work required 
to coordinate a consensus decision amongst the 
neighbors.
As a result, these types of communities usually 
do not manage to close themselves completely. 
Overall, the main concern of those who inhabit 
these areas is to band together in order to 
protect themselves from the threats of the 
surrounding world. (Blake & Snyder, 1997, p. 42-124)

The gated community for the working class is 
the last category of these developments and 
one that is only attributed to the Mexican 
built environment. They are the direct result 
of the actions carried out by private real estate 
developers under the financial aid of the workers 
housing fund of the Mexican government. 
These types of areas are characterized by 
grouping thousands of newly built houses 
of a single or very similar typology and price 
range. Due to the latter, they comprise a very 
homogeneous community who in most cases 
are isolated by the rest of the city thanks to 
the location of the developments themselves. 
These tend to be built on the outskirts of cities 
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and provide none or very little communal 
recreational spaces. Walls, gates, fences and 
security guards, are not an essential character. 
However, these features have become more 
common over the last decade, in part due 
to a rise in violent crimes, but also, as part 
of a marketing strategy carried out by the 
developers. Those who inhabit these types 
of communities are people with access to the 
formal job market, and who have a restricted 
range of maneuver on the financial system and 
therefore on the formal housing market as well.

No matter their type, the presence of gated 
communities generates many effects on their 

residents, the inhabitants of neighboring areas 
and the city in general. As it was mentioned 
before, it cannot be completely proved that walls 
and gates can effectively stop crime from coming 
into an area. However, what is known for sure 
is that they do provide a greater sensation of 
security for those living within them. Having 
said that, this apparently positive effect of gated 
communities, can turn sour when residents get 
too accustomed to the idea of relating walls with 
the sensation of being protected. (Blakely & Snyder, 

1997: p. 128-138) It is then that the absence of 
these types of security mechanisms can trigger 
a sharp rise on the anxiety levels of a person 
that has fallen under the “trappings of security”; 
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(Judd, 1995, p. 161) a psychological phenomenon 
that reminds the person that the world beyond 
walls is dangerous.

In regards to the surrounding areas of these 
types of developments, the most common 
effect is an increase on the animosities from 
those living outside the gates. This is due to 
the negative symbolism that walls and gates 
carry, which triggers feelings of rejection, 
racial discrimination and a general sensation 
of unfair treatment. (Blakely & Snyder, 1997: p. 145) 

The controversy that follows the erection of 
walls and gates, feed a cycle of divisive conflict 
amongst the involved populations, which also 
might degenerate into the formation of negative 
stereotypes from both sides. (Blakely & Snyder, 1997: 

p. 171-145)

At last, gated communities also have an impact 
on the city, its governance system and policies. 
The most immediate physical effect on the built 
environment, besides those of aesthetics, is the 
creation of deserted unguarded surroundings 
right outside the walls. (Giglia, 2008, p. 67) This 
phenomenon occurs due to the fact that closing 
off an area of the city, not only hinders access to 
the area itself, but also to the streets bordering 
that given zone. This, in turn, makes even more 
difficult for authorities to carry on with tasks 
of patrolling and emergency service provision. 
On the other hand, the attitude of detachment 
exhibited by residents of these areas damages 
the systems of civic participation in the 
resolution of the problems that arise within the 
city. (Blakely & Snyder, 1997: p. 3-8) This situation can 
send wrong signals to authorities, which can 

use civic apathy as a way to avoid solving those 
problems, especially if these are not affecting 
the most powerful and influential people in the 
city. (Giglia, 2008, p. 77-81)

In conclusion, gated communities are born 
from the perception, being real or not, of 
an urban environment that has become too 
violent and chaotic to be bearable. For those 
who can afford them, they are the answer to 
this problematic situation; they are the way in 
which people try to regain some level of control 
over their physical environment in the hope 
of feeling less vulnerable. Gated communities 
are not a typology to be found exclusively on 
the wealthiest areas of the city. There are many 
categories of it and they can adapt to different 
socio-economic environments. However, in 
many instances, gated communities are also 
used as a mean of distinguishing oneself 
from others on the social ladder. All types 
of these closed housing complexes generate 
hard borders, which help define what is in and 
acceptable and what is not. This manichaean 
conception of the world has the capacity to 
exacerbate or even create social tensions within 
the area, which in turn can detonate a process 
of social disintegration and ironically provoke a 
rise of violence on its perimeter. However, it is 
important to recognize that “fear is a powerful 
force that can overcome all reasons.” (Blakely & 

Snyder, 1997: p. 151) As such, when mixed with 
anxiety and a lack of solutions to criminality 
from the authorities, this situation can propel 
the appearance of these types of housing and 
social bulwarks.
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“Tengo orgullo de ser del norte 
  del mero San Luisito 
  porque de ahí es Monterrey
  ...” 

“I am proud of being from the north
  from the very own San Luisito
  because from there is Monterrey
  ...”

Briseño, S. (1942) 
El Corrido de Monterrey
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The dynamics of inequality within the built 
environment described in the previous section 
can be observed in many areas of the country. 
However, as it was stated before, for the purpose 
of this work the area of interest is located in 
the northern city of Monterrey. Due to this, 
it is important to make a brief and general 
introduction of the state where Monterrey is 
located, to then make a more in-depth analysis 
of the composition of the city and then of the 
area of focus itself.

The state of Nuevo León is located in northeast 
Mexico. It shares border at the north with the 
states of Coahuila de Zaragoza and Tamaulipas, 
as well as with the United States of America, 
more specifically with the state of Texas. On the 
east, it borders the state of Tamaulipas and on 
the south the state of San Luis Potosí. Finally, 
to the west it borders the states of San Luis 
Potosí, Zacatecas and Coahuila de Zaragoza. The 
area of Nuevo León represents 3.3% that of 
the entire country, placing it as the 13th largest 
state amongst the 32 entities that constitute the 
nation. (INEGI, 2017b, p. 18)

Nuevo León is located in the meeting zone of 
three physiographic provinces. It is flanked on 
the west by the Sierra Madre Oriental mountain 
range, on the north by the Great North American 
Plains and on the east by the North Gulf Coastal 
Plain. There are two main groups of climates 
within the state, temperate and dry. The average 
temperature oscillates between 8 to 24 degrees 
Celsius within the year, although extreme 
differences are common due to the ruggedness 
of the topography. The average yearly rainfall is 
around 600 to 2500 mm. (INEGI, 2017a, p. 58-59) 
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In 2015, the recorded population of Nuevo León 
was of 5,119,504 people, which represented 
4.14% that of the total inhabitants of the 
country. The population seems to be almost 
equally distributed between the two sexual 
genders counting with 49.65% of males 
and 50.35% of females. The population of 
Nuevo León is young. If divided into four age 
categories, the first, comprising those from 0 
to 19 years old, would represent 34.57% of the 
total population. The second group agglomerates 
those aged 20 to 39 years and comprises 
32.34%, followed then by those aged 40 to 59 
years, who represent 23.15%. Finally, those of 
60 years of age and older, amount only to 9.94% 
of the total population of the state. (INEGI, 2017b, 

p. 89-90)

Although Nuevo León has a large territory when 
compared with the number of its inhabitants, 
it also exhibits a high degree of concentration 
on its urban areas. By 2015, 95% of the state’s 
population was located in urban zones and only 
5% in rural areas, a considerable departure from 
the average in the nation, which shows a degree 
of concentration of 78% and 22% respectively, 
making Nuevo León the most urbanized state in 
Mexico. (Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 198) 

The economic activities of the state are varied 
and span all three sectors of the economy. The 
primary sector, which centers on the extraction 
of raw materials, amounted only to 0.6% of 
the state GDP in 2016. On the other hand, the 
secondary sector that focuses on the production 
of finished goods represented 37.5% in the 
same year. Finally, the tertiary sector that 

involves commercial activities and the offering 
of intangible goods or services amounted to 
61.9% within the aforementioned period. (INEGI, 

2016b, n.d.) The contribution that Nuevo León 
does to the overall GDP of the country is very 
important. It places as the third largest with 
a rate of 7.3%, surpassed only by the state of 
Mexico and the megalopolis of Mexico City. 
(INEGI, 2016a, n.d.) According to the Mexican 
Institute for Competitiveness - IMCO, in its 2016 
annual report, Nuevo León placed as the third 
most competitive state within the nation, 
having the highest average income per person 
and the lowest proportion of people living in 
poverty at 20.4%, for a national rate of 46.2%. 
(IMCO, 2016, p. 88-90)

In regards to wealth distribution, it seems that 
the state performs more equitably than the rest 
of the country. According to data published by 
Mexico’s National Council for the Evaluation of 
Social Development Policy - CONEVAL, the nation 
exhibited in 2014 an overall Gini Coefficient 
of 0.503, while Nuevo León displayed a rate 
of only 0.453 during the same year. (SEDESOL 

CONEVAL, 2016b, p. 128-131) On the other hand, the 
country’s HDI15  in 2012 was that of 0.746, while 
the state reached an index of 0.790 during that 
same period, placing Nuevo León as the second 
best entity within Mexico, only behind Mexico 
City. (UNDP, 2015, p.9) However, there are marked 
disparities amongst the state’s population in 
all the aforementioned indicators, especially 
between those living in the rural areas and the 
rest living within the Metropolitan Area of 
Monterrey.
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Monterrey is the capital city of the state of 
Nuevo León. Although it carries the name 
of the municipality that gave it origin, 13 
municipalities integrate its metropolitan region 
nowadays. As of 2015, the Metropolitan Area 
of Monterrey16 was home to almost 4.5 million 
inhabitants, which represented over 85% of 
the total population of the state. In regards 
to its area, the MAM spread over an area of 
approximately 6000 km2. The distribution of the 
territory and population amongst the member 
municipalities is detailed in figure 29.

Monterrey is located on the center-west region 
of Nuevo León, near the border with the state of 
Coahuila, in an area where the coastal plain of 
the North Gulf meets the Sierra Madre Oriental. 
The center of the city sits next to the Santa 
Catarina River, which is the most important 
body of water within the metropolitan area. The 
average altitude of the city is 530 meters above 
sea level, and its most recognizable mountain 
is El Cerro de la Silla, located in the municipality 
of Monterrey and which boasts an altitude of 1 
820 meters above seal level17 . However, many 
other peaks have determined Monterrey’s 
metropolitan fabric. The most relevant are: 
The Topo Chico Mountain at the north, with an 
altitude of 1 100 masl; immediately to the west 
the Mitras Mountain with an altitude of 2 040 
masl; to the south the monumental Sierra Madre 
Oriental of 2 150 masl with its iconic peak La 
M Mountain with an altitude of 2 030 masl, and 

finally, near the center of the city, the Loma 
Larga Mountain with an altitude of only 720 
masl. (Garza, 1999, p. 570) The radical contrast that 
exists between its high peaks and narrow valleys 
is what made of Monterrey worthy to be known 
as ‘the city of mountains’.

In spite of the impressive landscapes that 
it creates, the effect of the topography on 
Monterrey goes further than mere aesthetic 
considerations. The height and location of 
its surrounding sierras has made it possible 
for the city to enjoy particular climate 
conditions. Monterrey is located in the 
transition zone between fertile and arid areas. 
Just 60 kilometers west from the city center 
the landscape changes abruptly, going from 
exuberant mountainous forests to desert and 
rocky pikes. This stark difference is the result of 
the interaction between the winds in the area 
and the city’s rugged topography, in a pattern 
behavior known as foehn effect18 .
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B. The Metropolitan Area of 
Monterrey

Fig. 27 Foehn effect on the Sierra Madre range

16.     Abbreviated in MAM. 
17.     Abbreviated in masl. 
18.     The Foehn Effect is a meteorological event influenced by mountain ranges. Cold and wet air hit one side of a mountain,making it raise upwards. This 
leads the air to heat up and precipitations to occur. Turbulences due to difference of pressure at the top of the range make the now dry and warm air to 
plunge back to the other side of the mountains. Clouds are this way "trapped" on one side, while the side stays dry. In the case of Monterrey, cold and wet 
air coming  from the north and the sea get stuck over the city, making it enjoy a comparatively more temperate weather. (Met Office, 2018) 
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Fig. 28 Satellite view of the Metropolitan Area of Monterrey, 1:750 000

Coahuila State

Nuevo León 
State

MAM

La
re

do
, T

ex
as

La
re

do
, T

ex
as

Saltillo

Mexico City

Tampico

Piedras Negras

Railways
Highways N
Airport

10 km



50

10 km

Fig. 29 INEGI, 2017b, p. 90-91; Aguilar, 2004, p. 228; SEGOB-INAFED, 
2010, n.d.; SEDESOL-CONAPO-INEGI, 2004, p. 67
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Fig. 30 Municipalities of the Metropolitan Area of Monterrey, 1:750 000
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Apodaca                                 
Cadereyta Jiménez 
El Carmen 
García 
General Escobedo 
Guadalupe  
Juárez 
Monterrey   
Salinas Victoria
San Nicolás de los Garza
San Pedro Garza García
Santa Catarina    
Santiago        
Total

Population
579,207
95,534
38,306
247,370
425,148
682,880
333,481
1,109,171
54,192
430,143
123,156
296,954
42,407
4,403,949 

Area
236.5
1,004.4
102.3
1,098.6
178.6
123.2
268.1
291.2
1,658.0
57.2
82.5
954.7
744.0
6,799.3 km2



The dominant winds of the metropolitan area 
come from the south and northeast directions. 
The former have their origin in the Gulf of Mexico 
and because of this, are warm and humid, while 
the latter come from the Midwest of the United 
States and are dry and cold. (Secretaría de Desarrollo 

Urbano y Obras Públicas del Estado de Nuevo León, 2003 p. 

22) The mountains of the Sierra Madre, acting as 
a natural barrier, force the air masses to collide 
and subsequently to condense and precipitate. 
Therefore, rain usually falls only on Nuevo Leon’s 
side of the Sierra Madre, or on the city of Monterrey 
itself, leaving the outskirts of the metropolitan 
region, especially the areas close to Coahuila, with 
very little precipitation and a semi-desert weather.

The Metropolitan Area of Monterrey is considered 
to have a warm and dry steppe climate with an 
average annual temperature of 22.4oC. (INEGI, 

2017b, p. 23) The seasons of the year are not very 
well discernible, although the clearest distinction 
happens between the periods of rain and drought. 
The warmest and driest season is summer with an 
average temperature ranging from 22.3oC to 34.8oC. 
However, due to the foehn effect, there are days in 
July, the warmest month of the year, when the city 
can reach temperatures of even 47oC. On the other 
hand, in winter, which is the shortest season in 
Monterrey, temperatures can go below zero during 
certain days of December and January. (Secretaría de 

Desarrollo Urbano y Obras Públicas del Estado de Nuevo León, 

2003 p. 15)   

The rains within the metropolitan area occur 
mostly during the months of June to October, 
although historically the month with the highest 
rainfall is September. The average annual rainfall 

varies between 600 and 800 millimeters. According 
to official data from the National Commission of 
Water - CONAGUA, during the year there are in 
average 60 rainy events, among which 75% deposit 
less than 10 mm, 22% between 10 and 30 mm and 
only 3% greater than 30 mm. This last category is 
particularly relevant to the city because some of 
these rains have a tendency to cross the mark of 
100 mm of rainfall and even reach levels of 190mm. 
This, in turn, causes the city’s water bodies to 
overflow, especially the Santa Catarina River, that 
exhibits a pattern of breaking its normal causeway 
every 21 years under the influence of tropical 
storms coming from the Gulf of Mexico. (Secretaría de 

Desarrollo Urbano y Obras Públicas del Estado de Nuevo León, 

2003 p. 105)   

However, it is also important to remark that the 
Metropolitan Area of Monterrey does not exhibit 
a homogeneous weather distribution within its 
territory. In general terms, the north of the city 
exhibits a semi-warm and dry climate, while the 
south has a temperate sub-humid weather. On the 
other hand, the center of the city is the warmest of 
all the areas, due to a heat-island19  condition, that 
forms as the result of a lack of vegetation and an 
excessive amount of paved areas. The northwest 
and southeast regions of the city are the sectors 
that benefit the most from the predominant winds 
which help regulate the temperature of these areas; 
although, from these two, the southeast has a more 
pleasing temperature. Under these conditions, it is 
of no surprise that it exist variations of up to four 
degrees Celsius between the different sectors of 
the Metropolitan Area of Monterrey. (Secretaría de 

Desarrollo Urbano y Obras Públicas del Estado de Nuevo León, 

2003 p. 15)  
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Fig. 31 Pages 52-53, view of Monterrey from La Silla Mountain

19.     A urban heat-island is a phenomenon happening in urban environment where the human activities (cars, heating, people) and the over pavimentation 
and reduction of green areas increase the temperature by a few degrees, compared to immediate surrounding rural areas. This has consequences on human 
health, on cost of air conditioning, or air quality. (Encyclopedia.com, 2008) 



Sierra de 
las Mitras

Sierra 
Madre

Loma
Larga

Rio de la Silla

Monterrey

San Pedro 
Garza García

Santa 
Catarina



Cerro del 
Topo Chico

Sierra del 
Fraile

Rio Santa Catarina

San Nicolás de 
los Garza

General 
Escobedo

Guadalupe



Only by its sheer size and amount of population, 
Monterrey already occupies a preponderant 
place within Mexico’s city system. However, 
its position is highlighted due to its economic 
relevance. The metropolitan area of Monterrey 
concentrates nearly 90% of the economic 
activities that are carried out within the state 
and is home to several of the most prominent 
national and international companies and 
corporations within the country. 
(Gobierno del Estado de Nuevo León, 2016, p.88)  
According to a ranking published in 2017 by 
the CNN-owned business magazine Expansión, 
Monterrey holds five of the top twenty 
companies operating in Mexico; a characteristic 
that has been a constant throughout its history, 
and which has made it to be known as ‘the 
industrial capital of the country’. 
(Aguilar, 2004, p. 221)

In terms of GDP output, Monterrey ranks as the 
second most important city within the nation. 
This remarkable position ought its origins to 
the dynamic commercial and industrial sectors, 
which since the very beginning, set roots there. 
The industry, as the city itself, has evolved from 
humble beginnings. The first economic sector 
that set a foothold in Monterrey was that of 
moderate agricultural production. This, in turn, 
gave way to the fabrication of textiles and later 
to the manufacture of wooden furniture. 
However, the true industrial capacity of 
Monterrey detonated at the brink of the 20th 

century, with the conjunction of three factors: 
the beginning of the metallurgy industry, the 
arrival of the railroad and the intensification of 
commercial relations with the United States. 
(Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 175) 

Nonetheless, the current economic activities 
of the metropolitan area are not anymore 
centered on industrial production, but on 
the commercial and service activities of the 
tertiary sector, which amounts to around 
58% of the total economic output; although 
in the particular cases of the municipalities of 
Monterrey and San Pedro Garza García, the rate 
of participation surpasses the mark of 70%. The 
secondary sector, which groups manufactures 
and maquiladoras20 , is still very important for 
the metropolis; it represents nearly 40% of the 
total economic output. 
However, its relevance is not the same for all the 
municipalities within the MAM; for example, 
those municipalities located on the outer zones 
of the metropolitan area exhibit a larger share 
of revenues coming from this economic sector. 
Such is the case of Apodaca, Juárez, Santa 
Catarina and General Escobedo. At last, the 
primary sector seems to be almost absent from 
the economic life of the MAM. It represents less 
than 1% of the activities carried out within the 
metropolitan area, with only the municipalities 
of García and Juárez maintaining some minor 
mining activities until this day. (Aguilar, 2004, p. 237) 
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C. Economic relevance of the 
Metropolitan Area

20.      The difference between manufactures and maquiladoras is that maquiladoras are factories where the raw material or parts are sent to from abroad, 
processed, then re-exported outside of Mexico, usually the U.S. The main advantages are unskilled workers with low wages, and tariff-free movements, as 
long as the products are not for the Mexican market. Maquiladoras appeared in the 1960s, but became generalized from the 1980s onward, at the border to 
the U.S., but also in the rest of the country.  



It is important to keep in mind that Monterrey’s 
economic bonanza is not entirely attributable 
to pure industrial and entrepreneurship will. 
The location of the city has played a major role 
for its development and subsequent economic 
success. As explained in the previous section, 
the particular weather conditions of the valley 
of Extremadura, where Monterrey is located, 
allowed it to get an agriculture output that was 
not possible to attain in any other territory 
eastern to the La Silla Mountain.
This in turn, helped consolidate Monterrey’s 
position in the northeast, in one of the 
toughest regions within the Viceroyalty of New 
Spain. (Roel, 1984, p. 10) Later on, when winds of 
independence swept through Mexico, the city 
was granted a relevant role, as the settlement 
that would help connect the most remote 
regions of the north, with the far away capital at 
the center of the young nation. 
Decades later at the end of the first half of the 
19th century, when the international political 
climate allowed it, Monterrey stood out as a 
primordial trading center between Mexico and 
the United State, and in particular with the 
southern states. (Flores, 2014, p. 22) During this 
period, the city was able to accumulate capital 
at full hands, which would prove to be of great 
importance later on. Furthermore, since then, 
the predilection that Monterrey had for its 
relationship with the state of Texas became 
apparent, with whom it promptly strengthened 
not only commercial bonds but also kin and 

cultural ties. This set of factors led Monterrey 
to be identified as ‘the most American city in 
Mexico’. (Aguilar, 2004, p. 221) 

Further on, during the last two decades of the 
19th Century and the first of the 20th, Monterrey 
benefited from the political change in the 
country. Under the auspice of Porfirio Díaz and 
his ”strong man in the north21 ”, the Governor of 
Nuevo León Bernardo Reyes, Monterrey saw a 
vertiginous increase of its industries, urban area 
and population. At the time, the government 
promoted the establishment of national and 
foreign industries in the area by decreeing 
considerable tax exemptions to anyone that 
would risk investing there. (Escamilla, 2018, p. 

43) This measure was aligned to the economic 
regime set by the Porfiriato, which was based 
on a model that was highly dependent on the 
income received as payment from foreign 
investors, as well as the collection of high tariffs 
from the import of goods. (Katz, 2006, p.142) 

During this period, Monterrey saw the birth 
of its great industrial complex, which included 
a brewing company, a metallurgical company, 
several steel-making corporations, a brick 
making company, and several others, specialized 
in various areas such as soap production and 
furniture manufacturing. (Martínez, 1996, p. 255)

During the years of the Mexican revolution, 
which began in 1910, the city experienced 
some sporadic violent attacks, although by far, 
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21.      Porfirio Diaz’s strong men were a group of male leaders directly appointed by him in order to carry out several roles within the regions they were 
entrusted with. These leaders could have been natives from the land they were in charge of, or even coming from far away regions of the country. Porfirio 
Diaz used the strong men as a strategy to breakup established power structures and consolidate its hold on the territory, as well as the political life of the 
country’s provinces. Their most important roles were to carry out the pacification of the country, which in many cases was achieved through violent means, 
and to facilitate an environment of certainty and stability for foreign investors. (Katz, 2006, p.141-146) 



its biggest effect was on the local economy. 
The industrial production of the city reduced 
severely due to a lack of access to raw materials 
and an overall economic stagnation of the 
country. It would take until the late years of 
the 1920s for the city to regain its economic 
strength. 
Although most of the world at that time 
was plunged into a deep financial recession, 
Monterrey boosted its local economy through 
a series of reconstruction works within the city 
and surrounding areas. (Martínez, 1996, p. 255)

The period from the late 1940s to the 
mid 1980s, which roughly corresponds to 
the Mexican Miracle, was a time of great 
expansion for the economy of the city. The 
federal government at the time, recognizing 
Monterrey’s industrial capacity gave 
impulse to its companies through a series 
of tax exemptions, cooperation on national 
infrastructure projects and most of all, by 
assuring the regio22  industrialists that their 
production output would have a captive 
market in Mexico’s internal sector. As a 
result, Monterrey experienced a great growth 
of its population, economy, urban area and, 
consequently, political power.
Nevertheless, a radical change on the economic 
and political scene of Mexico would appear 
shortly after, which would reshape the economic 
life of the city itself. Starting in the 1980s and 
as a result of a series of currency devaluations, 
the industrial production of the city decreased 
greatly. The reason for this was a mix of factors 
that ranged from structural problems on 
Mexico’s import substitution model, to the 

fact that the products that Monterrey had to 
offer were no longer in high demand as they 
were before, mainly due to the cancellation of 
many infrastructure projects. For the city, the 
severity of the situation reached its peak in 
1986, when the iconic Fundidora Monterrey Steel 
Company declared bankruptcy and imminent 
closure, which was attributed to a severe level of 
contracted debt and a failed attempt from the 
Federal government to pay it off. (Martinez, 1996, 

p.293-294) The ensuing years were full of tumults 
for Monterrey due to the ensued gradual 
liberalization of the country’s economy; which 
pushed the local industry to go through a critical 
period of restructuring in order to become 
competitive on the new international setting. 

By 1994, when the NAFTA trade deal came into 
effect, only some of Monterrey’s industries 
had modernized and had caught up with 
the international standards of production 
at the time. Those who managed to make 
the transition were capable to exploit their 
proximity and recently gained access to the 
American market. Once again, the sole location 
of the city seemed to have given to the local 
industries a key competitive advantage over 
those located in the rest of the country and 
even some areas of the United States. Under the 
new paradigm of the tri-national agreement, 
Monterrey found itself conveniently located 
along the so-called NAFTA corridor, which 
comprises a series of roads and railways 
networks that cross the three nations and 
help connect their economies and production 
systems. (Aguilar, 2004, p. 223) In regards to the 
road network, the most important is the one 
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22.      The term regio as a gentilic used in Mexico, refers to a person born and raised in the city of Monterrey. 



that passes through Monterrey and links the 
United States’ 35 Interstate Highway to the 
85 Federal Highway of Mexico. Similarly, the 
most important railway line is the one linking 
the industrial zones of Mexico City to the 
Metropolitan Area of Monterrey, the Midwest 
of the United States and the Canadian city of 
Winnipeg. However, an important thing to 
notice is that it was this same railway line that 
was the first to be privatized by the Mexican 
government in 1994, (IPS, 1996, n.d.) and which 
has been used to argument the entry into force 
of the neoliberal economic policy on Mexico’s 
infrastructure system.

Although in the second part of the 1990s, the 
industrial sector of Monterrey kept undergoing 
major restructuring processes, this time proving 
to be of great relevance for the city. Within 
that period the city received a great influx of 
foreign capital, which in turn prompted the 
growth of the local economy, although in a very 
different fashion as it had happened before. 
Most of the foreign investment received during 
that time went to the opening of American 
franchises, which included hotels, restaurants, 
and retail shops. (Martínez, 1996, p. 296) The change 
of focus on the foreign investment forced 
the government and economic agents of the 
city to strengthen the local service sector by, 
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Fig. 32 Faro del Comercio, designed in 1984 by Luis Barragán and built on the main square of Monterrey. It was designed to celebrate the 100th anniversary of the local 
Chamber of Commerce, as well as the strength of Monterrey's economy



among other things, implementing a vision of 
Monterrey as an international city of knowledge 
and a global provider of high standard services. 
With this goal in mind, the city emphasized the 
development of a robust educational system in 
order to form its own intellectual capital, while 
at the same time, it modernized and enlarged 
its international airport in order to facilitate its 
connectivity to strategic cities within Mexico 
and the United States. (Aguilar, 2004, p. 221-223) 

It is then clear that the Metropolitan Area 
of Monterrey is an economic powerhouse, 
not only within the country, but also in 
the bi-national region of Northeast Mexico 
and the American Southeast. Therefore, it 
is expected that Monterrey will continue 
strengthening its secondary and tertiary 
economic sectors, as a direct response to the 
market demands of Mexico and the United 
States in particular. However, this could lead to 
further decentralization and regional autonomy, 
but not necessarily a greater regional equality. 
There is already a marked disengagement of 
the MAM with the rest of the state, although 
there is also a clear tendency on merging the 
economic activities of Monterrey with those of 
the neighboring city of Saltillo in order to make a 
stronger economic region. However, the city itself 
has internal problems of its own that were born 
during its industrialization process. The MAM 
exhibits a growing pattern of internal segregation 
between its most vulnerable groups, located as 
pockets of socio-economic stagnation. (Aguilar, 

2004, p. 225) Therefore, in order to understand how 
this has come to be, it is necessary to analyze in 
more detail the historical growth of Monterrey’s 
urban area along with its economic development.
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The development of the industry in Monterrey 
has not only had an impact on its economy, 
but has also helped direct the growth and 
organization of its built environment. For the 
purpose of this chronological analysis, four 
main periods of Monterrey’s history have been 
identified as having played key roles on the 
configuration of its urban setting, which has 
resulted in the city of today. Emphasis has 
been placed on the socio-economic segregation 
process that accompanied the development 
of the metropolitan area, in particular the 
one that took place within the municipalities 
of Monterrey and San Pedro Garza García. 
The identified periods are: The Colonial times, 
The Porfiriato and the Mexican Revolution, The 
Mexican Miracle and lastly The Globalized System 
under Neoliberalism.

The morphology of a city is the result of a 
series of changes through history of its main 
economic activities, political forces, government 
practices, real estate developers and the 
patterns of housing occupation built by its 
population. Likewise, in the specific case of the 
Metropolitan Area of Monterrey much of its 
spatial composition is due to the orographic 
peculiarities of the valley of Extremadura where 
the city was founded, as well as the roads that 
helped it connect with the rest of the country. 
(Garza, 1999, p.571)

D. Development, growth and                 
socio-economic segregation

59



The City of Our Lady of Monterrey was founded 
on September 20, 1596, after two previous 
attempts that failed due to the continuous 
violent disputes between the settlers and 
indigenous Chichimeca23  groups, as well as a 
lack of resources and preparation from the first 
explorers. (De la Luz Márquez M., 2012, n.d.) The first 
group to settle in Monterrey was composed 
of only twelve families of Spanish descend 
that made the trip from the neighboring city 
of Saltillo, Coahuila. (Garza, 2012, p. 545) During 
its first two centuries of existence, Monterrey 
remained a small village within the viceroyalty 
of New Spain, which struggled to consolidate 
its presence with some intermittent success on 
agricultural and livestock production. (Aparicio & 

Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 175)

When Monterrey was funded, its urban 
structure was developed following the Felipe II 
royal decree Leyes de los Reynos de Las Indias, a 
document that specified the initial subdivision 
of any Spanish town in the new world. According 
to this decree, every settlement would start 
from a grand plaza, whose center would be 
crossed by two perpendicular roads that would 
extend towards the four cardinal points in a 
similar fashion as the Cardo-Decumanus system 
of ancient Rome. Next to the main plaza, there 
would be a place for a public water fountain and 
a church. In regards to the areas surrounding 
the initial core, each quarter of land would be 
further subdivided in a parochial structure and 
would be adapting the elements of the initial 
subdivision; meaning that the roads would have 
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1. Colonial times and Independence (1596-1880)
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Fig. 33 Plan of Monterrey in 1765

Fig. 34 Plan of colonial Spanish Cities according to Felipe II's decree : 1. Main 
square, 2. Government Palace, 3. Church, 4. Shops , 5. Secondary squares, 6. Schools or 

monasteries, 7. Hospital, 8. Cemetery, 9. Tanneries, 10. Cultivated land

23.      The Chichimecas, according to the oldest chronicles, were a section of the larger group of nomad indigenous migrants that settled in the heart of 
Mesoamerica, which corresponds to nowadays-central Mexico. At some point migration stopped and was even rejected by the already established groups. 
According to this division, the Chichimecas remained outside the Mesoamerican area, in an extensive area that became known as the Gran Chichimeca, 
located in the southern part of Aridoamerica, which would nowadays equate to north and north-east Mexico. (Monroy & Calvillo, 1997, n.d.) 



the same alignment as the first two and their 
neighborhoods would be consolidated by smaller 
plazas, gardens, fountains and churches. (Aparicio 

& Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 182)

Since its very foundation, Monterrey showed 
clear manifestations of its socio-spatial division. 
When the settlers of the third foundation 
arrived, they brought with them groups of 
indigenous Tlaxcaltecas24  from the southern 
parts of the Viceroyalty, who, amongst their 
tasks, had to help the Spanish settlers to 
combat the Chichimeca tribes, as well as to 
help build their city and work their lands. 

However, following the Leyes del Reino de Las 
Indias, the settlers relegated the Tlaxcaltecas to 
the southern side of the river, in a plain to the 
outskirts of what nowadays is called the Loma 
Larga mountain. (Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, 

p. 179-182) From then on, the Santa Catarina River 
would be regarded as a natural barrier dividing 
the historical center from the rest of the city; 
as well as the mean to avoid the socio-racial 
mix between settlers and indigenous groups. 
(Escamilla, 2018 p. 43)

During this time, socio-spatial division was also 
noticeable in the system of ranchos and haciendas 
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Fig. 35 Monterrey in 1846

24.      The Tlaxcaltecas were a people coming from the center of Mexico. During the Spanish conquest in the early XVIth century, they allied to the Spaniards 
against the dominant Aztecs. As such, they enjoyed a better relationship with the conquistadores compared to other native people. They also helped them 
settle towns across Nueva España, especially in Nuevo León.



established on the lands surrounding the 
town and which would set the bases for a later 
subdivision of the state on its municipalities. 
Although Monterrey’s population was showing 
early signs of growth, by the middle of the 
XVIIIth century, the mix of a harsh flood of the 
Santa Catarina River and an emigration wave of 
population that left Monterrey to help populate 
the recently created state of Tamaulipas, 
provoked the city’s population to shrank back 
to barely 3 000 inhabitants. (Garza, 1999, p. 545) In 
the year 1821, Mexico became an independent 
nation from Spain and Monterrey reached a 
population of 11 044 inhabitants. Shortly after, 
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Fig. 36 Map of the colonial haciendas compared to today's municipal borders, according to Ramón Reyes. The original limits of Monterrey are shown in yellow. (Reyes, 2007, p. 91-92)  
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in 1846 the Mexican American war broke out, 
an armed conflict that would bring violence and 
destruction to the very doors of the city and 
which would end in 1848. In that same year, 
Nuevo León became a bordering state with the 
United States, after Mexico lost its farthest 
northern territories and the disputed region 
with Texas. (Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 182)

Although the loss of the territory meant a 
tragedy for the nation, it became a sign of good 
fortune for the city. From one day to the other, 
Monterrey found itself located merely 200 
kilometers away from the border with Texas; 
a new geopolitical situation that presented 
commercial opportunities, which would soon be 
exploited by the prominent local families after 
the establishment of trade routes and houses. 
During this period of economic dynamism, the 
city accumulated great quantities of capital, 
which in turn, allowed the hacendados to invest 
in the creation of the first factories in the region. 
In 1854, the textile factory ‘La Fama’ began 
its operations within the confines of the then 
Hacienda Santa Catarina. This first industrial 
endeavor would established a paradigm for the 
city on the way that private entities urbanize 
an area and established their relationships with 
employees and city authorities. La Fama erected 
its factory building near the main house of the 
Santa Catarina hacienda, which back then was at 
a long distance from the city center of Monterrey, 
reason why the owners prompted their employees 
to build their houses near the premises and on the 
same land owned by the factory. In this way, the 
La Fama living quarters became the first workers 
neighborhood to exist in the city of Monterrey. 
(Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 184)
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Fig. 37 Hacienda Santa Catarina, textile factory "La Fama",  funded in 1854



The economic good-fortune of the city also began 
to manifest as larger and more robust buildings 
appeared. These construction works attracted 
experienced labor force from neighboring 
southern states such as Zacatecas, Durango 
and especially San Luis Potosí. Recognizing the 
copious arrival of immigrants to the city and their 
household needs, the government of Monterrey, 
between 1853 and 1854, decided to sectorize and 
adequate the land south of the Santa Catarina 
River. This area was the same low and narrow 
plain where the Tlaxcaltecas had previously been 
relegated, and which then received the official 
name of ‘Nuevo Repueblo del Sur’. (Aparicio & Ortega 

& Sandoval, 2011, p. 182) The new neighborhood 
was traced following the original grid of the old 
town. However, it received little more than that 
as infrastructure, to the extent that the crossing 
from one side of the city to the other was directly 
on the riverbed. (Escamilla, 2018, p. 48)

From 1861 to 1865, the United States entered 
a civil war, which had important effects on the 
economy of the state of Nuevo León and in 
particular on that of Monterrey. During this 
period, the international trade between the city 
and the southern Confederate States increased 
exponentially. Trade houses in Monterrey and 
the port of neighboring Tampico, were employed 
by the American Confederate States in order to 
maintain an open route for their goods to reach 
the European markets. This situation resulted 
in the further accumulation of fortune for the 
families of Monterrey. (Escamilla, 2018, p. 43) The new 
acquired wealth incentivized the opening of more 
industries and consequently the arrival of more 
migrant labor from other parts of the state and 

the country. As a result of the latter, in 1864, city 
authorities decided to expand the city once more. 
In that occasion the growth was oriented towards 
the plains at the north of the old city center, which 
seemed to have infused its gridded road structure 
into the new neighborhood that was called “Nuevo 
Repueblo del Norte”. (Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 182)
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Fig. 38 Monterrey in 1854, before the first extension across the river

Fig. 39 Plan of Monterrey in 1865, showing the two recent extensions : Repueblo del Norte (north) and Repueblo del Sur (south)



In 1880, the number of inhabitants of 
Monterrey had increased to 35 356, (Garza, 1999, 

p. 545) and the Porfiriato economic policies had 
begun to solidify in the city. The establishment 
of laws tailored to protect private interests and 
the commitment of the federal government 
to provide stability, encouraged the arrival 
of foreign investment and the continuous 
migration of workers from the southern states. 
(Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 173-175) In the 
same way, the federal and local governments, 
in an effort to ratify Diaz’s idea of modernity, 
launched an urban improvement program 
following examples that were being carried out 
in France. (Escamilla 2018, p. 43)

Between 1882 and 1888 a series of railway 
lines were built in order to connect the city of 
Monterrey with the rest of the country and 
in particular to the northeast. The first route 
linked Monterrey with Mexico City and San Luis 
Potosí. While the followings gave access to the 
cities of Saltillo and Torreon in Coahuila, and 
the bordering town of Nuevo Laredo and the 
port of Tampico in Tamaulipas. (Escamilla, 2018, p. 

40) The railway propelled Monterrey’s position as 
a regional merchandise distribution center, but 
also helped transform it into a “city of industrial 
barons and workers” (Escamilla, 2018, p. 43)

On the local scope, the railway line that 
connected Monterrey with Saltillo brought 
closer the economic activities of the factories 
located in Santa Catarina to the city center. 
(Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 184) Likewise, 

after having finalized the construction of the 
railways in 1888, the government authorities, 
together with the private sector, began the 
construction of a tramway line to link the 
center of Monterrey with its periphery. (Archivo 

General del Estado de Nuevo León, AGENL 1995) By the 
brink of the 1890s, the city had already 41 145 
inhabitants, and the San Luisito neighborhood 
concentrated 10 000 of them. (Martínez, 1996, 256) 
Meanwhile the governor enacted a real estate 
law which allowed citizens with considerable 
economic means, whether local or foreign, to 
acquire private, public or communal lands that 
were considered vacant or underutilized. (Aparicio 

& Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 186-187).  
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2. Porfiriato and the Mexican Revolution (1880s-1940s)



Under these favorable circumstances, the city 
began a rapid period of industrialization with 
a focus on the development of a robust heavy 
industry. Amongst the companies that were 
created at the time stand out the Nuevo León 
Smelting and Refining Company, Cervecería 
Cuauhtémoc brewing company, Gran Fundición 
Nacional Mexicana and the Fundidora de Fierro y 
Acero de Monterrey steel company. (Escamilla, 2018, 

p. 43) All of these industries established their 
operations at the north of the city, right outside 
its perimeter, on areas that were strategically 
located next to the railway lines and water 
sources. (Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 187). 

The concentration of large sections of land in the 
hands of a few private entities, together with the 
arrival of the modern means of transportation 
disrupted the colonial orthogonal model of the 
city. 

The immediate old agricultural northern 
and eastern peripheries of Monterrey’s city 
core became fragmented and turned into a 
collection of private enclaves, while at the 
same time, the railway and tramway lines 
promoted the spontaneous creation of workers’ 
neighborhoods next to the established 
industries. This began a process of conurbation 
between the municipalities of Monterrey and 
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Fig. 40 Fundidora, one of the main industries in Monterrey, founded in 1900
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San Nicolás de los Garza. (Aparicio & Ortega & 

Sandoval, 2011, p. 187) The physical presence of the 
railway tracks and the designs of the industrial 
sectors, which in most cases replicated models 
imported from the United Kingdom and the 
U.S.A., broke with the permeability of the 
colonial reticular road structure and marked the 
beginning of a new era for the city. (Aparicio & 

Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 184-185)

Along with the process of industrialization 
and generation of capital, the city’s wealthy 
dwellers and government authorities continued 
the process of expansion, embellishment and 
improvement of the old city core. Perhaps the 
most important public building constructed 

at the time was the State Palace of the 
Government of Nuevo León, which began its 
construction in 1895. (Camacho, 1991, p. 262) This 
building was of particular importance since 
for its construction, city authorities launched 
a program of recruitment of stonemasons and 
construction workers in the neighboring state 
of San Luis Potosí. Private companies that were 
lacking personnel in their industries, from 
then on, would emulate this process in all the 
neighboring states, increasing the number 
of migrants into the city. At their arrival, 
city authorities encouraged them to settle in 
the recently created neighborhoods of Nuevo 
Repueblo del Norte and Nuevo Repueblo del Sur. 
(Escamilla, 2018, p. 43-47) 

Fig. 41 Masons workers for the construction of the Government Palace of Nuevo León, most of them originating from the state of San Luis Potosí



By offering two places at opposite ends of the city 
for the development of the workers homes, city 
authorities set in to motion a particular process 
of organic self-segregation amongst the arriving 
population. In the sector of the Nuevo Repueblo del 
Norte, the majority of residents were those who 
managed to get a formal job at one of the recently 
created industrial companies. On the other hand, 
those who settled in the Nuevo Repueblo del Sur, 
were those who worked in one of the more than 
300 different construction sites that were active at 
the time. Likewise, the area became the preferred 
place of arrival for entire families who moved from 
San Luis Potosí to Monterrey without any kind of 
prior arrangements, reason which also led them 
to occupy sections of this neighborhood without 
the consent of the city authorities. However, 
many of these families soon began to engage in 
the economic life of the city as small traders in the 
formal and informal sectors. By the year 1900, 
the total population of Monterrey rose to 62 266 
inhabitants, of which almost 52% was originally 
from San Luis Potosí; most of them lived in the 
Nuevo Repueblo del Sur neighborhood, which was 
later renamed San Luisito. (Escamilla, 2018, p. 43-49)
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Fig. 42 Nuevo Repueblo del Sur in 1895, soon renamed San Luisito, due to the 
number of workers from San Luis Potosí settling there
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Fig. 43 Monterrey in 1894. This map shows the previous urban expansions, as well as the main industries.                                                                                                          
Bella Vista neighborhood, developed by Moctezuma brewery, is visible at the north



During the first years of the 20th century, the 
unstoppable increase of the industrial activity 
generated a new social class composed of 
factory workers. Their housing needs prompted 
the further expansion of the city to its north 
in the way of spontaneous and uncontrolled 
households. The business community, having 
recognized the severity of the situation, urged the 
different levels of government to map and order 
the city according to their needs. In exchange 
they offered to participate in the resolution of the 
lack-of-housing problematic. As a result of the 
latter, the biggest industrial companies began to 
develop small workers’ neighborhoods for their 
own employees. The first of these to be built was 
the Bellavista neighborhood by the Cervecería 
Moctezuma brewing company at the north of the 
city. (Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 185-187) 

In 1910, when the Mexican revolution began, the 
city of Monterrey registered 78, 528 inhabitants 
within its confines. (Garza, 2003, p. 167-200) 
However, due to the continuous recruitment 
of the rural population towards the different 
factions of the armed revolt, the number of 
immigrants to Monterrey dropped greatly during 
those times. Likewise, as it was stated in previous 
sections of this work, the revolution’s biggest 
impact on Monterrey’s life was a sharp halt on its 
economic growth. Nonetheless, by 1917, when 
the revolution stopped, Monterrey would resume 
to receive big amounts of immigrants who were 
once again attracted to construction jobs. It was 
then common that those men would arrive to 
work at construction sites for a few months, but 
would then turn to the factories in look for a 
more stable job. (Escamilla, 2018, p. 47) 
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Fig. 44 Example of housing program for workers                                                            
from the Cuauhtémoc brewery, 1928

Fig. 45 Constitutionalists troops after the battle of Monterrey, 1913



During the last years of the 1920s, the 
local economy began to grow again and the 
vital communications for the industry were 
improved by the pavimentation of the road 
leading to the border town of Nuevo Laredo. 
Likewise, in 1927, the roads and avenues 
of Monterrey were refurbished so that they 
could accommodate cars. (Martínez, 1996, p. 266) 
Due to the times of modernity and bonanza, 
the owners and shareholders of the several 
industrial corporations began to build their own 
exclusive residential zones. The disposition of 
these areas laid the foundations for a sharper 

socio-spatial segregation that would solidify 
in the coming decades. These elite residential 
sectors were located on the outskirts of the city, 
with a tendency to group in the west and south, 
in opposite direction to the worker’s housing 
areas, which continued to expand mostly at 
Monterrey’s north. Thus, during the following 
two decades, most of the rich neighborhoods 
of the current city had already been founded, 
such as the Roma neighborhood created in 1928 
in the south, and the Obispado neighborhood 
in 1930 at the southeast, both still within 
Monterrey.

72

Fig. 46 New high-end neighborhood of the Obispado, developed from 1930 onwards



In the year 1940, Monterrey had almost 200 
000 inhabitants and was already the third 
largest city in Mexico. Likewise, that year 
marked the beginning of a period of explosive 
industrialization and economic growth. This 
process was characterized by the presence of 
a stronger centralized federal state, which got 
involved in all matters related to the provision 
of greater social welfare, including urban 
planning and market regulation. As part of 
the policies destined to promote the economic 
growth of northeast Mexico, federal authorities 
launched a program that aimed to improve 
the internal road network of Monterrey, as 
well as the roads that connected the city to its 
neighboring towns. The reason for this set of 
infrastructure projects was to facilitate the socio-
economic management of Nuevo León; as well as 
facilitating the travel of people and shipment of 
goods from central Mexico to the United States. 
(Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 189-191) 

The beginning of the 1940s would also bring 
significant changes for the city at a local 
scale, through the self-rearrangement of its 
residential zones, which would exacerbate the 
socio-economic patterns of fragmentation that 
started decades before. At the dawns of a new 
economic expansion, the wealthiest sectors of 
Monterrey's society would make a resounding 
move. Searching for more pleasing areas where 
they could live far away from the factories and 
the densely populated zones; they founded the 
Del Valle neighborhood on lands pertaining 
to the neighboring southern municipality of 

San Pedro Garza García. (Aparicio&Ortega&Sandoval, 

2011, p. 189) The creation of this residential 
area, together with those founded in the 
decade before, not only increased the size of 
the city but also the distance between their 
economically powerful sector and the working 
class, in a pattern known as polar segregation. 
(Valdés, 2007, p. 5)

3. Mexican Miracle (1940s-1970s)
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Fig. 47 Monterrey in the late 1940s, Independencia highlighted
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Fig. 48 Monterrey in 1946. All neighborhoods are visible, especially the proliferation of areas developed by companies for their employees



An important geopolitical event that took place 
in the mid-1940s, and which would resonate on 
Monterrey, was the participation of the United 
States in World War II. Due to the reorientation 
of its native and economically active population 
towards military goals, the U.S.A. found itself 
with labor shortages on its agro-industrial 
sector. Because of the latter, federal authorities 
of the U.S.A. launched in 1942 the largest 
guest-worker program in its history, which is 
popularly known as ‘Bracero’. This program, 
“allowed millions of Mexican men to [go] to 
the United States to work on, short-term, 
primarily agricultural labor contracts.” (Center for 

History and New Media, 2019, n.d.) The recruitment 
process of Braceros was managed through the 
various American consulates within the Mexican 
territory, including the one in Monterrey. 
Many of the men that were not selected by the 
American authorities decided to stay with their 
families in the city. Later on, when they looked 
for a place where to re-settle, they chose the 
periphery of the San Luisito neighborhood at 
the outskirts of the Loma Larga; where there 
were already many rural workers at the time; as 
well as returning Braceros who were waiting for a 
contract renewal. (Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, 

p. 186) It then seemed, that almost exclusively, 
the low socio-economic class inhabited the area.

By 1950, the population of Monterrey 
amounted to 354,114 inhabitants, which at 
the time, represented nearly half the total 
population of the state of Nuevo León. (Garza, 

2003, p. 167-200) During this same year, the 
municipalities of San Nicolás de los Garza and 
Guadalupe, where most of the industries and 

worker’s households had expanded in the 
previous decades, merged officially with the 
municipality of Monterrey in order to create the 
Metropolitan Area of Monterrey – MAM. (Garza, 

1999, p. 545) However, due to the relatively small 
area of these municipalities, the urban sprawl, 
composed by working-class neighborhoods, 
would soon expand to the municipalities of 
Apodaca, Escobedo and Santa Catarina. (Aguilar, 

2004, p. 226) Meanwhile, San Pedro Garza García 
reaffirmed its position as the biggest attractor 
of the wealthiest sectors of society. The Del Valle 
neighborhood kept growing around its core, 
while two new neighborhoods were created at its 
north, near the border with Monterrey, at the 
west of the Obispado’s zone. (García & Ortiz, 1995, p. 311) 
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Because of this expansion, in 1951, federal 
authorities began a close cooperation with the 
local government in order to carry out a series 
of infrastructure projects. Fruit of that was 
the channeling of the Santa Catarina River, the 
construction of two highways along its course 
and the erection of several vehicular bridges that 
would join both sides of the city at its south. 
(Martínez, 1996, p. 273) 

On the other hand, in that same year, following 
the precedent set by the Cervecería Cuahutemoc in 
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Fig. 49 Santa Catarina river in 1942 (top) and 1953 (bottom)
Fig. 50                                                                                                        
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Fig. 51 MasterplanFig. 52 Individual house

Fig. 53 Colonia Buenos Aires, developed by Fundidora in 1949



1907, the companies Vidriera Monterrey, Fundidora 
de Fierro y Acero de Monterrey and ASARCO 
Mexicana would construct their own workers’ 
neighborhoods on the municipalities of San Nicolás 
de los Garza and Monterrey. (Reyes, 2007, p. 131) It 
should be noticed, that these neighborhoods, 
despite being destined to the working class, were 
well planned and counted with public buildings, 
churches, schools and recreational spaces next to 
the living quarters, all of these, influenced in great 
measure by urban ideas imported from other areas 
of the world. (Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 

191) However, it is also during this period that the 
living areas of the lowest socio-economic groups 
expanded the most. They occupied the available yet 
legal lands at northwest Monterrey surrounding 
the Topo Chico Mountain, as well as the southwest 
of Guadalupe. (Garza, 1999, p. 557)
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Fig. 54 Advertisement for working housing in Colonia Victoria, "most salubrious site at the heart of 
the industrial zone", developed by the company ASARCO in 1940



The population of the Metropolitan Area of 
Monterrey reached 695 504 inhabitants in the 
year 1960, (Garza, 2003, p. 167-200) amounting to 
more than 65% of the total of the state. The 
economic environment for the MAM during 
the 1960s was favorable. Its industry became 
the main provider for the federal government 
on many strategic resources used on the 
construction efforts. This, meant an expansion 
and modernization of the local factories, which 
in turn attracted the talent and labor from 
other states. The proportion of immigrant 
population by then roughly represented 30% 
of the total overall. Likewise, the concentration 

of wealth did not halt. San Pedro Garza García 
kept expanding its neighborhoods, which 
were characterized by being almost entirely 
composed of high socio-economic class. 
Although, for the first time, the price of land 
began to be restrictive for some, whom instead 
decide to concentrate into certain zones of the 
neighboring San Nicolás de los Garza. (Garza, 1999, 

p. 550)

As it had happened during the 1950s, the 
industrial sector reinforced its commitment to 
provide affordable housing for its employees. At 
the time, all the largest industrial corporations 
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Fig. 55 Monterrey in 1963. The most recent developments made by private companies to accommodate workers are visible, 
as they form clusters around factories. San Pedro Garza García and Colonia Del Valle are visible at the bottom



built workers’ neighborhoods in San Nicolás de 
los Garza and Monterrey. To illustrate the rapid 
expansion that the MAM experienced at the 
time, it is only necessary to review the city’s 
records, which show that during that decade, 
150 new housing developments had been 
granted construction rights, from which, two 
thirds were located on the outskirts of the MAM; 
and of those, half of them were destined to the 
working class. (Reyes, 2007, p. 131) Although public 
and private entities seemed to have cooperated 
to try to cope with the growing demand for 
affordable housing; these measures proved to be 
insufficient and failed to reach the lowest sectors 
of the population. During the second half of the 
1960s, informal settlements started to become 
a recurrent phenomenon in the MAM. It first 
appeared as communal ‘progressive’ movements 
from well-organized groups of impoverished 
migrants, who, above all, demanded city 
authorities some areas they could occupy. 
However, it wouldn’t be long for it to evolve into 
a series of uncontrolled illegal land occupations 
that are now known as paracaidisimo25 ; and 
which concentrated on the high steeped areas 
of vacant land in the municipality of Monterrey.
(Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 191-192)

By 1970, with the incorporation of Santa 
Catarina, the MAM had tripled its urban area in 
respect to its previous 1950s size, which marked 
the beginning of its metropolitan journey. (Garza, 

1999, p. 572) Likewise, in terms of population, this 
had increased, although at a lower rate than in 
previous decades, (Aguilar, 2004, p. 233) reaching a 
level of concentration of almost three fourths of 
the total population of the state. This amounted 

to more than 1.2 million inhabitants, who found 
themselves living at higher densities than in 
the past. (Garza, 2003, p. 167-200) Although in this 
decade economic growth and industrialization 
was still ongoing, the accelerated growth of 
the urban area began to translate as faulty 
infrastructure and an incapacity of the 
governmental authorities to find suitable 
solutions for the many challenges at hand. (Garza, 

1999, p. 572) 

Amongst these the most important at the 
time was the lack of affordable housing for the 
working class, which the government tried to 
solve through the construction of some high 
density social-housing building, such as the 
’Condominios Constitución’ in the municipality 
of Monterrey. (Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, 

p. 192) However, these efforts were not enough 
to make a real impact on the situation, which 
would result in the proliferation of informal 
settlements around the city. By the end of the 
decade, the problematic of informality would 
amount to half a million cases of individuals 
taking illegal possession of land. (Martínez, 1996, 

p. 283) The main land invasions happened at the 
north of the municipality of Monterrey, on the 
slopes of the Cerro del Topo Chico Mountain and, 
in addition, in the municipality of Guadalupe’s 
eastern part, on areas that bordered the main 
roads that connected the MAM to the bordering 
towns of the north, following a similar pattern 
of concentration as in the past. On the other 
hand, the opposite social strata, the wealthy 
class, kept its hold on San Pedro Garza García and 
San Nicolás de los Garza. Nevertheless, they also 
began to form a new pole of concentration in 
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25.     Paracaidisimo is a colloquial term used in Mexico to refer to the act of taking illegal occupation of land or property. 



the forested slopes of the La Silla Mountain; area 
which by then was already well-connected with 
the city center thanks to a wide vehicular avenue 
that extended throughout the south. (Garza, 1999, 

p. 573)

During the 1970s socio-spatial segregation 
within the MAM exacerbated even more. This 
time around, not only residential areas began 
to separate into different municipalities and 
socio-economic strata; but also the commercial, 
industrial and entertainment zones. Industrial 
growth happened first in Santa Catarina, 
along the road that connects to the city of 
Saltillo, and later in the outskirts of García and 
Apodaca, near their transportation hubs. (Garza, 

1999, p. 575) Although the main commercial 
activities remained grouped in the city center 
of Monterrey, these began to sprawl, forming 
commercial axes that followed the main roads 
that connected Monterrey to Mexico City and 
the border towns. Likewise, for the first time, 
new industrial developments began to prioritize 
settling in peripheral municipalities instead of 
Monterrey or San Nicolás de los Garza. This is 
how new industrial developments were formed 
in Apodaca and Santa Catarina, which followed 
the direction of the roads, and connected the 
airport and Texas with the first, and Saltillo 
with the second. As a result of the latter, the 
municipalities of Apodaca and Santa Catarina 
received a tremendous influx of population; 
most of them part of the working class, which 
led these to municipalities to be known as 
bedroom areas of the labor force. Likewise, 
during this decade, the municipality of General 
Escobedo began to be inhabited by a section 
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Fig. 56 Condominios Constitución, started in 1964



of the city’s workforce, which represented the 
lowest socio-economic strata, and who will in 
the future help this area to be incorporated into 
the MAM. (Garza, 1999, p. 550-573)

During the entire 1970s the municipalities 
of the MAM that had the highest socio-
economic development were San Pedro Garza 
García and San Nicolás de los Garza, due to 
the socio-economic nature of the residents 
that had flocked there since the 1960s. On 
the other hand, Monterrey, in spite of being 
the most important municipality in economy 
and quantity of population, placed at an 
intermediate socio-economic level. The reason 
for its apparent delayed development could 
be attributed to the fact of it having being 
the predilect are of arrival for impoverished 
migrants; as well as for having numerous 
working-class residential settlements and 
large industrial zones. Finally, the remaining 
municipalities of Guadalupe, Santa Catarina, 
Apodaca and General Escobedo concentrated most 
of the lowest socio-economic strata during that 
time. (Garza, 1999, p. 550) 
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Fig. 57 Socio-economic hierarchy of municipalities between 1970 and 1990. 
High corresponds to factors higher then 0.81; medium between 0.21 and 0.80; low 

between -0.49 and 0.20; very low below -0.50 (Garza, 1999: p.558)
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In 1980 the population of the MAM had reached 
almost two million inhabitants, exhibiting 
a smaller growth percentage than a decade 
before. (Garza, 2003, p. 167-200) In this period, the 
urban area of the city of Monterrey continued 
to increase due to the incorporation of three 
peripheral municipalities, which together 
with the ones that joined before, amounted 
to a total of nine: Monterrey, San Pedro Garza 
García, Guadalupe, San Nicolás de los Garza, Santa 
Catarina, General Escobedo, Apodaca, Juárez and 
García. (García y Ortiz 1995, p. 313-314) Likewise, 
during this period, the industrial and economic 
life of the city was severely affected by a series 
of currency devaluations and economic crisis, 
which caused a sharp deceleration on Nuevo 
Leon’s economy that exhibited a GDP growth 
of only 1% per year, lasting almost the whole 
decade. (Garza, 1999, p. 549-554) 

The Metropolitan Area of Monterrey, during 
this period, went through a major redistribution 
of its socio-economic sectors within its 
municipalities; accentuating the already present 
patterns of segregation among them. The 
biggest changes happened in the city center of 
the municipality of Monterrey, which, during 
this decade, began to lose residents, and in 
particular those of a high socio-economic 
class. (Aguilar, 2004, p. 233) The wealthy sectors 
seem to have relocated to newly developed and 
well-connected areas in the northeast and the 
south; as well as areas within San Pedro Garza 
García and the Obispado neighborhood. These 
relocations were the culmination of a trend 

that had begun twenty years in the past. On 
the other hand, the central areas that had been 
vacated by the departing inhabitants were 
rapidly occupied by groups belonging to the 
middle-income class. 
Through out the 1980s, the municipality of 
Monterrey continuously lost dynamism, in 
particular its commercial city core; which began 
to be less profitable in face of the newly open 
American shopping malls. These commercial 
centers were built at locations that were close 
to the living areas of the wealthy class; which 
meant that Monterrey’s central commercial area 
had to adapt its services offering to the purchase 
power of only the middle-income and low-income 
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4. A globalized system (1980s-)

Fig. 59 Municipalities according to their socio-economic levels in 1980.          
See Fig. 57    (Garza, 1999: p.553)
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classes. (García y Ortiz 1995, 313-314) By the end of 
the 1980s, the relative levels of socio-economic 
distribution amongst the member municipalities 
of the MAM, remained the same as those seen 
one decade before. San Pedro Garza García and San 
Nicolás de los Garza placed at the top, Monterrey in 
the middle; while Guadalupe and Santa Catarina 
ranked as low, and finally, Apodaca, General 
Escobedo and Juárez as very-low. (Garza, 1999, p. 552)

The economic recession caused by the crisis 
of 1982 had devastating consequences for 
the industrial sector of the city and its labor 
market. An example of the latter was the 
terrible condition of the smelting industry at 
the time. This manufacture sector, which once 
represented 42% of the industrial output of 
the MAM and was responsible for 10.6% of the 
total job offering in Nuevo León represented 
only 5.7% by 1985, and barely 3% in 1988. The 
sharp drop on these levels was attributed to 
two factors; the national economic downturn, 
and most importantly, the closure in 1986 of 
the ‘Compañía Fundidora de Fierro y Acero de 
Monterrey’. (Aguilar, 2004 p. 241-243) An iconic 
company that once was the pride of Monterrey, 
and an example of social welfare and wealth 
distribution on the private sector. It is believed 
that during the 1980s nearly 56 000 people 
lost their jobs. However, far from what could 
be expected, even under such circumstances, 
housing conditions continued to improve. 
(Aguilar, 2004, p. 238-241) The latter seems to be 
the fruitful results of programs launched by 
federal agencies, which seek to improve and 
maintain the worker’s neighborhoods within the 
metropolitan area. (Garza, 1999, p. 549)

Even though MAM’s population grew during the 
decade, its rate of expansion reduced. On the 
other hand, its urban area expanded as well, at an 
annual rate of 5.6%. (Garza, 1999, p. 574) 
However, due to the economic crisis, most of 
the growth materialized as informal settlements 
that spread on the open lands of peripheral 
municipalities and the outskirts of the 
mountains, in particular the Topo Chico. Along 
with the enlargement of the urban area, its 
infrastructure requirements increased, together 
with the pressure on local authorities to provide 
for solutions. 
Needless to say, under the prevailing economic 
conditions, local authorities failed at providing 
them; but also at controlling the direction where 
the urban area would grow. The latter should no 
come as a surprise, especially if it is taken into 
account that it was during this period when the 
jurisdiction of urban tasks exchanged hands from 
federal authorities to the local ones. Leaving 
the unexperienced staff to control a crisis, 
when they did not even have an established 
metropolitan council. It would be until 1988 
when the authorities of Monterrey would manage 
to compile the first urban vision for the MAM. 
(Aguilar, 2004, p. 246)
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Fig. 60 Fundidora site in the late 1980s



The spatial distribution of the socio-economic 
sectors within the city did not change much during 
the 1980s. The different social strata continued 
to spread on their own, advancing in the same 
direction as in the decade before and forced by 
the omnipresence of the mountains and hills. 
The high social strata kept its hold of San Pedro 
Garza García; but also founded a new sector in the 
south, on the narrow valley of the Huajuco Canyon 
in the outskirts of Monterrey, along the road that 
connects the MAM to Mexico City. (Garza, 1999, p. 

574-575) The middle-income sector centered in the 
valleys of the municipalities of Monterrey, Santa 
Catarina, Guadalupe and San Nicolás de los Garza. 
While the lower strata continued their expansion 
on the remaining peripheral municipalities. Thus, it 
is evident that the structuring of the metropolitan 
space was the result of a severe economic crisis; 
as well as of the actions of a real estate market 
that favored the spatial segmentation of the social 
classes within the metropolitan area. (Garza, 1999, p 554)

In the year 1990, the MAM reached a population 
that surpasses the 2.5 million inhabitants which 
shows a slower rate of growth than the one 
exhibited in the previous decade.  (Garza, 2003, p. 

167-200) During the 1990s, the municipality of 
Monterrey continued to loose population, which 
seem to have moved to similar locations as in 
previous decades. The bulk of the population 
growth would occurs within the municipalities of 
Apodaca, García, Escobedo and Juárez, all of them 
with astonishing rates of more than 9%. All of 
these municipalities were located in the periphery 
of the MAM, and as such, they still counted with 
large amounts of vacant land. A characteristic 
that reinforced they proclivity to attract the 

international manufacture companies. These 
began to settle in the late 1990s helping the MAM
to regain some of its economic power. (Aguilar, 2004, p. 235) 

In 1994, the NAFTA deal came into effect 
and with that a series of changes for the 
Metropolitan Area of Monterrey. As it was 
mentioned before, the city changed drastically 
after the massive opening of multiple chain 
stores, which arrived from the south of the 
United States. These tended to concentrate 
in the four commercial vehicular axis of the 
municipality of Monterrey, as well as on the 
streets and shopping malls of San Pedro Garza 
García. This municipality would continue 
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Fig. 61 Municipalities according to their socio-economic levels in 1990.          
See Fig. 57    (Garza, 1999: p.555)
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Fig. 63 AGEB according to their socio-economic levels in 1990.                     
AGEB are Mexicans geo-statistical areas used for various data collection and studies. 

They represent on average 2500 persons per units. (Garza, 1999: p.558)
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Fig. 62 AGEB according to their socio-economic levels in 1990. (Garza, 1999: p.558 & Aparicio, 2004: p.195)
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through out the decade, to consolidate as the 
most modern center for commerce and services 
on Mexico’s northeast, displacing the city center 
of Monterrey. The latter, in turn, would retain 
its position as the predilect commercial area for 
the middle-income and low-income classes, as 
well as the center for the state’s administrative 
tasks. (Garza, 1999, p. 575-576) In regard to the 
spatial distribution of the socio-economic 
sectors within the municipalities of the MAM, 
these remained almost the same as in the 1980s. 
With the only exceptions that General Escobedo 
and Guadalupe reported an increment on the 
welfare levels of their population, which passed 
from very-low to low, and from low to medium, 
respectively. (Garza, 1999 p. 554)

At the turn of the 21st century, the Metropolitan 
Area of Monterrey remained the third largest 
in the country, even though its population 
expansion continued to be slow. In the year 
2000, it amounted to 3,25 million inhabitants, 
(Garza, 2003, p. 167-200) which represented 85% of 
the state’s total. (Aguilar, 2004, p. 229) From then on 
and for the rest of the decade, the MAM would 
grow at an average rate of 1,5%. However, this 
expansion would happen unevenly among the 
municipalities. Monterrey would be the only 
one to exhibit a reduction of its population, 
continuing the intermittent trend that began 
in the 1980s. On the other hand, San Pedro 
Garza García exhibited the slowest growth at 
a rate below the annual 1%. The rest of the 
municipalities grew at around 3%, with the 
exception of García and Santa Catarina, which 
expanded at a rate of 5%. (Aguilar, 2004, p.240)  

In regard to the spatial distribution of the 

different social sectors, these maintained the 
trend established in the previous decades. 
However, a new phenomenon of segregation 
began to break into the city at the time, which 
manifested, as the sudden massive supply of 
closed gated communities within the private real 
estate market. This typology, which was adapted 
to Monterrey from the American suburban way 
of life, seemed to be a bi-product of the process 
of globalization that Mexico had joined into. 
(Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 192-193)

It is clear then, that in the 2000s, the 
Metropolitan Area of Monterrey committed to a 
vision of becoming a competitive city at a global 
scale. In order to do so, it centered its efforts 
on changing the focus of its economy from 
the secondary to the tertiary sector. A series 
of road infrastructure projects were launched, 
as well as the refurbishment of its airport, 
destined to improve the city´s connectivity with 
the world. It would not be long until several 
international companies migrated their regional 
headquarters to the MAM and in particular to 
the municipality of San Pedro Garza García in a 
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Fig. 64 Valle Oriente in 2000, early headquarters, malls and private institutions



zone known as Valle Oriente, where they began to 
form economic clusters specialized on finance, 
accounting, health services and real estate. For a 
brief period, it seemed that all of these measures 
were paying off. By the year 2007, Monterrey 
had improved its placement within the ranking 
of the ‘Best cities to do businesses in Latin 
America’, by having gone from the 4th place at 
the beginning of the decade to the 3rd. (CBC-DEI, 

2011, p. 5). Likewise, in that same year, the city 
hosted the ´International Forum of Culture´ as an 
attempt to promote its image as an innovative 
and successful place. 

However, buoyant times for the city were short 
lived. In 2007, federal authorities declared war 
against the organized crime and deployed the 
military onto the streets. The violent strategy 
immediately affected Monterrey, which due to 
its location was as well, a strategic hub for these 
kinds of shipments heading towards the United 
States. What ensued soon after was a series of 
armed confrontations on the streets between all 
the organized crime factions and the police. The 
new unsafe environment had a harsh impact on 
the MAM, especially on its capacity to attract 
and even retain foreign investment. To illustrate 
the latter, one could refer to the aforementioned 
ranking, where just one year after the beginning 
of the war the position of the city dropped three 
places, and by the end of the decade dropped 
four more. (CBC-DEI, 2011, p. 5) 

The result of the violent strategy at the 
metropolitan level was the redistribution of 
its population within the urban area, and an 
acceleration of the self-segregation processes 
that begun many decades ago. Once again, 
the most affected municipality was Monterrey, 
which continued to lose population, especially 
from the upper-middle and upper classes, who 
moved to less exposed areas, in the neighboring 
municipalities. On the other hand, San 
Pedro Garza García experienced the effects of 
immigration and emigration at the same time. 
On the one hand it became the main receptor 
area for local wealthy families, who escaped 
there, under the perception that San Pedro 
could offer them more security. While on the 
other, a considerable proportion of San Pedro’s 
own wealthy population emigrated as well. 
However, in their case, they resettled outside the 
metropolitan area, especially in the neighboring 
state of Texas and Mexico City. The remaining of 
the municipalities also experienced redistribution 
of their population but at a much lesser scale. 
However, another consequence of these troubled 
times, was the vast proliferation of gated 
communities in the entire metropolitan area.
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Fig. 65 Gated communities Privanzas in San Pedro Garza García, in 2006



Despite the difficult situation of the last 12 
years, and due to its geo-strategic location, the 
Metropolitan Area of Monterrey has remained 
a competitive player at a regional and global 
scale. However, its challenges lie on narrowing 
the gap between the different levels of economic 
development among its municipalities; as well 
as in its proper incorporation with the city of 
Saltillo and the south of Texas at a larger scale. 
Likewise, the control of criminality will play 
a major role in securing an adequate degree 
of social stability, not only for the benefit of 
its population, but also as a way to ensure 
certainty to foreign investors. Lastly, the MAM 
exhibits serious problems of traffic congestion 
and governance that will need to solve in order 
not to compromise its position at the regional, 
national and international contexts. (Aguilar, 

2004, p. 257) Therefore, it seems that in the face of 
such challenges, infrastructure could once again 
dictate the urban morphology and population 
distribution of the city of Monterrey. The 
Mexican federal highway number 85 will remain 
the main link with the border and Mexico 
City, enhancing the status power amongst the 
municipalities where it passes through. On 
the other hand, Monterrey’s airport, as well as 
its cargo center and attached services clusters 
will be of vital importance for the growth of its 
industry and connectivity to the world. (Aguilar, 

2004, p.240)

Therefore, it seems that the Metropolitan Area 
of Monterrey is the result of a historical pattern 
of disorderly growth. (Aguilar, 2004, p. 252) In its 

current state, it is representative of a country 
of intermediate economic development. The 
structure of its socio-economic distribution 
varies greatly within each municipality and it 
depends on its location, topography, area size 
and the road network that was present at the 
time of its incorporation into the metropolitan 
area, as well as on the respective economic and 
political ideologies of each historical epoch, as 
explained in the previous chronological analysis. 
(Garza, 1999, p. 557-558) 

Concerning the overall land use of the 
Metropolitan Area of Monterrey, it is estimated 
that is distributed as follows: 66% of residential 
use, 14% of industrial use, 8% of commercial 
use and 12% for roads. (García & Ortiz, 1995, p. 315) 
In regard of the area destined for residential 
use, when analyzed by its socioeconomic 
strata, the MAM exhibits the lowest degree 
of marginalization within the country. The 
composition of this is the following: the high 
socioeconomic level occupies 23.3% of the area, 
the middle-income sector spreads on 47.3% 
of the land,  and those at the lowest socio-
economic level integrate the remaining 29.4%. 
(Garza, 1999, p. 596)
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5. Monterrey today



The location of the aforementioned strata within 
the metropolitan area is the following. The zones 
with a low socioeconomic level are grouped in four 
well-defined sectors. The main one begins at the 
northern part of the municipality of Monterrey 
and extends northwest, surrounding the Topo 
Chico Mountain until reaching the municipality of 
General Escobedo. The second zone and perhaps the 
oldest of the four, begins at the south side of the 
Santa Catarina River, in the area formerly known 
as San Luisito, and reaches the edge of the Lazaro 
Cardenas avenue, which connects Monterrey to San 

Pedro Garza García at the south. The third group 
is located around the old core of the municipality 
of Guadalupe and extends along the road that 
connects to the border town of Nuevo Laredo. Due 
to the latter, this socioeconomic group is also 
settled within the municipality of Apodaca, where 
it spreads until the maquila zones located close to 
the airport. The last of these low socioeconomic 
groups start on the western border of San Pedro 
Garza García and extends into the municipality of 
Santa Catarina, where it spreads with more ease. 
(Garza, 1999, p. 559-560)
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Fig. 66 Informal settlements above Independencia, at the border of Monterrey and San Pedro

Fig. 67 Urban  sprawl of low-income gated communities in the suburbs of Apodaca and Guadalupe



The middle-income zones are allocated all 
around the metropolitan area and serve 
as transitional zones between the other 
two socioeconomic groups. Their highest 
concentration can be found in the city center 
of Monterrey, but their overall pattern of 
distribution is in the form of a patchwork. On 
the other hand, the high socioeconomic stratum 
groups into four well defined areas. The first 
and largest of all is located in the municipality 
of San Pedro Garza García, where it occupies 
almost the entirety of the urbanizable territory. 

The second of these groups is located in the 
southwest section of the municipality of San 
Nicolás de los Garza, bordering the municipality 
of Monterrey. The third one runs along the Garza 
Sada Avenue at the south of Monterrey, spreading 
into Guadalupe until reaching the outskirts of 
the La Silla Mountain. Finally, the fourth group 
and the one most recently founded, is located 
in the Huajuco Canyon. It begins in the south 
of Monterrey at the point where two avenues 
linking Monterrey and San Pedro Garza García 
meet. 
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Fig. 68 Valle Oriente, San Pedro Garza García : high-end gated communities, golf and business center



Although its highest concentration is located at 
that precise spot; this group is the one that has 
been growing the most in the past years. The 
direction of its expansion seems to be linear, 
following the road that connects Monterrey 
to the recently incorporated municipality of 
Santiago Nuevo León. 
(Garza, 1999, p. 560)

However, the city has been growing also within 
its already consolidated municipalities, where 
changes on policies regulating the land use 
zones have opened new areas to development. 
This type of expansion has been characterized by 
the proliferation of private enclaves within the 
city, where the gated communities and high-rise 
towers seem to be the preferred typologies by 
the developers. 
Then again, although it could be argued that, 
the private sector has historically been a 
relevant participant in Monterrey's urbanization 
processes, it was not until this period that 
privatization of the urban space took the scale 
and relevance that can be observed today. 
This was due to the power vacuum that arose 
after the withdrawal of the State from matters 
concerning urban planning, as well as for its 
tendency to cede jurisdiction over a variety of 
issues, including some as far-reaching as public 
services networks and vehicular infrastructure. 
(Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 195) These 
types of private enclaves have accentuated 
the socio-spatial segregation within the city, 
since now not only the quality of the individual 
house announces the socioeconomic status of 
its residents; but also does the quality of its 
immediate urban environment. 

The increase of social inequality, as well as 
the expansion of the city into areas that were 
previously considered as non-urbanizable, 
has resulted into poor neighborhoods and 
irregular settlements to become surrounded 
by the sudden apparition of the urban sprawl. 
This situation in many occasions involve the 
construction of gated communities which lead 
the aforementioned areas to become enclaves 
of physical and social exclusion from their 
immediate environment. (Caprón & González, 2006, 

p. 67) This situation is clearly visible in the Fig. 
69, where some of the most radical examples 
of this phenomenon have been identified. The 
area of interest that gave origin to this thesis is 
marked in yellow and will be analyzed in more 
details in the further chapters.
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Fig. 69 Examples of physical and social enclaves of poor neighborhoods and informal settlements, surrounded by gated communities (Garza, 1999: p.558 & Aparicio, 2004: p.195)

Fig. 70 Main zones of the higher and the lower socio-economic strata. The areas in between can be 
regarded as the middle income zone (Aparicio, 2004: p.195)

Higher socio-economic strata

Lower socio-economic strata

1 km

High

Medium high

Medium

Low

Juárez

Monterrey

Monterrey

San Pedro
Garza García

Santa Catarina

General
Escobedo Apodaca

Guadalupe

San Nicolás de 
los Garza

1 km

Very low



94



“A house divided against itself, 
cannot stand.” 

Lincoln, A. (1858) 
House Divided Speech
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Chapter III.



The site of interest of this work is located at 
the southern border of the municipalities of 
Monterrey and San Pedro Garza García; specifically 
in the middle section of the mountain known as 
Loma Larga. The political division line between 
both municipalities run along the crest of this 
geological formation, which stands out from its 
surroundings for having an average altitude 130 
meters higher than the valley flanking it at its 
south and 200 meters with the one at its north. 
The neighboring communities that inhabit the 
two sides of the hill present a stark contrast from 
one another in regards of the conditions of their 
built environments, socio-economic status, age, 
level of education and several other aspects. 

The north side of the Loma Larga is almost 
completely urbanized. There is located 
the neighborhood commonly referred to 
as Independencia. On the other hand, at the 
southern side the situation is entirely different. 
Immediately after the municipal line, the slope 
of the mountain is almost completely devoid of 
any type of constructions. However, the valley 
area is currently undergoing an explosive process 
of development. This area is commonly known 
as Valle Oriente. For a long time these sectors 
developed in isolation from each other. However, 
as the urbanization of their municipalities 

advanced, the physical space that separated them 
was greatly reduced. At present, the Loma Larga 
stands as the last physical element of separation 
between the two. However, this will not be the case 
for a long time, since both municipalities are close 
to exhaust their urbanizable area. The municipality 
of Monterrey counts with only 8,84% of  
urbanizable area left (IMPLAN MTY, 2014, p. 132), while 
San Pedro Garza García is under more pressure 
on this matter by having just 3,5% of its area to 
urbanize (IMPLAN SAN PEDRO, 2014, p.43). Therefore, for 
the purpose of this thesis, it is of vital importance 
to have a clear notion of the characteristics of both 
sectors, which is why the focalized analysis of the 
characteristics of the site was developed.

96

III. Site               

Analysis

Monterrey

Fig. 71 Loma Larga Mountain, physical and administrative border

San Pedro 
Garza García
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San Pedro 
Garza García
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Fig. 72 General view of the site. San Pedro is at the top, Monterrey at the bottom. The Santa Catarina river separates Independencia from Monterrey's city center.
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The process of development of the Valle Oriente 
and Independencia areas cannot be understood 
on their own. Each one of them is the result of 
the complexities and forces present through the 
process of conurbation of the Metropolitan Area 
of Monterrey. These complexities were explained 
in detail in the previous section. However, the 
following is a selective summary of the main 
events that gave way to the conformation of the 
urban environment present on both sides of the 
Loma Larga.

The oldest community of the both here 
addressed is the Independencia neighborhood, 
which in the past has been also known as Nuevo 
Repueblo del Sur and Barrio San Luisito. 

Although the beginnings of the site go back to 
the very foundation of the city of Monterrey in 
1596, its presence was ignored and it did not 
appear in the first maps. 
This was because the area to the south of 
the Santa Catarina River was destined to the 
inhabitation of the Tlaxcalteca indigenous 
people alone, who were prohibited by law 
to inhabit the same areas as the Spaniards 
and Creoles, who lived in the town. (Aparicio 

& Ortega & Sandoval, 2011, p. 179-182)   Early 
plans of Independencia are visible in Fig. 38. 

Through out the first 200 years of existence of 
Monterrey, the area became the predilect place 
of arrival for poor migrants who by destiny or 
by chance, arrived to Monterrey in search of a 
better life. In March 1842, the neighborhood 
is mentioned officially for the first time at 
a meeting of the government of Monterrey. 
(Escamilla, 2018, p. 48) 
By 1854, the neighborhood had grown and the 
government officially recognized its inclusion 
as part of the city. Likewise, authorities 
established then an initial urban layout by 
dividing the land as a reticle, emulating the 
Spanish colonial model of a town. Finally, the 
area was officially baptized as the neighborhood 
of Nuevo Repueblo del Sur. (Aparicio & Ortega & 

Sandoval, 2011, p. 182) This is visible on Fig. 39.
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A. Historical formation

1. Independencia



By 1878, the area was already frequently 
traveled by inhabitants of the haciendas located 
on the other side of the Loma Larga, who 
used it as a shortcut to get to the city center 
of Monterrey, where they took mass every 
Sunday. Likewise, they used the slopes of the 
mountain as a popular area where to stroll and 
its top as a place for family picnics due to their 
surrounding panoramic views. (Escamilla, 2018, p. 

48) Coupled with this, the Independencia back 
then was already a popular place of pilgrimage of 
its own because of the fervor and devotion that 
the population showed towards the Virgin of 
Guadalupe. (Martínez, 1996, p. 286) 

At the beginning of the 1890s, the city rapidly 
began to grow and industrialize, attracting 
rural workers from the southern neighboring 
states, in particular from San Luis Potosí.  Most 
of them settled in the Nuevo Repueblo Del Sur 
neighborhood, popularly called San Luisito from 
then on. In the year 1900, the government of 
the city built the first bridge to join both sides 
of the Santa Catarina River. It was appropriately 
named “Puente San Luisito” and allowed for 
a better access to the city center from the 
neighborhood. However, the bridge was lost to 
a fire in 1908. In that same year a second bridge 
was built, that time in concrete, which in turn 
got severely damaged during the flooding of 
1909. (Martínez, 1996, p. 260) 

At the end of the Mexican revolution, in 1917, 
the city resumed its industrialization process, 
which provoked a second wave of immigration 
into the San Luisito. (Aparicio & Ortega & Sandoval, 

2011, p. 185) 
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Fig. 73 Chapel of Guadalupe in 1878

Fig. 74 San Luisito Bridge before its destruction



In the early 1940s, the neighborhood would 
once again receive an influx of foreign workers. 
These were in transit towards the United States 
under a labor recruitment program. However, 
those who were not successful at securing a 
place; as well as those who returned, established 
their residence in the San Luisito neighborhood. 
Having said that, the lack of housing options at 
the time provoked the appearance of the first 
cases of informality on the site. (Martínez, 1996, p. 270) 

100

Fig. 75 Recruitment of Braceros in Monterrey in the 1940s. Many of them 
would choose to reside in Independencia during the recruitment process, or when 

coming back from the U.S.

Fig. 76 Monterrey in 1942. Low houses of Independencia are visible at the bottom



The decades of the 1960s and 1970s were times 
of uncontrolled growth for the urban area of 
Monterrey. Due to the economic explosion of 
the city, immigration picked up. As a result, 
one of the areas within the municipality of 
Monterrey that expanded were the slopes 
of the Loma Larga Mountain at the height of 
the Independencia neighborhood. (Garza, 1999, 

p. 573) Therefore, it was during that time, 
that most of the slopes were populated in an 
irregular manner due to the lack of affordable 
housing within the city. Followed to that, a last 
expansion would occur during the late 1980s, 
which was the result of an economic crisis on 
the national level. Since then on, Independencia 
has not expanded much more, in part due to 
the fact that the remaining slopes on the sides 
feature higher steepness percentages which 
forbid the construction of more houses, as well 
as, because the informal settlements had by the 
late 1990s reached the municipal line at the top 
of the mountain. However, at closer inspection 
one can see, that currently, some houses have 
crossed the invisible border line and spilled into 
the empty neighboring lands of San Pedro Garza 
García. 
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Fig. 77 Top of Loma Larga in 1989.                                                                                 
Informal settlements haven't reached the top yet

Fig. 78 Independencia in 2018, ready to spill over to San Pedro Garza García



Valle Oriente is the youngest neighborhood 
of the two areas here analyzed. Its existence 
is directly related to the urbanization process 
of San Pedro Garza García and its integration 
to the Metropolitan Area of Monterrey. The 
valley area that is nowadays referred to as Valle 
Oriente was born from the agglutination of two 
previous estates, which within 1943 and 1950 
were acquired an individual. (Álvarez, 1997, p. 40) 
Although the area would remain as an empty 
plot for most of the following three decades, its 
current configuration would be influenced by 
the construction of four fundamental pieces of 
infrastructure. 

The first one of them was built in the 1950s and 
it is a vehicular axis that begins in the Gonzalitos 
Bridge and ends as a large avenue connecting 
the Obispado neighborhood in Monterrey, with 
the San Pedro Garza García valley. (Martínez, 

1996, p. 284) Although at first this axis did not 
necessarily gave access to what nowadays 
is referred to as Valle Oriente, it allowed the 

neighboring Del Valle neighborhood to expand 
into the area, which in turn gave rise to the 
several high-income residential zones, which 
would constitute the backbone target-market 
for the development that would follow in the 
subsequent decades. (See Fig. 55)

In September of 1976, the Government of the 
State of Nuevo León bought all the land that 
would constitute Valle Oriente. This was done 
under the pretense of developing in the area a 
Governmental Center that would bring together 
in a single place all the different dependencies 
of the state’s government. After the acquisition, 
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2. Valle Oriente

Fig. 79 San Pedro Garza García in the early 1950s



the state government renamed the area as 
Valle Oriente due to its location within the city. 
(Álvarez, 1997, p. 41-42) For the execution of its 
grand vision, at the beginning of the 1980s, 
the government began the construction of the 
second key piece of infrastructure for the area; 
the road that is currently known as Lázaro 
Cárdenas Avenue, which was the result from the 
extension of an old dirt road that ran parallel 
to the Loma Larga Mountain. (Martínez, 1996, 

p.283) Since then, Lázaro Cárdenas has become 
one of the most important avenues within the 
city, by helping connect San Pedro Garza García 
to the southern part of Monterrey; two of the 
wealthiest zones within the Metropolitan Area.

With the avenue in place, Valle Oriente started to 
develop rapidly. In 1982, just two years after the 
opening of Lázaro Cárdenas, the first building 
was completed; the Corporativo Losoles, a large 
private office building that was expected to 
merge with the planned Governmental Center. 
(Martínez, 1996, p. 291) However, in 1982, a new 

administration at the state’s government 
relocated the Governmental Center project to 
the center of Monterrey into what nowadays 
is known as the Macro Plaza. This change 
of direction left Valle Oriente without any 
programmatic significance, a lack of direction 
that the private sector would soon solve. 

In 1988, across the road from the Corporativo 
Losoles, the commercial center Plaza Fiesta 
San Agustín opened its doors to the public. It 
became the largest shopping mall within the 
metropolitan area and northeast Mexico. The 
shopping mall began to attract an ever-growing 
number of clients to the area; a factor that 
would be determinant in the future urbanization 
of Valle Oriente. 

In November of 1990, the Government of 
the State of Nuevo León, overwhelmed by 
the effects of the economic crisis of 1987, 
announced the auction of the over 62 hectares 
of land that integrated the sector of Valle 
Oriente. Prior to the auction, the land was 
divided into only 20 large sections, which 
limited the number of interested parties able 
to participate in the auction to only a handful 
of individuals and corporations. By the end of 
March of 1991, barely three months after the 
announcement of sale was made, the entirety 
of Valle Oriente would have been sold to a few 
investors; many of whom had ties with the old 
industrial corporations of Monterrey. 
(Álvarez, 1997, p. 43-47)
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Fig. 80 Valle Oriente in 1980. Lázaro Cárdenas Avenue runs towards la Silla 
mountain. On the left, the first building : Corporativo Losoles.



Realizing the potential of Valle Oriente in 
becoming a commercial and service center for 
the growing Metropolitan Area of Monterrey, the 
investors of Valle Oriente approached the State’s 
Government in order to develop a joint urban 
plan that could help detonate the economic 
potential of the area. 

The fruit of these talks would be the creation 
of a bank trust fund26  between the different 
entities called Fideicomiso Valle Oriente. (Álvarez, 

1997, p. 160) The resulting urban plan would 
constitute the third key piece of infrastructure 
that gave rise to the current area. 
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Fig. 81 Valle Oriente in the late 1980s

26.      A Bank Trust Fund or simply Trust, is a contract by which the Government and/or individuals, in the character of trustor, transfer the ownership of 
property or any other type of assets and prior decree of divestment, to a fiduciary institution or trustee, for the benefit of a third party or to realize a lawful 
purpose of public interest, depending on the nature of the trust (Álvarez, 1997, p.59)



Valle Oriente´s urban plan took as reference the 
project that had recently been prepared for the 
business district Santa Fé in Mexico City; which 
in turn, was heavily influenced by the urban 
design of La Defense in Paris. (Álvarez, 1997, p. 

48) Therefore, the urban design of Valle Oriente 
prioritized the use of private vehicles and the 
formation of blocks of large proportions capable 
to hold big office towers and commercial centers. 
Likewise, it specified the need to construct a 
series of ambitious road projects in order to 
achieve a smooth traffic flow between San Pedro 
Garza García and Monterrey. Therefore, in 1993, 
it was necessary, to create a second bank trust 

fund, which would count with the participation 
of the members of the Fideicomiso Valle Oriente 
and the municipal governments of San Pedro 
Garza García and Monterrey. This trust fund 
would be known as FIDEVALLE and would 
comprise 10 projects, six of them in San Pedro 
Garza García and four in Monterrey. 
(Álvarez, 1997, p. 59) 

After FIDEVALLE was created, the works of 
introducing public services in the area began. 
It is important to mention that these tasks 
were financed and carried out directly by the 
developers of Valle Oriente instead of the state; 
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Fig. 82 Fideicomiso Valle Oriente and Fidevalle
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therefore becoming the first sector within the 
city with this type of arrangement since the 
industrialization period. (Álvarez, 1997, p. 160) 
Valle Oriente would continue to grow according 
to the plan and, by 1994, it would receive its 
first skyscraper. 
Within its urban-scape, it would be common 
to see American franchises of restaurants, 
hotels and grocery shops along with large office 
buildings, which serve as headquarters of the 
largest companies in northern Mexico, as well as 
foreign corporations. 

In 1997 the problems caused by traffic 
congestion led the FIDEVALLE members to 
begin the construction of its most iconic 
project and the fourth and last piece of key 
infrastructure analyzed in this section. 
This was the Loma Larga Tunnel, which crosses 
the Loma Larga Mountain at a point where Valle 
Oriente connects to the Obispado neighborhood in 
Monterrey. By March 1998, the tunnel was fully 
operational. 
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Fig. 83 Construction of the Loma Larga Tunnel Fig. 84 Construction of the access road to Loma Lar-
ga Tunnel, cutting through the western part of Independencia.                                                                                                
In the background, work on the bridge to Monterrey city center



During the first decade of the 2000s Valle 
Oriente consolidated its position as the 
primordial commercial and service center of the 
Metropolitan Area of Monterrey. By 2006 most 
of the new housing areas at the southern part 
of Valle Oriente would have been completed, 
most of them featuring a Gated Community 
typology. More specifically, by 2009, the gated 
community Colonia Vista Real, which borders the 
site of interest of this thesis at its east, had been 
traced and was ready to receive its first houses. 
In 2011, Valle Oriente begun an intense process 
of densification with the construction of several 

residential, office and mixed-uses buildings. 
By 2014, the first high density residential 
tower located at the west border of the site was 
completed and in 2016 the over 100m high 
office tower Trebol Park, which sits at the south 
border of the site opened its doors to the public.
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Fig. 85 Valle Oriente in 2018

Fig. 86 Valle Oriente in 2010



For the purpose of the following analysis, the 
selected areas correspond to those marked in 
figure 87. These areas were defined by offsetting 
the division municipal line 500 meters to 
the north and south. After, the polygon was 
corrected by constraining it to the existing 
road network on each side of the Loma Larga 
Mountain. 

On Monterrey’s side, the polygon covers an area 
that in south-north direction goes from the 
Parte Aguas Avenue to the Castelar Juan Pablo 
II Street, while on the west-east direction it 
goes from the Loma Larga Tunnel to the Oaxaca 
Street. On the other hand, the polygon analyzed 
on San Pedro Garza García’s side covers an area 
that in the north-south direction goes from 
the Parte Aguas Avenue to the Lázaro Cárdenas 
Avenue. Whilst on the west-east direction 
goes from the Loma Larga Tunnel to the Rufino 
Tamayo Avenue. 

The polygon on Monterrey’s side, which from 
now on will be referred to as Independencia 
Polygon27  has a perimeter of 4 663 meters and 
an area of 939 824 m2. Similarly, the polygon on 
San Pedro Garza García’s side, which from now 
on will be referred to as Valle Oriente Polygon28, 
has a perimeter of 4 789 meters and an area of 
902 609 m2.
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B. Physical analysis

27.     Abbreviated in INP 
28.     Abbreviated in VOP 
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Fig. 87 General plan of the two analyzed polygons.
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Independencia

The Independencia Polygon exhibits a rich and 
complex street pattern. In it, one can see the 
meeting of two different ideas of the city that 
developed through different historical processes. 
In the valley dominates the regularity of the grid 
pattern of streets, which was extended from 
the city center of Monterrey, and that in turn 
was developed following the Spanish Colonial 
standard. The street reticle is tilted 11 degrees 
to the east, a characteristic inherited from the 
original plan of the foundation of the city. Each 
of the streets were traced approximately 89 
meters parallel to the other. Their average width 
is 11,5 meters, from which 9 meters are reserved 
for vehicular use, leaving only 2,5 meters 
to be allocated for sidewalks. The seemingly 
non-hierarchical regularity of the street 
pattern, together with its dimensions gives it a 
homogeneous and almost democratic feeling to 
this section of the Independencia neighborhood. 

When the terrain begins to rise and transforms 
into the Loma Larga Mountain, 
The reticle begins to adapt according to the 
changes of the terrain. On the first streets from 
the bottom-up, the linearity and axiality of the 
grid is still palpable; however, when the Loma 
Larga begins to show its crevices, the grid gives 
way to a series of deformations and adaptations. 
Likewise, the priority of use shifts from 
vehicular and pedestrian, to pedestrian only, 
with the exception of the Antiguo Camino a San 
Agustín road. However, it is important 

to notice that the new pattern still exhibits a 
reminiscence of the previous one. The roads 
now turn into stairs, try to intersect with one 
another in a more or less perpendicular manner. 
The resulting blocks are irregular in shape and 
respond faithfully to the peculiarities of the 
terrain. Overall, at first sight, the area may seem 
to a stranger like an impenetrable labyrinth of 
stairs, passages and alleys, but in reality, the 
street pattern is quite porous and navigable by 
the locals.
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1. Street patterns

Fig. 88 Monterrey and San Pedro Garza Garciá : unbuilt surfaces
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Fig. 89 Street pattern of Independencia and example of vehicular road to pedestrian dirt path
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Valle Oriente

The Valle Oriente Polygon presents a collage 
of street patterns, which seem to share little 
connection with one another. To the south, 
the street pattern is dictated by the urban 
development plan established by the bank trust 
Fideicomiso Valle Oriente, which was based on a 
clear hierarchy of roads ranked according to its 
uses and dimensions. The main road is the Lázaro 
Cárdenas Avenue, officially cataloged as ‘Access 
Road’ because it connects the sector with the rest 
of the municipality and metropolitan area. Second 
in hierarchy, there are two ‘Sub-collector Roads’ 
with lesser dimensions, which run parallel to the 
Lázaro Cárdenas Avenue. These are the streets 
Humberto Junco Voigt and Los Soles, of which 
the latter forms the southern border of our site 
of interest. The last hierarchy is composed of a 
collection of ‘Local Roads’, which connect the two 
other at perpendicular angles. (IMPLAN SAN 
PEDRO, 2014, p. 230)

The road pattern present to the west of the VOP 
seems to be a variation of the one at the south. 
There is also a clear hierarchical system in place 
but the difference between the secondary and 
tertiary roads is not as clear since their widths 
are very similar. The other variation between this 
pattern and the one at the south is that the angles 
in which the tertiary roads meet the secondary 
ones are not perpendicular; in fact, the angle 
seems to increase together with the steepness of 
the Loma Larga Mountain. 

To the east, there is the most peculiar and 
introverted pattern of all, that of the gated 

community Colonia Vista Real. This pattern 
of streets seems to have been born from the 
lengthening of one of the outer streets, which rolls 
up onto itself in order to navigate the ruggedness 
of the terrain and thus reach the top of the Loma 
Larga. Although the winding of the street itself is 
due to the site's own topography, it is important to 
note that there is a clear hierarchy in place. There 
is a main street, which is the one that gives access 
to the gated community and from which, a series 
of minor streets ramify. These in turn, separate 
the mountain into slices of similar dimensions. 
The number of subsequent street-branches that 
arise depends on the amount of space that is left 
to be populated. It is important to notice that 
the streets branch out at intermittent intervals 
from one another; therefore, there will never be a 
double branching out in opposite directions at a 
given point. Although there is some reduction on 
the width of each subsequent street, the biggest 
change happens on length. The introverted quality 
of this pattern comes from the lack of streets to 
connect all the branches with each other. 

Finally, it is important to point out that, although 
the site of interest has not yet been urbanized, it 
already has a pattern of pedestrian paths. These 
seem to emerge from the stairs that managed to 
reach the top of the Loma Larga and then cross 
the site to reach two points at the base of it; which 
are the intersections of Losoles street with Casolar 
and José María Escrivá streets. People who go to 
Valle Oriente on foot from the Independencia side 
have carved out this pedestrian pattern over many 
years. These patterns follow the simple logic of 
"the shortest possible route", so they correlate 
with some of the main waterways on the site.
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Fig. 90 Street pattern of Valle Oriente : Lázaro Cárdenas Avenue and Colonia Vista Real 
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Independencia

The Independencia Polygon is characterized 
for being mainly a residential area with some 
commercial activity along its streets and 
alleys. However, contrary to what one might 
think, in most cases, commercial activities 
are not separated as individual buildings, but 
rather are incorporated as another part of the 
private houses. This is due to the phenomenon 
of gradual consolidation of buildings, which, 
together with self-construction, is typical of 
informal settlements. 

This additive architecture usually begins with a 
person who arrives at the site and builds his first 
home with his own hands, which in most cases 
is made of perishable materials and which in 
Mexico is known as Tejabán29 . Over time, when 
the inhabitants are in a more stable situation, 
they build a first section of their house with 
robust materials such as concrete and steel. It 
should be noted that additions in these types 
of constructions are carried in portions of one 
room at a time.

After some time, the person manages to build 
an entire floor and then sheds the tejabán of 
perishable materials to the second level. This 
process continues indefinitely until the person 
has been able to build everything he craved. 
When the lack of space to live is no longer a 
problem, the person begins to adequate one of 
the rooms of the house with street level access 
in order to rent it to an entrepreneur; or in some 

cases, become a small merchant himself. In a 
similar way, this process is carried out when 
people, instead of renting a quarter of their 
home to a store, do so to a private individual. 
This informal rental system is one of the pillars 
of the family economy in this INP because of the 
area's excellent connection to the rest of the city.

Most of the houses within the area have two 
or three stories and use concrete as their main 
material. Many of these do not have stucco and 
paint on the exterior, since aesthetic appearance 
is considered a non-priority factor while there's 
still chance to grow. It is important to notice the 
ability with which these self-made constructions 
deal with the steepness of the site, which they do 
not cut as severely as in other parts of the city. 
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2. Building typologies

Fig. 91 Monterrey and San Pedro Garza Garciá : built surfaces

29.     Tejabán in Mexican Spanish refers to a rustic and poor construction, usually with a tiled roof. 
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Fig. 92 Process of durabilization of informal habitations : from tejabán to solid house
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Fig. 93 Example of  3 stories high concrete house, corners of Serafín Peña Street and Lago de Patzcuaro street. Possibly 3 different households. 1:200

Religious 
Shrine

Religious 
Shrine

Localisation : see Fig. 87



Valle Oriente

The Valle Oriente Polygon presents three 
different building typologies, each one of them 
concentrated in their respective zones. 

At the south, an area, primordially commercial 
and currently in a construction frenzy, 
contains a collection of buildings with a very 
large foot print. Even if there are buildings of 
low height but of great area, such as the Pan-
American private school, for the purposes of 
this analysis we focused our attention on the 
TREBOL buildings as they represent the type 
of developments that are most frequently 
constructed today. 

This type of building is entrusted to a well-
known architect or studio since the prestige of 
authorship counts a lot on the perception of the 
real estate market. 

The programmatic load of the building tends 
to be of mixed uses, in the same way as part 
of the commercial strategy. Usually, the first 
two or three floors are dedicated exclusively to 
commercial use, while the rest is divided into 
offices, hotels, luxury apartments, and other 
services. Similarly, due to the requirements of 
the building code for this type of development, 
the building has a large area of underground 
parking. The towers have a height from the 
ground floor to the tip of 120 meters. 
The type of materials varies, but in the city 
of Monterrey there is a predilection for concrete, 
steel, and glass because they are locally produced 
materials. An independent construction 

company carries out the construction process.
On the west side of the Valle Oriente Polygon 
is the second type of buildings. This area is 
characterized by being populated, since the 
early 2010s, by a series of high-density and 
high-rise apartment towers. For the purposes 
of this analysis, the ATRIA apartment buildings 
have been selected because they represent the 
standard of housing that will be built on the 
rest of the Loma Larga Mountain. These projects 
cut the mountain to accommodate a large 
parking lot. The buildings are in the same way 
commissioned to a renowned architect. The target 
market of this project is the high-socioeconomic 
sector, since most of the apartments are large 
in area. This elevates the cost to a point where it 
becomes restrictive for many to live in places like 
this. The first section of the towers include the 
services and recreational areas for exclusive use 
of the tenants. The project has an average height 
of 90 meters.

On the east side of the polygon, one can find 
the third existing typology, the single-family 
house of the upper class. This is characterized 
by having much larger dimensions than 
those shown by the self-built houses of 
the Independencia neighborhood. Land lots have 
an average area of 350 m2; its geometry is regular 
and stretches from street to street. The entrance 
to the building is usually located in the street 
of greater height, although all are suitable for 
vehicular traffic. These houses are characterized 
by being built next to each other without 
circulation between them. The number of floors 
per building varies from three to five stories 
and, in most cases, the entirety the land is built 
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Fig. 94 Trebol Park : retails, offices, hotel. Lázaro Cárdenas Avenue. Architect : Agustín Landa Vértiz. 1:1500
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upon. Unlike what can be observed in the INP, 
houses in this sector can sometimes make sudden 
cuts in the terrain or build excessive structures 
with the sole purpose of achieving a flat area 
where to develop the project, without taking 
the steep nature of the terrain in consideration. 
These projects are either commissioned to private 
architects or a variation of a ready-made model 
offered by the developer of the gated community. 
An external constructor carries out the 

construction and the tenants move in after the 
house is completely finished. Aesthetics play an 
important role in the area where it becomes a sign 
of status. Due to the latter, a lot of emphasis is 
placed on the front and rear facades rather than 
on the sides. It is rare for these types of houses 
to increment its area or change its appearance 
through time. However, its inhabitants might 
change since housing mobility is a recurrent 
phenomenon within that social stratum.
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Fig. 95 Atria apartment towers, located on the slopes of Loma Larga, above Lázaro Cárdenas Avenue. Architect : Agustín Landa Vértiz. 1:1500
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Fig. 96 View of Colonia Vista Real

Fig. 97 Example of  4 stories high high-end house of Colonia Vista Real, on the slope of Loma Larga. Entrance from the top street Vista Suprema. One single household. 1:200
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Independencia

Similar to what happens with other irregular 
settlements, land tenure in the Independencia 
neighborhood is ambiguous. During the 
decade of the 1940s, when the neighborhood 
was mostly centered in the valley, a series 
of grassroots movements promoted the 
regularization of some of its sectors. However, 
the reach and success of such movements was 
in most cases, restricted to the few plots of land 
that belonged directly to those involved in the 
political struggle. (Moreno, 2011, p. 27-28) Therefore, 
the situation nowadays is such that people with 
legal ownership of their plots might be living 
side by side with squatters who may have been 
in the neighborhood for the same amount of 
time as them.

If the analysis is limited to the INP, the situation 
becomes extreme since a large part of the area 
has no legal recognition. In official documents 
of the municipality of Monterrey, the slopes of 
Loma Larga are marked as uninhabited; even 
when the dependencies of the government itself 
recognize the presence of these communities. 
However, due to the presence of corruption and 
political favors, it could even be the case that 
some of the residents of the upper part have 
managed to obtain legal possession of their 
lands; further complicating the legal position of 
the area. So far, there is no precise information 
on this matter and until an exhaustive study 
is carried out, there will be no certainty in this 
regard.

Valle Oriente

As explained in the previous section that 
recounts the historical formation of the site, 
Valle Oriente is an area where land tenure was 
initially concentrated in a few hands. However, 
since the 1990s, the area has been urbanized 
and subdivided so that there are now many 
persons who own a part of it. However, there 
are still some private entities, both individuals 
and corporations, which own a large section of 
the undeveloped areas. Among them, the most 
important is the developer Grupo Inmobiliario 
Monterrey - GIM, which owns the central area 
of Valle Oriente. Although the Polygon of our 
interest does not form part of such section, it is 
important to be aware of its presence due to its 
influence and proximity. The VOP contains 16 
blocks of mostly fully urbanized land; with the 
most remarkable exception of our specific site of 
interest, which sits at the middle of the polygon. 
All of the aforementioned areas are owned by 
the private sector and in the particular case of 
our site; ten different players own the totality of 
the site. 
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3. Land tenure



In the metropolitan area of   Monterrey, official 
studies have been conducted regarding the 
availability of green areas in the city. 
These studies, which have led to the following 
analysis, are based on an alleged recommendation 
made by the World Health Organization - WHO. 
This recommendation suggests the minimum 
availability of 9 m2 of green area per inhabitant 
and an optimal situated between 10 and 15 m2. 
(SDSNL, 2017, p. 12) 
However, at the time of this thesis, it was not 
possible to find an official WHO document that 
established this recommendation in writing 
form. Despite this, the official documents 
generated by the authorities of the municipalities 
of San Pedro Garza García and Monterrey use this 

figure as their standard measure. 
Therefore, the following analysis is obliged 
to elaborate on the findings made in said 
documents, even though these may perpetuate a 
dubious WHO recommendation. 
Nevertheless, the available data does help to 
understand the situation of the availability 
of green areas in the polygons of interest 
for this thesis. One thing to notice is that in 
these studies, a distinction have been made 
between areas simply covered by vegetation 
and green areas. The focus is set on the latter, 
which are defined as spaces in which vegetation 
predominate and that provide benefits to 
the population and the built environment. 
(Ayuntamiento de Nuevo León, 2013, p. 7)
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4. Green areas and public space

Fig. 98 Visualization of areas covered by vegetation and their functions
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Independencia

The average of green areas in the municipality of 
Monterrey is 6.2 m2 per inhabitant, which places 
it below the established goal of 9 m2. However, 
a finer analysis found that the southern area of 
Monterrey, which includes the Independencia 
neighborhood and therefore the polygon 
in question, has an average of 9.97 m2 per 
inhabitant. That said, this does not mean that all 
the population has access to such areas, since they 
might be distributed unevenly within the zone. In 
the valley, the regularity of the square blocks and 
the small frontal dimensions of their individual 
plots have created a pattern of concentration of 
vegetation at the center of each block. Although 
in most cases these spaces are reserved only for 
private use, they help regulate the neighborhood's 
micro-climate. However, there is a tendency to 
invade even these small green areas, which if 
continued, will have harsh negative repercussions 
for the neighborhood, since the polygon in the 
area of the valley lacks adequate public parks.

On the slopes of the mountain, the green areas 
seem to emerge with greater vehemence. Since 
streets and blocks take irregular forms as part 
of their adaptation process to the terrain, the 
concentration of green areas does not happen at 
the center of the blocks, as it was in the case of 
the valley. Instead, vegetation appear in the small 
terraces of the houses, as well as in the interstitial 
spaces generated by the swaying of the alleyways 
and the stairs. However, due to the steepness of 
the terrain, these areas seem to overlap with each 
other, generating a visual effect of continuous 
leafiness. 
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Fig. 99 Dense but controlled vegetation of Independencia



There is a prominent body of vegetation within 
the polygon, the one formed by the northern 
slopes of the Loma Larga and which starts just 
north from the municipal division line. However, 
this area features a much steeper slope than the 
other ones, rendering it inaccessible by most of 
the population. Nevertheless, two zones would 
fulfill the definition of ‘green area’ established 
by the authorities. One is the small public plaza 
that sits just in front of the Santa Cruz Chapel at 
the very top of the Loma Larga. Although it its 
vegetation could be improved, this area is highly 

used by the residents as a gathering place and as 
such is an important element for the social life of 
the place. The second identified area within the 
INP is the inner slope of the Loma Larga, which 
flanks the east side of the main staircase called 
Calle Porfirio Díaz Norte. This slope seems to be an 
unstable ground for constructions, reason why 
is only crossed by an elaborate pattern of ramps 
and staircases, which in turn connect to the 
main one. The spaces left between the pedestrian 
infrastructures are filled by trees and shrubs, as 
well as by terraces of public recreational use.
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Fig. 100 Ramps built by local inhabitants on the slopes of Loma Larga. Extreme steepness prohibits any construction, thus creating pockets of empty land covered by vegetation 



Valle Oriente

Overall, San Pedro Garza García has an average 
rate of 26 m2 of green areas per inhabitant, 
which places it well above the target goal of 9 
m2. However, most of the accounted green area 
is part of the natural reserve Chipinque, which 
sits on the Sierra Madre Mountain Range at the 
outskirts of the municipality. 
When analyzed in more detail, it seems that, 
most of the sectors within San Pedro Garza 
García still fulfill the minimum standard of 9 m2; 
with the exception of three zones, from which 
Valle Oriente is one of them. 
(IMPLAN SAN PEDRO, 2014, p. 62)

Valle Oriente has an average of 2.7 square 
meters of green areas per inhabitant. Its largest 
concentration lies in the Rufino Tamayo Park, 
which is located in the middle of the valley 
across the Lázaro Cárdenas Avenue. 
The rest of the green areas within the district 
are located within the confines of the many 
surrounding gated communities, such as the one 
located at the heart of the Colonia Vista Real. 

It is important to point out that although the 
Rufino Tamayo Park is accessible by everyone, in 
reality it is not a public park since it is owned by 
the developers of Valle Oriente and forms part 
of the trust fund that carries the same name. 
This brings with it a whole set of implications 
in matters relating to politics and governance, 
since the code of conduct within the park is 
dictated not by the government or society, but 
by a private committee.
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Fig. 101 Empty fields on the Loma Larga, San Pedro Garza García side. Paths 
are carved out by people living in Independencia and working in Valle Oriente.

Fig. 102 Vista Real gated community's private shared gardens

Fig. 103 Private owned public park Rufino Tamayo. Colonia Vista Real can be 
seen in the background



Connectivity to other green areas 

Due to the lack of green areas nearby, it is 
important to analyze the connectivity of the site 
with those located within the metropolitan area. 
This will allow us to understand what are the costs 
that must be paid in terms of time for not having 
this type of infrastructure within the vicinity.

All the following distances are calculated from 
the top of Independencia on Loma Larga.

1. Macro Centro Comunitario Independencia
Use: Community center / Public sport facilities
Type: Public
Area: 6,12 Hectares
Time by foot: 38 minutes
Time by car: 20 minutes

2. Rufino Tamayo Park
Use: Green Area / Recreational Park
Type: Privately own public park. 
It forms part of the trust-fund Fideicomiso Valle Oriente.
Area: 8,66 Hectares
Time by foot: 40 minutes
Time by car: 10 minutes

3. Macro Plaza
Use: Green Area
Type: Public
Area: 9,2 Hectares
Time by foot: 45 minutes
Time by car: 17 minutes

4. Alameda Mariano Escobedo Park
Use: Recreational Park
Type: Public
Area: 6,45 Hectares
Time by foot: 49 minutes
Time by car: 18 minutes

5. Obispado Asta Bandera Park
Use: Recreational Park
Type: Public
Area: 23,5 Hectares
Time by foot: 1 hour and 20 minutes
Time by car: 25 minutes

6. Parque Fundidora
Use: Recreational Park
Type: Semi Public
Area: 30,3 Hectares
Time by foot: 1 hour and 32 minutes
Time by car: 30 minutes
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Fig. 104 Private owned public park Rufino Tamayo. Colonia Vista Real can be 
seen in the background
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Independencia

Walking is the most convenient way to 
move around in the rugged topography of 
the Independencia Polygon. This is due to the 
steepness of the terrain and because there is 
only one vehicular road, known as Antiguo 
Camino a San Agustín that goes from the bottom 
of the hill to the very top. However, there are 
stairs everywhere, in between private houses, 
commerces and public buildings, allowing 
the residents to reach all places within the 

area. There are also some ramps that allow for 
the transport of heavy loads, which is done 
via manual labor or even by using donkeys 
and mules. (Loredo, 2013, p. 31) Access to public 
transport is minimal. Certain bus lines make 
stops on the Castellar Juan Pablo II street, 
however, these lines reach a restricted number of 
destinations that require users to change buses 
during their trips. If needed to get to the top of 
the hill by car, there is only a selected number of 
Taxis that are allowed to reach the top since the 
road is under the control of the organized crime.
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5. Urban mobility

Fig. 105 The steepness of Loma Larga allows only  for staircases and ramp. Walking is the easiest way to get around, while heavy load trans-
portation is done with donkeys.



Valle Oriente

Private vehicles are the most common medium 
of transportation in Valle Oriente, even in the 
inhabited sections of the Loma Larga Mountain. 
The vehicular infrastructure is well developed, 
although the large dimensions of the roads 
have become a detriment for the optimal use 
of the terrain in some occasions. On the other 
hand, pedestrian infrastructure is defective. 
On many occasions, roads have sidewalks only 
during certain sections or none at all, forcing 
the pedestrian to walk on the vehicular lane. In 
the same way, most of the times, the sidewalks 
are very narrow and with uneven surfaces, 
which makes the route dangerous for passers-by. 
(IMPLAN SAN PEDRO, 2014, p. 87-88)

The Valle Oriente Polygon is moderately well served 
by public transportation. Bus routes run along 
the Lázaro Cárdenas Avenue on both directions. 
Taxi service is fast and convenient due to the good 
vehicular infrastructure in the area. Likewise, due 
to its proximity to important shopping centers, 
the VOP has several taxi sites at disposal.
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Fig. 106 Bus connections. Bus lines are operated by various private entities, and 
lack coordination



Independencia

According to data provided in 2019 by the 
National Institute of Geography and Statistics of 
Mexico - INEGI, the Independence Polygon has a 
population of 13 028 inhabitants living in 3 242 
households distributed as follows:

Population - Total = 13 028
0 to 14 years = 3 451
15 to 29 years = 2 937
30 to 59 years = 4 800
60 or more years = 1 510
Disabled = 330

Households - Total = 3852
Households inhabited = 3242
Households with floor finishing = 2 938
Households with electric service = 2 451
Households with running water = 2 973
Households with drainage = 2 978
Households with sanitation = 2983
Households with 3 or more inhabitants 
per room = 316
Households uninhabited = 532

Amenities
Schools : 2 public
Religious centers : 5
Local health center : 1
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C. Social analysis

1. Demographics

3 451

2 937

4 800

1 510

Fig. 107 Houses in Independencia



Valle Oriente

According to data provided in 2019 by the 
National Institute of Geography and Statistics of 
Mexico - INEGI, the Valle Oriente Polygon has 
a population of 939 inhabitants living in 749 
households distributed as follows:

Population - Total = 939
0 to 14 years = 106
15 to 29 years = 343
30 to 59 years = 304
60 or more years = 61
Disabled = 3

Households - Total = 749
Households inhabited = 433
Households with floor finishing = 310
Households with electric service = 315
Households with running water = 312
Households with drainage = 311
Households with sanitation = 312
Households with 3 or more inhabitants 
per room = 26
Households uninhabited = 314

Amenities
Schools : 3 private
Religious centers : 1
Sport center : 1 private

The shear difference in number of inhabitants 
between both sides of the hill, already talks 
about the level of contrast that exists between 
these two areas. (INEGI, 2019, n.d.) 
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Fig. 108 Houses in Colonia Vista Real



Independencia

The inhabitants of the INP work in a 
wide variety of activities that range from 
construction work or manual activities, to 
the service sector. Their proximity to Valle 
Oriente has proven to be a valuable asset for 
the INP population since many of its residents 
have found their workplaces within the many 
shopping centers of the area. It must also be 
remembered that historically, this place has 
been a place of residence for many workers of 
the heavy industry, a fact that remains so to 
this day. Similarly, inhabitants of the indepe, as 
the area is referred colloquially, have developed 
a strong entrepreneur culture. However, most 
of them remain in the informality. There are 
many reasons why this is so, the most common 
being their economic precariousness which 
prevents them to face the fees of enrolling their 
small businesses into the formal sector, due to 
ignorance of bureaucratic procedures, or due to a 
conscious strategy to avoid paying taxes. Finally, 
it should be noted that there is a strong presence 
of organized crime within the sector, which, 
taking advantage of the economic vulnerability 
of many of its residents, recruits them to work 
for them.
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2. Economic activities

Fig. 109 Street vendor in Independencia. Informal economy is prevalent in the 
neighborhood

Fig. 110 Steps built by the community of Independencia at the bottom of Loma 
Larga on Valle Oriente side. Workers living in Indepe walk up and down the hill every day 
to work in malls, private houses or building sites in San Pedro. Their continuous use of  the 
hill as a shortcut has carved out a series of paths, punctually enhanced by solid structures



Valle Oriente

Valle Oriente stands out as the Central Business 
District of San Pedro Garza García and the entire 
Metropolitan Area of Monterrey. Due to the 
latter, it has within its facilities a large number 
of office buildings, which in turn employ a 
variety of professionals of all kinds. However, 
it should not be overlooked that many of these 
professionals are also tenants of these large 
office buildings, where they have established 
their professional practices. Therefore, since 
its creation in the 1990s until today, the real 
estate sector has become one of the main 
economic sectors in the generation of capital 
for the Valle Oriente area; along with the income 
generated by its many shopping centers. Within 
the polygon, there is a handful of mixed-use 
buildings and private schools that employ 
various professionals and retail employees on 
clothing stores, restaurants and other types of 
stores.
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Fig. 111 Valle oriente is characterized by high proportion of service economy 
: malls, offices, hotels, private education and health. Many of the lower ranking 

employees live in Independencia.



Independencia

The Independencia neighborhood is the scene 
of a number of social problems, which at first 
sight might seem not to be related with each 
other except for their geographical convergence. 
The Doctor and researcher Patricia Cerda of the 
faculty of Social Sciences of the Autonomous 
University of Nuevo León - UANL points out that, 
there is a strong incidence of intrafamily violence 
in zones in which poverty and environmental 
deterioration are evident. In the case of the 
municipality of Monterrey this is especially true 
for certain neighborhoods that were created 
since the very beginning of the foundation of the 
city, such as the case of Independencia. (Cerda, 2010, 

p. 121-124) 

There, the constant and generalized aggression 
at homes have deteriorated the affective bonds 
between parents and children; a situation that 
becomes particularly delicate in the moment 
when these reach adolescence. 
This is because at that stage of life, individuals 
are immersed in the complicated process of 
building their own identity, which in settings 
as deteriorated as that of the Independencia, 
adolescents tend to see in gangs a social group 
in which they can solve emotional deficiencies 
and at the same time reaffirm their own persona. 
(Rodríguez, 1998, p. 1) 

The testimony of a former member of the gangs 
in Independencia can be taken as an example of 
the latter, when he explains:

Belonging to a gang like the ‘Sur 13’ was 
not a game, but a matter of belonging, 
of identity. A way to face the hostile 
world that surrounded them a handful 
of young people with little hope for 
future prospects... When someone from 
the group was sick and needed money 
for medicines, the gang sold clothes or 
drugs to help the brother in distress... 
(Hernández, 2011, n.d.)

However, as hinted before, the gang problem in 
the Independencia is not new and could be traced 
back to the 1960s, when the first reported cases 
within the city took place precisely there and later 
expanded to surrounding areas. During the 1980s 
the situation worsened due to their increase in 
number and the level of violence exerted from 
these types of social groups. (Rodríguez, 1998, p.19-

22) It is important to notice that also during that 
time, gangs moved up the hill, reaching the area 

132

3. Social Issues

Fig. 112 Armed policemen in Independencia



comprised within the polygon here analyzed. 
(Rodríguez, 1998, p.177) In following decades, the 
situation did not improve much. During the 
1990s, Independencia still figured amongst the 
most problematic neighborhoods of the city. 

By 2009, although most of the gangs within 
the municipality of Monterrey seemed to 
have dispersed towards other municipalities 
at the periphery, those in Independencia 
remained, making it the only neighborhood in 
Monterrey to be among the most dangerous in 
the metropolitan area. (Cerda, Alvarado & Esparza, 

2012, p.255) In the last ten years, the situation 
has been aggravated due to the intrusion of 
organized crime, which has taken advantage of 
the inaccessibility of Independencia, particularly 
in its upper parts, to make them their urban 
quarters from which to operate. Similarly, they 
have found, together with the lack of social 
welfare and poverty that prevails in the area, an 
abandoned youth that is easy to recruit.

However, as with everything else, even in 
matters of social problems, the area cannot 
be regarded as a homogeneous entity. In 
Independencia there is a clear division in place, 
which has been linked to the topography itself 
and that has given rise to the segregation of 
‘los de arriba’ or those who live at the top, by 
‘los de abajo’ or those who live in the valley. 
(Loredo, 2013, p. 31) The local perception is that 
below in the valley there is the static, the 
regular, the historical remains; while above is 
the dynamic, the vindictive spirit and a place 
where the most important is the unity of the 
inhabitants and their commitment to their 
own. (Loredo, 2013, p. 31) Therefore, by those at the 
valley it is understood that the higher up, the 
more dangerous, there the murders, the casas 
de seguridad30  and the drug trafficking, have 
their power limit. (González, 2011, n.d.) While for 
those at the top, one goes down to work and up 
to the house; up is rest and support, down is 
discrimination and struggle. (Loredo, 2013, p. 30)
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Fig. 113 Heavy police intervention in the neighborhood

30.     Casa de Seguridad refers to any type of building used by the organized crime to commit their actions; which can range from drug manufacture, storage 
of these and firearms, to places where they commit acts of extortion by telephone or they keep kidnapped victims. (Redacción Express, 2017, n.d.)



The exclusion zone begins at the Lago de 
Patzcuaro Street, which also extends into the 
INP; from that point onwards, the organized 
crime has a tight grip on who enters and who 
goes out. (González, 2011, n.d.) This is due to the 
lack of accessibility to the area product of having 
just a single vehicular street. The exact control 
point seems to be located at the intersection of 
the Arroyo Public Stair and the Antiguo Camino 
a San Agustín Street, which is located very near 
the Catholic Church Iglesia del Divino Rostro. 
This location seems not to be fortuitous and 
might have been chosen due to its strategic 
location for being near a religious temple, and 
therefore understood as a place of sanctuary by 
all members of the community; which until this 
day show a tremendous amount of devotion, in 
particular to the Virgin of Guadalupe.
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Fig. 114 Antiguo Camino a San Agustín Street, sole vehicular street, controlled 
in its middle by the organized crime



Valle Oriente

San Pedro Garza García is the municipality within 
the Metropolitan Area of Monterrey that has the 
lowest levels of intrafamily violence and gang 
related activities. (Cerda, 2010, p. 122) However, it is 
not exempt from suffering the ravages of fights 
between the various factions of the organized 
crime. Due to this, San Pedro’s authorities have 
deployed a variety of measures to strengthen 
the vigilance of the municipality, amounting to 
more than 1000 million pesos and among which 
include the deployment of security cameras, 
the recruitment of more police workforce 
and the acquisition of better equipment for 
them. In the same way, a controversial tactic 
for crime deferral has been used under the 
slogan ‘Shielding San Pedro’; which include 
the partial blockade of roads that give access 
to the municipality and where temporary 
police checkpoints are installed to inspect cars 
entering it. (Coronado, 2016, n.d.)

Therefore, even if San Pedro Garza García does 
not breed violence and criminality at the same 
rate as the rest of the metropolitan area, the fact 
that it shares borders and is deeply integrated 
to it, exposes it to these types of problems. A 
similar pattern of behavior arises when the 
scope is reduced to analyze only the Valle Oriente 
Polygon. The particular location of the latter 
makes it prone to be affected by the illegal and 
criminal activities that happen at the other 
side of the municipal line. The sole idea of the 
presence of gangs in the Independencia has come 
to frighten the inhabitants of Valle Oriente, 
whom because of this, live with uneasiness; 
avoiding nights out for fear of being attacked. 
An unfortunate situation that, even though it is 
real, does not mean that the inhabitants on the 
other side of the municipal line are exempt from 
the same dangers. (Rodríguez, 1998, p. 3)
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Fig. 115 Wall between Vista Real gated community and Independencia neighborhood



Currently, the site of interest for this thesis 
is in the midst of much controversy. In its 
vicinity, the construction of a series of large-
scale infrastructure projects has been planned. 
These have been promoted with the goal 
of achieving greater and better integration 
between the municipalities of Monterrey and 
San Pedro Garza García; especially on regards 
of vehicular infrastructure due to the high 
number of people who come and go between 
both municipalities on a daily basis. However, 
there have been protests by civil society, 
academics and non-governmental organizations, 
which have raised doubts on a variety of 
issues. Amongst these the most recurrent 
are those related to the preservation of the 
environment, the physical and cultural integrity 
of Independencia neighborhood and the use 
and destination of public resources. The projects 
in question are being developed by private and 
public institutions, as well as by civil society 
organizations; these are presented briefly below.
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D. Relevance of the site
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Fig. 116 The four different projects that could affect the area in the near future

San Pedro 
Garza García

Monterrey

Second tunnel
Loma Larga

Interconexíon

Del Valle City

Memorial de 
Misericordia

Viaducts

H
ig

hw
ay

s

Tu
nn

el

H
ig

hw
ay

s



The project to build a second tunnel in the Loma 
Larga has existed for about a decade. However, it 
appeared for the first time in official documents 
in 2014 and, although it did not materialize 
during that administration, the idea has 
persisted to this day. (IMPLAN SAN PEDRO, 2014, p. 

229) The tunnel aims to connect the Valle Oriente 
area of San Pedro Garza García with the west 
part of the city center of Monterrey by crossing 
through the Independencia neighborhood. Due to 
the latter, the project requires the expropriation 
of a large amount of land and houses, (ABC 

Noticias, 2013, n.d.) especially on Monterrey’s side 
where the Loma Larga is densely populated, 
whilst on San Pedro Garza Gacía’s side the area 
is mostly empty. Nevertheless, there are certain 
inconsistencies in relation to the tunnel’s design 
between the parties involved. San Pedro Garza 
García has proposed a tunnel of 55 meters of 
cross-section, while the State Government only 
considers it 40 meters wide. (Estrada, 2013, n.d.) In 
any case, the project is expected to have a length 
of 1 900 meters, of which two thirds will be in 
Monterrey and one third in San Pedro. (Torres, 

2014, n.d.)

The route of the tunnel will connect the Rufino 
Tamayo Avenue in Valle Oriente with two main 
roads at the city center of Monterrey, the Pino 
Suárez and Cuahutémoc Avenues. (ABC Noticias, 

2013, n.d.) In order to carry out the project 
it is necessary to achieve a deal between 
the three levels of government, the private 
initiative and the residents of the Independencia 
neighborhood; a challenge of its own since 

there have already been several protests from 
this sector. (Estrada, 2013, n.d.) For the ex-mayor 
of San Pedro Garza García, Mauricio Fernandez, 
the project is of vital importance for the 
municipality since Valle Oriente is one of the 
areas where it is expected that there will be more 
density in the near future; fact that for him 
justifies the investment of at least 500 million 
pesos, which was the approximate cost for the 
project calculated by his administration. (ABC 

Noticias MX, 2016, 00:02:08). To this day, the Second 
Tunnel of the Loma Larga has been halted due to 
the multiple manifestations by the residents of 
Independencia; however, it has not been ruled 
out by anyone involved either.
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1. Second tunnel Loma Larga
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Fig. 117 Visualisation of the Second Tunnel Loma Larga, erasing  one whole column of the XIXth century grid plan



In 2016, during the same year that the project for 
the second tunnel of the Loma Larga was stopped, 
the government of San Pedro Garza García made an 
amendment to its urban development plan in order 
to include a new vehicular project. This was called 
‘Interconexión Macroplaza-Valle Oriente’ and has as 
for objective to facilitate the displacement of the 
population between the municipalities of San Pedro 
Garza García and Monterrey by connecting the Valle 
Oriente and Macroplaza areas respectively. Unlike 
the ‘Second Tunnel Loma Larga’, this project is a 
29.50 meters wide above-ground road comprised of 
six lanes, among which two are planned to be used 
for public transport only. (SODU S.P.G.G., 2016, p. 21) 
However, it is important to remember that a similar 
statement was made during the planning of the 
first tunnel built in 1998 and to the detriment of 
the public transport user, this was not fulfilled. (EL 

NORTE, 2017, 00:01:07)

It is estimated that the daily vehicular traffic 
between Monterrey and San Pedro is of nearly 
400 000 cars, reason why authorities expect that 
the construction of this project will help alleviate 
the burden on the existing infrastructure by at least 
25% to 30%. (EL NORTE, 2017, 00:00:11) The project 
will begin from the Rufino Tamayo Avenue in Valle 
Oriente, then climb the Loma Larga. Before reaching 
the top, the project will cross the mountain thanks 
to a cut in one of its lowest crests. The dimensions 
of this cut will be of 16 meters deep and 60 meters 
wide. After that point, the road will continue as 
an overpass over the Independencia neighborhood. 
Just after passing the ‘Macro Centro Comunitario 
Independencia’ community center, the overpass 

will bifurcate and incorporate to the Nuevo León 
and San Luis Potosí streets. Finally, the project will 
incorporate to the Zaragoza and Zuazua bridges, 
then reaches the city center of Monterrey. (EL NORTE, 

2017, 00:01:07) Overall, the length of the route will be 
of nearly 4,3 kilometers. (Conexión Nuevo León, 2018, 

00:01:15)

As it happens with large-scale projects, the 
‘Interconexión Macroplaza-Valle Oriente’ requires the 
cooperation and coordination of several entities. This 
project involves the municipal governments of San 
Pedro Garza García and Monterrey, the Government of 
the State of Nuevo León, the private initiative and the 
neighbors of Independencia. All the aforementioned, 
with the exception of the latter, are part of a new 
trust fund called ‘Promotor de Proyectos Estratégicos 
Urbanos – Fideproes’, which has managed the sale 
of properties where the road will pass. (Gobierno 

del Estado de Nuevo León, 2018, n.d.) This organism has 
successfully operated on the side of San Pedro Garza 
García, where it has managed to acquire 100% of 
the required territory needed for the project. This 
was achieved after reaching an agreement with 
the private investors on modifications done to the 
land-use plan of their plots in order to facilitate the 
construction of high-rise apartment buildings of 
more than 25 floors on the slopes of the Loma Larga. 
(Félix, 2018, n.d.) The total cost of the project has been 
calculated to be 2 500 million pesos, while the time 
required for its execution is thought to oscillate 
between 18 to 24 months. Works were announced 
to begin during the first part of 2019. (Conexión Nuevo 

León, 2018, 00:01:35) However, by the time this thesis 
was written construction had not yet commenced. 
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2. Interconexión Macroplaza - Valle Oriente
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Fig. 118 Visualisation of Interconexión, cutting through Independencia and carving out part of the Loma Larga

Fig. 119 Opposition to the project and the expropriations



The project also called 'Cruz de Monterrey' is 
developed by the Archdiocese of Monterrey and 
will consist of a monumental cross of 162 meters 
high, along with a community center and a 
viewing platform towards the city of Monterrey. 
The project will be located at the highest point of 
the Loma Larga, along the area that sits behind 
the Colonia Vista Real. (Hernández, 2018, n.d.) In 
the official announcement, the Archdiocese of 
Monterrey referred to the project as a gift for 
the city and a symbol of the greatness of God's 
mercy and the common faith of the inhabitants 
of Nuevo León. The project counts with the 
participation of the municipal authorities of 
Monterrey and San Pedro Garza García, along with 
the government of the State of Nuevo Leon, who 
acts as a coordinator and intermediary between 
the several factions.
The archdiocese of Monterrey has announced 

that the financing of the project will not require 
the economic contribution of the archdiocese 
itself. For this purpose, a board of trustees has 
been formed that is entrusted with obtaining 
the resources through donations in kind, 
general collections between the citizenship and 
institutional and private donations. (Arquidiócesis 

de Monterrey, 2018, n.d.) The Memorial of Mercy 
also includes an area of 10,500 square meters 
at the back of the existing community center 
Macro Centro Comunitario Independencia, for 
the development of apartment buildings by the 
interested private sector. Until today, the details 
and precise scope of the project are not clear, 
since various versions have been presented. 
However, some work has already begun on the 
site and the archdiocese has announced that it 
will be completed in a maximum of three years. 
(Hernández, 2018, n.d.)
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3. Memorial de Misericordia

Fig. 120 Memorial de Misericordia project



Del Valle City is a real estate project of around 30 
hectares comprising the development of 50 high-
rise buildings over three decades. The project is 
the venture of the developer Grupo Inmobiliario 
Monterrey – GIM, who forms part of the 
Fideicomiso Valle Oriente and owns a large section 
of the area. (GIM, 2016, n.d.) The project includes 
all types of land use except industrial, although 
the majority of it will be composed of luxury 
commercial and residential use. (Gerencia, 2011, n.d.) 
The project sits at the center of Valle Oriente, in 
an area that has increased its land value 20 times 
since the 1990s. 
One of the competitive advantages of the Del 
Valle City is that it is located in the same portion 
of Valle Oriente where the Rufino Tamayo Park is, 
and of which GIM is one of its patrons. 
(GIM, 2016, n.d.)

According to the director of GIM, nearly 200 
000 square meters will be destined to office 
space and a similar amount to commercial use. 
It is expected that the entire ground floor of the 
development will be of a continuous shopping 
strip. On top of the commercial spaces, it is 
projected to be built 5 000 luxury apartments and 
offices. (Ray, 2014, n.d.) The project was officially 
started in September 2011 with the construction 
of a pair of 25 stories apartment buildings and 
the remodeling of the Plaza Fiesta San Agustín 
Sopping Mall. Del Valle City also includes the 
construction of a 330 meters high skyscraper, 
which will become the tallest building in Latin 
America. (Gerencia, 2011, n.d.) As ambitious as it is, 
the project has been criticized by many due to the 
pressure on the provision of urban services that 
will put on the area; as well as the vehicular traffic 
that it will attract to Valle Oriente.
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4. Del Valle City

Fig. 121 Del Valle City project. The main tower is set to be 330m high



The phenomenon of “micro-segregation” (Caprón 

& González, 2006, p. 67) that the area begins to 
exhibit is the sedimented result of several 
processes that developed simultaneously 
through history. As explained before, these 
are of a varied nature, both economic, political 
and social, with roots in the national or even 
international scope. However, observing from 
a distance, marked patterns of behavior arise 
throughout the zone’s history. On the one 
hand, Independencia has been constantly treated 
as the place where the city has displaced the 
most impoverished and vulnerable sectors; 
among which the immigrants stand out. On the 
other hand, the fact that in the early days, the 
river divided it from the rest of the city, made 
their social problems to be perceived as alien 
phenomenons by those who had the possibilities 
of doing something about it.

Similarly, it is important to note that even 
in the case of the city of Monterrey, where 
the industrial sector directly or indirectly 
helped sections of the population to improve 
their socio-economic position, Independencia 
remained locked in a cycle of poverty. This 
phenomenon was perpetuated by several 
factors, among which stand out: the socio-
economic homogeneity of its inhabitants; the 
constant arrival of large numbers of people on 
such a reduced area; the challenging situation 
of its topography; the lack of legal tenure of 
the lands they inhabit; and the inaction on the 

part of the authorities on these matters. For 
years, the confluence of these situations was 
allowed to continue without further ado in its 
consequences; due in large part to the fact that 
there was still physical space and distance for 
these problems to not affect other sectors of the 
population. 

However, the current situation of Mexico in 
terms of its economic and political model 
has put places such as Independencia in 
an extreme position of vulnerability. The 
unequal concentration of wealth that has 
exacerbated since the 1990s has generated a 
widespread social unrest, as the majority of the 
population see themselves unable to transcend 
economically. In places like Independencia, 
where people were already living in precarious 
conditions, the lack of hope in the future, 
coupled with the apparent good fortune of 
certain sectors, has degenerated into an increase 
of social resentment. This, in turn, has sought 
expression in violent and antisocial behaviors 
that affect the population of Monterrey in 
general and turn the area inhospitable.

On the other side of the coin, the population 
that improved, or at least maintained its 
socioeconomic status, has also seen its quality 
of life reduced due to a sharp increase in the 
levels of violence. This phenomenon has been 
aggravated due to the intrusion of the organized 
crime; which in Mexico, according to the 
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historian and political scientist Lorenzo Meyer, 
has more to do with the vacuum of power left 
by the weakening of the political institutions 
than to inequality alone. (Hernández, 2011, n.d.) 
However, the weakening of governmental 
institutions has gone hand in hand with the 
establishment of a neoliberal ideology, the 
dismantling of social welfare policies and 
the privatization of the Mexican system. The 
effects of such privatization in spatial terms 
are many, as explained in the previous sections. 
However, the most drastic representation of it 
might be the appearance within cities of large 
areas where the built environment is no longer 
controlled by governmental institutions, but by 
a handful of private developers. Valle Oriente is 
an example of the latter, which in order to face 
the difficult situation previously described, has 
chosen to enclose and protect itself through the 
construction of gated communities. These, in 
turn, have further privatized the space of the 
city and segregated its populations; therefore, 
worsening the situation on the long run, 
although they may seem to offer a solution to 
the surrounding problems in the short term. 

Therefore, the current challenge facing the Loma 
Larga can serve as a descriptive example of 
the general situation present in Mexico; either 
at a national level in its city system, as at the 
local level with this type of phenomenon being 
replicated in many other metropolises around 
the country. This is how, based on what has 
been discussed here, everything points to the 
fact that the root of these problems lies in the 
overwhelming inequality that is produced by the 
Mexican economic and political model. Which, 

despite having generated inequality throughout 
its history, had never been faced with the 
current dilemma. One, in which the current 
Democratic model of governance, to which 
Mexico adheres at least on paper, promises its 
citizens an equity of opportunities; while in 
reality the economic gap between its different 
sectors had increased day by day, especially since 
the 1990s. This dissonance between discourse 
and action generates feelings of injustice and 
impotence among the population, which when 
feeling frustrated by not having control over the 
situation, begins to adopt antisocial and violent 
positions. It is important to emphasize that 
although it is true that inequality in Mexico has 
been a constant through out its history, during 
the colonial period, this was part of the system 
of governance itself, it was institutionalized. 
Whilst during the dictatorship of the Porfiriato, 
inequality formed the setting that bred the 
Mexican Revolution.Therefore, if economic 
inequality is the cause of these problems, it is 
worth wondering if there is a solution to it. 
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According to the professor and sociologist 
Chris Jencks from the Harvard Kennedy School 
of Government, the first step to solve economic 
inequalities lies in recognizing that it arises from 
the actions of individuals, as well as from the 
properties of the social system in place. (Harvard 

Inequality and Social Policy, 2015, 00:13:16) Considering 
this, Professor Jencks establishes two types 
of strategies that could be employed to fight 
economic inequality and which operate at a Macro 
and Micro levels. 

Macro-strategies have to do with the distribution 
of income, more specifically with the compression 
of the variety of incomes themselves. This can 
occur in two different ways and would imply the 
adoption of alternative economic models. The 
first focuses on actively balancing the average 
income among inhabitants. The second allows 
for a greater variation between them, but later 
promotes the redistribution of wealth through 
the state through the enforcement of higher 
taxation rates to those who earn more. The 
resources obtained would then be channeled 
towards a robust welfare system, which would 
provide compensations and services to those 
who earn less; therefore, effectively closing the 
gap between the living standards of the different 
sectors of society. (TED, 2011, 00:10:18) As it can 
be seen, operating from a Macro-level involve 
disrupting a series of factors that go beyond the 
sphere of the individual and are more related to 
the properties of the group. These would include 
amongst other things, “changing the machinery 
of the political decision making, or the culture 

that influences voters preferences, or whether the 
society can collect its taxes, or enforce its laws.” 
(Harvard Inequality and Social Policy, 2015, 00:14:01)

Micro-strategies, on the other hand, focus on 
providing the individual with the necessary 
infrastructure for him to pull himself out of 
poverty; reason why these, are also referred to 
as self-help strategies. This approach ultimately 
aims at “compressing the determinants of 
income” (Harvard Inequality and Social Policy, 2015, 

00:12:24) by making people more alike, rather 
than by balancing the incomes themselves. 
The logic behind it lies on solving the defects 
in infrastructure that may arise due to 
the maldistribution of wealth. This is done so that 
through a limited intervention of the state, those 
who earn less can have better quality services, 
with the hope of matching the standards of those 
who have more, something that is seldomly 
attained. The difference between this Micro-
strategy and the second Macro-strategy mentioned 
above is that the former does not imply major 
modifications in the established economic system. 
In other words, Micro-strategies do not require 
direct intervention of the state in matters of 
wealth distribution. It should also be noticed that 
Micro-strategies are for the most part inefficient 
on effectively solving inequality. According to 
studies carried out by Professor Jencks; even 
if all the necessary facilities were provided to 
the population in need and thus the expected 
homogeneity between the population would 
be achieved; compression in the distribution of 
wealth would only improve by 7% at its best-case 
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scenario. (Harvard Inequality and Social Policy, 2015, 00:11:29) 

Finally, Professor Jencks claims that in addition 
to the adopted strategies, there are two elements 
that are fundamental in the fight to limit 
economic inequality. These are the existence of 
a strong state capable of regulating the actions 
of the market, and a desirable high degree of 
solidarity among the not so rich population. 
(Harvard Inequality and Social Policy, 2015, 00:25:46) It 
then seems that the choice between opting for 
a Macro-strategy or a Micro-strategy implies a 
serious political positioning from the government 
since it would unavoidably carry repercussions 
at the local, national and international levels due 
to the amount of foreign investment and private 
interest present in most countries of the world. 
It is perhaps because of this and due to the weak 
governmental institutions that are characteristic 
of latitudes such as Latin America; that the more 
socially conscious governments there have limited 
themselves only to execute a set of strategies at a 
micro-level. 

Remembering that the built environment is a 
means by which inequality manifests itself; it is 

then important to identify which would be the 
translations of the macro and micro strategies 
into it. Macro-strategies, which would focus on 
the equal distribution of space, could turn as 
radical as claiming for the total abolition of 
private property. However, they could also adopt 
a smoother tone by imposing stricter land-use 
policies, or declaring the impossibility of the 
privatization of public space and public services 
networks. The political implications of any of 
these options are immense and will depend on 
the configuration of each society’s governmental 
institutions at the time of their implementation. 

On the other hand, the application of micro 
strategies within the built environment can vary 
greatly, in terms of their scope and means used for 
their execution. There are many examples of this 
type of strategies all around the world. Such as 
street paving and urban lighting programs, home 
improvement and sanitation campaigns; as well as 
regularization campaigns of informal settlements 
within cities. However, there are also examples 
that transcend the modification of the built space 
and aim to trigger further positive changes in the 
lives of the people. Such as the community centers 
built in Colombia and Mexico, together with 
comprehensive urban mobility strategies, or even 
social education and public health programs.

After having understood the effects caused 
by the phenomenon of inequality within the 
built environment, as well as having identified 
the strategies with which it can be fought. It is 
necessary to pause and reflect if it is the architect 
who should approach issues of political and social 
relevance.
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Within the discipline, there are voices for and 
against the engagement of architecture with 
political and social issues. Some claim that 
architecture should strive solely towards the 
production and refinement of form, (Mosley 

and Sara, 2013, p. 34) overlooking the fact that 
the practice of architecture, by involving the 
production of urban space, entails the adoption 
of political positions either consciously or 
unconsciously. This is because, designers “are 
responsible, [at least partially,] for the production 
of a specific set of social, economic, political and 
disciplinary relationships expressed and enacted 
spatially”. (Rice, 2013, p. 75)

On the other hand, there are those who have 
a different opinion, and stand closer to “Henri 
Lefebvre’s sceptical view that architecture is 
limited to projecting the dominant structures of 
power in society.” (Mosley and Sara, 2013, p. 17) Due to 
this, they claim that the practice of architecture 
is intrinsically passive in regards of politics and 
that by acting in this manner architecture has 
no political charge. However, this seemingly 
benign choice often entails the perpetuation 
of highly politicized and socially questionable 
practices, such as the continuous privatization of 
public space. (Rice, 2013, p. 73) Therefore, it seems 
that both parties recognize that architecture 
has a political and social charge. However, 
their position differ in the role and degree 
of participation that architects should play 
within those environments; even questioning 
if architecture itself is the appropriate setting 
where social and political movements could be 

born.
In a special edition of the Architectural Design 
Magazine of 2013 titled ‘The Architecture of 
Transgression’, the aforementioned confrontation 
between the different points of view is debated. 
The extremes of opinion were embodied on one 
side by the editors Jonathan Mosley and Racel 
Sara, and on the other by the architect and 
theorist Patrik Schumacher. The discussion was 
developed using as a background the structure 
proposed by Bernard Tschumi in his book 
'Architecture and Disjunction' regarding the role 
of architects in political and socio-economic 
issues. Tschumi describes three plausible roles 
for architects; the conservative, the critic and the 
revolutionary. 
The conservative is characterized for assuming a 
position closer to that of Lefebvre, meaning that 
architecture should only execute the desires of 
the hegemonic political and economic power. The 
critic on the other hand, is defined by his desire 
to expose the contradictions of society through 
writing or the use of the built environment. 
Lastly, the revolutionary is that one who claims 
that is the architect’s duty to use his knowledge 
about the built environment “in order to arrive 
at new social and urban structures.” (Tschumi, 

1976, p. 9) Through several texts, Mosley and Sara 
define themselves as revolutionaries and urge 
that the practice of architecture be freed from 
its bondage of a conservative role in order to 
challenge the very own ideals that society has of 
itself. The authors even call for the transgression 
of the “stable institutionality” of the practice 
in order to redefine architecture. (Mosley and Sara, 

2. Politics and the role of the architect
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2013, p. 15) 

On the other hand, Schumacher claims that 
the sole engagement of architecture on 
political debates is counterproductive since it 
overburdens the practice with the unattainable 
desire “to substitute itself for the political 
system”. (Schumacher, 2013, p. 130-133) Schumacher 
aligns himself to the role of the conservative 
architect, claiming that architecture’s vital 
capacity is to respond to the dominant political 
trends and that it is not its societal function 
to actively initiate political agendas that have 
little chance for reaching political mainstream. 
(Schumacher, 2013, p. 133) However, Schumacher’s 
claim for keeping the discipline out of the 
political scope rely heavily on the existence of 
a well-functioning representative democracy, 
where “the channels of political influence, 
negotiation, and collective binding decision-
making” are effective and in place. (Schumacher, 

2013, p. 132)

It is evident that the two parties took extreme 
positions in their speeches, and in both, there 
are elements that can be redeemed. These have 
been integrated by the author of this work 
into a position of his own, which follows. The 
practice of architecture does not develop within 
a hermetic vacuum. As it was demonstrated 
earlier in this work, it is full of political, social 
and economic implications. Due to this, the 
development of an architectural project forces 
the designer to define a position on these 
matters. Refusal to do so does not imply an 
absolution of responsibilities; on the contrary, it 
is a passive way of agreeing with the established 
practices in place. Having said that, it is crucial 

to recognize that "there are limits to the role of 
architecture in this context." (Dovey, 2013, p. 86) 

This means that architecture has room for action 
in regards of the social implications found in 
each particular project; but it is not the discipline 
from where to launch major processes aimed at 
re-interpreting macro-economic and political 
systems. Those types of processes are born from 
social movements, from the active dialogue, 
debate and exchange of political ideas between 
people. Therefore, such dialogic processes belong 
more to the realms of proper politics than 
to architecture. Nevertheless, most relevant 
social and political changes have been attained 
when the political processes have been taken 
to the streets, plazas and other public places; 
which proves that architecture has indeed been 
indirectly present in them, but in the role of a 
facilitator rather than as the leading discipline.
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After having established the scope of the role 
of the architect, in regards of the politics of 
space, it is time to look back at the site in order 
to devise a plan of action for its future. Taking 
into account the land value of the square meter 
in Valle Oriente and considering the fact that San 
Pedro Garza García only has three percent of its 
territory where to expand; it is safe to assume 
that in the near future, the area will yield to 
the pressures of the real estate market of Valle 
Oriente. In the same way, knowing the history of 
the zone and considering the actors and social 
problems that lie in its immediacy, it is possible 
to imagine that the most feasible scenario for 
the development of the polygon of our interest 
is that of a gated community. 

If the urbanization of the polygon is carried 
out in this way, it will bring with it a series of 
problems, among which the most serious will 
be, the following. An increase in the levels of 
danger along the top of the Loma Larga because 
of the hardening of the border; paired with 
the lack of accessibility to the zone which will 
make police supervision tasks more difficult. An 
increase in the animosity and social resentment 
from the inhabitants of Independencia; a 
situation that can turn into violent and negative 
relationships between neighbors on both 
sides of the border. The Independencia will be 
at risk of being caged and isolated from the 
rest of the city; especially if one considers the 
construction of the vehicular passages of the 
projects Interconexión Macro Plaza-Valle Oriente 
and the Second Tunnel Loma Larga. There is also 

3. Future trends on the site

150



a risk that by closing access to the pedestrian 
routes that Independencia residents currently 
use as direct access to Valle Oriente, economic 
activities on both sides of the hill will be 
affected; We must remember that both areas are 
economically complementary and, therefore, are 
interconnected.
The urbanization of the site as a gated 
community would also imply a non-optimal 
scenario for the developers themselves. This is 
because these types of developments require 
a vast amount of their areas to be destined for 
road infrastructure; which would mean a loss in 

profitability for the project and a subsequently 
reduced return of investment. Lastly, closing 
this section of the Loma Larga would represent 
a lost opportunity for the city to ameliorate the 
current condition of Independencia. If carried 
out, the city would perpetuate a pattern of 
neglect and segregation on the neighborhood; 
while also increasing, at least indirectly, the 
social problems that exist in it. Therefore, in face 
of this dilemma, it is worth wondering: would 
it be possible to propose an urbanization model 
for the area that would contribute to ameliorate 
the current conditions of the site?
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“Juntos pero no revueltos” 

“Together but not in each other's pockets”

Popular Mexican Say
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Throughout this work, it has been emphasized 
that the reason behind the existence of 
scenarios such as the one present at the top of 
the Loma Larga lies in the economic, political 
and social systems practiced by the country 
and the international scene to which it belongs. 
Therefore, the most effective solutions for it, 
branded before as Macro-strategies, can only be 
addressed by the federal government; and due 
to this, they lie beyond the scope of this work. 
However, the situation can also "be exacerbated 
and perpetuated by the actions and non-actions 
of our local governments"; (Blakely & Snyder, 1997: p. 

174) which involve a series of decisions that 

“are highly political as well as technical, 
and [where] there is a key role for 
architects as creators of, and advocates 
for innovative [spatial] solutions.” 
Dovey, 2013, p. 86

Therefore, it is vital that within our professional 
field we propose ideas for the resolution of these 
issues at a local level, while taking into account 
our limited range of political action.

With this in mind and considering the multi-
factorial nature of the problem of inequality, the 
following conclusion was reached. The proposal 

of a design restricted only to   the vacant polygon 
of Valle Oriente, would leave aside a number of 
variants that are interconnected with it and 
that if not taken into account would jeopardize 
the effectiveness of the urban proposal for the 
site. Due to this, it was decided to develop a 
holistic action plan, which considers a series 
of interventions or Micro-strategies for Valle 
Oriente, as well as for Independencia. As a 
result of the latter, the area considered in the 
beginning expanded to include the northwest 
section of the Loma Larga. In the following 
section the action plan will be presented in 
two parts. The first will address the urban plan 
for the area, identifying the actions or Micro-
strategies to be developed, pointing them out 
in plan and giving a brief description of them. 
The second part will deal in more detail with the 
urban design for the polygon at Valle Oriente 
that served as the initial interest area for this 
thesis.
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It is important to recognize that given the 
political nature of the problem, as well as 
due to the presence of organized crime in 
Independencia, there are a couple of external 
factors that have the ability to greatly affect 
the solutions proposed here. These factors are 
corruption and the possible collusion of the 
authorities with the criminal organizations. 
Corruption can divert the appropriate allocation 
of resources and prevent improvements from 
reaching the right hands; perpetuating the 
precarity of the built environment in the area 
and therefore the degree of inequality. On 
the other hand, collusion can hinder efforts 
aimed at combating the activities carried 
out by the organized crime. It can even get 
to constitute a real physical danger for those 
involved in these efforts, which run the risk of 
being identified and singled out by elements 
of criminal organizations that are working 
from within the government itself. These two 
factors ought to be addressed in more detailed 
by experts on these matters; therefore they will 
not be further explored in this work. However, 
in an ideal scenario, the experts’ valuable 
recommendations should be incorporated into 
the strategies since they could help refine them 
and even help inform the proper order for their 
implementation.
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The rich and complex set of lifestyles, people and 
urban ideas surrounding the site presents the 
ideal opportunity to rethink Monterrey not as a 
closed system, but as an open one, which “brings 
together people who differ by class, ethnicity, 
religion or sexual preference … a city that is to a 
degree incoherent.”(Sennett, n.d., p.1) 

Therefore, the vision is to develop this section of 
the Loma Larga not as a collection of enclaves, 
but as a zone that admits different forms of 
inhabiting the territory. The aim is to create a 
zone in which people of different backgrounds 
must negotiate their mutual fate together. 
(Blakely & Snyder, 1997: p. 138) 

Consequently, it was decided to preserve the 
current informal settlements of Independencia, 
while limiting their growth so that they do not 
invade the neighboring open areas. Therefore, 
the urban plan can be understood as two general 
processes, one that addresses the current 
situation in Independencia and another that 
devises a way forward for the urbanization of 
the remaining territory. In both processes, a 
series of micro-strategies have been included 
whose ultimate goal is to strengthen the general 
vision for the zone.  
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The first thing that must be done in the area 
of Independencia is to launch a comprehensive 
process of regularization; for which it is 
necessary to carry out an in-situ analysis in 
order to identify the following:

- The areas of topographic risk.
- The areas of environmental risk.
- The risk areas for public health.
- Which are the constructions that lack 
recognized legal status.
- The quality of the existing constructions.
- Which are the constructions that can 
be preserved and which would need to be 
relocated.

The process of regularization, which is 
very likely to take a considerable period of 
time, needs to be approached with care by a 
multidisciplinary team of experts in the field. 
For this reason, it will not be deepened in this 
work, but the following generalities will be 
indicated. Based on past experiences in the 
country, it is likely that the regularization 
process will be managed by federal authorities. 
However, taking into account the importance 
of promoting the strengthening of local 
governments, a more decentralized strategy 
should be adopted. Reason why it is desirable 
that the leadership would be assumed by 
the municipality of Monterrey. However, it is 
necessary that this counts with the supervision 
not only from federal authorities, but also from 
the civil society, among which are included: 
neighbors associations, academic institutions 

and volunteer professionals interested in the 
subject. (Fernandes, 2011, p. 21-23) 

Once the assignment of property titles has 
been made, a program aimed at improving 
the existing housing and local infrastructure 
should start. This must be planned taking into 
account the previous experiences carried out 
both within Mexico and in other places such 
as Colombia with its ‘Mejoramiento Integral 
de Barrios’ program, or Brazil with its ‘Morar 
Carioca’ program. Similarly, it is recommended 
to analyze if there can be a cooperation with 
the program ‘Mi México Late’ of the current 
federal administration 2018-2024. Alongside 
the improvement of the existing housing units, 
there are three specific Micro-strategies to 
develop within the confines of Independencia, 
which are presented on the following pages.

1. Addressing Independencia
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Divino Rostro Street
Deter and control

It is proposed the construction of a new 
vehicular street to connect the Antiguo Camino 
a San Agustín street at the height of the Catholic 
Church Divino Rostro with the street Martin de 
Zavala at the height of the police headquarters 
Protección Civil del Estado. With the construction 
of this street, the checkpoint located a couple 
streets below and currently under the control 
of criminals would be rendered useless, since 
the police would have an alternate access route 
to the area. The construction of this street 
will imply the widening of an existing public 
staircase with minor affectations to only a few 
houses in the vicinity. It is expected that with 
the inclusion of this street it will be possible to 
deter the appearance of crime in the Antiguo 
Camino a San Agustín street, which is the only 
vehicular road that connects Independencia with 
Valle Oriente.

Porfirio Díaz Multi-modal Street
Eyes on the street & Fast accessibility

Taking into account that the main means of 
transportation in the area is pedestrian; it is 
proposed to refurbish the Porfirio Díaz Street. 
This will be carried out in two sections; the first 
starting from the intersection with Castelar 
Juan Pablo II Street until the Catholic Church 
Sagrada Familia and the second from this same 
point, where it becomes a public stairway, until 
reaching the top of Loma Larga.

The first section starts from Castelar Juan Pablo II 

because this is the last street in Independencia 
that is served by the public transport lines. 
For this reason, this strategy aims to attract 
pedestrian traffic from the sectors of the 
population that live in Monterrey but work in 
Valle Oriente and that are currently using a series 
of bus routes to get to their work destinations. 
Due to the expect increase of pedestrians traffic 
and the fact that this stretch of Porfirio Díaz 
Street is still in the valley and accessible to 
vehicles; this section has the capacity to become 
an important commercial strip for the area. This 
first section of Porfirio Díaz Multi-modal Street 
will require the repaving of the street, as well as 
the widening of the sidewalks and the release of 
obstacles in them. 

The second section includes the most important 
public stairway in this sector of Independencia. 
Its location presents a couple of advantageous 
features for social and recreational activities 
since next to it are located the areas with 
most vegetation in the zone; where there are 
already some platforms and terraces built 
by the community itself. For this reason it is 
proposed, the refurbishment of the current 
stairs and the addition of a series of escalators. 
It is recommended that the route of these would 
not be continuous, but instead be interrupted 
by a series of platforms that will give access to 
the adjacent green areas. It is advisable that 
the design team review the project ‘Escaleras 
Eléctricas San Javier’ built in the city of Medellín 
in order to profit from the experience. Likewise, 
before the beginning of any type of design or 
construction work, a detailed analysis of the 
topography and type of soil in the area must 
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be carried out. This is recommended because 
the stairs are in a gully area, so it is expected 
that there will be certain restrictions due to 
rainwater runoff.

The goal is that the joint effect of the two 
parts of Porfirio Diaz Multi-modal Street will 
considerably increase the number of people 
crossing the area. This will achieve two main 
objectives. The first is to maintain the area busy 
with public life so that people themselves look 
after the surroundings and therefore discourage 
any criminal activity and violence from 
happening. The second objective is to break with 
the negative social stigma that people living in 
the valley – ‘Los de abajo’ have of those living 
at the top of the Loma Larga – ‘los de arriba’; 
which among other things is based on the poor 
accessibility to the area.
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Fig. 127 Present condition of many staircases in Independencia



Sanctuaries Network  
Spaces for peace

A unique feature of the Independencia 
neighborhood within the Metropolitan Area 
of Monterrey is the degree of religiosity of its 
population; which "sustains highly complex 
social and cultural networks, with religious 
sanctuaries and icons scattered in public 
spaces". (Castillo, 2008, p.177) It is also important 
to notice that the churches in the area function 
as sanctuaries, that is, spaces where a peaceful 
atmosphere is preserved and that even 
organized crime respects; as if "God put an 
invisible barrier around these zones." (Senett, 

1992, p.18)

Taking this into account, it is proposed to 
refurbish the four churches that exist in the 
area. These are located at strategic points in 
the neighborhood, at the beginning and end 
of the most important pedestrian routes. To 
increase the sanctuary effect of these buildings, 
they should be equipped with public spaces in 
their surroundings. These will be preferably 
be located in front of the main facade, in the 
manner of a parvis, which besides prolonging 
the church’s ‘locality of immunity’ (Senett, 1992, p. 

17), they will also provide a pause to the heavily 
densified and encroached built environment 
of the area. The construction of the parvis or 
religious plazas will imply in some cases the 
demolition and relocation of one household, 
but considering the urgent need for public 
space, an effort should be made to secure these 
places. (Fernandes, 2011, p. 21) If carried out, it is 
expected that this strategy will transform the 

zones around the churches into areas of peace. 
Moreover, since these temples are distributed all 
around to the way to the top of the Loma Larga, 
they could be used together as a network of safe 
spaces for the pedestrians going through the 
area. Lastly, the network of sanctuaries will be 
completed with the addition of a fifth temple at 
the very top of the hill; which is proposed to be 
built within the confines of the open lands next 
to Independencia.
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The rest of the territory that makes up the urban 
plan is integrated by lands that are both on the 
side of Monterrey and San Pedro Garza García. 
On the side of Monterrey there is a very vast area 
that includes almost the entire northwest face 
of the Loma Larga. In it there is no construction 
and belongs to the Government of the State of 
Nuevo Leon. On San Pedro Garza García’s side 
lies the polygon that served as an area of initial 
interest to this thesis. This is currently divided 
into ten sections of various sizes that belong all 
to different individuals.

The first step to proceed with the urban plan, is 
to integrate all these areas into a single element, 
in order to exercise an adequate control of 
the urbanization process. For this reason, it is 
proposed to carry out the signing of a public 
trust fund. The main purposes of this trust will 
be to promote, manage and coordinate before 
individuals and competent authorities, the 
execution of actions, works and services that 
promote the successful execution of the agreed 
Urban Plan. 

The Trust should be integrated by the 
Government of the State of Nuevo Leon, the 
Municipality of Monterrey, the Municipality of 
San Pedro Garza García and the owners of the 
area to intervene on the side of San Pedro Garza 
García. Likewise, representatives of the residents 
of the Independencia neighborhood; as well as 
a committee composed by spokespersons of 
the Fideicomiso Valle Oriente and FIDEVALLE 
trust funds should be included as guests. This 

is necessary since, although these last three 
members will not have direct capacities in the 
decision-making process, their proximity to the 
area of intervention; as well as their economic 
and labor importance make them worthy to 
be able to express their wishes and opinions 
for the development of this area. Finally, it is 
important that before consolidating the trust, 
a careful review of past experiences at the city 
and national level is carried out. This is because 
academics have criticized the validity of the 
use of Trust Funds for public purposes, since 
they are instruments that originated as tools to 
facilitate the processes of "government-private 
interest" initiatives. However, these seem to 
be the most capable instruments to mediate 
situations between the public interest and 
private property. Considering that the union of 
public and private lands is successful under the 
Trust Fund. The resulting area must be properly 
divided according to the urban plan. Figure 131 
shows the five sectors proposed for the unified 
area of the Loma Larga, which are defined 
thereafter.

2. Envisioning Loma Larga
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Sector 1

This sector corresponds to the original polygon 
of our interest in Valle Oriente. Being one of the 
last remaining non-urbanized areas in San Pedro 
Garza García, Sector 1 cannot be treated as an 
open area or public park as in the case of Sector 
3. Therefore, it must propose a strategy for its 
urbanization, which at the level of Urban Plan 
it is still unclear. However, what it is known 
so far is that it will be a mixed uses area with a 
residential and commercial focus mainly. Taking 
into account that the municipality of San Pedro 
Garza García has been losing young population 
for over a decade; due to the fact that they 
cannot afford the housing options offered by 
the real estate market; it would be convenient to 
develop an accessible housing solution for this 
demographic sector. Similarly, the vision for this 
area is to urbanize it in such a way that residents 
of Independencia would still be allowed to cross 
it, in order to get quickly to Valle Oriente. Within 

this sector it is planned to execute three Micro-
strategies, which are expected to contribute to 
the reduction of the current level of inequality 
on the long run. These are presented below.

Public Stairways – Pedestrian flow

One of the main objectives established for 
this area was to allow the Independencia 
residents to cross the area. With this in mind 
and remembering that the most used means 
of transport and promoted by the Micro-
strategies on the other side of the mountain is 
pedestrian; it is essential to think of a collection 
of public stairways running throughout the 
area. These, will start from the top of the Loma 
Larga, connecting preferably with the stairs at 
Independencia or to the public spaces that exist 
at the crest of the hill.

Community Center & Media library – The edge

Perhaps the most essential and delicate part of 
the project will deal with how to address its edge 
condition. Although, at a city scale the Loma Larga 
is an edge of its own, at a closer inspection and 
using the sectorization that we established before; 
the area where the edge becomes more relevant, 
more alive and more dangerous is in Sector 1. 
This is due to the fact that the urbanization 
at Independencia has touched the municipal 
line, and it is expected and even desired by the 
market of Valle Oriente that Sector 1 does the 
same. Therefore, by not having an empty area 
that would work as a buffer zone, the edge that 
lies between this sector and Independencia will 
be full of social tensions. However, this does not 
necessarily has to be negative. Tensions imply 
energy and opportunities for creating something 
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out of that energy. Hence, the way one addresses 
the edge, and subsequently the energy that lies 
there, will determine the quality of the space 
and its environment. “Edges come in two forms, 
they come as borders or as boundaries.” (Harvard 

GSD, 2012, 00:41:22) A boundary is a rigid structure 
which is entirely focus on retention, it is a place 
where interaction diminishes; it is a place of 
social death. A border on the other hand is like a 
membrane, which is flexible, porous and resistant; 
it is a place where interaction increases and 
“where differences need to be negotiated.” (Harvard 

GSD, 2012, 00:47:06) 

Therefore, recognizing the implied energy at the 
northern edge of Sector 1 and the possibilities for 
interaction that it would bring; it is desirable to 
place in there a set of spaces that would promote 
social exchange among the different parties. 
Based on this and considering the characteristics 
and strengths of the different social groups on 
both sides of the hill, the following is proposed. 
To build a media library at the edge that benefits 
from the rich urban cultural scene that exists 
both in Independencia and San Pedro Garza García. 
Similarly, it is proposed to build a community 
center in the same area to meet the needs of the 
population of Independencia. The idea behind 
the choice of these two institutions and their 
location, is so that they collaborate together in 
promoting interaction among the inhabitants. 
The configuration of these spaces will determine 
if the edge of Sector 1 adopts the border condition 
that is desired, being that a key element for 
the urban vision of the area as an open system. 
However, the very spatial configuration of this 
micro-strategy depends in part on the general 

urban layout that will be developed for Sector 1, 
which will act as starting ground. 

Scattered public buildings – Spaces for negotiation

Recognizing that at the beginning there may 
be some reluctance from neighbors on both 
sides of the hill, about the idea of having to 
share the streets with people of such different 
socioeconomic level; it is recommended to 
include in this sector a group of public buildings 
capable of acting as spatial mediators between 
both populations. Ideally this set of buildings 
should be located along the Public Stairways 
Network, without disrupting the urban structure 
due to its presence. This micro strategy is similar 
to the Sanctuaries Network of the Independencia 
sector; with the difference that this is a network 
of secular spaces with political implications and 
where dialogical confrontation is welcomed. This 
strategy at the end of the day aims to develop 
a robust set of public spaces where ‘one always 
risks encounter with those who are different.’ 
(Mitchel, 2003, p. 231) Therefore contributing to form 
a larger notion of community.

As established repeatedly by each of the Micro-
strategies included in Sector 1; the primary step 
for them to begin to develop is to count with the 
sector’s urban design. This should provide a clear 
idea about the street pattern for the area and 
its density; and should be developed taking into 
account the conditions required for the execution 
of its micro-strategies, which are: porosity on the 
edge, a wide range of pedestrian routes and a 
flexible urban structure the has the capacity to 
accommodate without major complications a set 
of public buildings and spaces.
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Sector 2

This sector corresponds to a section of the crest 
of the Loma Larga. It is an area that extends 
from the border municipal line, 60 meters 
down to the north. This strip of land has been 
reserved as an area that the Government of the 
State of Nuevo León can use to negotiate with 
the private owners of Sector 1; in order to secure 
the transfer of the required plots that will be 
used for the construction of public buildings and 
spaces. 

Considering the high value of the land in Sector 
1, this barter strategy has been chosen as a 
win-win strategy. However, the subdivision and 
allocation of plots within Sector 2 will depend 
on the amount of land expropriated in Sector 
1, therefore, the delineated zone represents 
the area where lots can be taken to be given 
as barter by others in Sector 1. Similarly, it 
is recommended that the plots are not all 

contiguous, since it is desirable that there are 
areas of public access to Sector 3 from the Parte 
Aguas Avenue. 

Sector 2 will be destined to high density 
residential use, due to the fact that the terrain 
conditions are such that they require robust and 
therefore expensive foundations to stabilize 
structures on such slopes. In addition, since the 
other side of the street already has that type 
of density and construction, and therefore it is 
preferable to complete the scheme.
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Sector 3

The central area of   the northwest face of Loma 
Larga integrates Sector 3, which is flanked by 
housing Sectors 2, 4 and 5. Sector 3 will be used 
for the construction of a Public Metropolitan 
Park which will be managed by the Government 
of the State of Nuevo León and the newly created 
Public Trust Fund. Its approximate area will be 
21.28 hectares and will help the urban plan in 
several ways. In first instance, it will provide 
the southern zone of Monterrey and the area of 
Valle Oriente with a much-needed green area. 
In second instance, it will act as a buffer zone 
between the residential areas located at its four 
sides. This distancing will be beneficial since, 
given that Sector 3 will be of a public nature, it 
will bridge and help mediate the interactions 
between neighbors, preventing any area from 
feeling the encroachment of the other. However, 
they will all have to share the use of the park, 
together with the visitors coming from other 

areas of the Metropolitan Area of Monterrey.
The design of the Public Metropolitan Park must 
respond to the topographic conditions of the 
site, avoiding making very deep cuts. This is 
recommended because the soil in the area is 
composed by limestone and a mixture of gravel 
and loose clays; which, together with the non-
uniform horizontal distribution of the layers of 
rock, make the terrain very unstable. (IMPLAN 

SAN PEDRO, 2014, p. 33-34) Since this section of 
the Loma Larga presents very steep slopes; it 
is recommended that the necessary measures 
be taken during the design process, so that an 
adequate redistribution of the existing rainwater 
runoffs is made; making sure that the discharge 
of water in the lower part of the Loma Larga 
does not affect Sectors 4 and 5.

168

Fig. 133 Sector 3



Sector 4

This sector is the lowest western part of Loma 
Larga. It is flanked at the north by the Loma 
Grande Street and to the east by the Loma 
Larga Tunnel. This area is reserved as a zone 
for future residential expansion of the Loma 
Larga neighborhood. The width of the sector is 
only 50 meters, comparable to the dimensions 
of one block of the LomaLarga neighborhood; 
therefore, it is recommended extending the 
network of streets in the same gridded structure 
as the original. This area has been added to 
the Urban Plan as a precaution; after having 
witnessed the urbanization of surrounding areas 
and the disorderly manner in which they have 
changed the density of the area.

Sector 5

This last sector located in the eastern lower part 
of the Loma Larga. Its western edge is the Loma 
Larga Tunnel, the north is the dirt road San José 
and at its eastern border sits the headquarters of 
the state’s police Protección Civil del Estado. This 
area has been reserved to develop a sports center 
that will serve the surrounding residential areas. 
Also, due to its connectivity with important 
road networks, it is an ideal location where to 
place one of the main entrances to the Public 
Metropolitan Park.

Having explained the elements that make up the 
urban level, it is clear that each of the Sectors and 
Micro-strategies can evolve into vast and complex 
projects of their own. For this reason, and for 
purposes of this thesis, it was decided to focus 
on developing more thoroughly, at an Urban 
Design Master plan level only Sector 1, which is 
presented in detail in the following section.
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As explained in the previous sections, Sector 1 is 
currently in a state of limbo. It is the only area in 
Valle Oriente that remains to be urbanized and 
which lacks a clear vision for the development 
of its built environment. If this situation alone 
wouldn't be enough to describe the amount of 
pressure under which the area is; one only has to 
look around and see the vast difference that exists 
between the communities that are stationed in 
its perimeter. The relationship between street 
patterns, land uses, densities, building heights 
and building's footprints size among these 
communities is minimal or even diametrically 
different. The situation of the built environment 
of the zones that border the Sector 1 are the 
direct result of the degree of socio-economic 
inequality between their respective communities. 
This is how, the socio-economically depressed 
zone of Independencia exhibits a small scale in its 
buildings’ typology; when in contrast the rest of 
the areas in Valle Oriente the scale ranges from 
large to extra large. A similar situation occurs 
when the comparison is made between the 
street patterns. In Independencia for example the 
priority is the pedestrian due to its topographical 
condition which arose from its need to occupy 
illegal and inexpensive land; while in wealthy 
San Pedro it is the car, due to fact that expensive 
infrastructure can be built even in difficult terrain.

Therefore, Sector 1 is in a dilemma; if it has to 
carry out its urbanization process, which model 
should it adopt? On its sides there are four 

different ideas of inhabiting the city, four forms 
that share very little with each other; in such a 
way that, if Sector 1 were to incline for one of 
them, this decision would result in entering into 
direct conflict with the remaining three. Given 
this situation and the fact that Sector 1 can not 
maintain its state of emptiness for much longer, 
it seems that it has no other option than to 
develop its own idea on how to inhabit the city 
and dwell in the Loma Larga. Nevertheless, this 
decision presents Sector 1 with another dilemma 
once again. When developing its own urban 
model, should the sector do it in an isolated logic 
from the others? Or should it do it taking into 
consideration the others?

The findings carried out during the 
development of the Urban plan helped solve the 
aforementioned dilemma. At that time it was 
established that in addition to being a primarily 
residential area, Sector 1 should have a porous 
edge at the north; a wide range of pedestrian 
routes going through it and posses a certain level 
of flexibility in its block structure that would 
allow it to accommodate niches of public space. 
Therefore, it seems that Sector 1 had among its 
own objectives, characteristics that were already 
present in the neighboring areas. Bearing this 
in mind, everything seemed to indicate that 
Sector 1 should be formed as a hybrid system 
from the others; as a transition zone capable to 
bridge the highly contrasting neighboring built 
environments.
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Fig. 136 Influence of  street patterns, building typologies, densities or land uses on Sector 1



Reflecting on the previously proposed idea of 
turning Sector 1 into a transition zone, it became 
clear that its main intrinsic characteristic would 
had to be its capacity to negotiate between 
extremes. This is how, all these attributes 
seemed recurrent and pointed towards the same 
already discussed idea of 'border', which had 
been already discussed and established as the 
desirable feature for the area’s northern edge. 
Therefore, it seemed that the key lied in thinking 
about Sector 1 as an enlarged and dynamic 
border, which in ecology is known as ecotone; 
and for which its most accepted definition is the 
following:

Ecotones are zones of transition between 
adjacent ecological systems, having a 
set of characteristics uniquely defined 
by space and time scales and by the 
strength of interactions between adjacent 
ecological systems. (Holland & Risser & 

Naiman, 1991, p. 978)

Based on Holland’s definition, Sector 1 would 
therefore be considered a complex Urban 
Ecotone between four urban systems. But before 
continuing with the way this transition zone 
was achieved, it is important to deepen into 
the characteristics and functions of an ecotone. 
The most basic representation of an ecotone is 
as “a straight habitat band between two other 
adjacent habitats.” (Kolasa & Zalewski, 1995, p.2) 
However, in most cases their morphology is 
much more complex due to its attributes of 
sinuosity and resolution. The first has to do with 

1. Concept
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the degree of contortion and fragmentation 
of the band that composes the ecotone. The 
more winding the ecotone becomes, the greater 
its size in width and length. Nevertheless, if 
its dimensions increase too much, these will 
generate changes in the very nature of the 
ecotone, pushing it to evolve from a simple 
transitory band, to a more complex array of 
zones composed of both patches from the 
original systems, as well as from the ecotone’s 
habitat itself. 

When talking about the ‘resolution’ attribute 
of an ecotone, one is referring the spatial scale 
at which it appears; meaning that ecotones can 
exist at several levels of scale. (Kolasa & Zalewski, 

1995, p.2) So in the case of Sector 1, the bulk of its 
territory would be a rich and complex ecotone, 
an ecosystem of its own, while the northern 
edge is envisioned as a boundary-ecotone. Both 
of these scales can have characteristics of their 
own and indeed can cooperate and interact in a 
variety of ways. Lastly, one must consider that 
ecotones have also a temporal dimension since 
they are not static zones. They exhibit a dynamic 
behavior that is dependent on time and the 
types of interactions happening within it.

Ecotones have a series of functions that 
allow them to interact with the surrounding 
ecosystems. Depending on the composition of 
the ecotone itself, this can be a place that takes 
energy and resources from the surrounding 
systems or a place that generates them and 
from where they then flow to the surrounding 
systems. (Kolasa & Zalewski, 1995, p.4) This function 
in the case of Sector 1 is related to the social 
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objectives that are expected to be achieved 
through the development of this sector. Such 
as a greater interaction between different social 
groups, which could evolve into an expansion 
of the labor and economic relations between 
Independencia and Valle Oriente. 

Another function that Ecotones have is that 
they can provide feedback. This is understood as 
an amplification or reduction of the processes 
that occur within the surrounding systems. 
(Kolasa & Zalewski, 1995, p.4) In the case of Sector 1 
this can also be interpreted as a social function. 
For example, the constant interaction of 
individuals from the different systems within 
Sector 1 can be pleasant and fruitful, which 
would cause these individuals to return to their 
respective areas and begin to break down old 
and erroneous stereotypes about the inhabitants 
of the other zones. However, the opposite can 
also happen if the interactions are negative. 
Everything will dependent on the quality of 
the interactions between the members of the 
different ecosystems that would be allowed into 
the ecotone. 

The next function and perhaps one of the 
most important in the case of Sector 1; is the 
capacity that an ecotone has to mediate. This 
means that “any phenomenon crossing the 
boundary imposed by an ecotone changes its 
temporal scale of operation” (Kolasa & Zalewski, 

1995, p.4) In Sector 1 this function can have direct 
implications on its physical environment. For 
example, it can be interpreted as a penalty given 
by the ecotone, both positive and negative, to 
the value of scale of the buildings that are built 
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there and which in turn would be based on the 
scale of the surrounding buildings. On the other 
hand, mediation may happen in conjunction 
with the speed of the cars and people entering 
the area, or even in the way the sector manages 
the difference between the different patterns of 
streets that are in its surroundings, and which 
uses in order to form its own.

Another important function of an ecotone is 
its capacity to constrain and in extreme cases 
isolate. This function is directly related to the 
ecotone’s boundary condition, which allows it 
to determine “how much and which exchanges 
are allowed across.” (Kolasa & Zalewski, 1995, p.4) 
This function is particularly crucial, since it 
allows the ecotone to exert a certain degree of 
resistance to what it tries to penetrate from 
the outside. In the case of Sector 1, taking into 
account the violence context of Independencia, 
this function can have several effects on its built 
space. For example, by restricting the number 
of vehicular accesses between both areas, or if a 
particular area that represents extreme danger 
is identified, completely closing the connection 
between the two.

Finally, it is important to recognize that an 
ecotone is a living zone; that is, it changes over 
time, both in its composition and in the way it 
carries out its functions. This is because, being 
a transition zone, it is highly subjected to the 
changes that occur in the ecosystems to which 
it connects. Taking this into account and due to 
the complexity of the context and the amount of 
relationships between the different surrounding 
ecosystems and the Urban Ecotone; it became 
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rapidly apparent the need to incorporate a 
“rule-based approach” (Walliss and Rahmann, 

2016, p.26) that could help optimize the time 
needed to generate an iterative process for the 
development of the design.

Therefore, the challenge lied in “integrating 
social, spatial, economic, and aesthetic issues 
within an expanded design framework;” 
(Pieterse, 2011, p. 40-53) one where “morphological 
[analysis] and diagnostic mapping and 
modeling” (Dovey, 2013, p. 87) would lead the way. 
Therefore, keeping in mind the ultimate goal 
of creating a transition zone between highly 
contrasting environments; ideas such as pliancy, 
smoothing and folding expressed by Greg 
Lynn on his paper Architectural Curvilinearity 
(1993) became a relevant source for guiding the 
concept and helped cement the notion that 
Parametricism was the proper methodology to 
tackle the complexity of the design challenge.
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Having opted for a computational approach, it 
became absolutely necessary to gather relevant 
and reliable data from the site. This quickly 
became one of the hardest steps to surmount 
during the entire process, due to the fact that 
almost none was available to the public or was 
presented in an unstructured and unreadable 
format; a problematic that is quite common in 
contexts that deal with informal settlements 
such as this. However, after having contacted 
national level authorities and done extensive 
data crunching, a substantial amount of “non-
transactional data” (Tierney and Kelleher, 2018, p.7) 
was gathered and the design process was ready 
to be set into motion.

The first step was to identify the most suitable 
parameters for the purpose of the design. At first 
glance, it was evident that the topography was 
the most relevant feature of the site. However, 
considering the data collected and reflecting on 
Greg Lynn’s text ‘Animate Form’ (1999), the context 
was seen not as an abstract and neutral space, 
but as an active agent with the ability to direct 
the design process by means of the forces and 
information stored in its form. (Lynn, G. 1993, p.11) 
Therefore, a strategy was conceived in which the 
variable inclination of the topography was linked 
to a series of parameters; which were identified 
and extracted from the surrounding context and 
among which stand out: density, percentage of 
construction ratio, area size, number of floors 
of construction, floor to ceiling height and the 
morphology emanated from the street patterns of 
the neighborhoods next to the site.

After getting a general idea on the direction 
that the design should take, it was necessary to 
further clarify the task at hand. In order to do 
that it was necessary to think about the “casual 
links between input data and output data [in 
order] to formulate design actions as casual 
relationships between quantifiable entities.” 
(Kotnik, 2010, p. 332). As a result of the latter, 
two actions were devised. The first focused on 
finding the most suitable pattern for the future 
road network that would cross the site.  While 
the second focused on generating a series 
of gradients on the topography that would 
incorporate the different values gathered from 
the neighboring ecosystems.

2. Formalization through parametrics
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The development of the street pattern became 
the first task in which the concept of Urban 
Ecotone materialized. The development of 
this pattern implied an active mediation 
between the different mobility patterns of the 
surrounding areas and in some cases isolation 
as well. This process started with a set of points 
that emerged from the intersection of the 
surrounding streets with the perimeter of the 
site. After that, an iterative process explored 
which points had to be connected to each other 
and which were not. This required a weighting 
of the existing logic in the four surrounding 
areas in such a way that the final connections 
resulted from the mixture of the logics studied 
before at the general description of the site. In 
Figure 142 it can be seen that the southern edge 
of the site, the Los Soles Street and the existing 
dirt road Antiguo Camino a San Agustín, were 
treated as sub-collector streets and therefore 
were assigned greater relevance, while the rest 
of the streets that are shown were granted the 
status of local streets. Attention should be paid 
however on how the local streets connected to 
the other two, happening at non-straight angles; 
a reminiscence of the logic explored in the 
western zone of the Valle Oriente Polygon - VOP. 

It is also important to note that the resulting 
density of the streets was informed by the 
context itself, that is, by the number of 
surrounding streets that touched the perimeter 
on each side of the site in the first place. Having 
already established the desired connections, 
a grasshopper code was developed using an 
evolutionary algorithm through a fitness 
function or "genotype". (Menges, 2008, p. 199) This 
assessed the value of a given path in relation 
to its steepness percentage and then compared 
it to the one from the topography of the site, 
ultimately generating a phenotype, (Menges, 2008, 

p. 199) which represented a version of the desired 
connection where the restriction on the value of 
steepness was under control. (Figure 143)

The second task became manifest as a series 
of “field conditions” (Cantrell and Holzman, 2015, 

p.34) on the topography that allowed for the 
sampling of any given point contained within 
the site that informed a determined temporary 
status of the built environment in regards 
to the aforementioned attributes. Therefore, 
one could think about them as the range of 
actions of the Ecotone in regards to its power of 
mediation. It is important to notice that each 
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one of these fields, to which Waldheim refers 
as infrastructure on their own right (Waldheim, 

2016, p.36), resulted from the grouping of other 
secondary sets of actions, which in many cases 
included “single (closed) feedback loops” (Cantrell 

and Holzman, 2015, p.39).

Therefore, having obtained the initial road 
network and having filled the topography with 
values from the context; The next process to 
carry out was to devise a way to subdivide the 
obtained proto-blocks. For this, it was decided 
to explore the logic of Voronoi's mathematical 
diagram; which was understood as a system 
of partitioning a plane into a series of regions 
that emanate from a set of points or seeds. 
How this pattern behaves is that from a given 
point, a concentric region grows around it, 
which continues to expand until it comes into 
contact with another growing region; moment 
in which both form a linear boundary. As can 
be imagined, the logic behind the Voronoi 
partition resembles the form described before 
in the way in which an informal settler starts 
from scratch an urban plot in a virgin site. This 
is how the Urban Ecotone, when encountering 
the challenge of colonizing a virgin site, 

incorporates the logic of one of its adjacent 
systems.

Therefore, the crucial step was to find a way to 
get the usable points and find a way to relate 
them to the site. This was done by linking 
the generation of such points to the slope 
of the topography, which was formalized by 
intersecting a series of planes with the terrain 
and therefore with the lines representing the 
streets. (See figure 144) These planes were 
displaced vertically every three meters, the 
average height of the floors of a building. This 
measure was established as a variable, which 
would be adjusted depending on the iteration to 
be explored. However, it was discovered that the 
variable established at three meters presented 
an interesting distribution and number of 
points, which were concentrated in sections 
where the slope of the terrain was pronounced, 
while they were dispersed when it was flatter as 
can be seen in Figure 145.

Later, the points were moved on both sides of 
the street line before generating the voronoi 
partition. This was done in this way, so that at 
the moment of generating the partition, the 

179

Fig. 143 Slicing of the terrain every 3 meters  Fig. 144 Intersections roads/planes



border line between the regions coincided with 
the middle line of the street. In this way it was 
made sure to arrive to the most economical cut 
in the terrain at the time of making the final 
trace of the street, since the distance of the 
border line to the center of each region would be 
the same as the distance on the opposite side. 
(See Figure 146.) Therefore, the earth displaced 
from one side could be used to create retaining 
walls in the other, as it is shown in the Figure 
148.

After the voronoi partition run its course, 
the first results emerged in the form of 
clearly defined areas representing the general 
subdivision of the terrain as clearly defined 
blocks. Even at this very early stage one could 
see that the Ecotone was working, since the size 
of these blocks were already resembling the size 
of those near each border. (See Figure 147)  
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Fig. 145 Offest of the intersections Fig. 146 Block subdivision with primary Voronoi

Fig. 147 Displacement and reuse of the earth moved to level the roads
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The next step that the Ecotone took was to 
assign the appropriate widths to the proposed 
streets. This was achieved by mediating the 
values of the surrounding streets that gave 
birth to them. This is how, at the end of this 
process, a hierarchy of local streets appeared; 
which seems to have arisen spontaneously, 
informed only by the parameters and initial 
data of the ecosystems to which the Urban 
Ecotone connects. (See Figure 149) Likewise, 
a spatial quality began to appear in these very 
own streets, since those with wider sections but 
of a lower vehicular use began to suggest a more 
social use due to the large sidewalks and even its 
winding paths. (See Figure 150)

With the streets drawn and an initial lotification 
of the land, it became necessary to run a second 
process of subdivision of the plots since the 
granularity of the initials was too great. Once 
again, the strategy of relating the planes of 
intersection with the topography was used, 
only that on this occasion specific planes were 
created for each plot. However, the vertical 
displacement of each of them remained three 
meters. With this, it was possible to generate 
a preventive measure to avoid very deep cuts 

in the land, by controlling the scale of the 
buildings. That is, the higher the slope, the 
smaller the distance between the subdivisions, 
which meant a smaller size of the final plot and 
therefore a building with less footprint. This is 
how the distribution of the size of the plots was 
tied to the condition of the land. This generated 
a result that seems to replicate the conditions of 
the market itself; since in Valle Oriente the logic 
is that the size of the plot increases as it gets 
closer to the valley.

181

Fig. 148 Adjusted width of the streets according to surrondings 

Fig. 149 Typical sections of the obtained streets, 1:500 (original 1:200)



Once the appropriate granularity of the 
lotification on the site had been mediated, the 
iterative process could be started with respect 
to the buildings. The initial parameter for these 
became the center point of each of the plots 
obtained in the last step. The location of these 
points became the key that gave access to the 
specific values that had been laid out in the 
previously created fields. Therefore the center 
points of each cell became samplers of: density, 
percentage of construction ratio, ground-floor's 
size, number of floors of construction and floor 
to ceiling height. These values were inputed 
into the code and each cell developed its own 
building. After the first iteration it became 
apparent that further refining of the results 
was needed. These adjustments were achieved 
through a series of “multiple (open) loops,” 
(Cantrell and Holzman, 2015, p.39) that related the 
previous results with specific user’s inputed 
parameters, which were tied to particular 
points on the topography and that served as 
attractor points. These then either penalized or 
rewarded the original set of values, depending 
on the design decisions of the user. The set 
of penalization were incorporated into the 
algorithm as a set of ‘testing statements such 

as ‘if: then and if : else’ (Cantrell and Holzman, 2015, 

p.36). (See Figure 151) 

By doing so, the aim was to develop an 
intelligent system that would “evolve through 
connectivity and response.” (Cantrell and Holzman, 

2015, p.41) This section of the process relates 
to the previously described function of the 
Ecotone regarding feedback loops. As we can see 
through the use of these attractor points and ‘if 
: else’ statements, the Urban Ecotone amplified 
the desired values and minimized those that 
were deemed a detriment. Likewise, a similar 
scenario arose during the last iterations on 
the fine tuning of the values for the buildings. 
The part of the algorithm in charge of carrying 
out the extrusions began to communicate the 
adjustments done at a particular building to its 
neighbors; which in turn did the same to their 
neighbors and so on; creating a cascading effect 
of adjustments. In this particular instance, it 
could be argued that the volumes exhibited a 
BLOB-like behavior since each would have an 
effect on its neighbors depending of its location 
and areas size; by maximizing or minimizing 
their scales and in extreme cases absorbing 
them completely. Therefore, confirming that the 
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Fig. 150 Subdivision of the blocks with a secondary Voronoi Fig. 151 Influence of the surrondings on building height, building density, etc.



Urban Ecotone is a dynamic zone, where energy 
or in this particular case, information can be 
accepted, rejected, processed and amplified; 
everything depending on the set of relationship 
amongst the entities in it. (See Figure 152) 
The fact that after a simple manipulation of 
the inputted parameters another result would 
emerge from the same exact definition serves 
as a confirmation that the design approach has 
topological characteristics, due to the fact that 
the relationships and connectivity among the 
elements remain unaltered even if the overall 
shape and metrics of the resulting volumes does 
not. (M’Closkey and VanDerSys, 2017, p. 49)   

For the purpose of this work, it was decided to 
show the final results of the code at its most 
critical point. That is, adjusting the restrictions 
of the values related to the percentage of the 
construction area to 80% of the plot’s size, 
which represents the maximum coefficient 
allowed by the law of San Pedro Garza García for 
residential areas. (Ayuntamiento de S.P.G.G., n.d., p. 

17) (See Figure 153) As a final step, the volumes 
that were located in areas with risk to be in the 
passage of strong flowing streams of rainwater 

were eliminated. Likewise, certain volumes were 
subtracted in order to generate the niches of 
space that were required for the Micro-strategy 
Public spaces for negotiation. (See Figure 154)

After seeing the results, it could be said that 
the project has been successful in negotiating 
between the extreme differences that existed 
between the communities that surround it. This 
proves that the code effectively incorporated the 
features and functions of an ecotone. However, 
it should not be forgotten that this result is just 
one of the many possible scenarios that could 
be generated through the code, "…it is [no more 
than] a moment within a larger history and 
context as site processes are ongoing.” (Cantrell 

and Holzman, 2015, p. 9) Which reminds one of the 
essential characteristics of the ecotone, the 
fact that they are dynamic areas that change 
over time, in regards to its shape and even its 
composition if one or many of the ecosystems 
that it is connected to rearrange its components. 
(Kolasa & Zalewski, 1995, p. 6)
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Fig. 152 Land occupation set at 80% Fig. 153 Extruded buildings, whose heights are influenced by the surrondings
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Fig. 154 Grasshopper code used for this Urban Ecotone
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Fig. 155 Entire process of iteration of the Urban Ecotone



The following pages contain the materialization 
of the Master Plan for Sector 1 of the Loma 
Larga Urban Plan. The design was reached 
through a Parametric process of coding the 
characteristics and functions of the ecological 
concept Ecotone. The used data was gathered 
from the built environment of the Metropolitan 
Area of Monterrey. Its objective is to serve as a 
transition zone between the diverse and highly 
contrasting urban environments in the area.

3. Urban Ecotone

This axonometric shows a southern view of 
the project as if looking from the Sierra Madre 
Range. The logic of the road network of the site 
matches smoothly the ones at its edges. In a 
similar way the building scale transforms along 
the territory in order to match the buildings 
that are posted on the sides. In regards of the 
granularity of the blocks and individual plots, a 
similar fade out takes place.
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Fig. 156 Axonometric of the proposed Urban Ecotone (original A1)





In this refined master-plan the flowy property 
of the street pattern is easier to see. The streets 
weave together and bifurcate according to 
their directionality. Likewise, it is interesting 
to see how the topography concedes different 
qualities to the streets, turning them more 
private the more curves they incorporate and 
implying more velocity the straighter their path 
is. On the other hand, in this plan we begin to 
see a first approach to the implementation of 
Micro-strategies related to the public spaces and 
stairways. The granularity of the blocks and the 
fact that some were removed in order to gain 
green areas as courtyards, make of the plan a 
porous structure. Lastly, one can see how the 
master-plan integrates smoothly with the top 
of the Loma Larga, where it can even pass as an 
organic extension of it.
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Fig. 157 Urban Plan 
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Fig. 158       Master plan (original 1:500)
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The section shown here synthesizes in a single 
image the concept of Urban Ecotone. The 
main element is the topography that serves 
as the articulator par excellence between the 
contrasting zones of Valle Oriente (left) and 
Independencia (right). The southern slope (left) 
of the Loma Larga, where Sector 1 is located, 
successfully negotiates with the oversized scales 
of Valle Oriente’s constructions and the diminute 
dimensions of the households on the top of 
Loma Larga. Similarly, if attention is paid, it can 
be distinguished that the first buildings located 
in the lower part of Sector 1 give notice of the 
possibility of constructing underground parking 
lots; product of a gentle slope in that section of 
the Loma Larga.
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Fig. 158 Section through Loma Larga, 1:2500 

Fig. 159 Schematic Plan, 1:10 000 



The image shows the upper part of the master 
plan with a view from the Colonia Vista Real 
gated community to the west. At the back 
the Mitras Mountain, and with a flag to the 
right, Obispado Hill. The streets of the gated 
community have broken from their constrain 
and flow into the Urban Ecotone area, merging 
into its road structure. The buildings overlap 
each other in such a way that they generate a 
dense urban fabric; it must be remembered that 
this image represents the densest scenario that 
the area can adopt. However, it is important 
to notice that even in the worst scenario, the 
buildings have a portion of their volume that 
stands out from the others; so they can profits 
from views of the Sierra Madre. Lastly, it is 
interesting to note how the plaza of the Church 
of Santa Cruz (lower right corner) consolidates 
much more with the presence of the Urban 
Ecotone than without it.
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Fig. 160 Overview of the developed Ecotone



As it was observed in the last section, the results 
of the master plan already allowed to begin the 
iterative process of designing the three Micro-
Strategies designated for Sector 1. The network 
of public stairs follows a clear logic, connecting 
with open spaces and semi-publics that appear 
in the master plan, with a tendency to follow the 
routes traced by the Independence pedestrians 
who cross the area clandestinely as a shortcut 
to Valle Oriente. However, the process can and 
should be analyzed in more detail, taking into 
consideration the buildings that are located 
in the context; in order to be able to find the 
route that provides convenience, speed and 
the possibility of fortuitous encounters with 
other people living in the area. The Micro-
strategy related to public buildings, "Spaces for 
negotiation" also began to develop from the 
last section; given that these buildings will be 
located near the public stairs routes. However, it 
is desirable that they also have access to a garden 
or public square that serves as a meeting point.

Finally, the most complex Micro-Strategy of 
Sector 1, focuses on the development of a 
Community Center and Media Library in the 
northern part of the sector. Its complexity 
lies in the fact, as mentioned before, that it is 
intended to develop a frontier Ecotone, with 
all the implications that this entails. For this 
reason, although the urban structure already 
exists; its execution depends as well, to a large 
extent, on the program included in it. This will 
help get an idea of   the amount of space required, 
which in turn will indicate what the appropriate 

plots should be reserved for the project in order 
to develop as part of both the Community Center 
and the Media Library.

Based on the latter, the analysis of the brief 
of two community centers was carried, which 
serve as primordial references for these types 
of developments in Monterrey: The Centro 
Comunitario Bicentenario de la Independencia 
- CECUBI in Monterrey, Mexico; and the 
España Library Park of Medellín, Colombia. 
Likewise, research papers about the social 
problems present at Independencia were taken 
in consideration. These were developed by the 
Sociologist of the University of Nuevo Leon, 
Patricia Liliana Cerda Pérez. In addition to that, 
the results of the researcher Janice E. Pearlman, 
which were published in her book 'Favela' about 
informal communities in Brazil. These four 
sources were compiled into a first approximation 
of the brief for this Micro-strategy; which should 
be taken as a starting point for a more detailed 
investigation.

Proposed brief:
Women center
Pediatrc center
Toxicology center
Planned Parenthood and sexual advice
Elderly center
Daycare
Police station
Fire station
Media Library
Civic center for Monterrey and San Pedro

4. Further steps
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Fig. 161 Centro Comunitario Bicentenario de la Independencia, Monterrey, Mexico. 
Architect : Agustín Landa Vértiz, 2011

Fig. 162 Biblioteca de España, Medellín, Colombia                                                                     
Architect : Giancarlo Mazzanti, 2007

Fig. 163 Pages 196-197, rendition of a possible further designed intervention







This thesis arose from a genuine interest 
in understanding the complex situation of 
inequality present in a section of the Loma 
Larga in the city of Monterrey; which is 
manifested in an extreme way in the built 
environment of the communities that inhabit 
it. Although this situation seems to be of recent 
formation, this work argued that this is only 
the last manifestation of a collection of multi-
factorial and historical processes that have 
sedimented over time. Due to this and in order 
to understand the causes and magnitude of the 
problem, as well as to identify the factors that 
exacerbate it; a historical review of the urban 
context was carried out, both nationally and at a 
metropolitan level.

It was corroborated that socioeconomic 
inequality has been present in Mexican society 
throughout its history; after having been an 
intrinsic part of the form of government, or 
simply for having been neglected by the rulers 
for a long time. However, it was possible to 
identify that the macroeconomic and political 
reforms carried out in the period that began at 
the end of the 1980s, caused an uncontrolled 
increase in its levels. 
Likewise, a historical study of the way in 
which Mexican cities segregated over time was 

carried out. It was identified that among them, 
inequality was based around the means of 
production. However, there was some mediation 
by federal authorities, which cushioned 
the segregation process. Nevertheless, this 
changed from the 1990s when the government 
withdrew along with the regulations, causing 
an increase in the levels of inequality. Within 
cities, segregation was related to both, economic 
inequality and the number of inhabitants. It 
was possible to identify that even in times 
of economic prosperity and better policies 
of wealth distribution, segregation in cities 
continued, due to the large number of people 
who arrived there. However, the 1990s was once 
again a game changer in this dynamic. Since 
then residential segregation in Mexican cities 
has been increasing, until reaching the current 
point in which much of its growth is taking 
the form of gated communities and informal 
settlements.

To corroborate how the effects described 
above at the national level were related to 
the metropolitan scale; an in-depth study 
of the configuration process of the city of 
Monterrey was carried out. It was discovered 
that throughout the colonial period and until 
the beginning of its industrialization, the city 
exhibited a common process of population 
distribution within its territory; privileging 
an orderly, rich and consolidated center, 
surrounded by a periphery of precarious homes. 
It was identified that the most important driver 
of this colonial city system was not socio-
economic status but race.
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With the industrialization of the city the 
situation changed since economic power took 
precedence over race in the distribution of the 
population in the city.
It was also identified that the industrial sector 
in Monterrey played a transcendental role in 
shaping its urban fabric. The private initiative 
developed several neighborhoods, destined to 
solve the need for housing for their workers; 
promoting social mobility. The state also 
worked towards the provision of good quality 
social housing and therefore for the reduction 
of the inequality levels. However, these 
actions were not enough to accommodate all 
those who required housing, a situation that 
deformed into a process of illegal occupation 
of land; which became more recurrent with 
every economic crisis. The decade of the 1990s 
was again highlighted in the research, as the 
period in which the situation of inequality 
and segregation worsened for Monterrey. 
It was then that his urban sprawl expanded 
disproportionately, as a result of real estate 
speculation by private corporations in the 
construction of social housing; product of 
the withdrawal of the state in these matters. 
Similarly, since that same decade, Monterrey 
became increasingly dependent on the 
attraction of private foreign investment; which 
has dictated the most recent expansions of the 
Metropolitan Area by requiring the state of the 
necessary infrastructure for its operations.

The relationship between private initiative, the 
state and urban development was narrowed 
by the structural reforms of the 1990s. In this 
work it was shown that in Monterrey, nowhere 

else has this situation become more apparent 
and relevant to the future of the city than in the 
Valle Oriente area of San Pedro Garza García.
There, at the top of Loma Larga, there is a tense 
situation between two communities that are 
diametrically opposed in terms of their socio-
economic composition and ways of inhabiting 
the city. Independencia was formed over many 
years of history, in an additive process that 
welcomed the arrival of poor migrants. The 
homogeneity of its population and their 
constant flow, as well as the distancing of the 
authorities towards them, has kept the area in 
stagnation in regard to its socio-economic level. 
On the other hand, Valle Oriente is of recent 
formation, was created ex nihilo at the end of 
the 1980s as a result of a deliberate act of both 
public and private institutions. Since then it 
has expanded exponentially, to the point that 
until now it has almost exhausted its area of 
urbanization. This has led it to begin to inhabit 
the Loma Larga, therefore entering in tension 
with the Independencia neighborhood.

The current situation of the Valle Oriente area 
was analyzed with that of the top 
of Loma Larga and it was found that everything 
from their street patterns; building typologies 
land tenure status, urban mobility networks, 
and demographics, was diametrically different 
from one side to the other. However, it was 
found out that there were things that they 
have in common, such as the challenges that 
the Loma Larga imposes on urbanization, their 
economic inter-dependency and social ills 
related to the organized crime. 
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The site is relevant not only for representing one 
of the last uninhabited areas in Valle Oriente and 
Monterrey; but because the Loma Larga is 
the current setting for a series of vehicular 
infrastructure projects between Monterrey 
and San Pedro Garza García. Having considered 
this, along with the price of land in the area, it 
was concluded that the area will be developed 
in the future. Having considered the form of 
urbanization practiced in Valle Oriente, it was 
concluded that it is most likely that the area will 
be urbanized as a gated community; with all the 
negative implications that this entails for the 
communities that inhabit the two sides of the 
mountain; as well as for the city in general.

This thesis challenged the idea that a gated 
community is the only viable solution for 
the site. The goal of the last section of this 
work centered into finding an alternative for 
the urbanization of the site that would be 
capable to identify and address the challenges 
of its context; while contributing to the idea 
of creating an open system of communities. 
Recognizing the complexity of the setting 
presented by the Loma Larga and the amount 
of relationships between the parties inhabiting 
its flanks; it was decided to expand the scope of 
intervention in order to develop a holistic urban 
approach. This was composed by a collection of 
urban strategies focalized at different sections of 
the intervention zone.

Due to the high contrast between the urban 
systems located around the site; as well as due 
to its rugged topography, it became rapidly 
apparent that the exploration of the proposed 

design challenge had to be developed through 
a computational approach. This entailed the 
gathering of large amounts of un-processed data 
from a large collection of sources, due to the fact 
that informality is rarely described, quantified 
and cataloged. The proposed design for the site 
was envisioned as a transition zone between the 
neighboring systems. 

The design process focused on identifying 
the key parameters that describe the 
situation of the communities located on the 
sides of the site. Afterward, relations were 
established between these and the topography 
of the Loma Larga, which was treated as a 
receptacle into which the information obtained 
from the context was poured. Later, through 
a set of operations, the collected information 
was spread gradually across the terrain; as if 
the Loma Larga was a giant canvas where one 
could paint gradients of inputted data. In this 
way, the topography was understood as a field 
from where values could be extracted, in order 
to inform the characteristics of the buildings 
that should be in it.

The results of the computational iterative 
process that were presented as images at the end 
of this work; allow us to corroborate that the 
project was successful in acting as a transition 
zone between different built environments. 
Therefore, it offers a viable option for the 
urbanization of Loma Larga; a porous urban 
model that permits the exchange and 
communication between diverse communities. 

However, we must not lose sight of the fact 
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that the success of the design resides mostly in 
the properly established series of relationships 
through the use of computer code; which 
allows for the adaptation of this idea of 
Urban Ecotone to other scenarios. In the same 
way, a greater and better data quality can help 
to refine the process developed here. There 
is no doubt that the dissonances in the built 
environment created by convulsive processes of 
urbanization and socio-economic inequalities 
have a solution. However, these solutions can 
only be found through an understanding of the 
dynamics that gave rise to these situations, by 
being sensible to the context at hand and not by 
gating off behind a wall.
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