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In recent times it has been questioned whether the urban form can facili-
tate a city’s disaster recovery process and, in particular, it has been shown1 that 
public spaces can play a crucial role in the recovery stage (Allan, et al., 2013, 
pp. 242-262).

When considering public space as an essential resource in cities that live 
YRHIV�E�VMWO�SJ�HMWEWXIV��HMJJIVIRX�MWWYIW�GER�FI�MHIRXM½IH�MR�XLMW�VIKEVH��PMOI�XLI�
integration between urban design and the theory of resilience2, considering 
open spaces as a “second city” during disaster recovery (Allan & Bryant, 2014); 
the longitudinal analysis3 of available public space in earthquake prone cities 
�8YVIV�� ������ TT�� ��������� 1E½� IX� EP��� ������ TT�� ��������� XLI� KISKVETLMGEP�
analysis of open spaces used during disasters and their relationship with the 
urban form (Villagra et al., 2014, pp. 66-78). The construction of disaster sce-
narios is another issue where public space is considered as an area of shelter 
for possible earthquakes, using quantitative criteria like the estimation of the 
demand for space, the suitability of spaces and their accessibility (Anhorn & 
Khazai, 2015, pp. 789-803; Zhao et al., 2017, pp. 1-20); the new public spaces 
built after earthquakes as a means of innovation and community participation 
�&V]ERX� 
�%PPER�� ������ SV� XLI� WMKRM½GERGI� SV� GLERKI� MR� WMKRM½GERGI� SJ� XLI�
public space when facing disasters (Berroeta et al., 2016, pp. 143-170; Webb, 
2007, pp. 430-440).

Even though all these studies refer to considering public space as inha-
bitable, in urban politics and academic studies, public space is generally not 
conceived as an inhabitable space, but rather a transitional space, and the 
studies there are on inhabitability of public space under these circumstances 
are limited. Different authors consider that inhabitability refers solely to the 
material and structural conditions of built spaces, without considering the so-
cial outdoor aspect, which is why, for the purposes of this text, it is considered 
that inhabitability would be both inside and outside the architectonic element. 

INTRODUCTION:
THE PUBLIC SPACE WHEN 
FACING DISASTERS AS AN 
OBJECT OF INVESTIGATION

1  Although the term “open space” is used 
in the literature related to this issue, for the 
purposes of this article, we consider open 
URCEG�CU�RCTV�QH�VJG�FGƂPKVKQP�QH�RWDNKE�
URCEG��CU�CEEQTFKPI�VQ�.QƃCPF�
KP�&GNIC-
FQ����������������D[�RWDNKE�URCEG�YG�ECP�
WPFGTUVCPF�p6JQUG�CTGCU�QH�C�EKV[�YJKEJ��KP�
IGPGTCN��GXGT[DQF[�JCU�NGICN�CEEGUU�VQe�
VJG�EKV[�UVTGGVU��KVU�RCTMU��KVU�RWDNKE�TGETGC-
VKQPCN�CTGCUe�VJG�RWDNKE�DWKNFKPIU�QT�VJG�
nRWDNKE�CTGCUo�QH�RTKXCVG�DWKNFKPIUq�
2 Understanding the term “resilience” 
CU�VJG�ECRCEKV[�VJCV�C�IKXGP�VGTTKVQT[�CPF�
the elements it comprises have, to adapt 
themselves to adverse circumstances after 
C�FKUCUVGT�
���6JKU�TGHGTU�VQ�VJG�SWCPVKƂECVKQP�QH�UWTHC-
EGU�NQUV�QXGT�VKOG�VJCV�ECP�DG�WUGF�KP�ECUG�
QH�GOGTIGPE[�CPF�VJCV�TGRTGUGPV�C�XGT[�
KORQTVCPV�TGUQWTEG�KP�EKVKGU�VJTGCVGPGF�D[�
FKUCUVGTU�
6WTGT��������RR�����������/CƂ�GV�
CN���������RR�����������
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Although this inhabitability in the public space is also built by need during the 
most unexpected moments. 

Mexico, on being located on the interaction area between two tectonic 
plates (the Cocos and North-American Plates), is a very seismically active zone 
�1IPM��������TT����������8LMW�QIERW�XLEX�EJXIV�¾SSH�VMWO��XLI�PERH�WYFNIGX�XS�
seismic risk in Mexico is more than 540,000 km2, with almost a third of the 
country and almost a third (31 million in 2010) of the population exposed to 
this type of risk (SEGOB, 2012, p. 14). From these 31 million, more than 20 
million are concentrated in the Metropolitan Area of Mexico City (ZMCM).

The earthquake of September 19th 2017 is among the most recent seismic 
events.  Measuring 7.1, it hit at 13:14 with an epicenter in the states of Morelos 
and Puebla, causing the deaths of 369 people throughout the country and 
serious damage in several cities in the Republic of Mexico. This event reminded 
Mexican society that inhabitability, even improvised, is a need and must conti-
nue after a disaster, even in the public space. This article aims at exploring the 
factors that facilitate or limit inhabitability conditions in the public space during 
emergency situations in Mexico City. We start from the hypothesis that the 
availability and inhabitability of the public space has been based on the adoption 
of economy-backed trends more than on populational needs, which results in 
exclusive and uninhabitable public spaces if there is a disaster.

METHODOLOGY:
THE SWOT TOOL TO ANALYZE 
PUBLIC SPACE IN THE 
CONTEXT OF SEISMIC RISK 

Due to their complexities, each one of the issues that link public space and 
disasters has practically been worked on separately, which is why this article 
tries to integrate them into a single analysis methodology. Considering the mul-
tiple factors that have an impact on the preservation, management and adapta-
tion of public space in a city at risk of disaster, this section presents the SWOT 
method to integrate the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats for 
public spaces as a disaster resource in Mexico City, using seismic events that 
occurred there as a starting point, aiming at formulating strategies for the future 
management of public space.

SWOT analysis has traditionally been considered as a prospective study 
tool that helps identify problems and opportunities to create scenarios. SWOT 
is the abbreviation of: a) Strengths, which are internal and positive, b) Weak-
nesses, which and internal and negative; c) Opportunities which are external 
ERH�TSWMXMZI��ERH�½REPP]�H�8LVIEXW��[LMGL�EVI�I\XIVREP�ERH�RIKEXMZI��3RGI�XLI-
WI�IPIQIRXW�EVI�MHIRXM½IH��IEGL�ERH�IZIV]�SRI�MW�GVSWWIH�GLIGOIH�[MXL�IEGL�
other to formulate strategies using the following questions: Strengths against 
Opportunities: Which strengths can be used to maximize the opportunities 
MHIRXM½IH#�;IEORIWWIW�EKEMRWX�3TTSVXYRMXMIW��;LMGL�EGXMSRW�GER�FI�MQTPIQIR-
XIH�XS�QMRMQM^I�XLI�[IEORIWWIW�MHIRXM½IH#�7XVIRKXLW�EKEMRWX�8LVIEXW��,S[�GER�
WXVIRKXLW�FI�YWIH�XS�QMRMQM^I�XLVIEXW#�%RH�;IEORIWWIW�EKEMRWX�8LVIEXW��,S[�
GER�[IEORIWWIW�FI�QMRMQM^IH�XS�EZSMH�XLI�XLVIEXW�MHIRXM½IH�

To formulate each one of the SWOT analysis categories, hemerographic 
and visual references and bibliographies have been used starting from photos 
and videos to document the use of public space during the 1985 disaster. A 
½IPH�WXYH]�[EW�GEVVMIH�SYX�XS�HSGYQIRX�XLI�YWI�SJ�TYFPMG�WTEGI� MR������XS�
corroborate how many and which spaces used in 1985 were used again in 
2017. An analysis of the programs which have been made for this purpose in 
recent decades was done for the aspects of public space management. Althou-
gh it appears to be a very simple method, it can be a very good way to classify 
documental and historical aspects into an analytical outline to derive strategies; 
and surprising despite it being an effective tool, it has rarely been used in ar-
chitecture and urbanism studies. The strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 
XLVIEXW�YWIH�EVI�FEWIH�SR�XLI�VIWYPXW�SJ�VIWIEVGL�TVSNIGXW�QEHI�TVIZMSYWP]�F]�
the authors.
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When talking about public space and disaster associated inhabitability, many 
JEGXSVW�GSQI�MRXS�TPE]��VERKMRK�JVSQ�XLI�½KLX�XS�EZSMH�XLI�HMWETTIEVERGI�SJ�XLI�
public space caused by privatization, to the necessary coordination of population 
participation and programs to adapt and prepare spaces for an emerging situa-
tion. Considering the multiple factors involved in this phenomenon, and with the 
goal of simplifying a reality that in itself is already very complex, the decision was 
made to use the SWOT matrix tool, where the goal is to make an approximation 
SJ�XLI�WMKRM½GERX�ZEVMEFPIW�XLEX�EJJIGX�ER�SFNIGX�SJ�WXYH]��+jRHEVE�IX�EP��������TT��
328-338). The strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats for a public space 
EW�E�HMWEWXIV�VIWSYVGI�MR�1I\MGS�'MX]�LEZI�FIIR�MHIRXM½IH�JVSQ�E�PSRK�XIVQ�VI-
WIEVGL�TVSNIGX� made by the authors, so bibliographical and visual references like 
photographs and videos have been used to document the uses of public space, 
like the case of the 1985 earthquake. 

RESULTS:
STRENGTHS, WEAKNESSES, 
OPPORTUNITIES AND THREATS 
OF THE PUBLIC SPACE ON 
FACING DISASTERS IN MEXICO 
CITY

With the goal of making reading easier, the individual SWOT analysis titles 
are indicated in the footnotes, at the end of each paragraph, and the comple-
te layout is shown below [Table 1]

Opportunities (external / positive)


1���%TGCVKQP�QH�PGY�RWDNKE�URCEGU�RQUV�FK-
UCUVGT�


1���&GKPFWUVTKCNK\CVKQP�CU�CP�QRRQTVWPKV[�
VQ�ETGCVG�PGY�RWDNKE�URCEGU�


1���7PKXGTUKVKGU�CU�C�JWOCP�TGUQWTEG�VQ�
CFCRV�RWDNKE�URCEGU�YJGP�HCEKPI�FKUCUVGTU�

Threats (external / negative)


6���+PETGCUG�KP�VJG�RTKXCVK\CVKQP�QH�RWDNKE�
URCEG�WUGF�FWTKPI�FKUCUVGTU�


6���0GY�EQPƃKEVU�TGICTFKPI�VJG�RWDNKE�
URCEGU�VJG�FKUCUVGT�NGHV�DGJKPF�


6���+PFKUETKOKPCVG�XGTVKECNK\CVKQP�

Strengths (internal / positive)


5���#�RTQXGP�TQNG�QH�RWDNKE�URCEGU�
KP�VJG�JKUVQTKE�CPF�OQFGTP�EKV[�CU�C�
TGUQWTEG�FWTKPI�GOGTIGPEKGU�


5���2TQVGEVKQP�JGTKVCIG�UKVGU�KP�RWDNKE�
URCEGU�DGNQPIKPI�VQ�VJG�JKUVQTKE�EKV[�


5���2NC[GTU�CPF�RTQITCOU�HQT�RWDNKE�
space management

Strengths-opportunities strategies


5��5��1���+PXQNXKPI�WPKXGTUKVKGU��VJG�IQ-
XGTPOGPV�CPF�EKXKN�UQEKGV[�VQ�CFCRV�RWDNKE�
spaces with regard to historic and modern 
OQPWOGPVU�


5��1���2TGRCTKPI�RWDNKE�URCEGU�HQT�FKUC-
UVGTU�KP�OQTG�URGEKƂE�CTGCU�


5��1���&GƂPKPI�RTQLGEVU�KP�FGKPFWUVTKCNK\GF�
areas considering the seismic nature of the 
CTGC�

Strengths-threats strategies


5��6���4GIWNCVKQP�QH�VJG�WUG�QH�CNTGCF[�
RTKXCVK\GF�RWDNKE�URCEGU�CU�RCTV�QH�VJG�
TGEQXGT[�RTQITCOU�


5��6���'UVCDNKUJKPI�C�OQTG�QTICPK\GF�
FKCNQI�DGVYGGP�EKXKN�UQEKGV[�CPF�VJG�CW-
VJQTKVKGU�


5��6���4GKPHQTEGOGPV�QH�FKTGEVKXGU�HQT�
JGTKVCIG�RTQVGEVKQP�

Weaknesses (internal / negative)


9�����VJ�EGPVWT[�RWDNKE�URCEGU�NCEM�
EQGTEKXG�RTQVGEVKQP�


9���2WDNKE�URCEG�RTQITCOU�PQV�EQQT-
dinated or not well implemented


9���6JGTG�KU�PQ�EQPVKPWKV[�QH�CWVJQTK-
VKGU�HQT�RWDNKE�URCEG�OCPCIGOGPV�

Weaknesses-opportunities strategies

(W2-O2-O3) Developing better coordina-
ted programs to adapt public spaces.

(W2/O3) Involving universities to produce 
adaptation ideas for public spaces when 
facing disasters.

(W2/O2) Coordinating actions among local 
councils.

Estrategias de debilidades-amenazas

(W2/T1) Strengthen and better coordinate 
the protection of public space so it is not 
privatized.

(W3-T3) An entity that is independent 
from political periods.

(W3/T1-T3) Building up public opinion to 
defend public spaces and avoid indiscri-
minate verticalization.

Table 1 

SWOT analysis to prepare strategies to preserve and 
promote the inhabitability of public space when facing 
disasters in Mexico City.
Preparation: authors

���4GUGCTEJ�RTQLGEVU�+20�5+2����������CPF�
����������ƂPCPEGF�D[�VJG�5GETGVCTKCV�QH�
+PXGUVKICVKQP�CPF�2QUVITCFWCVG�5VWFKGU�QH�
VJG�0CVKQPCN�2QN[VGEJPKE�+PUVKVWVG��/GZKEQ��
YKVJ�VJG�IQCN�QH�CPCN[\KPI�WTDCP�VTCPU-
HQTOCVKQPU�KP��CTGCU�WPFGT�UGKUOKE�TKUM�KP�
/GZKEQ�%KV[��VQ�DGVVGT�WPFGTUVCPF�VJG�TQNG�
VJCV�QRGP�URCEGU�RNC[�CHVGT�C�FKUCUVGT��CU�
YGNN�CU�VQ�FQEWOGPV�VJG�WTDCP�KPPQXCVKQPU�
introduced in cities in the reconstruction 
RTQEGUU�VQ�EQPVTKDWVG��YJGTG�RQUUKDNG��YKVJ�
directives for the post-disaster process in 
/GZKEQ��6JKU�TGUGCTEJ�JCU�DGGP�ECTTKGF�QWV�
QP�VJG�UQ�ECNNGF�p4KPI�QH�(KTGq��VJG�UVTKR�
CTQWPF�VJG�2CEKƂE�1EGCP�YJKEJ�JCU�VJG�
OQUV�UGKUOKE�CEVKXKV[�QP�VJG�RNCPGV��
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In 1985 and 2017, public spaces played a key role, both in the emergency phase 
and during reconstruction [Figure 1]. As an example, thirty-four public spaces were 
MHIRXM½IH�XLEX�[IVI�YWIH�MQQIHMEXIP]�EJXIV�XLI�IEVXLUYEOI��[LIVI�QSVI�XLER�XIR�HM-
fferent activities took place in squares, gardens, roundabouts, sidewalks and alleyways, 
to mention a few. Among these there were improvised camps; the organization of 
search and rescue tasks; the expression of disaster-related social demands; food pre-
paration; medical and psychological attention posts; donation distribution and co-
PPIGXMSR�GIRXIVW��MRJSVQEXMSR�GIRXIVW�XS�PSSO�JSV�WYVZMZSVW��MHIRXM½GEXMSR�SJ�GEWYEPXMIW�
ERH�QIQSVMEP�WMXIW�EJXIV�XLI�HMWEWXIV��1SRXINERS�
�1SVIRS��������TT�����������-X�MW�
worth mentioning that more than one activity took place in these spaces and most 
of them sprang up spontaneously both in a public and institutional sphere. Squares 
have been examples with the highest capacity for adapting to the different uses, with 
up to eight different uses [Figure 2], although there are other spaces that, due to their 
TEVXMGYPEV�EWTIGXW��LEZI�TVSZMHIH�SXLIV�ZIV]�WTIGM½G�VSPIW�� PMOI�QIXVS�XYRRIPW�ERH�
stations to move under collapsed areas.6

Between 1985 and 2017, one of the factors that allowed preserving many of 
XLIWI�WTEGIW�[EW�XLIMV�LIVMXEKI��[LIVI�XLI�TYFPMG�WTEGI�LEW�WTIGM½G�LMWXSVMGEP�ZE-
lues and features. In this case, there are opportunities for their conservation or re-
KIRIVEXMSR�PMOI�XLI�-2%,��2EXMSREP�%RXLVSTSPSK]�ERH�,MWXSV]�-RWXMXYXI��XLI�-2&%�
�2EXMSREP�-RWXMXYXI�SJ�*MRI�%VXW��XLI�,MWXSVMGEP�'IRXIV�%YXLSVMX]��SV�92)7'3�

As a result, the public spaces considered as heritage sites maintain their 
physical and constructive features, allowing them to be used in emergencies 
for different purposes. The strengths which heritage public spaces have, refer 
to their size, infrastructure, location and urban property, which together are 
larger than modern public spaces [Figure 3]. In terms of the organization of the 
,MWXSVMG�,YF�SJ�1I\MGS�'MX]��XLIVI�MW�E�HIGIRXVEPM^IH�IRXMX]�GEPPIH�XLI�,MWXSVMG�
Center Authority, created in 2007, that proposes public integration policies and 
promotes the renovation of public spaces located in this large historic space.7 

Apart from the heritage features these spaces have, there have been diffe-
rent players and programs that have fought for their conservation and upkeep, 
PMOI�XLI�9VFER�(IZIPSTQIRX�ERH�,SYWMRK�7IGVIXEV]��7)(9:-��XLI�RS[�I\XMRGX�
Public Space Authority (AEP) or the different mayors. AEP was created in 2008 
ERH�STIVEXIH�XLVSYKL�XS������MR�WIZIVEP�TVSNIGXW�XLEX�EPWS�MRZSPZIH�XLI�TVMZEXI�
WIGXSV��%QSRK�XLI�VIGIRXP]�GVIEXIH�TYFPMG�WTEGI�TVSNIGXW�EVI�TVSNIGXW�PMOI�XLI�
±9RHIV�&VMHKIW²�SV�TSGOIX�TEVOW��VERKMRK�FIX[IIR�����ERH�����QIXIVW�WUYE-
red in size, which refer to newly created spaces in the leftover areas of the city. 
3R�XLI�SXLIV�LERH��XLI�TYFPMG�WTEGI�MQTVSZIQIRX�ERH�VILEFMPMXEXMSR�TVSNIGXW�
ETTIEV��[LMGL�LEZI� MQTVSZIH� WTEGIW�[MXL� MRGPYWMZI�HIWMKR�� XLI� VIXVS½XXMRK�SJ�
heritage spaces, the pedestrianization and semi-pedestrianization of streets, li-
KLXMRK�TVSKVEQW�ERH�QSRYQIRX�VIQSHIPMRK��9RHSYFXIHP]��SRI�SJ�XLIWI�TPE]IVW�
is civil society, as one of the most important human resources to implement 
these actions in coordination with the authorities.8 

STRENGTHS� 

WEAKNESSES� While public spaces built up until 1900 are protected by the aforemen-
tioned authorities, the spaces built after that date lack a clear protection and 
upkeep (under the administration of the National Institute of Fine Arts, in char-
ge of preserving and safeguarding urban architectonic heritage built after 1900, 
[LMPI�XLI�2EXMSREP�-RWXMXYXI�SJ�%RXLVSTSPSK]�ERH�,MWXSV]�MW�MR�GLEVKI�SJ�LIVMXE-
KI�JVSQ�FIJSVI�XLEX�HEXI��8LIWI�WTEGIW�EVI�EX�VMWO�SJ�FIMRK�QSHM½IH�SV�IZIR�
TEVXMEPP]�SV�GSQTPIXIP]�TVMZEXM^IH�HYI�XS�XLI�PEGO�SJ�SVGLIWXVEXMSR�ERH�½RERGMEP�
resources. An example is Parque Mexico (Mexico Park), used in 1985 and 2017 
as a collection point for foodstuff and for organizing rescue activities [Figure 
�A��[LIVI�WSQI�VIGIRX�TYFPMG�WTEGI�TVSNIGXW�LEZI�FIIR�YWMRK�WTEGI�JSV�FMG]GPI�
VEGOW�[MXL�½\IH�IPIQIRXW�XLEX�PMQMX�SV�FPSGO�IQIVKMRK�QSFMPMX]�10

Despite the existence of different programs for public space upkeep in 

���Strength is understood as the internal 
positive elements that represent resources 
and circumstances that favor the use and 
CRRTQRTKCVKQP�QH�RWDNKE�URCEG�KP�ECUG�QH�
GOGTIGPE[�
���5VTGPIVJ���
5����#�RTQXGP�TQNG�QH�RWDNKE�
URCEGU�KP�VJG�JKUVQTKE�CPF�OQFGTP�EKV[�CU�C�
TGUQWTEG�FWTKPI�GOGTIGPEKGU�
���5VTGPIVJ���
5���*GTKVCIG�RTQVGEVKQP�QH�
RWDNKE�URCEGU�DGNQPIKPI�VQ�VJG�JKUVQTKECN�
EKV[�
���5VTGPIVJ���
5���2NC[GTU�CPF�RTQITCOU�
HQT�RWDNKE�URCEG�OCPCIGOGPV�

���9GCMPGUU�KU�WPFGTUVQQF�CU�VJG�CDUGPEG�
QT�NCEM�QH�KPVGTPCN�TGUQWTEGU�CPF�PGICVKXG�
circumstances that impede the use and 
CRRTQRTKCVKQP�QH�VJG�RWDNKE�URCEG�KP�ECUG�QH�
GOGTIGPE[�
���9GCMPGUU���
9�����th�EGPVWT[�RWDNKE�
URCEGU�NCEM�EQGTEKXG�RTQVGEVKQP���
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Mexico City, much of the land used during disasters is not considered in these 
programs. As a result, these spaces are left out of improvement or adaptation 
[SVOW��,IRGI�� MX� MW�WIIR�XLEX�XLIVI� MW�RS�SZIVPETTMRK�FIX[IIR�TPERRMRK�XSSPW�
XLEX�EVI�TSXIRXMEPP]�YWIJYP�HYVMRK�HMWEWXIVW�ERH�WTIGM½G�RIIHW�XLEX�SXLIV�MQTVS-
vement measures offer. For example, lighting programs do not coincide with 
spaces used for temporary shelters, water supply programs do not consider 
[EXIV�HMWXVMFYXMSR� JSV�IQIVKIRGMIW��IXG�� -R� XLI�GEWI�SJ� XLI�²9RHIV�&VMHKIW²11 
program, their uses are not considered and these spaces have been privatized, 
to a great extent.12 

When facing this situation, a great weakness is the fact that authorities 
change every six years and there is no continuity for proposed or ongoing pro-
NIGXW� MQTPIQIRXIH�F]�TVIZMSYW�HITEVXQIRXW��%R�I\EQTPI�MW�XLI�4YFPMG�7TEGI�
%YXLSVMX]� �%)4�� VITPEGIH�F]� XLI�(MVIGXMSR� JSV�9VFER�'YPXYVEP�,IVMXEKI�ERH�
Public Space, which combined public spaces and heritage matters. This is a re-
WYPX�SJ�RI[�VIWXVMGXMSRW�ETTPMIH�XS�XLI�SJ½GMEP�FYHKIX��XLEX�EPWS�GVIEXIW�XLI�RIIH�
JSV�ER� MRXIVREP�VISVKERM^EXMSR�SJ�HITEVXQIRXW��QIERMRK�E�[IEO�ERH�HI½GMIRX�
response is given to emerging needs; in other words, they have to start their 
plans and the distribution of responsibilities over. In addition, the budget is not 
IRSYKL�JSV�TVSNIGXW�SV�GPIEV�HMVIGXMZIW�EVI�PEGOMRK��%R�I\EQTPI�SJ�XLMW�MW�XLI�RS[�
HIJYRGX�1I\MGS�'MX]� 6IWMPMIRGI�%KIRG]��[LMGL� TVSTSWIH� TVSNIGXW� GSQFMRMRK�
mobility and disasters or the adaptation of public spaces for disasters, but now 
it no longer exists.13 

In 1985, as a result of different buildings collapsing or requiring demolition, 
new public spaces were created, generally in the same site the buildings had 
stood on. This was in part due to the “Federal District’s urban property ex-
propriation decree”�� which was created with the purpose of expropriating 
damaged properties to rebuild housing in the same place, alongside the “urban 
regeneration and improvement of expropriated properties” (Magadan, 1987). 
Some of these spaces acquired a meaning of commemoration and sculptures 
or elements related to the events were placed there. Other spaces were sim-
ply left as green areas. One of the most meaningful spaces is Solidarity Square 
?*MKYVI� �A�� XLI� WMXI�[LIVI� XLI� JEQSYW�6IKMW�,SXIP� ERH� XLI�2EZ]� 7IGVIXEV]�
building collapsed. 16

An important question is whether opportunities currently exist to create 
new public spaces related to new commercial conditions, as the economy’s 
opening up with the 1988 Free Trade Agreement fostered a change in Mexi-
co, regarding manufacturing industry’s activities, leading to a deindustrialization 
process. Industries moved to the outskirts of the city and even to other areas 
(Asuad, 2010), freeing up large spaces. An important unpopulated centrality 
was created alongside this, in part due to the 1985 earthquake and in part with 
XLI� MRHYWXV]�QSZMRK� MRXS� XLI�SYXWOMVXW��E�TVSGIWW�[LMGL�LEW�RSX�]IX�½RMWLIH��
;MXL�XLMW�QSZIQIRX��XLI�VIGSR½KYVEXMSR�SJ�XLI�GMX]�GLERKIH��IWTIGMEPP]�HYI�XS�
land opportunities in the city.17 

For 2017, another one of the players involved from the emergency itself, 
was the universities. After the 2017 earthquake, some committees have been 
set up within universities18 to identify and mitigate risks in each institution. As an 
additional opportunity, authorities are seeking an integration of these university 
committees and the Government’s inclusion of universities in reconstruction 
ERH�FYMPHMRK�GSHI�YTHEXMRK�TPERW�MW�ZIV]�MQTSVXERX�XSS��9RMZIVWMXMIW�LEZI�EPWS�
created emergency teams to offer humanitarian help based on the strengths 
of different disciplines to promote resilience, for example: specialized groups 
to assess building structures, analysts to rebuild rural housing or teams to offer 
post-disaster psychological help.��

OPPORTUNITIES��

11  The Under Bridges program was ano-
VJGT�QH�VJG�(GFGTCN�&KUVTKEV�)QXGTPOGPVoU�
RTQITCOU�VQ�TGEQXGT�CDCPFQPGF�RWDNKE�
spaces to turn them into safe and well-lit 
UKVGU�VQ�DG�WUGF�D[�EKVK\GPU��6JGKT�OCKP�
IQCN�YCU�QHHGTKPI�EKVK\GPU�CNVGTPCVKXGU�HQT�
OQDKNKV[�CPF�JGCNVJ[�TGETGCVKQP��UQEKCN�
CPF�HCOKN[�ICVJGTKPI�CEEQTFKPI�VQ�VJG�
FGƂPKVKQP�D[�VJG�7TDCP�&GXGNQROGPV�CPF�
*QWUKPI�5GETGVCT[�
5'&78+��

����9GCMPGUU���
9���2WDNKE�URCEG�
programs not coordinated or not well 
KORNGOGPVGF�
����9GCMPGUU���
&����6JGTG�KU�PQ�EQPVKPWK-
V[�QH�CWVJQTKVKGU�HQT�RWDNKE�URCEG�OCPC-
IGOGPV�

����#P�QRRQTVWPKV[�KU�WPFGTUVQQF�CU�VJG�
GZVGTPCN�CPF�RQUKVKXG�EKTEWOUVCPEGU�VJCV�
HCXQT�VJG�WUG�CPF�CRRTQRTKCVKQP�QH�RWDNKE�
URCEG�FWTKPI�GOGTIGPEKGU�

����&GETGG�KUUWGF�KP�VJG�1HƂEKCN�)C\GVVG�
QH�VJG�(GFGTCVKQP�QP�1EVQDGT���st������
����1RRQTVWPKV[���
1����%TGCVKQP�QH�PGY�
RWDNKE�URCEGU�RQUV�FKUCUVGT�
����1RRQTVWPKV[���
1����&GKPFWUVTKCNK-
\CVKQP�CU�CP�QRRQTVWPKV[�VQ�ETGCVG�PGY�
RWDNKE�URCEGU�

����(QT�GZCORNG��VJG�+PUVKVWVKQPCN�4GUKNKGP-
EG�CPF�5CHGV[�%QOOKVVGG�QH�VJG�0CVKQPCN�
2QN[VGEJPKECN�+PUVKVWVG�
+20��CPF�VJG�+PVGT-
PCN�'OGTIGPE[�CPF�%KXKN�2TQVGEVKQP�%QO-
OKVVGG�QH�VJG�+DGTQ#OGTKECP�7PKXGTUKV[��QT�
VJG�+PVGTPCN�%KXKN�2TQVGEVKQP�%QOOKVVGG�
QH�VJG�0CVKQPCN�#WVQPQOQWU�7PKXGTUKV[�QH�
/GZKEQ�
70#/��
����1RRQTVWPKV[���
1���7PKXGTUKVKGU�CU�C�
JWOCP�TGUQWTEG�VQ�CFCRV�RWDNKE�URCEGU�
YJGP�HCEKPI�FKUCUVGTU�

AS / Vol. 38.  Nº57 / ENERO 2020 // ISSN impresa 0716-2677 / ISSN digital 0719-6466
EPHEMERAL HABITABILITY: 
PUBLIC SPACE AS A REFUGE FROM DISASTERS IN MEXICO CITY
Milton Montejano Castillo  / Mildred Moreno Villanueva



187
ARQUITECTURA EFÍMERA

THREATS20 While the 1985 earthquake represented an opportunity to create new 
public spaces, on the other extreme were those public spaces that disappeared 
or were privatized. One of those spaces was the Delta Baseball Stadium, which 
belonged to the Mexican Social Security Institute (IMSS), and as an institutional 
public space it was the place where the victim’s bodies were sent during the 
1985 earthquake, given that the hospitals, cemeteries and funeral homes were 
SZIV[LIPQIH��1SRWMZjMW�������T�����-R�WTMXI�SJ�MXW�LMWXSVMGEP�ERH�WSGMEP�ZEPYI�
as a stadium space, the sale of the stadium was announced in 1999 and the 
last game played at this historic stadium was in 2000. Later, several companies 
bought it to build a mall in its place (Excelsior, 2014).21 

In other cases, the destiny of spaces is uncer tain, as new conflicts 
build up over the new spaces left behind by the disaster. This is the 
case of 286 Álvaro Obregón, an old office building that collapsed in 
September 2017, killing 49 people. After the ear thquake, the site was 
expropriated and Mexico City’s government organized an architecture 
contest to propose a monument that included an educational museum 
ERH�E�QIQSVMEP��,S[IZIV��XLI�GSQTIXMXMSR�QIX�STTSWMXMSR�JVSQ�ZMGXMQW�
whose homes were destroyed by the disaster, who expressed that the 
FYHKIX�JSV�TVSNIGXW�PMOI�XLMW�WLSYPH�FI�YWIH�XS�VIFYMPH�LSQIW��'YVVIRXP]��
no solution has been found.22 

9VFER� TSPMGMIW� XLEX� LEZI� MRHYGIH� MRHMWGVMQMREXI� ZIVXMGEPM^EXMSR� GSRWXMXYXI�
the last threat, as towards the start of the 21st century, urban public policy to 
re-densify the city with social housing was considered, like Band 2 (norm suspen-
ded in 2007) or Norm 26 (suspended in 2013), to take advantage of underused 
infrastructure and services and build housing for the most vulnerable (Federal 
(MWXVMGX�+SZIVRQIRX��������,S[IZIV��TVSTIVX]� WTIGYPEXMSR�[EW� VMJI� MR� XLIWI�
processes, creating new areas with densities above the norms, resulting in a very 
violent transformation of the city’s landscape, as where there had been homes 
[MXL���XS���TISTPI��RS[�XLIVI�EVI���XS����¾SSV�FYMPHMRKW�JSV�QER]�JEQMPMIW�[MXL�
little or no public space for these densities, making the city more vulnerable du-
ring disasters, as the inhabitant/public space ratio has drastically changed when 
facing evacuation needs.23

Today there are many programs�� in Mexico City for the recovery, preservation 
ERH�MQTVSZIQIRX�SJ�TYFPMG�WTEGIW��,S[IZIV��IZIR�MR�E�VMWO�EVIE��XLIWI�TVSKVEQW�
are not coordinated for this goal. This opens possibilities for a better coordination 
and adaptation of these spaces. This could be possible and feasible with a vision 
integrating the essential needs, for example: choosing the type of urban property 
better (thinking about emerging uses), improving accessibility (for emergencies, not 
NYWX�HEMP]�RIIHW��MQTVSZMRK�GSQQYRMGEXMSRW��WYMXEFPI�¾SVE��XVIIW�XS�GVIEXI�WLEHI��
strategically designed water facilities, emergency lighting, etc. The participation of 
architecture schools would be very useful in producing ideas for this adaptation 
[Figure 6].�� In other words, an integration of infrastructure aims, starting with new 
ideas, continues to be very important on the road to adaptation.26 

The authorities in charge of protecting heritage could, among the actions 
TVSTSWIH�� WXVIRKXLIR� KYMHIPMRIW� XS� IZEPYEXI� HIRWM½GEXMSR� TVSNIGXW� EKEMRWX�
the existing capacity of heritage public spaces.27 Namely, being more aware 
of the density/area ratio. An example in Mexico City is the aforementioned 
Mexico Park, which obviously has not increased its surface area, but the 
WYVVSYRHMRK�EVIE�LEW�FIIR�HIRWM½IH�MR�VIGIRX�HIGEHIW�EW�E�VIWYPX�SJ�ZIVXMGEP�
urban growth.28 In this sense, it will be fundamental to respect and adopt 
MRXIVREXMSREP�MRHMGEXSVW�PMOI�XLSWI�SJ�XLI�;SVPH�,IEPXL�3VKERM^EXMSR�VIKEV-
HMRK�XLI�RYQFIV�SJ�WUYEVI�QIXIVW�E�LYQER�RIIHW�XS�PMZI�MR�E�GMX]��;,3�
indicates between 11 and 13 square meters per inhabitant, while Mexico 
'MX]�GYVVIRXP]�LEW�PIWW�XLER�½ZI��� 

For already privatized public spaces, land use could be regulated, but with 
the goal of having an effect on the kind of business that will be used during 

SWOT ANALYSIS BASED 
STRATEGIES 

20  A threat is understood as adverse 
GZVGTPCN�CPF�PGICVKXG�UKVWCVKQPU�YJKEJ�
JCXG�C�RTQDCDKNKV[�QH�QEEWTTKPI��CPF�VJCV�
NKOKV�QT�KORGFG�VCMKPI�CFXCPVCIG�QH��WUKPI�
CPF�CRRTQRTKCVKPI�RWDNKE�URCEGU�KP�ECUG�QH�
GOGTIGPE[�

����6JTGCV���
6���+PETGCUG�KP�VJG�RTKXCVK\CVKQP�
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����6JTGCV���
6���0GY�EQPƃKEVU�TGICTFKPI�
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DGJKPF�

����6JTGCV���
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VKQP�

����.KMG�VJG�p2QEMGV�2WDNKE�2CTMUq�RTQITCO��
VJG�p7PFGT�DTKFIGq�RTQITCO��p(TKGPFUJKR�
VKGUq�RTQITCO��p5VTGGV�RGFGUVTKCPK\CVKQP�CPF�
UGOK�RGFGUVTKCPK\CVKQPq�RTQITCO��p7PKXGTUCN�
CEEGUUq�RTQITCO��COQPI�QVJGTU��9KVJ�VJG�
EQOOQP�IQCN�QH�TGJCDKNKVCVKPI�RWDNKE�URCEG�
HQT�VJG�IQQF�QH�VJG�EKVK\GPT[��CU�YGNN�CU�VJG�
KPFKXKFWCN�CURGEVU�QH�VJG�RTQITCOU�

����
9����1����+PXQNXKPI�WPKXGTUKVKGU�VQ�
RTQFWEG�CFCRVCVKQP�KFGCU�HQT�RWDNKE�URCEGU�
KP�FKUCUVGTU�

����
9����1��1����&GXGNQRKPI�DGVVGT�EQQT-
FKPCVGF�RTQITCOU�VQ�CFCRV�RWDNKE�URCEGU�

����
5��5����1����+PXQNXKPI�WPKXGTUKVKGU��IQ-
XGTPOGPV�CPF�EKXKN�UQEKGV[�VQ�CFCRV�RWDNKE�
spaces with regard to historic and modern 
OQPWOGPVU�

����
5��#����4GKPHQTEKPI�FKTGEVKXGU�HQT�JGTKVC-
IG�RTQVGEVKQP�

����
9����#����5VTGPIVJGP�CPF�DGVVGT�EQQT-
FKPCVG�VJG�RTQVGEVKQP�QH�RWDNKE�URCEG�UQ�KV�KU�
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a disaster, so that the business can support emergency plans. For example, in 
the under bridge areas located around the city’s inner ring, spaces have been 
rented out for food-based businesses, design stores and car forecourts; howe-
ver, an agreement could be reached so that these companies, in a disaster, can 
offer the population their services or products; free food in case of emergency, 
construction tools to help in victim rescue (hard hats, industrial gloves, shovels 
and pick axes), or the large surface area businesses like bars could become 
temporary shelters. In 2017, several companies assumed this responsibility, but 
a more organized strategy could be possible.30

As for deindustrialization, new norms can be proposed to indicate a mi-
RMQYQ�EQSYRX�SJ�TYFPMG�WTEGI�JSV�PEVKI�WGEPI�YVFER�TVSNIGXW��TEVXMGYPEVP]�MR�
areas where this process is still ongoing and where there is still an opportu-
nity to do so. In addition, a consulting group, comprising experts in planning, 
KISPSK]�� KISKVETL]�� TYFPMG� TSPMG]� ERH� IGSRSQMGW�� GSYPH� ½RH� E� FEPERGI� FI-
tween urban development and safety31 together with the property develo-
TIVW�� -R� XLI�EPVIEH]�HIMRHYWXVMEPM^IH�EVIEW��IQIVKMRK�EGXMSR�TVSNIGXW�GER�FI�
implemented with the goal of adapting spaces for disasters or expropriating 
land in deindustrialized areas to create public spaces.32

*MREPP]��XS�EZSMH�XLI�PEGO�SJ�GSRXMRYMX]�MR�XLIWI�TVSNIGXW��MX�[SYPH�FI�OI]�XS�
promote the creation of a government entity with voice and vote in urban 
ERH�XVERWJSVQEXMSR�TVSNIGXW�XLEX�EJJIGX�XLI�ZIVXMGEPM^EXMSR�ERH�HMWETTIEVERGI�
of public and potentially public space, namely the spaces deindustrialization 
is leaving behind, as well as the use of institutional public spaces, like sports 
centers or mayoral squares. This entity should exist in parallel or indepen-
dent from political changes or public administration periods33 and could 
GSZIV�HMJJIVIRX�NYVMWHMGXMSRW��� These decisions must be made together with 
civil society,�� especially those concerning new uses for empty lots caused 
by disasters.36

8LVIEXW� ERH� [IEORIWWIW� [IVI� MHIRXM½IH�� FYX� WS� [IVI� WXVIRKXLW� ERH�
opportunities at all levels and in all circumstances. More investment is requi-
red to develop these strategies and make prospective studies that support 
XLI�GVIEXMSR�SJ�E[EVIRIWW�XS�MQTPIQIRX�XLI�WXVEXIKMIW�MHIRXM½IH��8LMW�[SYPH�
require a general awareness of the risks involved on living in a territory that, 
above all, is vulnerable to seismic threats. We are referring to both authorities 
and the population in general, as well as to the companies and other players 
involved in the construction and transformation of the city, as although the 
earthquake’s effects can be disastrous, these can provide opportunities to 
make a city less vulnerable, since we all know these disasters will keep ha-
ppening. In these processes, it is important to identify the groups that have 
already been organized at a neighborhood scale, to offer them more tools 
and knowledge so that they can better organize for their defense and voice 
XLIMV�VMKLXW�MR�XLI�TYFPMG�MRWXMXYXMSRW�VIWTSRWMFPI�JSV�EYXLSVM^MRK�YVFER�TVSNIGXW�
ERH�HMWEWXIV�VMWO�VIHYGXMSR�TVSNIGXW�

����
5��6���4GIWNCVKQP�QH�VJG�WUG�QH�CNTGCF[�
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����
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HTQO�RQNKVKECN�RGTKQFU�

����
9����1����%QQTFKPCVKPI�CEVKQPU�COQPI�
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����
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OKPCVG�XGTVKECNK\CVKQP�

����
5��6����'UVCDNKUJKPI�C�OQTG�QTICPK-
\GF�FKCNQI�DGVYGGP�EKXKN�UQEKGV[�CPF�VJG�
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1ER]�XLVIEXW�ERH�[IEORIWWIW�LEZI�FIIR�MHIRXM½IH��FYX�EX�XLI�WEQI�XMQI��
there are many strengths and opportunities at all levels and under all circum-
stances, like current technological development, which should be used more 
effectively. More investment is required for the development of these strategies 
and making prospective studies that would support the creation of awareness 
XS�IREGX�XLI�MHIRXM½IH�WXVEXIKMIW��8LMW�[SYPH�VIUYMVI�E�KIRIVEP�E[EVIRIWW�SJ�XLI�
risks involved in living in a territory that is vulnerable to seismic and hydrome-
teorological (not considered here) threats. We refer to both authorities and the 
population in general, as well as the companies and other players involved in 
the construction and transformation of the city.

In spite of the effects a disaster can bring, it can provide opportunities to 
make a city less vulnerable to future disasters, because they will continue to 
happen. There are examples in some parts of the world that can be learned 
from, but there are other types of threats and limitations that are not neces-
sarily natural in origin. We refer to those which could be related with cultural 
ERH�WSGMSIGSRSQMG�EWTIGXW��EWTIGXW�XLEX�PMQMX�XLI�MHIRXM½GEXMSR�SJ�STTSVXYRM-
ties and, therefore, complicate thinking about and visualizing opportunities and 
QMXMKEXMSR�EGXMSRW��*MREPP]��FEWIH�SR�XLI�XVIRHW�ERH�WXVEXIKMIW� MHIRXM½IH�� XLIWI�
results can be used to identify probable scenarios if we do not act on time, or 
desirable ones if we do.

There are examples in some parts of the world that can be learned from, 
regarding better disaster risk management. Countries like Japan have been 
adapting cities to face disasters as part of the reconstruction process, for exam-
ple, the recovery and adaptation of large urban parks prepared to act as emer-
gency shelters for at least 72 hours. An example of this is the Minato No Mori 
4EVO��E�PEVKI�WGEPI�TVSNIGX�PSGEXIH�MR�/SFI��.ETER��TVITEVIH�XS�VIGIMZI�HMWEWXIV�
victims and that has pre-installed sewer systems, lighting, solar cells, drinking 
water and green areas with fruit and vegetables to support the survival of inha-
FMXERXW��8LI�TEVO�[EW�VIXVS½XXIH�EJXIV�XLI�+VIEX�,ERWLMR�)EVXLUYEOI�MR������MR�
Kobe on an old industrial area. There are other neighborhood-scale examples 
like the Matsumoto neighborhood in Kobe, which has a series of pocket parks 
which local residents, with government support, have been adapting to be used 
as a resource in the disaster aftermath. These pocket parks have information 
boards, evacuation routes, a clock, a shed with some tools like picks and shovels, 
equipment, canopies which are unrolled and act as walls for temporary shelters, 
[EXIV�TYQTW��ERH�PMKLXMRK�XS�WYVZMZI�XLI�½VWX�XLVII�HE]W�FIJSVI�I\XIVREP�LIPT�
arrives.

But there are also other kinds of threats and limitations that are not neces-
sarily natural in origin. We refer to those which may be related to cultural and 
WSGMSIGSRSQMG�EWTIGXW��[LMGL�PMQMX�XLI�MHIRXM½GEXMSR�SJ�STTSVXYRMXMIW�ERH��XLI-
refore, complicate thinking about and visualizing opportunities and mitigation 
EGXMSRW��&EWIH�SR�XLI�XVIRHW�ERH�WXVEXIKMIW�MHIRXM½IH��XLIWI�VIWYPXW�GER�FI�YWIH�
XS�HI½RI�TVSFEFPI�WGIREVMSW��MJ�[I�HS�RSX�EGX�SR�XMQI��SV�HIWMVEFPI�ERH�TSWWMFPI�
scenarios if the corresponding actions are created. Only in this way will more 
inhabitable and safer public spaces be built for the future.
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