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Sustainable Transportation in Mexico City 

Did you know that an average Mexico City resident spends around 2 hours 

each day stuck in traffic in order to commute or go somewhere (Alvarez)? Mexico is 

considered one of the most populated cities worldwide, citizens move in, out, and 

around the city on a day-to-day basis making pollution levels multiply harshly for 

the last years. Strategies to encourage people to transport in a more sustainable way 

are necessary to combat the current problems, whilst preparing for the growth of 

population and emissions expected for the next years.  The questions for how can 

people change towards a more sustainable lifestyle and how can the government 

support them on this, will be answered in the next research, taking into account 

different factors like economical and social ones.  

1. Present Day, Contamination Index 

Mexico City and the metropolitan area around it, has more than 20 million 

inhabitants according to the Time magazine, the figure has exponentially grown if 

you take in to consideration that in 1950 the city had only 2.9 million (Jackson). It is 

expected to continue growing and the consequences are already the lack of clear air, 

which is now replaced with a tick and brownish smog layer covering the capital. 

Since the year 2000, the local government of Mexico City makes measurements 

of the pollution levels in the air, contributed by the different sectors: transport, 

industry, housing and others. They made then a basis (registered in inventories) 

that has been controlled frequently ever since to compare differences and take 

action when needed. The factors accounted into the contamination inventories are: 
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the quantities of pollutant for each activity, the data of the activity and the expert’s 

knowledge (Mexican Atmospheric Monitoring). The information is public and anyone 

can consult the air quality of the day or historic, this helps the interested ones to 

decide if it is appropriate to exercise or spend large amounts of time in the exterior. 

Children born in the past couple of decades have been restricted to take their recess 

time on the playgrounds because air quality was too poor and can eventually 

damage their health. People are more and more obliged to adopt these kind of 

changes because of air quality hazard; I think that prevention changes are better 

than the mentioned modifications and take as much effort.  

A reduction to almost half of the current emissions could be achieved, according 

to a McKinsey report, if cities focus towards improving insulation of buildings, 

having an efficient illumination, enhanced gas mileage in cars and transport as well 

as smarter industry processes (Miller 78). So it is not about finding a needle on a 

hey stack on redesigning cities, its about making the ones involved, such as 

companies, residents, local and national government believe a gradual change is 

possible and crucial. 

1.1. Transportation in the Big Metropolis 

Altogether, private cars, buses and trailers make the 49% of the NOx 

contaminant. These nitrogen oxides are a result of combustion, that means every 

vehicle emits them as well as high temperature process of burn and production of 

electrical energy. The 5 million cars circulating in Mexico City make up for the 

biggest emanation of carbon monoxide, with what in large exposures has fatal 

effects on health of humans (Mexican Atmospheric Monitoring). This is clearly an 

indicator that transportation must be transformed to become a more sustainable 

and efficient activity for the residents of the city. 

1.2. Current Alternatives for Public Transport Vehicles 
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The metro1 system transports under, over, and elevated ground more than 4.5 

million people on average use its 226.5 km that are divided into 12 lines. It operates 

the 365 days of the year and costs 5 pesos (around a quarter of a dollar) per trip. It 

is open at 5 am, 6 am and 7 am until midnight, on weekdays, Saturdays and Sundays 

respectively (Metro Official Website).  

The Metro bus2 is a red long bus with its own lane over ground, circulating in 

sizeable avenues, that has carried in one day at the most 1 million passengers in 

the year of 2015 (Pazos). According to the official government site, it produces 

122,000 less tons of CO2 emissions yearly with its 6 lines. The cost is 6 pesos 

(around a quarter of a dollar) per trip on one direction with unlimited transfers 

for two hours (Metrobus Official Website). 

Microbus is the term used for a less organized way of transportation very 

common around the city, were smaller buses share large and medium streets with 

cars and motorcycles. Generally they don’t have established stops and are often 

used by people in addition with metro or metro bus to get to their final destinations. 

Prices vary according to the distance; for less than 5 km the cost is 4 pesos, between 

5 km and 12 km it costs 4.5 pesos and for more than 12 km is 5.5 pesos (the 

exchange rate has been lately volatile, but the most common factor taken is 1 dollar 

is equivalent to 21 pesos). 

The tren ligero3, which means light train, is part of the Electrical Transport Net of 

Mexico City that operates only in the south part of it as well as the Trolebus4 or 

Trolleybus system that extends in over 203.6 Km around the city (Secretary of 

Electric Transport). They are both options that don’t realize fumes to the 

atmosphere and improve the network. 

Taxis can get users to places where the other collective transports don’t reach; 

the prices vary with time and distance. The pink ones from the street cost at least 

8.74 pesos and for every 250 mts or 45 seconds (which ever happens first) an extra 

                                                        
1 Map attached in Appendix, Exhibit A 
2 Map attached in Appendix, Exhibit B 
3 Map attached in Appendix, Exhibit C 
4 Map attached in Appendix, Exhibit D 
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1.07 pesos will be charged. The cost rises depending if the taxi has a permanent 

station or is a radio taxi (Secretary of Mobility). 

2. Changes needed in the growing city 

Due to the increase of contamination in large cities, measures have been 

taken since the seventies to avoid the pollution from getting worse. Some industries 

have been moved out of the city in order to unstress the environment and 

regulations on traffic have been implemented. Those are considered as the first 

steps, but they are not enough. Cities where people are able to walk and live using 

the transport system, and monitoring the air quality, make a great positive impact 

(“Urban Solutions” 6). 

For example, Amsterdam is now considered the most bike friendly city in the 

world, this happened because of the efforts from the government to make it easier 

to move around by bike than by car. This means streets where closed, lanes were 

made, stoplights connected and car parking got more restricted. The consequences 

up to date are a considerable improve on the air’s quality (“Urban Solutions” 11). 

This is a great opportunity for population to get to where ever they need, however 

the geography and size of the city must be taken into consideration. Amsterdam 

cannot be compared to Mexico City, its size, the hills and valleys that distinguish the 

Mexican capital make it difficult for pedestrians and cyclists to cover the whole city. 

2.1. Where should the investment be made? 
Transportation in cities must be an imperative when thinking of making it 

greener. Greater development in public transportation infrastructure and reduction 

of fumes to the atmosphere are observed in urban areas, where a condensation of 

population resides, in contrast to the rural areas where inhabitants per hectare is 

considerably lower. The explanation for this phenomenon according to a WWF 

Report is in the design of urban movement, for example: the restriction of car usage 

within city limits is commonly implemented, parking spaces are controlled, cycling 

and pedestrian alternatives are given, well connected and simple access to public 

transportation is encouraged (“Reinventing the City” 5). This means that the 
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opportunity and real solution can be found in cities like the capital of Mexico, were 

these large concentrations push the government to give solutions. It must be 

acknowledged that the Ecobici5 system, implemented in Mexico City since 2010, 

which consists currently in a network of 6,000 bikes and 452 bike stations around 

the city. The program has been so successful that for the past seven years it has 

grown at a 400% rate on its 35 Km2 area. The way it works is that the user gets 

registered for a year, a week or one day and is then able to use the bike unlimited 

times for 45 minute spans with out extra charge (“What’s ECOBICI?”). 

2.2. Resource, economic and social reasons for change 
It has been found that electric transportation charged with renewable 

sources, such as: solar, biomass, hydropower, geothermal, and wind, are working 

efficiently independently of the population’s density in the area (EIA). Mexico is a 

hub for investment in solar and wind energy generation, according to Chavez this is 

because of the amount of natural resources in the country, expansion on the 

demand of power, its stable macro economy6, and electricity prices. On the one 

hand, the booming in this market is advancing fast this means it is a great 

opportunity for international and Mexican investors to switch gradually from 

dependency on oil to wind and sun, as a clean energy resources. It does come with 

new challenges for sure, and it is a long term vision that must be utilized when 

thinking on this kind of means, it is considered that the challenge resides 

particularly in the storage of the collected or created energy, in order to be able to 

use it year-round, as well as the supervise voltage variations to finally evolve 

systems en route for overall compatibility to sustainable sources (“Reinventing the 

City” 6).  

On the other hand, it makes sense then to start depending less on the fossil 

fuels and more on the renewable energy, moreover if the price of gasoline hiked 

(20% more expensive) the last trimester of 2016, affecting everyone, but 

particularly the less privileged part of society. In Mexico City around 15,900,000 fuel 

                                                        
5 Map of Ecobici Stations in Mexico City attached in Appendix, Exhibit E 
6 The article was written in 2015, before Donald Trump was elected president of the 
U.S.A, therefore there is reason to believe this factor might change. 
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liters and 4,200,000 of diesel are sold daily (SIE-SENER). There are expectations that 

the price will still go up, making products and services more expensive, as well as 

transportation in any way. Even though Mexico has crude oil in its territory and has 

been extracting and profiting from it for years now, it depends on other countries 

like the U.S.A. to process and convert it into gasoline, making the price go up. In 

other words, Mexicans export cheap petroleum barrels and import expensive gas 

and diesel. 

Another important reason for change is poverty, a big issue in Mexico. The 

income inequality indicator published by the Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) for Mexico is 0.459, this number is 

considering five factors: the Gini coefficient (which compares the population 

proportion and the income proportion, showing how equal the society is when 

gaining money), and four more averages made from different deciles (the whole 

population is divided into 10 groups, were organized according to income) from the 

most rich to the poorest of the country. This number puts Mexico in the second must 

unequal income country in the list of the member of the OECD. This means that 

deterioration in middle class has happened, the benefits of growth have not been 

evenly distributed, the gap between rich and poor is immense (OECD). If prices go 

up, the fossil fuels are limited and we are all dependant on them it will only be 

worse for the poorest. So it is also a matter of social responsibility to switch towards 

a more inclusive and cheap source of energy, not only for transport, but also for the 

satisfaction of own daily energy needs. 

2.3. Things that have already been done 

Due to the increase of contamination in large cities measures have been 

taken since the seventies to avoid the pollution from getting worse. Some industries 

have been moved out of the city in order to unstress the environment and 

regulations on traffic have been implemented. Those are considered as the first 

steps, but they are not enough and other things have been started to be done. Cities 

where people are able to walk and live using the transport system, and monitoring 

the air quality, make a great positive impact (“Urban Solutions” 6). 
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For example, Mexico City since 1984 a program for private cars was 

implemented, were the emission levels were measured and depending on the year 

of the car and how much pollutants it would make, it had or not, stop circulating 

once a week. This was thought to minimize the CO2 fumes, the problem was that 

people who could afford it, bought a third car for the days their car would not be 

able to use. Last year, because records in bad air quality were broken, a stricter 

norm was divulged; even though the car was recently bought and it had passed all 

the contamination tests it would be restricted for being used once or twice a week. 

As already mentioned, people depend on cars as a way of commuting, therefore 

chaos and desperation invaded citizens the first days the rule was published. It was 

until further announcement or when the pollution levels measured daily decreased 

to a good enough level. 

3. Solutions 
Growth in cities of developing countries, like Mexico City, where infrastructure is 

being planned or built present an opportunity towards sustainability in comparison 

with old cities from the developed nations. Rather than copying the non-efficient 

transport systems, building, and housing that these first world cities have, a chance 

to sharply change how things are done arises for the emergent nations. A quest to 

facilitate citizens a lifestyle with low emissions and usage of renewable sources for 

industry should be prioritized (“Reinventing the city” 5). This presents a great 

opportunity for innovative sustainable urban planners that are focused on resolving 

the matter. 

Greater development in public transportation infrastructure and reduction of 

fumes to the atmosphere are observed in urban areas, where a condensation of 

population resides, in contrast to the rural areas where inhabitants per hectare is 

considerably lower. The explanation for this phenomenon according to a WWF 

Report is in the design of urban movement, for example: the restriction of car usage 

within city limits is commonly implemented, parking spaces are controlled, cycling 

and pedestrian alternatives are given, well connected and simple access to public 
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transportation is encouraged (“Reinventing the City” 5). This should be taken into 

consideration when planning for the future and assigning budget. 

The reduction of emissions has to be done gradually, people must understand a 

steady constant change is the only thing that will endure and transcend (Miller 69). 

A reduction to almost half of the current emissions could be achieved, according to a 

McKinsey report, if cities focus towards improving insulation of buildings, having an 

efficient illumination, enhanced gas mileage in cars and transport as well as smarter 

industry processes (Miller 78). This means it is possible, but it requires the attention 

and will of all the stakeholders involved. 

Not only transportation of people has to be more efficient, but transportation 

of goods all around the city, which happens everyday, are also a factor to consider. 

The Report from the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) explains that an ideal solution for 

this is urban farming, that is already providing the world with 15% of its food, as 

well as jobs and community building. If combined with recycling of what is disposed, 

compost, and an effective water use several problems are being resolved at the 

same time. The tendency to consume from local or near by agriculture trims down 

the need to fly or drive for long miles the food and also the dependency on fossil 

fuels in order to have food supply in cities (“Urban Solutions” 10). 

4. Conclusions and recommendations 

Being born or evolving to be sustainable is progressively becoming and 

obligation and not only an option for people, business, governments, and 

organizations. Phenomenon such as global warming, melting of poles, climate 

change, contamination in oceans, acid rain, among many others are realities that feel 

came out of a fiction book. Rather we like it or not, planet earth is reacting and it will 

not stop for us.  

For all the reasons explained before the next list of recommendations are made to 

advance transportation network in Mexico City to a more sustainable one. 
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• Continue an expand the successful programs, such as the “Ecobici” one to the 

rest of the city, taking into consideration the safety of the bike riders and 

facilitating infrastructure for them. 

• Restrict by fees the entrance and circulations of a certain number of vehicles 

in the inner city limits. 

• Incentivize with taxes and lanes the use of particular motorcycles and 

bicycles. 

• Build metro, tram and trolley networks powered by renewable energy, and 

expand it in the parts of the city that don’t have the service yet. 

• Make investments prioritizing public transport over private car usage. 

• Make a 100% pedestrian friendly city, where streets are clean and safe to 

walk in. 

• Encourage the government to respect and conserve green areas. 

• Educate the population about the importance of sustainable transportation 

and their role on it. 

• Enforce large companies to give a sustainable and efficient transport service 

for their employed commuters. 

• Studies to determine what motivates the different age and socio-economical 

groups must be made in order to appeal to them effectively. 

I think that if we make individual changes consciously its ideal, but what we have 

to look for is to make the vast majority evolve to a more conscious and eco-friendly 

way of living, before it’s too late. As shown at the beginning an excellent way to 

continue with this development, is to resolve and improve Mexico City’s transport 

system, this can mean a great deal in terms of emissions to the environment. We 

should keep in mind the differences between generations and social status in order 

to make them change, but if a convenient and accessible option is given the chance 

of non acceptance are low. 
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Appendix 

Exhibit A: Map of Mexico City’s Metro System 
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Exhibit B: Map of Metrobus System in Mexico City 
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Exhibit C: Map of the light train in Mexico City 
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Exhibit D: Map of trolley of Mexico City 
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Exhibit E: Map of bike stations of Mexico City 

 


