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Cities are one of mankind’s best inventions. They are where scientific progress, economic development
and social progress have been detonated; however, if not properly managed, cities may also affect the welfare
of their inhabitants. Solutions to the cities’ problems must be supported on policy making which is based on
technically and scientifically sound diagnoses.

Air quality is one of the main areas of opportunity in cities, both on the environmental scope as well as
regarding public health. Air quality measurements indicate that major Mexican cities do not meet health
protection standards, and in the rest of the cities, the trend indicates an ongoing deterioration[1]. Intensive
use of cars in metropolitan areas, coupled with a surge in the vehicle fleet and increases of urban surface,
generate environmental and public health costs that in turn are externalized to society. It is estimated that
in cities such as the Valley of Mexico, vehicle emissions account for up to 31 % of total pollution by par-
ticulate matter that is less than 2.5 microns (PM2,5), generating severe public health problems[2]. Public
health studies estimate that in Mexico City’s Metropolitan Area (MCMA), premature deaths related to air
pollution could be prevented in up to 750 cases per year, if only the standards for air quality of the Ministry
of Health were met. With this scenario up to 16 billion pesos per year could be saved (2010 base year study)[3].

72 percent of the 23 million private cars which make up the national fleet are located in metropolitan
areas, especially concentrating in Mexico City, Monterrey and Guadalajara with 41 percent of the total[4].
Field analysis indicate that the maximum impact area for air pollutants is located up to 100 meters from a
main road[5,6], where millions of people live, work and transit. The elderly and children under six years are
particularly vulnerable.

Pollution caused by transportation in Mexico is aggravated by practically non-existent environmental re-
gulations in the sector and paleness in applying verification programs to freight and passenger transportation
as well as to private vehicles.

Internationally, there are a number of experiences and best practices applied to urban matters. The so-
lutions implemented by cities to address these problems, range from strengthening public transportation
structured networks, creating adequate infrastructure for pedestrians and cyclists, disincentives for private
car use and establishing control areas/zones.

An example of such measures are the Low Emission Zones (LEZ) in Germany, which aim at reducing
emissions from mobile sources in high population density areas, significant traffic congestion and poor air
quality. This policy has registered positive results in social, environmental and economic spheres of diver-
se cities, with significant benefits to the quality of life of its inhabitants. For example, within a LEZ, the
concentration of PM10 has decreased between 7.3 and 9.8 percent, while outside these areas reduction is 3.6
percent[7]. In part, these results are a consequence of the renewal of the vehicle fleet, since car users living
in areas surrounding LEZ tend to acquire a vehicle with a more efficient use of fuel, than the rest of the
population.

Low Emission Zones (or Ecozones, as they are called in Mexico) are public policies which seek to reverse
high pollutant emissions from mobile sources in city areas which concentrate a large population (resident
and in transit). This is done by enforcing the law, and by limiting private cars that have not
been verified as well as heavy diesel transportation (freight and passenger), which are vi-
sibly polluting, entry into these areas. This policy, in addition to improving living conditions of those
who are currently affected, will have indirect impact on the rest of the city, as it promotes an improvement
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in the transportation sector and generates co-benefits in health, mobility and sustainable urban management.

Those policies which must be implemented in a LEZ will need to include: improvement of urban in-
frastructure to ensure safe non-motorized mobility; incorporating high environmental performance public
transportation; applying additional fees for the use of public and commercial space and parking; sanctioning
visibly polluting transportation; restricting circulation of those vehicles that do not have proper vehicle ins-
pection, and establishing deterrent parking lots in LEZ boundaries. This type of policy’s monitoring system
combines surveillance with staff at street level and the use of technological tools. It’s important to point
out that these strategies are designed to work comprehensively and therefore not applying one of them
will undermine the effectiveness and impact of LEZ and ultimately not achieve the benefits estimated. For
example, for the polygon of Mexico City we estimated a decrease of one fifth of pollutant emissions in the area.

Besides the policies mentioned above, it is vital that LEZ are accompanied with complementary actions
that promote sustainable urban development in areas such as: housing and mixed-use, first floors with busi-
nesses, and implement integrated transportation systems.

The implementation of Low Emission Zones, given that they are an expandable and flexible strategy with
environmental, social and economic benefits, has a bigger possibility of success than a policy of immediate
general restriction. The need to generate public policies consistent with those challenges characteristic of
cities with major significance such as the megalopolis of Mexico, has been widely debated and discussed.
In this regard, the Mario Molina Center used a multi-criteria analysis involving variables such as demo-
graphics, urban infrastructure, employment areas, accessibility to public transportation and air quality, to
determine potential areas for creating and implementing Low Emission Zones. This led to identifying 25
polygons which could become LEZ in the cities of Cuautla, Cuernavaca, Mexico, Pachuca, Puebla-Tlaxcala,
Tlaxcala-Apizaco, Toluca, Tula and Tulancingo.

Fostering new mobility conditions requires strategies designed with a broad territorial vision as well as
a temporary view point. A comprehensive mobility policy must become a key aspect and trigger orderly
urban growth, where linking economic and social activities is a fundamental criteria. To achieve this, the
commitment of state and local government heads is required, given that joint work by all the authorities
involved in urban development, mobility, the environment and the local economy is necessary.

A next step should be to provide timely and accessible information to the public about the benefits of a
measure such as this one; the implementation of a pilot project before its permanent instrumentation; and
developing a monitoring plan to assess changes in the environmental, political, and social conditions of the
LEZ. This, in order to ensure an adequate application of this measure and to achieve its mission. The Mario
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Molina Center believes that the success of LEZ rests on the prioritization of cities that ensures environmen-
tally friendly and socially equitable economic growth.
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