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Introduction

Due to the many and varied disasters recorded in all parts of the earth throughout history and the fact that they are now more intense and frequent, many countries have worked hard to develop their emergency management systems in the last few years. The countries of Latin America are no exception. It has been documented that Mexico has received its share of a disproportionate number of disasters over time. These disasters have often been of a violent nature (e.g., floods, earthquakes, tornadoes, wildfires, droughts, mudslides, even tsunamis). Some of these disasters have been among the most serious recorded in the 20th century. They have resulted in many losses (i.e., both human and financial) in spite of increasing efforts to prevent disasters, reduce their risk, or respond effectively. Mexico has advanced in her attempt to bring its emergency management system to standards necessary for humankind in the 21st century, but more progress is needed. Major steps must be taken for this beautiful “land of enchantment” to sustain and enhance a disaster management agenda that effectively addresses the hazards which continue to threaten it. 
This paper delves into the subject of emergency management in Mexico by sequentially addressing the following topics: the Mexican context, hazards, vulnerabilities, disaster experiences and history, policy development of emergency management, organizational structures, and challenges, successes, and opportunities especially with regard to lessons learned that abound within and for the Mexican emergency management system. Also, in this paper, much emphasis is placed on Mexico City due in large part to its fascinating distinctive qualities. Moreover, the city represents “a microcosm of all that is happening in the rest of the country. It’s not just the seat of government; in every way, it’s the dominant center of Mexican life” (Frommer’s Mexico 2009, 96).
The Mexican Context

The subject country, Estados Unidos Mexicanos, more commonly known as Mexico, is located on the continent of the Americas in the region known as Central America. Mexico is racially, as well as ethnically, diverse. The ethnic makeup of the country consists predominantly of a categorization known as meztiso who make up 60 percent of the population. Meztiso refers to “a person with both European and Indian blood” (Kirkwood 2000, 5). There are other ethnic categories as well. These other categories include Amerindians (who make up 30 percent), whites (who make up 9 percent), and other indigenous groups (less than 1 percent), who fall outside these classifications (Kirkwood 2000). Amerindians are “Indians living within the Western Hemisphere” (Kirkwood 2000, 5). Whites are persons of European descent. Indigenous groups are made up of native Indian families and cultures that have lived in the region for centuries. Kirkwood, who has written a seminal work on the history of Mexico, has stated that “Some 200 or more Indian ethnic groups remain in Mexico speaking more than 50 Amerindian dialects” (Kirkwood 2000, 5). The Spanish language, however, remains the official national language, with English increasing in importance “in the major industrial centers, the tourist locations, and the educational system” (Kirkwood 2000, 5). 
Mexico has the largest population of all Spanish-speaking countries in the world. Mexico’s population in 1999 “stood at 100 million with an annual growth rate of 1.8 percent” (Kirkwood 2000, 4). Just 10 years later, the population of the country has climbed to some 112 million people. While the population continues to grow at a fast pace, “Mexico’s 756,000 square miles amount to only one-quarter the size of the United States” (Kirkwood 2000, 4). The country of Mexico is bordered at the south by Belize and Guatemala in Central America, and at the north by the United States in North America. One scholar has described the country as “a land of rich diversity and extraordinary contradictions. Its two thousand-mile border with the United States is the only place on earth where the Third World so directly confronts the First World,” says one accomplished author (Burke, 1999, 7). Considered by many as a third world country, others describe Mexico by other means. For example, “The United States government categorizes Mexico as an ‘advanced developing country’” (Burke, 1999, 8). This is probably a more accurate description of Mexico.
Mexico City, commonly referred to as “Distrito Federal,” has a population in excess of 20 million and is located in the southern region of the country. There are two other major cities in Mexico: Guadalajara, in the state of Jalisco, has a metropolitan area population of nearly 5 million and is located in the southwestern region of the country; Monterrey, in the state of Nuevo Leon, has a metropolitan area population exceeding some 4 million and is located in the northern region of the country. There are several other large cities with varying population numbers scattered throughout the country, and many small cities and towns that exist throughout the various regions. For years, Mexico, like many other countries in Latin America, counted on a large rural population for agricultural and other necessities. More recently, there has been greater migration to the cities from these rural locations, with people looking for work in the larger urban regions.  

The form of Mexican government that exists is a federal presidential representative democratic republic. The President of Mexico is head of state and head of government, and leader of a pluriform (i.e., having or being more than one party) system. Mexico has only 2 administrative and political subdivisions – 31 states and a plethora of municipalities. A special political division, the Federal District, is located in the country’s capital and largest city, Mexico City (where some 20 million inhabitants were reported in the 2005 census). 
For many years Mexico had a highly structured central government which held virtual absolute power. One scholar has said that “Mexican history is a series of tragedies, with few happy endings. It is the story of successive conquests, and economic dependency” (Burke, 1999, 11). For example, one major tragedy of the early 20th century in Mexico included a bloody Revolution which took many lives. It also left much man-made destruction in its wake as a frightful reminder of what the country endured in its quest to overthrow a dictatorial regime that had lasted nearly 40 years. For some 70 years of the 20th century Mexico was ruled by one party, Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI). As mentioned, during this period of time, Mexico had a strong centralized government. However, federalism in Mexico has begun slowly taking hold since about the 1990s. Shirk explains Mexico’s current situation as follows:

This progress has been made possible by the continued opening of the nation’s political system and by a greater commitment on the part of decision-makers at all levels of government to the redistribution of power within that system. The de-centering of the regime promises to bolster Mexico’s democratic institutions by providing a balance of power between different levels of government and reducing the opportunities for abuse of power by any one part of the system. Federalism holds the promise of innovation, greater regional and local expression, and enhanced efficiency in the formation of public policies (Shirk 1999, 17).

Weingast, a prolific writer who has also written about institutionalism and federalism, concurs with Shirk by stating:

The principal features of federalism include: First, the state was dominated for 70 years by the hegemonic Revolutionary Party  (PRI) that maintained monopoly control of all levels of government. Second, Mexico became a highly centralized state. Third, markets were heavily controlled by the central government. Fourth, this system has recently begun to breakdown, first with economic liberalization; and second with the PRI losing its monopoly hold on power (Weingast 2003, 3).

We will probably have to wait a few years to see if Mexico continues this federalism trend of “decentralizing” its system that includes greater involvement of state and local governments. Certainly, it would be interesting to re-visit and examine the federalism situation in Mexico if and when the PRI takes over power again, especially at the federal level.  
Overview of Hazards in the Country
Aside from experiencing political change, Mexico also faces a variety of hazards. For instance, Mexico experiences two very different seasons. The dry season (i.e., the high tourist season) lasts from late November to early June, while the rainy season (i.e., brief to torrential afternoon rainfalls are experienced) lasts from June to November. Still, in the summer months, one must be prepared for rain which in many places falls for upwards of two hours daily.
Winters in Mexico are chilly in the majority of areas, and the outside air can get pretty cold, naturally and especially, “when the sun goes down” (Frommer’s Mexico 2009, 128). However, the altitude in Mexico City, “keeps the temperature mild, which is often a surprise for travelers with preconceptions of Mexico as perpetually hot” (Frommer’s Mexico 2009, 126). The dry and rainy seasons are especially significant to the levels of pollution existent primarily in Mexico City. The rainy season generally has less pollution. On the other hand, mid- to late November, December, and January are especially noted for their heavy pollution amounts. There is one positive element to this discussion: in the evenings, “the air is often deliciously cool” (Frommers’ Mexico 2009, 96).

One thing is certain about Mexico: hazards of virtually every kind abound! For example, since it is “Crossed and encircled by numerous geological faults and straddling several tectonic plates, the Mexican republic is one of the world’s most seismically active” (Puente in Mitchell 1999). One recent informant described the seismic occurrences as, “the earth beneath us is alive!” (Urby interview 2009). Mexico is located on the North American Plate. Lateral slipping and a process called subduction allow earthquakes to affect Mexico, and these phenomena have occurred for centuries. “Major continent faults such as the San Andreas cross the entire country, while regional and local faults fracture much of the intervening country” (Puente in Mitchell 1999). 

Earthquakes occur because of the sudden displacement on faults (Yeats 1997, 40), and when there is a build-up of stress in the crest caused by plate movement at subduction zones or other fault lines (Moores 1995, 34). These earthquakes cause a vibration of the Earth produced by a rapid release of energy (Tarbuck 1996, 378), and they have a great impact on society. While an earthquake may only last for some brief moments, their impact is felt for weeks in the form of aftershocks. Damage from earthquakes is usually extensive and can persist for years. It should be noted that Earthquakes are common along the Central Mexican coast (Seismo-Watch). Amplification of seismic waves in Mexico City puts the region at risk and makes it even more vulnerable to earthquakes. This is especially due to the city’s construction on top of a system of lakes which was built back in the 16th century. The city literally stands on “saturated mud and clay soils that are particularly unstable” (Puente in Mitchell 1999). 

A study of Mexico hazards reveals that three of the 100 most expensive natural disasters of the 20th century took place in Mexico. These include #33, the September 19, 1985 devastation caused by the enormous earthquake (i.e., 8.1 on the richter scale) that hit Mexico City. A second disaster, #77 among the most expensive 100, involved devastating storms in Mexico with damages reported in excess of l.670 billion U.S. dollars (US$). The third costliest disaster in Mexico, and #95 among the costliest disasters of the 20th century, hit Mexico in the form of cyclones, hurricanes, and a typhoon, with reported damage estimates of 1.350 billion U.S. dollars (US$) (Source: World Bank data).

Some other continuing hazards that have plagued Mexico are floods, hurricanes, and water shortages. Flooding, especially, has continued in Mexico through the years and represents

“a sporadic troubling hazard” (Puente in Mitchell 1999). Famines, environmental pollution, increased ozone levels, along with bribes to officials in order to curtail regulation (Frommer’s 2009), have also contributed to problems that have exacerbated the already grave endemic problem of environmental hazards in Mexico. Technological disasters, such as fires and explosions in Guadalajara, and catastrophic industrial explosions, especially in the northern industrial city of Monterrey, Nuevo Leon have all occurred and continue to threaten Mexico and its people. Another hazard, a pandemic, H1N1, more commonly called Swine Flu, was said to have originated in Mexico, and had health authorities all over the world worried and very concerned. Sadly, in the 21st century violence directed or indirectly aimed at much of the Mexican citizenry continues, as Mexico suffers from rampant deaths and violence related to drug cartels warring over the sale and distribution of illegal drugs.

Vulnerability in Mexico

It is also true that Mexico has been particularly vulnerable to hazards, partially due to its geographic location. For example, millions of people in Mexico live far too close to dangerous volcanoes. The area around Mexico City is an example where the population is vulnerable to volcanoes. Conditions are ripe for staggering death and disruption in these volcanic areas of Mexico, should this type of disaster ever strike there.  


As was pointed out earlier, many people in Mexico are especially vulnerable to earthquakes. Due mainly to the nature of these disasters, many people are in denial about the importance to take precautions in the case of earthquakes because they probably feel they cannot do anything about them. People in Mexico are no exception to this apathy shown on their part. They are usually passive and fatalistic about earthquakes and other disasters, believing that there is a sort of inevitability about these events. On many occasions, because of people’s seemingly oblivious attitudes and their perceived or real inability to prevent disasters, damage occurs that could have possibly been prevented or mitigated. Some of this may have been responsible for the more than 9,500 reported dead and damages in excess of four billion U.S. dollars (US$) recorded from the Mexico City earthquake of 1985. 
One source gives a most critical assessment about this devastating earthquake in Mexico City, which “brought down many of the government’s new, supposedly earthquake-proof buildings, exposing shoddy construction and the widespread government corruption that fostered it” (Frommer’s 2008). The government also drew heavy criticism for its mostly “nonexistent” relief effort. Individuals and many diverse non-governmental groups and other agencies took a major role in the relief efforts by forming emergent groups to cope somewhat with the unexpected and enormous aftermath of such a devastating disaster. Still, indifference on the part of its other residents to natural processes exposes Mexico City (e.g., by virtue of its mega-city status, exploding population, and physical location) to very high risk and makes the capital city stand out more as far as great exposure to natural disasters is concerned. Of course, Mexico City is also many times larger in area and especially vulnerable, in terms of sheer population, than its next closest rival cities, Guadalajara and Monterrey. 
 
Ironically, the people themselves are also much to blame for socially-induced problems (e.g., grave endemic environmental pollution, fires, and catastrophic industrial explosions created by mishandling of dangerous and hazardous materials). These socially-induced disasters are often attributed to a lack of response by municipal authorities, lax and unobserved public safety regulations, lack of maintenance and obsolescence of the sewer system, and absence of coherent urban planning (Puente in Mitchell 1999).  

 Another weakness is that the populace often does not take part in serious voluntary simulation exercises when called upon by public officials to do so. In a recent interview undertaken for this study, it was reported that approximately 70% of the patrons of a well-known Mexico City restaurant did not take part in a “simulacro” (i.e., simulation exercise) specially designed to prepare everyone in the event of a disaster. Seemingly, again, much of the population did not fear an impending disaster or did not believe that anything can be done to minimize any of the imminent risks. Puente further posits that these problems are too commonly experienced in Mexico’s large urban areas, especially Mexico City, making living there a chaotic experience permanently on the verge of catastrophe (Puente in Mitchell 1999). 
Historical View of Disasters in Mexico
While the following list of historical disasters in Mexico is far from complete or exhaustive, some of Mexico’s worst disasters are examined to demonstrate that much can be learned by emergency managers from this nation.
Floods:

Floods throughout the country in 1982. Eight people were killed and many were injured.
Damage accrued to homes, highways, electricity, telecommunications, and 
agriculture.

Floods in Villahermosa, Tabasco, Mexico on November 4, 2007, lasted several days and affected over one million residents. As much as 80% of the state was under water, and at least 20,000 people were evacuated from their homes and had to search for emergency shelters. These floods were deemed among the worst natural disasters, according to Mexican President Felipe Calderon.

Storms in Mexico, between June 11, 1993 and October 14, 1993 claimed 42 lives and 

caused $37 million in damages (1993 USD).
Earthquakes
Earthquake in the State of Mexico (Acambay, Timilpan, and Federal District), on 
November 19, 1912, which caused landslides and claimed the lives of 202 and resulted in
several injuries.
Earthquake in Cosautlan, Teocelo, Jalapa, in the state of Veracruz, and Patalanala and Chilchotla in the state of Puebla, on January 20, 1920, which caused landslides and claimed the lives of 230 and resulted in several injuries.
Earthquake affecting Manzanillo, Coyutla, Tecoman, Colima City in the state of Colima, 
as well as Guadalajara, La Barca, Mascota, and Autlan in the state of Jalisco, on June 3, 1932. It claimed the lives of 300 and caused several injuries.
Earthquake affecting Maltrata in Veracruz, on July 26, 1937, caused 34 deaths.
Earthquake affecting the States of Michoacan, Jalisco, and Colima, on April 15, 1941,
caused the destruction of Colima City’s Cathedral. 900 deaths and several 
injuries were reported.
Earthquake affecting San Marcos and Chilpancingo in Guerrero, and the Federal District, 
on July 28, 1957. Several houses and buildings collapsed and 98 lives were claimed. This same earthquake also produced a tsunami in Acapulco and Salina Cruz.
Earthquake affecting the areas of Altamirano, Cutzamala, Coyuca de Catalan in the state of Guerrero, and Tanganhusto and Huetamo in the state of Michoacan, on July 1964.  It caused 40 deaths and injured 140. The area also experienced heavy material losses.
Earthquake affecting the Mexican states of Puebla, Veracruz, and Oaxaca, on August 29, 1973.  This event caused the collapse of houses and severely damaged many buildings. There were also 527 deaths and 4,075 people reported injured. 
Earthquake affecting the states of Oaxaca, Guerrero, and Puebla, on October 24, 1980 claimed the lives of 300 and injured 1,000 people. More than 15,000 were left homeless, and the earthquake caused extensive damage especially in the Huajuapan de Leon region of Oaxaca.

Earthquake affecting the states of Michoacan, Colima, Guerrero, Mexico, Jalisco, Morelos, and Federal District, on September 19, 1985.  It resulted in 3,050 deaths, 40,750 injured, and 80,000 homeless. Also, 1,970 buildings collapsed and 5,700 buildings were badly damaged. The area also experienced heavy material losses. The historic downtown area of Mexico City, known as Cuahtemoc, was worst hit even though the epicenter of the quake was some 240 miles away. The first shock from the earthquake lasted for three to four minutes, and resulted in people being trapped in the rubble, severed communication lines, and interrupted transportation. Several aftershocks were also experienced. According to one source, “it was very fortunate that the earthquake in Mexico struck early in the morning before schools and office buildings were open. Had it occurred a few hours later, the death and casualty toll would have been much higher” (National Autonomous University of Mexico, Institute of Geophysics 1985).

Earthquake in Manzanillo, on October 9, 1995, triggered mudslides, toppled power lines, and killed dozens of people (one report estimated 49 deaths). This earthquake is significant because the temblor came from the same fault system involved in Mexico’s most tragic earthquake, the September 19, 1985 Mexico City catastrophe.


Earthquake along the coast of Central Mexico near Colima, on January 21, 2003, registered a magnitude of 7.6 on the Richter scale.  It caused significant damage and killed at least 29 people and injured hundreds more. Moreover, over 2,000 homes were destroyed, 6,615 homes were damaged, and about 10,000 people were left homeless.  
Volcanoes:

The Popocatepetl volcano in Mexico erupted on November 6, 2002 and produced a moderate exhalation and small quantity of ash. A three minute intense phase was observed and was followed by a high frequency tremor causing minor ash to fall on nearby towns. 

El Chichonal Volcano, more commonly known as “El Chichon,” in the State of Chiapas, Erupted on March 29, April 3, and April 4, 1982. The eruptions killed around 2,000 persons living near the volcano.

Hurricanes, Hazards, and other Disasters 

Hurricane Allen struck on August 9, 1980, and affected the area of Matamoros, 
Tamaulipas. 25,000 people were left homeless.


Hurricane Gilbert struck in September 1988 and affected four states and the state of Nuevo Leon. This devastating hurricane claimed the lives of 225 people and injured 46. More than 139,000 people were evacuated and 9,739 homes were damaged. 364,000 hectares of agricultural land was damaged. Buildings, roads, electricity lines, highways, crops, shipping, communications, and urban services were affected, and more than $76 million in losses (U.S.$) was attributed to this catastrophe. 

A crevasse along fault in Western Mexico opened without warning on June 29, 2004. It stretched about one mile across farm fields in a sparsely populated area in the suburb of Zapopan, in the western city of Guadalajara. Measurements were as much as 15 feet wide in some places.


Drought in states of Coahuila and Sinaloa occurred in 1980 caused losses which totaled $222.6 million (U.S.$).

Natural gas storage facility explosion in the northeastern neighborhood of San Juanico, on November 19, 1984, claimed the lives of 334 (Puente in Mitchell, 1999).

A major urban industrial hazard, the Guadalajara sewer system explosion in 1992, caused widespread damage and loss of lives (Puente in Mitchell, 1999).

Fire in an 18-story building in Miravalle in 1996 left 18 persons dead.


Fire at discoteca “Lobohombo” in Mexico City (D.F.) in 2000 killed 22 persons individuals. 

Policy Development of Mexican Emergency Management

The development of Mexican Emergency Management policy has evolved over a number of years through major increments of legislation and cultural changes, especially related to educating the public about disasters and their prevention. Some of the most significant dates and an abbreviated chronology of principal activities of “Proteccion Civil in Mexico – 1888-2000” are as follows: 

· June 1988 – The “Junta General de Socorros” (The General Junta on Assistance) is a nationally formed group designed to assist the population in times of disasters, specifically those related to flooding and to the rescue of flooding victims. 
· February 1910 – The “Asociacion Mexicana de la Cruz Roja” (The Mexican Association of the Red Cross) is an association of volunteers formed to provide disaster relief in the form of food and water, etc., to affected populations.

· October 1961 – The “Consejo Nacional de Prevencion de Accidentes” (The National Council on Accident Prevention) is created to give advice to the population on the prevention of disasters and related accidents.

· May 1979 – The “Direccion General de Prevencion y Atencion de Emergencias Urbanas” (SAHOP) (The General Management of Prevention and Attention to Urban Emergencies) is formed and sought, among other things, to mitigate, reduce, and diminish hazards produced by different disasters in the areas inhabited by human population. 

· May 1986 – The “Sistema Nacional de Proteccion Civil” (The National System of Civil Protection) is decreed by legal mandate. This system is often referred to as only “SNPC,” and has as its goal the pursuit of effective outcomes with common concordance toward the protection of citizens against dangers and hazards that present themselves in the event of a disaster.
· September 1988 – CENAPRED “Centro Nacional de Prevencion de Desastres” (National Center of Disaster Prevention) is decreed by legal mandate. The objective of CENAPRED is to promote the application of technologies toward the prevention and mitigation of disasters, to promote professional capacity and technical training in materials and to disperse methods of preparation and self protection to those among the Mexican society most vulnerable to the contingencies brought about by a disaster. 
· February 1989 – The law, “Direccion General de Proteccion Civil” (General Management of Civil Protection), passed, which sought to integrate, coordinate, and supervise SNPC, to guarantee during adequate protection plans, the help and rehabilitation of the population and their circumstances based on situations of disaster. Also, the law proposed plans, political contingencies and strategies to develop and apply programs specific to Civil Protection and to establish systems of coordination with departments and units of the Federal Public Administration, to reach such objectives. Three tiers were thus developed: one pertaining to coordination, another to those things technical, and another to operations.

· May 1990 - CENAPRED is inaugurated (see above). This organization serves as a national center directed toward the prevention of disasters, and is located at the “scientifically-rich” and prestigious academic national university in Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, more commonly known simply as UNAM. 
· September 1990 – a pamphlet, “Sismos, saber que hacer” (Seismics, know what to do) was distributed to the population of the Federal District, Mexico City. This pamphlet was created to educate the general public as to what to do in the event of seismic activity (i.e., what to do when earthquakes occur). 
· September 1990 – COMECSO “Consejo Mexicano de Ciensas Sociales” (Mexican Council of Social Sciences) is formed. This group’s purpose was to provide expertise to policymakers in areas related to the council’s specialties. This way, policymakers would be able to make better decisions based on more reliable and competent information provided by experts.
· May 1991 – The “Programa Nacional de Proteccion Civil 1990-1994” (National Program for Civil Protection) was published and distributed nationwide. The program’s purpose was aimed to promote education for self-protection and self-care for the general population, along with individual and group participation.
· August 1992 – “RED de sciencias sociales en prevencion de desastres en America Latina” (Network of social sciences in prevention of disasters in Latin America) was instituted.  

· February 1996 – the first law “Ley de Proteccion Civil” was published for the Federal District, Mexico City, to carry out coordinated actions aimed at protection as well as recovery of the population (in the event of dangers and hazards). This law led to the establishment of the National System of Civil Protection (SINAPROC), whose broad objective was to protect individuals and society in the event of a disaster.   
In the last few years and especially in the years since the Mexico City earthquake of 1985, the emphasis has been on creating a prevention culture of civil protection “Cultura preventive de la Proteccion Civil,” and on being better prepared for future disasters, and toward a response that actually is created and that “gives” (i.e., assists) future generations: the children (Salinas and Rodriguez-Velazquez 2001). 

As Mexico has had to deal with a number of natural disaster risks for many years,
(e.g., earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, floods, mudslides, tornadoes, droughts, hurricanes, etc.), it should come as no surprise to learn that Mexico (like other countries similarly situated) has taken steps to prepare for these dangers. In an effort to reduce Mexico’s vulnerabilities from these disasters and to promote and support rapid recovery, the Mexican government established Mexico’s Fund for Natural Disasters (FONDEN) in 1996. According to one source:

FONDEN’s rules of operation establish that in case of high probability of natural disaster or imminent danger, the local governments can declare a situation of emergency to get resources from the FONDEN faster, so that they can take measures in order to attenuate the effects of the possible disaster. In this case, it becomes desirable to link the output of a forecasting or warning model with a strategy to manage the crises (Flores-Gonzalez 1996).

Still, the one drawback is that due to bureaucratic constraints (i.e., the fund is a last-source fund and its use is subject to budget restrictions), procedures to obtain the funds (i.e., FONDEN’s resources) are lengthy and last at least 4 months (Flores-Gonzalez 1996). 
Organizational Structures Created to Deal with Disasters in Mexico

Mexico exhibits a highly bureaucratic and hierarchical (i.e., vertical) organizational chart for emergency management. At the top (in a top-down structure) is the “Presidente de la Republica” (the President of the Republic) who is the central figure with highly centralized power and ultimate decision making authority on all matters pertinent to disasters and strategies for their prevention and response activities. While other ministers and leaders positioned down the hierarchical chart all have sundry roles in emergency management, the ultimate person in charge of all emergency management in Mexico is, unequivocally, the President of the nation.
 The “Secretaria de Gobernacion” (Governance Ministers) is made of members appointed by the President who answer directly to him, therefore that official body is hierarchically structured right below the President in a hierarchical sense. Between these two, is situated the “Consejo Nacional de Proteccion Civil” (National Council of Civil Protection), an advisory group (of the President and the Governance Ministers) made up of mainly scientific experts and academic scholars with vast knowledge and aptitude in Emergency Management and related fields. This latter organization is not found on the hierarchical pyramid structure on which are found other entities. 
Under the Governance Ministers, the “Secretaria de Proteccion Civil y de Prevencion y Readaptacion Social” (Secretary of Civil Protection and of Prevention and Social Readaptation is next in downward succession. Under this secretary sit the “Direccion General de Proteccion Civil” (General Management of Civil Protection) (again made up of three tiers: Coordination Director, Technical Director, and Operations Director) and “Centro Nacional de Prevencion de Desastres” (National Center for the Prevention of Disasters). Both of these share equal power with one another and are interdependent, albeit answerable to the Secretary of Civil Protection and of Prevention and Social Readaptation. 
Directly under the General Management of Civil Protection comes “Sistemas Municipales de Proteccion Civil” (Municipal Systems of Civil Protection), who is joined horizontally on one side by “Sistemas Estatales de Proteccion Civil” (State Systems of Civil Protection) and on the other side by “Estructura Institutional del Sistema Nacional de Proteccion Civil” (Institutional Structure of the National System of Civil Protection). Under the former sits “Unidad Estatal de Proteccion Civil” (State Unit of Civil Protection) and under the latter is found “Unidad interna de P.C. Dependencias y Org. del sector public, privado, social, academic y voluntario” (Internal Unit of P.C. Dependencies Org. of the public, private, social, academic and voluntary sector). Just next to this sector is found “Unidad Estatal de Proteccion Civil” (State Unit of Civil Protection) but also located under Municipal Systems of Civil Protection. Between these two sectors, is “Consejo Municipal de Proteccion Civil” (Municipal Advisory Board of Civil Protection). Between State Systems of Civil Protection and State Unit of Civil Protection is found “Consejo Estatal de Proteccion Civil) State Advisory Board of Civil Protection. The “poblacion” (population) is found at the bottom of this vertical hierarchical structural organizational chart for Emergency Management in Mexico.  Table 1 is an Organizational Chart of the National System of Civil Protection in Mexico:

Successes in Mitigation, Preparedness, Response, and Recovery Initiatives


Many steps to mitigate, prepare for, respond to, and recover from disaster risk have already taken place in Mexico. For example, Mexico has begun to implement some hazard mitigation plans with regard to specification as to where to construct buildings and homes, and these have been very helpful. Some other examples include civil works standards that have been set in place, advisory committees made up of scientific experts have been established, and engineering advances are available for use. Examples where preparations have been made are where hospitals are monitored by a program that certifies whether they meet disaster readiness standards and schools have been retrofitted to withstand earthquakes (Kreimer, Arnold, Barham et al. 1999). Other preparations include evacuation simulations in Mexico City, a point of pride for 
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all Mexicans. Many express confidence that the lack of preparedness and response experienced with the Mexico City earthquake of 1985 will not be repeated. Groups such as the “Topos” (i.e., volunteers with imputed and ostensible government backing) have organized, and are ready to assist in times of need, especially during the response and recovery phases of a disaster. Every building (public and private) has a necessary number of “brigadistas,” who head “brigadas.” “Brigadistas” are leaders who are in charge during a disaster and who supervise and ensure that everyone follows a pre-ordained evacuation contingency plan as ordered. Generally, there is one “brigadista” for every 25 people. In one government building of 11 floors, for example, 1700 people were evacuated in a simulation exercise that took only six minutes to consummate. In the same exercise, 240 people were evacuated safely in just under two minutes. Two exit routes were employed on this particular simulation exercise, and everyone knew their point of final destination (i.e., a pre-determined safety site for them to wait until further instructions are issued). These “simulacros,” when effectively carried out, are quite remarkable to behold. 

Alarm systems have been set in place and these preparations should be put to good use during a disaster. More specifically, Mexico City is able to boast of a sophisticated seismic alarm system which gives emergency management authorities and people a 50-second “headstart” warning of impending danger. As mentioned, simulations throughout the year (approximately 3 in number) are carried out throughout Mexico City, which helps emergency management personnel and the people in general to learn how best to act in times of crises and to learn what can be done better the next time impending peril approaches. Now, since participation by the public has been lacking, a plan must be devised by the government to afford the populace incentives and more opportunities to participate in these very useful “simulacros.” 

Due to the lack of participation by the populace, the degree of coordination among different social agents, especially the state, impacts whether (and to what extent) responsibilities for protecting city residents is performed. Moreover, this same factor determines further whether (and to what extent) these agents are responsive – and thus accountable – to the public’s needs. Along with this responsiveness requirement to respond to residents’ need, competence in the performance of task must also be prevalent for social agents to perform their duties effectively.  
Yet, collaboration among emergency managers in Mexico’s past has been very minimal. Therefore, Mexicans must do more to establish a more collaborate public management system. Their emergency managers must themselves become collaborative public managers. This is a high calling, and incorporates much of what McGuire, a prolific emergency management writer, suggests needs to be done:

In the world of the emergency manager, it means operating across organizational and sectoral boundaries that are not easily traversed. In many respects, the emergency manager may have the most complex organizational field within which to work; many non-governmental organizations are at the heart of successful emergency and disaster management. In addition, emergency managers must work with professionals who come from agencies with strong, well-established cultures defined more in terms of command and control, such as police officers and firefighters. Emergency management collaboration also transcends other programmatic areas—including health, public safety, and community development—requiring managers to seek out information and expertise from multiple sources for multiple purposes. Whereas in some endeavors collaboration maybe an activity that should be avoided, this is not the case in emergency management (McGuire in O’Leary and Bingham 2009).

Future Challenges and Opportunities

While Mexico and her people have experienced some successes, there are many future challenges as well. Many emergency managers are certified nationally to act in times of crises, while many others are not. First responders, who try to help but are not certified, are often kept at bay and not allowed to participate after a disaster has occurred. As one public official stated, this is because he does not need distractions during a disaster nor does he need to feed and clothe those seeking to help – which would for this official cause the proverbial, “disaster within a disaster.” Most appointed high government officials (i.e., political appointees) are not certified (nor do have to be mainly due to their patronage appointment), while many of the “lower-level” bureaucrats (i.e., careerists) must be certified in order to maintain their jobs and/or considered for promotion. This often causes problems when “careerists” do not wish to take their orders (but have to) from “appointees” who are in charge (yet have little or no experience in the field). 

One area of much lament in Mexico (especially demonstrated by firefighters) is that this country is one of only a few, or perhaps the only one, where firefighters do not have governmental authority to investigate the causes of fires. This has caused morale to decrease among firefighters in recent years. Another lament is the rampant narcotrafficking and kidnappings that were noted as other problems that the country is presently facing head-on, through a government-run response directed at eradicating the violence and chaos that such events breed. As stated earlier, this violence has produced many deaths at the hands of drug cartels warring about the control over the sale and distribution of illicit drugs. This grave problem has emergency management implications in that money spent by the government to fight these drug cartels could be put to better use. For example, the government could use this money to help Mexico’s vulnerable population cope and recover from violent disasters that have caused them great human tragedy and personal property losses.

Another weakness or challenge mentioned about Mexico’s emergency management system was the lack of a well-functioning incident command system. Some emergency managers feel that leadership was lacking when it came to handling incidents and it was not always clear who was in charge. This is a common occurrence, however, in many of the crises seen and handled by emergency managers and their personnel. One emergency manager even said that an incident command system was lacking altogether in Mexico, and that one is sorely needed if Mexicans ever hope to become bona fide public servants. More research is needed to determine what can, and should, done about this important concern, so that this situation may be rectified within the near future.  

Yet another challenge is what Puente has pointed out as an interesting, yet paradoxical, view of the state’s responsibility to develop urban hazard action plans:

The state has the greatest responsibility to develop urban hazard action plans that are, at the same time, internally coherent and efficient, externally adjusted to changing global economic and political arrangements, and responsive to the needs of diverse public and private interest groups. But states have often resisted adopting comprehensive urban planning procedures, thereby helping to increase the vulnerability of mega-cities. Herein lies a true paradox; at a time when governmental intervention in human affairs is often considered to be excessive, the empirical evidence of hazard in third world mega-cities demonstrates that public intervention to protect life, livelihood, and property has actually been insufficient, doubtful, erratic, and always late in coming. The alternative -- market-driven forces -- has been dominant for the past 40 years and has produced cities that are anarchic, dysfunctional, and unequal (Puente in Mitchell 1999).
On a more positive note, Mexico is a member country of ICMA International. A partnership between the United States and Mexico called the U.S – Mexico Partnership for Municipal Development (1997-2003) established several objectives, program activities, and program results. Of importance to this initiative, was that through this program 55 Mexican municipal officers learned first-hand how U.S. cities address municipal services. Technical assistance was provided by forty-five U.S. city officials, and Mexican municipalities directly benefited from this new training for its employees. Technical assistance was provided in a variety of areas: water and wastewater management, sanitation, and others, not the least of which was emergency management (ICMA Web Site). 

Lessons Learned and Benefits to Disaster Policy

Although the government is undertaking many changes, the Mexican government must do more. It must continue to educate its citizenry and help reduce perceptions and behaviors that have led to less effective outcomes. Prevention (mainly through a reduction of risks) plays a big part to help reduce a people’s vulnerability to disaster and averts many disaster losses – both in terms of lives lost and property damages. Kreimer, Arnold, Barham et al. suggest very positively that 

All stakeholders must contribute to the creation of a culture of safety. Towards that end, the government should develop strategies for improving education about disaster mitigation, creating incentives, and adopting regulations that will encourage individuals and businesses to reduce the risks they face (1999, 37).

As has already been mentioned, Mexico’s increasing population, its geography, types of hazards faced – both in frequency and intensity – bring many challenges for the nation and its emergency managers. The Mexican emergency manager of the future, like emergency managers everywhere, will need to become more professional to become more effective and responsible (before, during, and after disaster strikes). As J.R. Thomas, President of the International Association of Emergency Managers has stated, moving into the future involves a move to professionalism as increased threats call for increased emphasis, increased emphasis calls for increased capabilities, increased capabilities demand better education, professionalism and status (Downloaded Presentation, June 13, 2003). 


Therefore, hope abounds for the future by focusing on opportunities which will produce and develop more effective emergency managers. Effectiveness can be demonstrated by emergency managers on mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery efforts throughout Mexico. Moreover, based on current knowledge and experience, ever-new knowledge and experience must be developed through an exchange of perspectives on challenges that emergency managers can expect to face in Mexico in the years to come. To this end, theorists, practitioners, policymakers, decision makers, researchers and other stakeholders can help. Meeting future challenges by further education, research and technology are just some of the ways that opportunities will abound – and efficiency and effectiveness will be furthered in the wake of impending dangers.
Conclusion

While it may be true that Mexico still has room for more progress, as do many countries, one thing is clear: no longer can it be claimed that Mexico is a third world country with little or no progress evident. On the contrary, this land of many contrasts has honed its emergency management craft in recent years – both in terms of human labor and material resources – to where it can now be said that Mexico reaches ever-nearer (perhaps in fewer years than would be expected anyway) to first-world status. Many believe that a country as rich in resources and human capital as Mexico can continue to make the strides it has worked so hard to achieve, and that have been especially evident since the devastating Mexico City Earthquake of 1985. Thus, it may still be possible that Mexico can hold out hope to become that exemplary nation, with an intriguing emergency management system, that the world might one day aspire to emulate. 
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