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This research project was made possible by the Grant Program 
for Urbanism in Developing Countries from the School of Urban  
Planning at the University of Montreal, by my supervisor, Juan Torres, 
by the Christel House Mexico alumni program coordinator Martha 
Moreno, and by Christel House Mexico and all of their supportive and 
passionate faculty and staff. But most of all, this project could not 
have happened without my dedicated participants. Street-wise, fun-
ny, philosophical, and considerate, they caringly schooled me on the 
city. They were my guides throughout the process as much as I was 
theirs. I am so grateful to them for trusting me with their perspectives 
and insights.
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1. What was the project?
From July-August 2016, six youth, aged 16-20, from Christel House 
Mexico’s1  alumni program and I explored Mexico City’s Tacubaya 
neighbourhood, the site of the new Christel House Mexico (CHMX) 
school. The goal was to create recommendations for urban impro-
vements. The project was part of my Masters research project, and 
was carried out in partnership with CHMX. This report contains our 
urban analysis and recommendations, and is the compliment to 
an academic report, Youth Participation for Urban Vitality with Christel 
House Mexico Alumni in Mexico City (Part I): Outcomes  and applicabi-
lity of the Growing Up in Cities model for older youth, aged 16-20, in the 
Tacubaya neighbourhood of Mexico City. The latter report explores the 
rationale and conceptual framework for the project.

Our project was based on Growing Up in Cities (GUiC)2, a model for 
working with young people to create planning and design recommen-
dations for the city.  The GUiC model is supported and developed 
by UNESCO. It was created to solve an urban planning and design 
issue: although young people are active users of the city, they ra-
rely get to participate in decisions about its planning and design. 
This problem has several consequences. For one, the city may not 
correspond to the needs of young people. For example, adults have 
been known to design parks for youth that don’t end up appealing 
to youth. This is a design flaw: user needs and behaviours are often 
overlooked in the design process, making the product less useful or 
effective. Another consequence relates to how youth are stigmatized 
as a troubled group, which marginalizes and isolates them. Studies 

show that excluding youth from decision-making processes further 
stigmatizes and isolates them3. Engaging youth in city planning and 
design processes helps to solve both of these issues.

Youth civic engagement is not only a good idea; it is an internatio-
nal imperative, according to the United Nations’ (UN) most recent 
World Youth Report4. The report recommends engaging in active 
partnership with youth, in actions focussed on their lived experiences 
that foster analysis and reflection. This especially applies to cities. 
More than half of the global population lives in cities, and the urban 
population is expected to double between 2016 and 2030 in deve-
loping countries5. 1.3 billion people are between the ages of 12 and 
24, and the majority of these live in urban areas6. Nationally and inter-
nationally, official legislation advances rights agendas only for those 
under the age of 18, with Mexico’s General Law on the Rights of 
Children and Adolescents7, and the UN’s Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, which is ratified by all but two countries in the world8. 
However, UNICEF recognizes that the success of these agendas de-
pends upon the leadership of older youth9. We can see, then, that 
our project was not only a fun and interesting learning experience. 
Based on the GUiC model, in collaboration with CHMX alumni, 
our initiative is supported by the 2016 UN Youth Civic Engage-
ment guidelines, and helps to advance national and international 
children’s rights agendas.
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The six participants and I used several tools from the GUiC man-
ual10. Although GUiCs normally take place in the neighbour-
hood where participants live, in our case participants came from 
different parts of the city. However, the Tacubaya neighbour-
hood was chosen because it is the site of the new CHMX school, 
and a place that participants have visited since childhood. It 
is therefore common to all participants’ living environments. 

We began our research by exploring the Tacubaya on foot, while 
youth told me their observations and feelings of the different areas 
(image 1). Next, participants took photos of things they liked and did 
not like about the area, as well as their general observations. This 
was followed by an activity where youth drew the neighbourhood, 
which helped us to get a better sense of their perceptions (images 2 
and 3). We then talked about our observations in a group discussion, 

analyzing, as a group, photos, drawings and notes, to try to come up 
with some preliminary recommendations for fixing the issues we had 
identified (image 5). Based on these, we took a field trip to see for our-
selves three different Mexico City interventions, that solve the kinds 
of problems we had identified. Finally, we hosted a community dis-
cussion, where youth presented what they had discovered, and what 
they proposed (image 4). Alumni, current students, teachers, admin-
istrators, and leaders of several community organizations11 were all 
present at the community discussion (we invited a local politician but 
she was not able to attend). A lively debate ensued and generated 
more strategies and recommendations. Alongside the group activi-
ties, I gave one-on-one interviews to each of the six participants. The 
interviews gave me in-depth insight into  each participant’s point of 
view, and allowed them to express more openly what they may not 
have had the opportunity or the comfort to say in a group setting.

2. What we did

Image 1: Participants and I on walking tour of neighbour-
hood, as they tell me their observations 
(Source: Janis Katewska Díaz Moreno, 2016)

Image 2: Participants draw the neighbourhood (Source: 
Georgia Johnson, 2016)

Image 3: Mental map of Tacubaya (Source: Stefanía Díaz 
Flores, 2016)
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3. How to read this report

Image 4: Participants present their findings and recommendations to peers, commu-
nity members, administrators and an architect
(Source: Georgia Johnson, 2016)

Image 5: Participants and I explore Mexico City’s pedestrian-friendly
 interventions (Source: Georgia Johnson, 2016)

The first section of this report contains an analysis of the issues 
identified in the neighbourhood, organized here as strengths, weak-
nesses, opportunities, and threats. The second section contains 
our recommendations for improving the neighborhood. The major-
ity of the content in the diagnostic and recommendations comes 
from the activities listed above, including interviews. It is based 
on youth participants’ real lived experiences of their surround-
ings, as well as solutions they have envisioned in partnership with 
community members, administrators, one architect, and myself. 
In the fifth section, I also make long-term recommendations based 
on academic literature and current good practice guidelines in  
urban planning and deisgn. The final section contains some notes 

and bibliographic references, but the majority of the theoreti-
cal work is found in this report’s complimentary document, Part I.

Lastly, It is important to remember that the participants travel most-
ly on foot and in public transportation, which is why the neighbour-
hood is analyzed from the perspective of pedestrians and pub-
lic transportation users. The majority of the people in the CHMX 
community are also pedestrians and public transportation us-
ers, as are the majority of Mexico City residents12. The idea that in 
order to make the neighbourhood youth-friendly it must be made 
pedestrian-friendly is crucial to the understanding of the results.



4

4. SWOT Analysis

Youth Participation for Urban Vitality with Christel House Mexico Alumni in Mexico City (Part II)
Analysis and Recommendations                                            

Université de Montréal, 2017

4.1 Strengths
• Presence of green recreation areas: Participants all indicat-
ed that green areas, especially those with lush grass, were desir-
able places to spend time. Near CHMX there were two that caught 
their attention:

 Ȋ Parque Lira, a large, grassy, tree-covered park with 
with a skateboard park 4 blocks from CHMX
 Ȋ A grassy playground 2 blocks from CHMX

• Trees around school: Streets directly adjacent to CHMX are 
tree-lined. The participants and I noted that tree-covered streets 
were cooler and more pleasant to walk around.

• Public art: There are many murals around the neighbourhood 
(images 6 and 7). Participants considered interesting and especially 
brightly-coloured murals to enhance the neighbourhood’s aesthetic 
quality.

• Centrally-located: Youth identified Tacubaya’s centrality as 
a benefit, because its connection to many transportation options 
meant that CHMX would be more accessible to a greater number 
of students than the school’s previous location. 

Image 6: Colourful mural in the 
Escandon neighbourhood
(Source: Janis Katewska Díaz Moreno, 
2016`)

Image 7: Mural in pedestrian underpasses 
make the experience more comfortable 
(Source: Guadalupe 
Yamilé Núñez Salazar, 2016`)
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4.1 Strengths
• Historical area: Youth appreciated Tacubaya’s historical ar-
chitecture13 and considered that it improved the neighbourhood’s 
aesthetic quality (image 8).

• Youth-friendly places: Youth identified several places in the 
neighbourhood where they would enjoy hanging out

 Ȋ Ice cream shops
 Ȋ Parks
 Ȋ La alameda (the central square)

• Proximity to Escandon: Youth enjoyed walking around the 
adjacent neighbourhood, which has clean, tree-lined streets, co-
lourful buildings, and parks and libraries that certain participants 
like to frequent.

• Interesting: Youth mostly thought of Tacubaya as a place with 
a lot of intrigue because there are lots of interesting shops in neigh-
bourhood – things you can’t find anywhere else in the city.

Image 8: Participants loved the architecture and design of an old church nearby, and thought of it as an urban sanctuary (Source: Janis Katewska Díaz Moreno, 2016)
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4.2 Weaknesses
• Unsafe and unpleasant for pedestrians: Youth pointed out 
many areas that are unsafe for pedestrians, because crossings 
are not marked, there are no traffic lights, and the high volume of 
parked busses means that pedestrians are not visible to traffic (see 
Box 1). On top of safety issues, travelling on foot in the neighbour-
hood is uncomfortable:

 Ȋ Passageways under bridges where pedestrians pass 
through are poorly lit and out of sight, making youth feel 
unsafe

 Ȋ Youth observed that the high volume of street vendors 
that occupies sidewalk space forces pedestrians to walk 
on the car-level of the street, increasing their risk of traffic 
accidents

• Low sense of safety: We saw very few police in our explo-
rations, which contributed to youth’s feelings of insecurity in the 
area. Participants mentioned that on rare occasions that police 
were around, they neglected to protect youth when they were feel-
ing threatened.

 Box 1: An informal pedestrian crossing
Pedestrians regularly cross Avenida Jalisco from the corner of 
José María Vigil to Manuel Dublan and vice-versa, but have no 
safe pedestrian crossing (image 8). We can see that the route is 
well-traveled because a panel has been removed from the barrier 
that runs along Avenida Jalisco, at the exact point of the crossing 
(image 7). This shows that pedestrians will continue to cross here 
regardless of the efforts to control the space14. But because of 
the low visibility and the high-speed traffic, it is very dangerous for 
them. This case is of particular relevance to the CHMX communi-
ty, as the school is located just a block away from this crossing.

Image 7: A panel has been removed from the barrier that runs along 
Avenida Jalisco (Source: Herminio Alatorre, 2016)

Image 8: Formal and informal pedestrian routes near CHMX (Map source: Georgia Johnson, 2017; Aerial 
photo: Bing, 2017)
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4.2 Weaknesses
• Threatening people: There are people who hang around cer-
tain metro entrances and exits who make youth feel uncomfortable 
and unsafe, sometimes making lewd comments.

• Pollution, unpleasant odours, and low aesthetic quality: 
Participants identified that infrastructure, streets, and buildings are 
poorly maintained. They perceived public areas as being dirty, and 
noted the extreme lack of public garbage bins.

• Lack of youth-friendly public spaces (though there are 
youth-specific areas in neighbourhood): 

 Ȋ Many of the spaces where youth feel comfortable are 
private and therefore exclusive, because one must spend 
money in order to be there (i.e. ice cream shops).
 Ȋ Though Parque Lira is public and has a youth-dedi-
cated area (one of the only ones in the city), several youth 
don’t feel comfortable being there because it is isolated 
and out-of-sight15.
 Ȋ Though youth identified that they would like to spend 
time in the alameda because they consider it to be a 
nicely designed, treed park with recreation facilities, they 
also said that the presence of older men perceived to be 
drinking and consuming drugs deters them from using the 
space. 

 Ȋ Though there is a grassy playground 2 blocks away 
from CHMX, it is very noisy because it is directly adjacent 
to the Anillo de periférico, a high-speed, elevated multi-
lane freeway. Participants consider this to be a strong de-
terrent from spending long periods of time in the park.

• Transient: Participants mostly considered that Tacubaya is a 
place to pass through, not a place of community: “a route through 
which [people and busses] enter and exit as if it were swinging 
doors” (anonymous participant, 2016).

Image 9: Garbage bags strewn on the ground in the alameda park, what youth 
otherwise consider to be a space with a welcoming design and nice trees (Source: 
Janis Katewska Díaz Moreno, 2016`)
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4.3 Opportunities
• Critical mass: Lots of people already use unsafe crossings, as 
evidenced by our observations and participants’ photos. There is a 
strong case for making them safer through interventions.

• Partnership and engagement: Everyone at the community 
meeting agreed that CHMX has a large and invested community, 
willing to go out into the neighbourhood to help make changes. 
There are also other like-minded organizations in the neighbour-
hood with which CHMX community can partner.

• Power of knowledge: Participants agreed that becoming very 
familiar with the neighbourhood, the CHMX community can make it 
their own, getting to know where the nice and less nice places are.

• Perception of disenfranchisement: Some youth perceive 
that the public authorities (police, delegación) are not supportive 
of the community’s needs. Whether or not it is true, it means that 
there will be more apathy with regards to petitioning public author-
ities. This is a threat because engaging public authorities is one of 
the main goals of the project, as this is considered a vital step in 
making change happen. 

• Competing interests: According to community members, 
powerful entities, such as companies who run the bus routes and 
companies who organize the street vendors, may be in competition 
for public spaces. This is a threat because it means that these pow-
erful etities may quash the needs of the pedestrians.

• Unsuitable measures: Currently there is an abundance of 
uncomfortable solutions to pedestrian safety, such as pedestrian 
bridges, and poorly lit tunnels which make youth feel unsafe. There 
is a perception that a petition for improvements would produce 
more interventions which do not correspond to users’ needs and 
comforts. This sentiment is consistent with current mobility guide-
line trends16.

• Uninvested population: Participants pointed out that since 
most people transiting Tacubaya are just passing through, there is 
a threat that they may not feel the need to join in efforts for neigh-
bourhood improvement (e.g. throwing their trash in bins).

4.4 Threats
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In this section you will find my overall comments for the most desir-
able, long-term outcomes to the issues identified by our S/W/O/T 
analysis, according to current urban planning best practice rec-
ommendations, and my research for the current project. These are 
followed by participants’ and community’s reccommendations for 
how to improve the situation. The community discussion led to two 
routes for improvement: 

1.    Medium to long-term: Petitioning the public authorities to 
implement the desired changes 

2.    Short-term: Engaging the CHMX community to make 
improvements themselves or with other community actors. As 
alumni and parents both have a required amount of community 
service hours to complete per year, it was suggested that their 
community service hours could work towards this community 
engagement.

 
Box 2: A Neighbourhood Manual of Good Practices

One solution proposed for solving the issues youth identified 
was a manual that could be circulated throughout the CHMX 
community (students, alumni, parents, teachers, and ad-
ministrators). Participants came up with the idea, and it was 
further developed in partnership with the CHMX community 
and other community members at the community discus-
sion. The recommendations in the manual would be based 
on our research and on group walks through the neighbour-
hood. Among other helpful tricks, it would contain a map 
identifying the safest pedestrian routes and metro exits, as 
well as general good practices for being a good Samaritan.

“I think that in five years, [the neighbourhood could 
be clean]. When people see  that a group of people 
is making an effort, they’ll think, ‘Of course!’ And 
they’ll start to throw their trash [in trash bins].” 

(Anonymous participant, 2016)
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Long-Term 
General recommendations

Medium/Long-term 
Petition 

public authorities

Short-term 
Community 
engagement

Issue: Pedestrian Safety

A youth-friendly neighbourhood is a pedestrian-friendly neighbour-
hood: for the city be healthy, it is crucial that travel on foot is made 
safe and comfortable for all residents. In transiting the city with par-
ticipants, I was able to see the barriers that impede their daily mobility. 
These barriers are often overlooked by people who travel primarily by car. 
On top of the recommendations made by participants and the community, 
it is essential that society as a whole changes their understanding  about 
urban infrastructure, and the pedestrian’s right of way. Mexico has one of 
the highest rates of pedestrian deaths in the world, second only to 
Brazil in Latin America17. In Mexico City, organizations like the Liga Pea-
tonal18 and the Institute for Transportation and Development Policy (ITDP) 
Mexico19 advocate for pedestrians to become a priority in urban policy, 
and have the right of way over all other vehicles on the road. The Liga 
Peatonal, for example, campaigns against pedestrian bridges, arguing that 
they are made to help cars, not pedestrians. ITDP Mexico publishes de-
sign and policy guidelines to prioritize pedestrian mobility in Mexico City. 

This is very relevant when we look at Tacubaya. In the 1950s and 60s, 
the neighbourhood was divided by high-speed roadways20  that fa-
vour cars over pedestrians. Now, the neighbourhood is highly frag-
mented. As a result, pedestrians make their own travel paths, as seen 
in the example elaborated in Box 1. Alongside pedestrian advoca-
cy organizations, as a society we need to understand that the city 
should be built for its pedestrian majority, and support policies and de-
cisions that will change its infrastructure and dynamics to reflect this.

• Install traffic light
• Paint a crosswalk
• Make a safe tunnel:  
well-lit, with murals, and 
lots of vendors, increasing 
visibility. The vendors can 
be the ones from the street, 
thus freeing up space on 
the sidewalk. As people 
don’t tend to use pedestrian 
bridges, this solution should 
be avoided.

• Create a manual for CHMX 
with map and guidelines:

 Ȋ Safest ways and 
places ways to cross 
streets 
 Ȋ Safest metro exits 
in order to avoid traffic

• Partner with associations 
that help to cross streets –  
2 people with a large banner 
block the intersection to let oth-
ers pass
• Have CHMX parents do the 
former during entrance and exit 
hours
• Speak with the bus drivers/
boss of the bus company, see if 
they are willing to raise aware-
ness about pedestrian safety 
and create a joint initiative
• Work with network of com-
munity organizations in neigh-
bourhood to improve conditions
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Long-Term 
General recommendations

Medium/Long-term 
Petition 

public authorities

Short-term 
Community 
engagement

Issue: Youth-friendly public space

Issue: Public safety

Youth need public places they can go that are safe, enjoy-
able, visible, and connected to the city. The Parque Lira case, 
where a youth-dedicated public space is so secluded that youth 
do not feel comfortable using it21, is quite common . Youth, like 
adults, want to feel like they are part of society when they are in 
public. They want to see and be seen. Public spaces in the city 
should become youth-friendly, rather than creating isolated youth 
areas in forgotten corners of the city. To do this, public officials 
need to work with youth to find out what they would like to see 
in public space, and how to make them feel comfortable there. A 
GUiC project is a good model for learning about these preferences.

No recommendations 
were made specifical-
ly about this catego-
ry. Applying the rec-
ommendations from 
other categories should 
improve public space 
for youth, in general.

• Increase and improve green 
areas, taking into acount youth’s 
needs for safe green recreation  
areas that are visible and connected 
to public areas 
• Participants suggest that com-
mercial activity on sidewalks be re-
placed with urban greenery

Networks of trust and awareness must be created  
between the CHMX community, other community  
members, and public authori-
ties. Through the following community  
recommendations, the process of increased safety, and 
feelins of safety, can slowly begin. Continued community  
meetings and activities are necessary. Children, youth and adults 
have a basic need to feel safe in their communities. This is complex 
to achieve. It is not just installing cameras. It is not just having a  
police presence. There need to be eyes on the street who are truly 
engaged with one another’s safety, whether they are police officers or 
passersby (very difficult in light of the neighbourhood’s transience). 

• Increase police presence at 
the hours of entry and exit of the 
school
• Increase lighting under  
bridges

• The CHMX community 
should get to know the area 
very well by taking walking 
tours with small groups, 
identifying safe and unsafe 
zones. Participants suggest 
that this will help the CHMX 
community to make the 
neighbourhood their own.
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Long-Term 
General recommendations

Medium/Long-
term 

Petition 
public authorities

Short-term 
Community 
engagement

Issue: Order, cleanliness, aesthetic quality

The ideas proposed by participants and the  
community are great ways to improve the  
appearance and  the cleanliness of the neigh-
bourhood. As participants pointed out,  
cleanliness is everyone’s responsibility.  
However, municipal authorities have a big part to play in the 
matter. Therefore, a two-pronged approach that engages 
the public while holding municipal authorities accountable 
is an ideal scenario for improving the aesthetic quality of the  
neighbourhood. It is important that youth are key actors in this, 
so that their aesthetic preferences, for example for colourful mu-
rals, are represented in the  improvements that are implemented. 

• Regulate street 
vendors
• Install garbage 
bins
• Clean and paint 
buildings

• Paint and clean buildings
• Create a partnership between CH and the 
delegación to create an identity of the good  
Samaritan (look to other countries to help with 
this strategy, for example, Uruguay created a very  
successful initiative)
• Promote the value of maintaining public  
spaces clean throughout the neighbourhood, through 
campaigns and actions.
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