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Mexico City Earthquakes 
 
The 2017 Central Mexico (Puebla) earthquake struck on September 19, 2017 with an estimated 
magnitude of Mw 7.1 and strong shaking lasting for about 20 seconds. Its epicenter was approximately 55 
kilometers south of the city of Puebla. The earthquake caused damage in the Mexican states of Puebla 
and Morelos and in the Mexico City (CDMX) area, including the collapse of 44 buildings and damage to 
more than 3,000 buildings in CDMX alone. Nearly 400 people were killed, including 228 in CDMX, and 
more than 6,000 people were injured. 
 
It’s well known that Mexico City is highly vulnerable to earthquakes. In 1985, also on September 19, an 
Mw 8.0 earthquake left between 9,500 and 35,000 dead in Mexico City, with 412 building collapses and 
more than 3,100 buildings badly damaged. In the aftermath of the 1985 tragedy, building codes were 
updated, an early warning system for CDMX was installed, and building evacuation drills were 
implemented. The people of Mexico City had participated in just such a drill on the morning of 
September 19, 2017, a mere two hours before the recent earthquake occurred. 
 
Mexico City Resilience Office  
 
Miguel Ángel Mancera Espinosa, the then Head of Government of Mexico City, announced the formal 
creation of the CDMX Resilience Office on September 18, 2017, the day before the 2017 earthquake. 
While Mexico City has been a member of the 100 Resilient Cities (100RC) network of cities since 2013, 
the announcement on September 18, 2017 made clear the city’s commitment to resilience as part of its 
official government responsibilities. The city’s Chief Resilience Officer, Dr. Arnoldo Matus Kramer, 
leads the newly christened CDMX Resilience Office. 
 
In mid-March 2018, 100 Resilient Cities, pioneered by the Rockefeller Foundation, collaborated with the 
CDMX Resilience Office on a 3-day Network Exchange entitled “Building Seismic Resilience: 
Preparedness, Response, Recovery.” Chief Resilience Officers (CROs), municipal leaders, private sector 
partners, academics, and subject matter experts from around the globe were invited to participate and 
share their experiences and strategies for building resilient communities in seismically active regions. 
Cities and countries represented by their CROs and other high ranking officials included Vancouver, 
Canada; Cali, Colombia; Quito, Ecuador; Kyoto, Japan; Colima and CDMX from Mexico; Christchurch 
and Wellington from New Zealand; and Los Angeles and San Francisco from the United States.  
 
EERI Participation 
 
A six-member team from EERI, the Earthquake Engineering Research Institute, was invited to 
participate in the Exchange. The Lead Trainer of EERI’s Housner Fellows program, Dr. Lucy Arendt, 
and five of the six Housner Fellows comprising the 2017 class – Dana Brechwald, Erik Bishop, Veronica 
Cedillos, Rebecca Laberenne, and Karl Telleen – were able to participate 
(https://www.eeri.org/projects/housner-fellows-program/2017-housner-fellows/). The sixth Housner 
Fellow in the 2017 class, Debra Murphy, was unable to join the team in CDMX as she was on maternity 
leave. The Housner Fellows program is a leadership development program that receives support and 
funding from FEMA and from an endowment established by the late George W. Housner. Each class of 
Housner Fellows completes a group project designed to facilitate the reduction of seismic risk in the 
world. The 2017 class is studying the September 19, 2017 Central Mexico earthquake with an eye toward 
enhancing EERI’s future resilience reconnaissance efforts.  
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2017 Housner Fellows in CDMX, March 2018 
Photo credit: Karl Telleen 

 
Workshop Activities 
 
Participants in the CDMX Network Exchange shared models, tools, and best practices relevant to three 
initiatives identified as priorities by CDMX in the wake of the September 19, 2017 earthquake:       
 

1. Seismic Risk Resilience Plan for Critical Water Infrastructure 
2. Resilient Housing Program Targeting Vulnerable Communities 
3. Organized Citizen Response Protocols and Engagement Strategy 

 
Participants were asked to think about these priorities in the 
context of irregular settlements, or colonias populares, 
neighborhoods with “50% or more of their area urbanized 
expressly for housing in violation with existing urban 
building and/or property legislation” (Connolly, 2009, p. 6). 
 
The hands-on workshop included a data-based presentation 
on Mexico City’s seismic risk by Bain & Co.; panel 
presentations highlighting the experiences of Christchurch, 
Kyoto, Quito, San Francisco, and Wellington; and TED 
Talk-like presentations by 100RC partners Build Change, 
Deltares, One Concern, and Pacifico. Participants met in 
small groups to discuss separately the issues of water 
infrastructure, housing, and citizen response. Participants 
also spent an afternoon meeting community leaders and 
citizens in the El Molino neighborhood of Iztapalapa, the 
most densely populated delegación in Mexico City with 
approximately 1.8 million inhabitants. An irregular 
settlement severely impacted by the earthquake, El Molino 
continues to deal with water and housing shortages due to 
damage from the September 19, 2017 earthquake.  

Damage in El Molino, March 2018 
Photo credit: Lucy Arendt 
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Residents of El Molino and Network Exchange participants, March 2018 
Photo credit: CDMX Resilience Office 

 
Workshop participants were tasked with describing specific opportunities and action steps related to the 
three priorities identified by CDMX. These were weighed against their ability to mitigate the destructive 
effects of future earthquakes along with their ability to proactively address issues of social equity, water 
infrastructure management, geologic subsidence, mobility and transportation challenges, and other issues 
that affect the city’s resilience. Three broader themes also emerged: 
 

1. Curate and share data. While many organizations have collected seismic risk data, no one has 
taken on the critical role of curating all the data and making it available for key decision makers. 
Participants agreed that the CDMX Resilience Office should broker the sharing of seismic risk 
data gathered by a variety of stakeholders (e.g., city agencies, universities, NGOs, citizens) to 
inform future planning and action for CDMX.  

2. Include community members in decision making. Government must include residents, 
businesses, and local civic organizations in its rebuilding and resilience planning. Failure to 
develop trusting relationships between government and the people who actually live in the city 
all but ensures plans and actions that will fall short of what is truly needed. Buy-in and ownership 
by citizens increases the probability of sustainable action. Community leaders in El Molino were 
clear that they felt ignored by the city, despite their having evidence-based suggestions for 
moving forward with reconstruction. 

3. Small wins are key. Especially for large urban areas like Mexico City, well-planned and executed 
pilot tests can provide valuable data and enable needed support for initiatives scaled to the 
broader metropolitan area. Pilots consume fewer resources than full-scale initiatives and allow 
for quicker, lower risk learning while also taking into account critical contextual factors. 

 
 

The Network Exchange closed with a press conference featuring remarks by 100RC’s Michael 
Berkowitz, the now former CDMX Mayor Miguel Ángel Mancera Espinosa, CDMX Recovery 
Commission head Edgar Tungüí, and CDMX Chief Resilience Officer Arnoldo Matus Kramer. The 
CDMX Resilience Office believes that the CDMX administration’s public commitment to resilience and 
the Resilience Office’s inclusion in the Recovery Commission’s activities will align the city’s rebuilding 
and resilience efforts. The City also signed a Memorandum of Understanding with 100RC and the Chief 
Resilience Officers from Los Angeles and San Francisco that committed the cities to sharing best 
practices on seismic resilience. 
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Press conference with then CDMX Mayor and Network Exchange participants, March 2018 
Photo credit: Erik Bishop 

 
The Network Exchange was a productive and enlightening experience. It’s hoped that the Exchange is 
the first of many opportunities for EERI and other organizations committed to seismic risk reduction to 
collaborate with the CDMX Resilience Office and 100RC. 
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