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Abstract 

This study examines the intersections of the economy, property rights, land use, and 

housing within a tourism destination context. Housing is a human need, and when neither the 

public nor the private sectors are providing it, people will provide it for themselves in the form of 

self-help housing.  Accommodation within informal settlements is an important segment of the 

housing market, and in many developing nations, the majority of housing that is available to the 

poor and working classes.  The question then becomes not how to prevent informal housing but 

how to manage it.    The research here considers the impact of tourism on the housing markets, 

particularly as they relate to Mexico’s informal housing, which is a significant component of the 

country’s housing inventory.  Influences such as new, wealthier competitors for land and housing 

products, changes in expectations around land use and design standards, and the political 

motivations for economic development may affect the housing market dynamics.  This 

interdisciplinary work seeks to identify the interrelated drivers of informal housing and develop 

workable recommendations for policy makers working in this sector.    

The findings of the research indicate that tourism has a significant impact on housing markets in 

Mazatlán.  It was also found that a substantial component of the housing stock originated as 

informal settlements (known as invasions) and that most of those have now been serviced and 

incorporated into the community.  New invasions continue to occur, however there is more 

support from the municipality in terms of urban planning, infrastructure, and services than was 

expected.  The process for the creation of a new informal settlement was sufficiently 

standardized that a high-level process map was able to be developed to graphically represent the 

steps.  The study’s GIS analysis revealed that housing parcel sizes for the poor and working 

classes has remained modest over time.  Land parcels in gated communities trend slightly larger 

and lots for residential tourists are larger again, but are relatively small compared to other North 

American destinations.     

Keywords:  tourism, housing, informal housing, Mexico, Mazatlán, land use,  

land economics 
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“Empty land sitting useless – if homeless people can live there, what’s wrong”  

Quote from Rohinton Mistry, in Shadow Cities, Neuwirth, 2016, p. 101 

 

This study examines the intersections of the economy, property rights, land use, and 

housing within a tourism destination context.  This is a complex and multifaceted system being 

investigated: a wicked problem to be sure.  C. West Churchman (1967) defines a wicked 

problem as “that class of social system problems which are ill-formulated, where the information 

is confusing, where there are many clients and decision makers with conflicting values, and 

where the ramifications in the whole system are thoroughly confusing” (p. 141).  There are trade-

offs and conflicting priorities that need to be carefully considered when looking at the larger 

issue of citizen housing.  While the whole of the system will not be captured in the pages of this 

one study, it is hoped that the small area of interface where these topics meet will yield insight 

into the role of informal housing in this context.   

Housing is a human need, and when neither the public nor the private sectors are providing it, 

people will provide it for themselves in the form of self-help housing.  Informal settlements are 

defined as dense communities created outside of the legal structures of the state, generally in 

response to economic realities that hinder participation in the formal housing markets (Al 

Sayyad, 1993).  They may have one or more of the following characteristics: lack of legal status, 

infrastructure deficiencies, no approvals or permits by authorities having jurisdiction, or the 

dwelling is not built to standards (Siembieda and Moreno, 1997, p. 657).   
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Also known as squatting, this form of housing creation is extra-legal and may or may not be 

tolerated by the powers that be.  However, even in less democratic societies a critical mass of the 

poor is generally provided some latitude to provide for themselves lest social unrest occur.  

Regardless of its origins, accommodation within informal settlements is an important segment of 

the housing market, and in many developing nations, the majority of housing that is available to 

the poor and working classes.  The question then becomes not how to prevent informal housing 

but how to manage it, including considerations around placement and location.   

Informal housing is often relegated to poor lands unsuited to other, more profitable uses (Berner, 

2001).  The land may be either steep, contaminated, or subject to environmental hazards, or it is 

at the perimeter of the urban area.  There is also a risk of displacement, forced eviction, or 

demolition (p. 295).  However, as Murphy quoted in Berner (2001) says “there is no free 

squatting” (p. 297).  Much like the formal one, there is an informal real estate market with 

supply, demand, and amenity factors influencing pricing.  Berner summarizes by saying, 

“squatting… is not a cheap way to live” and “residents of extra-legal subdivisions may pay just 

as much money per square metre as those in legal ones, sometimes even more” (2001, p. 299).    

Mexico’s experience with widespread informal housing commenced in the mid-1900s spurred by 

population growth and urbanization (Bredenoord & Verkonen, 2009).  They settled in urban 

areas creating informal housing developments that are called invasions locally.  The majority of 

Mazatlán’s housing stock originated as invasions however most have been regularized since their 

development and now are considered standard neighbourhoods.  Informal settlements continue to 
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occur and the findings in this research show that there is a higher level of involvement by the 

municipality to manage their development now as compared to the past.   

The findings here can help formulate approaches to informal settlement management within 

Mexico and beyond. Mexico’s approach of tacit approval of squatting has helped alleviate 

pressure on the government for the delivery of affordable housing. The authorities allowed the 

immediate need for shelter to be addressed at the time, and now are following behind to fill in 

the missing pieces of infrastructure and paperwork.  They also maintain a minimal level of 

requirements in terms of urban design and streetscape improvements which helps maintain 

affordability. These findings can assist policy makers elsewhere as they address their own 

housing crises: re-examining their policies and processes regarding housing development in light 

of the need is necessary otherwise a rise in informal settlements is inevitable.  While the wicked 

problem is far from solved, the experiences detailed in this research in Mazatlán, Mexico, can 

offer some insights as to new approaches to housing creation. 

 

Mazatlán, Pearl of the Pacific 

The focal location for this research is Mazatlán located on the west coast of Mexico.  

This colonial city is a diversified and integrated city with numerous economic sectors centred 

largely around its deep-water port facility.  It was selected because of the researcher’s personal 

experience in the city over the past ten years which allowed her to capitalize on her existing and 

extensive network within the city. It also has a non-traditional tourist sector which caters to the 
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residential tourist more than the vacationer which was expected to have a stronger interface with 

the local housing market.   

The government developed Mexico’s international tourism infrastructure during the mid-1900s 

timeframe with dedicated investment into Mazatlán to develop its tourism market (Berger, 2006).  

Mazatlán expanded northward from its original Centro Historico townsite near the port.  This 

investment included moving and expanding the airport, hotel development in the purpose-built 

tourism neighbourhood of the Golden Zone, and roadway and servicing infrastructure through 

the Marina area and north to Cerritos.    

Figure 1 shows the major tourism destination communities in relation to each other in Mexico, 

with Mazatlán and Puerto Vallarta in the north and Manzanillo, Zihuantanejo, and Acapulco 

further south.   
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Figure 1 - Map of West Coast Mexican Tourist Destinations 

Source:  Google Maps (2019) 

Mazatlán was not part of the Mexican government’s initiative to create beach tourism 

destinations “from the bottom up” in the 1960s as was done in locations such as Cancun and 

Ixtapa (Clancy, 2001, p. 132).  This is an important distinction as the integration into the local 

economy and supporting infrastructure in these master-planned communities can be expected to 

be different than for communities that arose organically over time such as Mazatlán.  The land 

use and allocation patterns are also different, particularly around delineation between tourist and 

citizen locations. 
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Land Use Allocation  

The role of historical land ownership, land-use decisions, and public policy is an 

important part of the context for this research.  The availability of land for development is a 

significant constraint and there are legacies of colonialization and successive land redistribution 

policies over time (Assies & Duhau, 2008).  Historically housing development for the private 

market did not keep up to demand and was not targeted to lower income families, especially 

those migrating from the rural settings (Bredenoord & Verkoren, 2009).  Public efforts at the 

construction of social housing are targeted towards formal employees, which excludes the 

majority of the poor (Monkkonen, 2014).  Policies of formalization of existing informal 

settlements, especially those imposed by international funders, are generally inappropriate, 

setting unrealistic standards for improvements that were neither necessary nor financially 

feasible (Berner, 2001).   

Mexico, or at least Mazatlán, has made significant advances in formalization, or regularization as 

is used here.  The land market is dynamic and the pressure for space is not only the domain of 

housing for citizens.  A new class of competitor has entered the housing market: the tourist.  

These participants skew the real estate markets as landowners seek to capitalize on the 

development opportunity, politicians seek to exploit the economic opportunity, and tourists 

themselves establish new standards for urban design and land use (Moore et al., 2006).    In 

summary there can be a significant disconnect between land supply, housing demand, and the 

policies that are to marry the two, which is the nexus for this research. 
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Research Questions 

The research started out by asking: what are the impacts of tourism on the housing markets, 

particularly as they relate to Mexico’s informal housing which is a significant component of the 

country’s housing inventory.  More targeted sub-questions helped to focus this research 

including: 

• Does tourism development adversely impact local housing markets for local residents in 

resort communities? 

• Does tourism development lead to lower quality housing for local residents and 

employees migrating to work in the resort community? 

The study hypothesized that the drivers of the housing market within tourism destinations are 

different from those found in manufacturing or agricultural centres.  Influences such as new, 

wealthier competitors for land and housing products, changes in expectations around land use 

and design standards, and the political motivations for economic development may affect the 

housing market dynamics.  The research questions also assumed that formal housing is outside 

the reach of the poor and that there was a significant role for informal housing in this context.  

The questions above were found to be uninspired as compared to the answers that the research 

participants and the field of study provided.  

The more exciting findings from the fieldwork centred around informal housing and its creation 

and regularization.  Five case studies of informal communities are documented with a particular 

focus on the process of creation and establishment. The five communities varied in age, location, 
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and tenure, which provided a wider range of understanding of the challenges and opportunities 

that informal settlements face.  In each of them it was clear that the settlements are an important 

source of housing stock to the City of Mazatlán.  Without this avenue to shelter street 

homelessness would be considerable.  It was also clear that the citizens themselves view 

informal housing as a viable option for housing provision with the expectation that the areas 

would become integrated into the fabric of the community in due course. It also highlighted the 

locational aspects of housing placement relative to tourism activities and the economics that 

drive that allocation. 

The information gathered during the invasion tours was detailed and sufficiently standardized 

that the process for regularization could be documented. A process flow chart was developed that 

maps the major steps and the roles of the main participants including the Invasion Leader, the 

residents, and the municipality.  The municipality plays a key role and much earlier in the 

process than expected, beginning with site evaluation and urban design assistance. This level of 

detail into the regularization process has not been located by this researcher in other sources, so 

this is an important contribution to the study.  This information highlighted the integral role that 

informal housing plays in their housing market and the recognition by authorities of its economic 

position in society.     

During the course of the research a question arose regarding the allocation of land for different 

classes of homeowner.  It appeared that there had been a consistency in lot size across time and 

geography for homes serving the poor and middle-class Mazatlecos.  The GIS analysis revealed 

that housing for the poor and working classes has remained modest over time, averaging under 
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200 square meters per lot.  Land parcels in gated communities trend slightly larger and land 

parcels for residential tourists are larger again, but are relatively small compared to other North 

American destinations.  The density of land use is high in all locations and there is limited 

presence of yards, especially on the sides of homes.   

The findings of the research indicate that tourism does impact housing markets in Mazatlán.  

More particularly, it was found that prime beachfront locations are allocated to tourism 

developments and housing for citizens is located inland.  It was also found that significant 

component of the housing stock originated as informal settlements and that most of those have 

now been regularized.  New invasions continue to occur, however there is more support from the 

municipality in terms of urban planning, infrastructure, and services than was expected.  Indeed, 

the process for the creation of a new informal settlement was sufficiently standardized that a 

high-level process map was able to be developed to graphically represent the steps.  This was an 

exciting outcome of the research.   

These findings offer learnings for how citizens organize their own housing in an extra-legal 

environment, as well as the important role that municipalities can play in balancing continued 

supply of affordable housing with appropriate urban planning guidance.   These findings may 

have broader application in other locations that are looking to manage their existing or 

burgeoning informal settlement challenges.   
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Approach to Inquiry 

This interdisciplinary work looks at the intersection of economics, land use, and tourism 

to examine its impacts on housing.  The epistemological foundation is that of pragmatism: 

seeking the most appropriate avenues to find real-world solutions.  This engages both 

interpretivism and positivism in the study’s framework, looking not just at what the data says but 

also at what the data means.  This foundation broadens the suite of methodologies available to 

the researcher.  The study is based on an inductive case study approach looking in detail at 

specific examples from the field research.  Ethnography was used extensively to contextualize 

and interpret the findings in the field.  A mixed-methods approach was used to help marry the 

positivist and interpretivist paradigms, although not as much as expected for reasons that will be 

explored in Chapter 3.   

The methods used were varied and tailored to meet the task at hand.  Literature or archival 

review was undertaken prior to arrival in Mazatlán so that the researcher was well versed in the 

city, its culture, and the current issues related to the topic.  Semi-structured interviews were used 

extensively in the field and a ‘snowball’ approach was employed to identify and engage 

successive interviewees.  A detailed examination of housing prices was expected to be 

undertaken; however, the data was found to be unavailable and unreliable.  In its place a GIS 

analysis of land use and density was undertaken.  These varied tools were combined to provide a 

multifaceted review of the topic from a variety of perspectives.   

The research process in the field was iterative and opportunistic.  The research questions were 

left quite broad leaving space for exploration and creation.  One of the principles of the research 
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was the co-creation of research with the participants.  San Pedro and Kinlock (2017) describe 

this process of research decolonization referencing the relationship built between the researcher 

and participants.  They encourage researchers to “centre the realities, desires, and stories” of the 

participants so as to not “other” them in an extractive research process (p. 374).  This respected 

the positionality of the researcher as an outsider and allowed Mazatlecos to define what was 

important to them and what they wanted to have studied.  This was a very fruitful approach that 

expanded the research findings significantly.  It was also an inductive process allowing the 

research to reveal within its findings answers to unasked questions rather than seeking a singular 

answer.  This process lent itself well to the depth required of a monograph dissertation structure.   

 

Structure of Dissertation 

This monograph dissertation is comprised of seven chapters in total.  As this is an 

interdisciplinary inquiry, there are many interrelated pieces to the puzzle that is informal housing 

in resort communities.  The monograph structure allowed space to fully explore the depth of the 

findings. Each chapter plays an important role in building the research case starting with a 

foundation in existing literature. 

Chapter 2 is the literature review highlighting the broad range of interdisciplinary topics 

necessary to answer the research questions.  It starts with an examination of prominent voices 

past and present relating to economics and their manifestation as property rights.  The chapter 

goes on to look at property rights as they manifest on the ground in land-use decisions.  In 

particular, the study looks at decisions regarding allocation for tourism facilities versus housing 
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installation.  Then tourism is layered on as a significant influence in the economy and the use of 

land in Mazatlán.  This chapter also looks at the balancing forces of corporate social 

responsibility in the tourism sector.  The chapter finishes with a review of how these topics 

intersect and how authors have treated these intersections to identify theories to be tested in the 

field.  

Chapter 3 describes the approach and methodology in detail, with each element chosen to 

complement each other and be sufficiently varied so as to capture the interdisciplinary nature of 

the research.  It begins with a section on the researcher’s positionality and experience with the 

topic: housing and land economics.  It goes on to articulate why Mazatlán in particular was 

chosen at the site for this study, relating it back to the researcher’s professional experience and 

potential for applied learning.   Then the chapter examines the thought hierarchy used to distill 

the ontology, epistemology, methodology, and methods.  These elements were selected to be 

cohesive and complement each other within the interdisciplinary and pragmatic frameworks for 

the research.  The research draws on a variety of perspectives and positions so as to open rather 

than close the line of questioning.  It finishes with a thorough examination of the ethical 

considerations relevant to this research.  These include the researcher’s positionality as a 

Western outsider, and in her relationships with the informants and the community itself.      

Chapter 4 lays out the contextual and factual backdrop within which the tourism economy 

intersects with housing. It starts with a brief history of Mazatlán and its people, looking at the 

demographics and the culture.  It moves on to look at the economy of Mazatlán and how it has 

evolved over time.  Land use is discussed next looking particularly at how the city has evolved 
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and for whose benefit.  This leads into a discussion of tourism as it is found in Mazatlán, 

particularly the types of offerings, the nature of the market, and how it is integrated into the 

economy.  Lastly, the chapter turns to the discussion of housing detailing the role of informal 

housing, public housing, and the real estate market generally.  

Chapter 5 contains the research findings presented as case studies that explore the hypothesis that 

tourism negatively impacted the housing markets.   The researcher explored five separate 

informal communities and documented their histories, their progress, and their people.  From this 

information a process map for the regularization of informal housing in Mazatlán was developed.  

It shows the participants and the steps taken over the course of years to take a fledgeling invasion 

to a titled and serviced neighbourhood.  The last element of this chapter looks at land allocation.  

Using GIS technology seven neighbourhoods were mapped and measured to examine average lot 

sizes, site coverage, and density.  This was to test the hypothesis that single-family housing 

parcels available to poor and working-class Mazatlecos were and remain modest over time and 

geography, and that wealthier market participants are able to secure more land for themselves.  

Ultimately the research found that the impacts of tourism on the City of Mazatlán and its housing 

markets were both positive and negative and contained significant nuance. 

Chapter 6 brings the findings of the previous chapters together testing the theories found in 

literature against the findings on the ground in Mazatlán regarding tourism’s impact on housing 

markets.  Following a similar format economics is examined first, then property rights, 

particularly as it related to securing and regularizing informal housing.  Urban planning and land 

use are next.  Issues such as physical segregation and class-based exclusion are examined, as 
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they featured prominently in the literature.  Then the issue of housing is explored, particularly 

the important role of informal housing in the housing continuum.  The next section revisits the 

research questions to answer them fully based on the knowledge gained during the research 

process.  The final section looks at the intersection of these important topics as they relate to the 

role of informal housing in this resort community. 

Chapter 7 is the conclusion where the last several years’ worth of work is summarized and 

findings are presented.  By looking back to the pragmatic paradigmatic foundation this section 

presents opportunities for solutions and ways to put the findings into action.  It offers suggestions 

for additional research and provides some limitations of the research here.   

 

A COVID-19 Caveat  

 The field research for this study was completed when the researcher returned to Canada 

in February 2020, weeks before the global pandemic known as COVID-19 became a worldwide 

concern.  One significant impact is that in the tourism industry where “tourism is expected to 

decline over 70% in 2020” (World Tourism Organization, 2020).  While Mexico did not restrict 

travel to tourist destinations out of concern for the economy tourism was and will continue to be 

significantly constrained (Frye, 2021).  This has far-reaching impacts on the tourism industry and 

the real estate sectors in Mexico and Mazatlán. 

Lustig et al. (2020) reported that Mexico did not increase social assistance programs in response 

to the crisis (p. 9).  They have modelled that the greatest lockdown-induced income losses occur 
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within the middle-classes rather than the poor as existing social assistance is sufficiently robust 

to not allow the poor to fall further into poverty (p. 3).  Their modelling shows approximately 8 

million people falling below the national poverty line and the Gini Coefficient increasing from 

0.464 to 0.503 as a result of the pandemic.  This is a significant impact and sets Mexico back to 

the early 2000s in terms of inequality (World Bank, 2021b). The impacts of Covid-19 have been 

stark and unequally felt across the Mexican citizenry, and at this point it can only be speculated 

what the repercussions would be for a tourism market like Mazatlán.    

The impacts are not known yet and may not be for many years.  For this reason, the research 

study is focusing on the pre-COVID-19 experience in Mazatlán.  The researcher has not been 

down to Mazatlán since she returned and has no plans to return until it is deemed safe to do so.  

Therefore, she cannot be on the ground to witness the effects herself.    For the purposes of this 

study, the timeline under consideration will end in February 2020 and will leave examinations of 

the impacts of COVID-19 for another researcher.    

 

Conclusion 

This chapter introduced the research topic and the locale: Mazatlán Mexico.  This 

colonial city is centred around its deep-sea port and has a diversified economy.  Tourism is an 

important sector but it is not the only sector.  This is important in the potential applicability of 

findings to other locations; there may be broader use of the research elsewhere.  It is also a city 

that the researcher is familiar with over a long period of time and was comfortable undertaking 

research in.   
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This interdisciplinary work examined this topic from the perspectives of land use, economics, 

property rights, and the power inherent in the tourism industry.  Land use is particularly salient 

as land is a finite resource.  Allocation for housing has been ad hoc with prime beachfront 

locations prioritized for tourism development.  This is not surprising as tourists as a buying 

population and the developers that serve them are able to out complete locals for the same assets.  

This is exacerbated by the influence of global capital, international funders, and the political elite 

that seeks to serve them.   

The research itself asked what impacts tourism has had on housing markets, especially informal 

housing markets.  This is a broad question and the research itself identified several findings that 

add to the body of literature on the topic.  Through a series of site visits to informal communities 

over the period of the field research, the researcher was able to understand the process of 

settlement, establishment, and regularization that occurs.  It was sufficiently standardized that a 

high-level process map was developed highlighting the roles of the municipality, the Invasion 

Leader, and the residents themselves.  The research also revealed through GIS analysis that land 

parcels for the poor and working-class populations have remained modest over time at under 200 

square meters each.  Wealthier Mazatlecos and residential tourists are able to purchase more land 

for themselves.   

The research itself used literature review, archival research, informant conversations, and formal 

interviews, as well as the site tours to conduct this research.  The field research occurred over 

November 2019 to February 2020, with the researcher residing in Mazatlán during that period.  

The research has culminated in this monograph dissertation format.  The COVID-19 pandemic 
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occurred after the researcher’s return to Canada from Mexico.  As this event is expected to have 

significant impacts going forward this research considers the pre-pandemic period in its findings.   

The next chapter examines in detail the theoretical foundation for this interdisciplinary research.  

It examines the topics of economics, land use, and tourism in their roles in influencing housing in 

Mazatlán.  The literature intersects in the space of property rights, as it relates to citizen housing, 

particularly informal housing.   
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The rich will throw money over the wall to the poor,  

but won’t pay to have the wall torn down. 

Jacob the Baker, benShea, 1990 

 

The topic of this study is an examination of the role of informal housing in Mazatlán, 

Mexico, and this chapter reviews the most salient voices in the fields of economics, land use, and 

tourism to understand the current thinking on these subjects.  Based on existing literature, as 

described below, the competing uses of tourism resorts and citizen housing are expected to skew 

the allocation of land resources and the costs of those resources.  The additional element of 

informal housing development has the potential to alter the traditional allocation process and the 

policy frameworks which guide land-use decisions.   

This interdisciplinary research project draws on a number of disciplines to inform the research 

question, the field of inquiry, and the theoretical standing.  The first discipline is economics.  

This researcher was attracted to institutional economics as a foundation given its alignment to the 

ontological frame for the research.  It centres interdisciplinarity and the role of institutions in the 

functioning of the economy.  This led to a review of property rights as a manifestation of 

economics.  As Alchain, quoted in Furubotn and Pejovich (1972), says: “economics is the study 

of property rights over scarce resources” which is an appropriate definition given this study’s 

focus on land and housing (p. 1139).   That discussion ends with a review of the role of the state 

in creating and maintaining power structures within societies.   

This transitions to the examination of how economic power and property rights manifest on the 

ground as land use policy decisions.  Urban design and planning are the art of allocating land as 
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a scarce resource; however, it has been found to be beholden to those with property and power.  

The exclusionary nature of land allocation is by necessity - land cannot be used by different users 

at the same time.  Choices are made, and this study examines the impacts to housing allocation 

or non-allocation as the case may be.  This allocation process is skewed by the economic driver 

that is the tourism industry, particularly with its global financial backing and political impetuses.  

The OECD (2017) reports that the tourism sector in Mexico “directly accounts for 8.5% of GDP, 

5.8% of full-time paid employment (in the formal sector)” and both international and national 

tourism are significant contributors to the tourism economy (p. 13).  There are counter-pressures 

in the form of tourist preferences and corporate social responsibility, most recently appearing as 

a response to climate change.     

 

Figure 2 - Interdisciplinarity Venn Diagram 
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The last section in this chapter distils the interrelated systems of money, power, and people to 

identify prominent theories that can guide the analysis and discussion relative to the findings 

later in this study.  Figure 2 presents a Venn diagram showing the areas of intersection and the 

relationships between the interdisciplinary topics.  The selection of intersecting themes captures 

the essence of each section, paying particular attention to those which interact with each other 

within the larger system.  Tourism intersects with land use in the form of planning policy.  

Economics and land use intersect as property rights.  Tourism as an economic driver is exposed 

as power.  These all influence and impact housing, be it by the allocation of lands for that use, 

policies that support or hinder its development, or the power that market participants have in 

their various roles.   The intention is to find the nucleus of the issue to identify real-world 

solutions to the wicked problem that this study examines. 

 

Economics  

  The first topic for exploration is economics as it forms the basis for land-use decisions 

and the advancement of the tourism industry.  It will start with the basics of urban land 

economics; concepts such as supply and demand, scarcity, and location are all foundational to 

understanding the dynamics of land allocation used in the remainder of this study. 

For this exercise, the researcher draws upon Ratcliff’s 1949 volume entitled Urban Land 

Economics.  While the some of the applications and policy responses to Ratcliff’s theories have 

evolved, the concept definitions stand the test of time.  The first concept is that land is a 

commodity that is traded in an open market and that the “urban land market is an integral part of 
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the contemporary private-enterprise system” (p. 280).  There are buyers and sellers, just like any 

other commodity, and the price of that commodity is the specific point where a buyer is willing 

to buy and a seller is willing to sell.  This is an oversimplification that leaves out myriad 

individual circumstances, but for the purposes of this study it suffices to speak in generalities.  If 

there are more buyers than sellers, the price increases as buyers compete for the asset.  If there 

are more sellers than buyers, then the price declines as sellers compete for purchasers.  This is a 

basic economic concept that applies to land just as any other commodity within a market system. 

However, land, unlike socks or cars, has some particularities that make it a different type of 

commodity.  First it is immobile.  Land is where it is and it cannot be transported anywhere else.  

As a result, the location is a significant contributor to the desirability of that land: “quality of 

location or situs is an important determinant of economic value” (Ratcliff, 1949, p. 283).  

Proximity to desirable amenities, transportation corridors, and infrastructure works to increase 

the prices as purchasers want those features.  Conversely proximity to environmental hazards, 

distance from amenities, and a lack of services work to decrease the prices as sellers have to 

lower the price to attract purchasers.   

Land is also scarce in that there is a finite supply.  Short of filling in bodies of water one cannot 

create more land.  Therefore, if there are more purchasers than sellers the price will rise to the 

highest bid, as generally sellers would want to maximize the value of their asset.  This is an 

important concept in the case of Mazatlán as we consider rising populations and the influx of 

new competitors (tourists) into the market.  Lands with particular features, such as beach front 



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 36 

locations, are even more scarce and therefore experience more competition and therefore higher 

pricing.   

Scarcity relates to land’s heterogeneity.  Each land parcel is unique; from location to views, from 

soil composition to physical size, no two parcels are alike.  The features unique to each parcel 

“weigh heavily in the determination of value” (Ratcliff, 1949, p. 3).  Features that purchasers 

value are found in that particular location and therefore purchasers must out-compete other 

purchasers in order to be able to access and use that land asset, be it for their retirement home or 

for their factory.  Ratcliff’s theories as to the application of these concepts fall well within the 

neoclassical school of economic theory so his contributions here will be limited to the 

definitional.   

This study draws on the theories of institutional economics, as opposed to neoclassical or 

neoliberal economics, in the translation of urban land economic concepts into policy responses.  

This school of thought aligns well with the ontological and epistemological positions of this 

study looking at constructivism and pragmatism within the context of real-world applications.  In 

this sense, institutional economics’ principles that the theories be practical, that they draw from a 

variety of disciplines, that institutions have a significant role to play rather than just the 

individual as an agent, and that the economies are open and evolving systems, are well suited to 

the task at hand (Hodgson, 2000).  The economy and its elements are not immutable natural 

forces; rather, they are human constructs that reflect the values, context, and societies that they 

serve.  Economic theory and practice are value-laden, as postulated by Gunnar Myrdal 
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(Hodgson, 2000, p. 319).  Institutional economics also embraces the concept of power, especially 

the idea of institutions as wielders of structural power.   

New institutional economics also speaks to the role of property rights, particularly as they relate 

to the development of nations.  Differing from neoclassical economics where contracts are 

“complete and costlessly enforceable through the judicial system”, new institutional economics 

posits that there are costs associated with enforcement and that access to that enforcement is not 

equally provided in societies (Menard & Shirley, 2014, p. 8).  This school of thought, advanced 

by Douglass North among others, considers the historical advancement of economies and credits 

the creation of robust institutions and property rights that incentivize individual effort towards 

economic activities.  However, economic systems and the institutions that uphold them are 

created by humans and are subject to the frailty that is the human condition. This translates to 

beliefs that are “sticky” and a reluctance to change (Menard & Shirley, 2014, p. 15), and the 

creation of institutions that “enforce property rights and the rule of law only for elites” (p. 16) 

and seek to exclude others from access to economic avenues.  Recent advancements in 

developed nations have diverted from this stance and are taking a more open approach to access 

to economic opportunity and rights enforcement.  In recent years development economists, such 

as Easterly (2013) and Sen (1999) who follow, are taking this approach of exploring the 

interrelated aspects of institutional robustness, democratic politics, and citizen participation as 

part of the suite of interventions for struggling nations.    

Klein and Miller (1996) articulate the role of value, efficiency, and democracy in institutional 

economics.  They position that institutional economics defines efficiency as involving the “social 
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and public, as well as the private and individualist, criteria” (p. 267).  They go on to say that the 

systems must be efficient in order for individual efficiency to exist, including equity and social 

well-being.  This is why this school of economics focuses on the “enhancement of the life 

process rather than growth” (p. 272) and emphasizes the qualitative progress of societies.  This 

focus aligns itself to the concept of democracy. It is the more efficient system in the long run as 

democracy allows for change and evolution in the direction of social health and viability (p. 

272).  Non-democratic structures insulate the decision-makers from the policies that they 

institute and as such they are not incented to create efficient policies.  Indeed, they could create 

policies that are notably inefficient by the definition of Klein and Miller.   Institutional 

economics argues for a broader definition of efficiency that includes the social systems within 

which individual efficiency is based.  It seeks out progress through technology, broadly defined 

as a “continuous, ongoing, never-ending means and mode of discovery”, which is then validated 

for use through democratic processes and the will of the people (p. 269).  It is founded on the 

ideas of workability and experimentation in the seeking of economic efficiency to meet human 

needs through effective social functioning. 

Amartya Sen in Development as Freedom (1999) discusses the relationship between political and 

economic freedom and social development for poorer countries.  In his experience “luxuries” 

such as democracy, political participation, civil rights, poverty relief, and human development 

are often viewed by the development community as things to be earned if the citizens have been 

sufficiently “disciplined” in their capitulating to Western programming (Sen, 1999, p. 36).  Sen 

counters that freedoms, such as “economic facilities, political freedoms, social opportunities, 

transparency guarantees, and protective security”, all have a role to play in the development of a 
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country (p. 53).  More than a human rights issue, these aspects are a means to the end of 

economic development (p. 37).  An educated, healthy, and engaged populace is able to 

participate in economic activities and need to be supported by appropriate institutions that 

facilitate those freedoms (p. 142).     

Development economist William Easterly (2013) similarly theorizes that political and economic 

rights work together to advance a society and both are required for the development of a nation.  

His theory is based on power structures – when the citizens are economically powerful, they can 

demand political and economic rights. To combat the threat elites may seek to limit a citizenry’s 

economic power to quash these rights.  The feedback loop of democratic pressure on officials, 

and economic pressure through competition, is foundational to the maintenance of a free 

economy.   

 

Property Rights 

Property rights are the manifestation of the economy within and upon the land.  Rights 

are a mechanism of the state, established and enforced by laws.  Supporting the Easterly position 

is Ross Levine (2005) who considers the role of property rights and the law in the creation of 

economic and political power.  He argues that the colonial experience impacted the trajectory of 

property rights development within nations and that this evolution continues to impact the 

current economic and political power dynamic (Levine, 2005).  These findings contribute to this 
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study as they demonstrate the relationship between property rights and the law as crafted by 

those with political power.   

As a starting point to this section, what is meant by the term ‘property rights’?  Furubotn and 

Pejovich (1972) define property rights in the community “as the set of economic and social 

relations defining the position of each individual with respect to the utilization of scarce 

resources” (p. 1139).  They assert that “Roman Law, Common Law, Marx and Engels, and 

current legal and economic studies basically agree on this definition of property rights” (p. 

1139).  Ratcliff (1949) notes that real estate markets trade in rights, not property per se, which 

are subject to the social and legal institutions that define them (p. 6).  

In speaking of property rights, they are often referred to as a ‘bundle’ of rights which generally 

includes activities such as selling, using, renting, or otherwise profiting from, the property, 

subject to limitations set by the state (p. 1140).   While this explanatory mechanism is helpful to 

visualize the numerous and often competing rights that exist within or upon a property some, 

such as Klein and Robinson (2011), suggest it lacks the level of explanatory power of a more 

developed theory.  For the purposes of this study, and because it is often conjured in referenced 

materials, the bundle of rights visual will be employed here to aid in developing a common 

understanding, especially as the study starts to delve into the myriad property rights that exist.  

This is particularly true with complex assets such as land.  One can have one or more of the 

rights within the ‘bundle’ - such as use without ownership, or ownership without use - depending 

on the relationship the respective individuals have to the resource.   
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Access to lands need not be through property rights, however.  Razzaz (1993) outlines a variety 

of claims on land “based on perceptions of interest, citizenship, justice, history, etc.” (p. 341).  

These claims to property do not need to be based on a traditional holding.  They can manifest as 

protections of entitlements or in the exertion of control over land.  Through this, claimants 

legitimate existing claims to make them rights (p. 342).  Indeed, “non-compliance with some 

aspect of the law (de facto possession in particular) has been one of the few avenues through 

which disadvantaged groups have been able to gain access to land and housing” (p. 345).   

Gorga (1999) expands on the idea of rights and differentiates between economic rights, property 

rights, and entitlements. As he posits, economic rights are public and pertain to future wealth and 

the flow of that wealth and are fundamental to participating in life.  They are a “necessary 

precondition for the creation and the legal establishment of property rights and entitlements” 

(Gorga, 1999, p. 91).  To Gorga the denial of economic rights “amounts to a denial of rights to 

life and liberty” (p. 92).  These rights have a corresponding responsibility to the society that 

enables them.  Economic rights give rise to property rights and entitlements.  Property rights are 

existing, marketable, and have a legal basis for existing.  These rights pertain to the current stock 

wealth in esse (p. 91).  These are private rights insofar as they are defined by ownership with an 

exclusive claim upon them.  Entitlements are moral claims on other people’s property rights and 

stem from a moral position.  They seek to correct the private property rights to ensure economic 

rights are actionable and enforce the “right to be an active participant” (p. 98). To summarize, 

“economic rights represent a legal claim on potential property rights; property rights a legal 

claim on wealth that is already in existence; and entitlements represent a moral claim on wealth 

that is legally owned by others” (p. 92).   
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Property rights, or indeed economic structures, are not stagnant.  They evolve and change, 

although as Alston and Mueller (2014) indicate evolve is not likely the correct term, at least in 

the Darwinian sense of the word.  They are social constructs and change and advance in response 

to pressures from the societies they serve.  Neoclassical economists would identify this pressure 

as relating the marginal costs of change relative to the benefits (Alston and Mueller, 2014).  

Others consider a broader range of pressures, particularly from civil society or interest groups as 

they are described in Levmore (2002), which may reflect more closely the cooperative nature of 

human society, or to the contrary, the self-serving nature of certain members of that society, 

depending on the context.  This study does not dive deep into this debate other than to 

demonstrate that the institutions or constructs of ‘the economy’ and ‘property rights’ are made by 

humans for humans, and they are equally changed by humans for humans.   

The notion of property rights in the western sense was first articulated in the Magna Carta, 

finally signed in 1225, where the linkage between property rights and human rights was 

established (Ristik, 2015, p. 147).  The principle that no man could have his “life, liberty, or 

property” taken except by the rule of law, such laws could not be arbitrary and must be in the 

public interest (p. 147).  John Locke advanced this theory linking property rights to political 

rights.   His argument was that property “was the moral and just reward of individual activity” 

(p. 147).  However, he also said that men “should have civil and political rights in proportion to 

the property they owned” thus limiting the political power of those without land (p. 147).    

David Hume linked the ideal of property rights to justice and the idea that humanity required 

structures to ensure cooperation for collective success (Dupont, 2017).  The creation of 
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institutions of property regulation arose by virtue of necessity to ensure order and to control 

man’s “innate greed” (Dupont, 2017, p. 59).    

Adam Smith used elements of both Locke and Hume in his theories (Dupont, 2017).  Smith was 

not as willing to accept Locke’s theory that property rights originated in natural law, although he 

agreed with him on other aspects of his theories.  He also agreed with Hume on the role of the 

state in the articulation of laws to manage property rights, but he was less generous regarding its 

altruistic origins.  More particularly, Smith believed the “coercive power of the state is therefore 

required to protect these property rights” (Dupont, 2017, p. 63).  Regarding property rights, 

Smith speaks of the role of government in granting and maintain them: “Civic government, so far 

as it is instituted for the security of property, is in reality instituted for the defence of the rich 

against the poor, or of those who have some property against those who have none at all” (Smith, 

1776, p. 533).   

This intersection is of interest, especially as it relates to the topic of informal housing and who 

gets access to property.  Informal housing is housing placed where it has no right to be by people 

who have no right to place it there (Berner, 2001; Razzaz, 1993).  Accessing property through 

squatting is often the only means that the poor are able to assert their human rights regarding 

shelter, and even then, only if they are of sufficient numbers that would render eviction and 

demolition a political liability (Berner, 2001).    

The spirit of property rights has flowed through to modern times into the European Convention 

of Human Rights and the Universal Declaration on Human Rights in the mid 20th century (Ristik, 

2015).   However, it remains subjective and contextual with the European Convention of Human 
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Rights referencing “every natural or legal person” (Ristik, 2015, p. 150) which can be and is 

defined differently over time and geography, leaving an opportunity for exclusion by race, class, 

gender or other characteristics.  These overarching regulations also allow governments to 

regulate the use of private property wherein “states often establish control over property when 

implementing wider social and economic policies” (Ristik, 2015, p. 152), which can be used as 

instruments of exclusion in practice against those who lack property or other economic 

resources, as will be discussed in the next section.   

 

Land Use 

 Land use and urban planning mechanisms allocate property rights based on economic 

power.  This power is often based on existing ownership structures allowing the landed class to 

dictate the provision of housing and services to the poor and working class.  The economics of 

property rights are applied on the ground – literally – in land use planning.  The Global Planners 

Network refers to their vision as a network of international professionals “to contribute to the 

creation and maintenance of inclusive, safe, healthy, and sustainable human settlements” (GNP, 

website). The American Association of Planning says that the “goal of planning is to maximize 

the health, safety, and economic well-being of all people living in our communities” (American 

Planning Association, website).  In this they consider transportation, the business environment, 

housing, and recreation in the creation of communities.   

The Planning Institute of Australia says that planning is “specifically concerned with shaping 

cities, towns and regions by managing development, infrastructure and services” (PIA, website). 
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The Planning Institute of British Columbia defines planning as “the planning of the scientific, 

aesthetic and orderly disposition of land, resources, facilities and services with a view to securing 

the physical, economic and social efficiency, health and well-being of urban and rural 

communities” (PIBC, website).  This process intends to balance the long-term needs of the 

community in terms of social, economic, and environmental elements within the space that the 

planner is allocated to manage such as a city or town.   

Land use planning is the articulation of human geography in the form of strategic and tactical 

plans that guide future development activities.   One of the planner’s roles is to create a viable 

environment where citizens can live and work, while achieving equity and efficiency 

(Chakrabarty, 2001, p. 333).  There can be conflict between what citizens view as a desirable 

environment for them to live and work and the objectives of equity and efficiency for society on 

the whole.  In particular the role that property plays in economic advancement behoves rights 

holders to act in a self-interested manner potentially at the expense of the larger community, 

predominantly against those who would not have the same economic power.  Jacobs and Paulsen 

(2009) expand on this thought: “planning has been used to secure and protect the property right 

interests of the affluent and influential classes and races” (p. 134).  They go further and say 

“planning is fundamentally about the allocation, distribution, and alteration of property rights” 

(p. 135).  Planning as a technical skill has attempted to work towards the public good, it is often 

appropriated for private interests, particularly those with wealth and power.  Individual rights 

holders act in their self-interest, and act to exclude the poor, minorities, and / or immigrants from 

certain locations using the tools of planning to effect this exclusion.   
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This wielding of the power of property rights is manifested in the urban planning sphere.  

Examining the evolution of human societies at a small scale Hamilton (2008) describes the 

interconnectedness of the city fabric and the relationships which govern the interfaces between 

nature, infrastructure, buildings, and people.  She describes the respective voices of those within 

the ecology of the city, including citizens, managers, civil society, and developers (Hamilton, 

2008, p. 190).  Hamilton (2008) also speaks of citizens as having “individual power as 

intentional consumers [which is] used collectively and simultaneously that gives them ultimate 

power” (p. 191).  These voices dictate the culture of the community and are ultimately the 

arbiters of the values of their cities.  This provides insights into the engagement processes in 

which citizens wield their power, as postulated by Hamilton.   

In the Mexican context the urban planning processes are largely the same as found in other 

jurisdictions within the formal sector in terms of land access disparity and availability.  Land 

ownership is concentrated and private owners are unwilling to rent their properties at less than 

full value (Berner, 2001).  This wielded power excludes the poor pushing them to the marginal 

lands and the outskirts of cities.  Socio-economic segregation and unequal access to basic 

services are common across Mexican cities (OECD, 2015, p. 10).   

In the United States it “has demonstrated that wealth and power often overshadow participation 

and community activism, producing unjust outcomes” (Scally & Tighe, 2015, p. 749) pertaining 

to social housing siting decisions.  In their examination of the public process, they note that 

scholars have found that typical participation processes exclude minorities, the poor, and other 

marginalized groups resulting in them not pursuing their needs (Scally & Tighe, 2015, p. 752).  
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As a result, developers are pushed to poorer areas where less opposition may be faced thus 

undermining the intentions of distributed allocation of housing.  Looking at this phenomenon 

from a property rights perspective Furubotn and Pejovich (1972) argue that the value of a 

property is higher if “the bundle of property rights acquired contains the right to exclude 

[unsavoury uses]” (p. 1139).  In their examples they referenced industrial uses; however, as 

Scally and Tighe (2015) have demonstrated, the ‘unsavoury’ label can be applied to certain 

socioeconomic castes.    

This is emerging in Mexico as well with advancing fragmentation with “new patterns of 

urbanization expressed in a city of profound contrasts” (Bayon et al., 2013, p. 36).  Gentrification 

is resulting in exclusive neighbourhoods for the wealthy and poverty becoming concentrated and 

pushed to the peripheries of cities.  Indeed, it is frequently state actors who are paving the way 

for large-scale urban redevelopment schemes often targeting the wealthy and displacing the poor 

(Shin and Lopez-Morales, 2018, p. 9).  They are joined by the “property-owning middle classes 

who are attracted to securing gains from real estate” in the redevelopment of whole 

neighbourhoods that had otherwise housed the poor (p. 14).  The backing of the middle-class 

provides the state with the support they need to advance their development agenda.   

Tighe (2010) outlines the challenges in siting social housing within communities and the 

continuation of class and racial segregation that not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) sentiment 

enables.  Tighe (2010) notes the “concentration of poverty often correlates to a concentration of 

racial and ethnic minorities” (p. 3).  Efforts to integrate affordable housing into more diverse 

neighbourhoods is not well received because of “individual preferences for homogeneous 
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neighbourhoods and reluctance on the part of homeowners to take personal risks to achieve racial 

and economic integration” (Tighe, 2010, p. 3).  Tighe’s study is based on the American 

experience so the particulars of the public policy process and historical race relationships may 

differ; however, the frameworks for social policy attitudes wherein stereotyping racial and 

income classes apply in other settings (Hansen, 2018).   

Mexican cities are also seeing an increase in socio-economic segregation with new 

neighbourhoods being targeted through government loan programs to those within the formal 

economy, excluding and displacing those earning lower incomes (Monkkonen, 2012, p. 769).  

Tourism destinations also see physical segregation with well developed and serviced areas for 

tourists, and less provision for the local population (Lopez-Lopez, 2006).   

Wilson (2008) explores this more by looking at the land-use policies which create 

“socioeconomic apartheid” within the tourism development areas (p. 47).  Wilson provides an 

example from Cancun where the land use plan was specific to allocate lands for tourists and 

workers which “allow a minimum of interface between workers and the public” (Wilson, 2008, 

p. 47).  This was repeated for Ixtapa where worker housing was planned to be built in 

Zihuantanejo, some five miles away from the tourist centre.  This segregation is class-based 

insofar as elite Mexicans are able to access space reserved for foreigners; however, working-

class Mexicans are excluded by virtue of the costs to participate (p. 48).   

Areas of Latin America and Africa are seeing a rise in enclavization with walled and gated 

communities designed to mitigate risks of urban violence and insecurity (Klaufus et al. (2017).  

These communities are able to set standards for construction and maintenance and other 
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requirements that potential owners must meet.  This selection process is exclusionary allowing 

“class-based segregation” which exacerbates inequality and unequal access to space (Klaufus et 

al., 2017, p. 3).  Urban planning guidelines are less developed in these areas however the real 

estate developers or condominium boards themselves impose exclusionary policies.  They do this 

to maintain the value of the properties and insulate residents from the violence and crime that 

awaits them outside of the gates in these insecure locations.  In this case, the power inherent in 

property rights does not need government institutions to be exclusionary.   

Another example of this is found in Buenos Aires.  In this case, the public and private sectors 

partnered on the large-scale redevelopment of a derelict area called Puerto Madero.  According 

to Shin and Lopez-Morales (2018) the project “widely failed to keep their initial promises of 

social mixing and public infrastructure provision” and created a separate neighbourhood of 

luxury condos and shopping centres that physically excludes the nearby shantytown (p. 10).  

Nearby residents no longer have access to the public spaces in their cities and many were 

displaced for the creation of this new neighbourhood.   

 

Housing 

Housing is a human need and a necessary use of land for the functioning of the economy.  

The poor and working classes are often left to provide for themselves resulting in informal 

housing settlements.  In Mexico, and indeed around the world, informal housing has been used 

by people in an attempt to secure shelter for themselves.  These settlements have been called 
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“self-help housing”, “slums”, or “vulgo squatting” in various contexts (Berner, 2001, p. 293).  

AlSayyad (1993) defines these informal communities as “high-density, widespread, residential 

communities which have been established… outside of the formal legal and economic 

structures” (p. 34).   In the Mexican context one pictures sprawling settlements within or on the 

outskirts of urban centres with limited or no services offering substandard or even squalid 

conditions (Berner, 2001, p. 293).   

In Mexico at the national level funding for the development of housing and financial options for 

employees employed within the formal sector has been advanced as a way to provide housing to 

citizens (Monkkonen, 2014).  However, these interventions have been insufficient to meet the 

need, especially for those informally or irregularly employed or those of limited means 

(Monkkonen, 2014).  Widespread informal housing settlements exist surrounding the cities and 

are encroaching upon designated agricultural ejidal lands (Assies and Duhau, 2008).  Siembieda 

and Moreno (1997) report that 60% of housing that had been built in the prior 20 years in Mexico’s 

major cities was informally developed, largely in response to mass urbanization (p. 657). 

The rapid expansion of opportunity has attracted people to urban tourist centres.  Workers come 

in search of employment and economic opportunity (Dodds, 2012; Bredenood & Verkoren, 

2009).  The collapse of the agrarian economy sent people in search of jobs in the city (Assies & 

Duhau, 2008).  In Mexico “by the mid-1990s, 73% of the total population” were urban dwellers 

(Assies & Duhau, 2008, p. 365).  In addition, the wealthy come to appealing locations in search 

of recreation and beautiful surroundings (Moore et al., 2006; Dodds, 2012).  The wealthy can 

afford to participate in the housing market and price out the working class from the market: 
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“amenity migrants create housing prices and accommodation costs that often override normal 

market conditions” (Moore et al., 2006, p. 135).  A counter thought to this is that the market is 

working insofar as it is providing the product to those who value it the most. However, in that 

functioning the market is not providing optimal social outcomes.    

This brings the discussion back to the relationship of wealth and power as it relates to access to 

land and development rights.  Housing is a human need, and when neither the public nor the 

private sectors are providing it, people will provide it for themselves in the form of self-help 

housing.  Depending on the context this housing looks like slums up the hillsides surrounding 

cities, or tents along street medians, or rusty vans in parking lots.  The literature reveals the role 

that historical land allocation plays, as well as the role wealth plays, in decision making around 

housing provision.  This research will seek to understand how the economics of land decisions 

affects land allocations and the impacts on employees, tourism operators, and the communities 

where this dynamic plays out.  The following section relates the concepts of land rights, land use, 

and wealth to tourism.   

 

Tourism 

Tourism for many countries including Mexico is a significant economic contributor.  It is 

also a land-intensive use with particular requirements for the location and servicing of that land.  

Investment decisions are driven from within and from external sources such as global capital and 

development agencies.   
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Tourism is not readily or easily defined.  It is an activity; however, it encompasses a multitude of 

industry types and economic sectors and incorporates the activities of multiple participants.  The 

World Tourism Organization (1995) defines tourism as “the activities of persons traveling to and 

staying in places outside their usual environment for not more than one consecutive year for 

leisure, business and other purposes"(p. 1).  This definition focuses on the individual who travels 

as the demand driver (the tourist) and does not consider tourism as an industry or social 

phenomenon. 

Lange (2011) proposes that tourism cannot be considered in a narrow sense as an industry. The 

product is not entirely tangible and no single product is produced through a defined process in a 

singular location. She references Page and Connell and defines tourism as a “global economic 

activity and a multidisciplinary subject embracing disciplines ranging from geography and 

ecology to economics, transport studies and hotel and restaurant administration to even more 

abstract subjects such as psychology and anthropology” (p. 7).  This is closer to the definition 

considered for this research:  one that considers the spectrum of activities and economic impacts, 

not just a profile of tourist/traveller as an individual.     

The physical manifestation of tourism, particularly in sun and sand destinations, is resorts.   

Prideaux (2000) created the Resort Development Spectrum. In this model the evolution of a 

destination moves along a growth path to the extent that the environment (broadly used) can 

support that evolution.  Butler (1980) had started to map this evolution with his Tourist Area 

Cycle of Evolution and Prideaux mapped the phases in more detail and described their typical 

characteristics as they were found in the Gold Coast of Australia. Hansen (2014) looked at 
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whether the Resort Development Spectrum could be applied in less economically developed 

nations and what policy characteristics were found in successful case studies in each phase of 

that evolution.   

In resort communities the economic power imbalance is compounded by the influence wielded 

by multi-national corporations (Clancy, 1999; Lovel & Feuerstein, 1992).  The prevalence of 

foreign ownership and globalized procurement means that there is limited local economic 

development for many communities (Lange, 2011).  For Mexico there has also been external 

financial pressure / support from organizations such as the World Bank to sponsor the creation of 

their resort enclaves, reducing still the influence that local communities can play in the 

development (Kalcevic, 2009).  These globalized forces have forced the privatization of tourism 

infrastructure through structural adjustment programs which “effectively delivers control of 

development to [trans-national corporations] and consultancies” (Wilson, 2008, p. 39).  The new 

owners of the assets then require the state to provide infrastructure which is paid for by loans, 

thus indebting the country further (Wilson, 2008).  

In Mexico, as in other countries, the state implemented a process of development to create an 

industrialist tourism model catering to the international tourist.  The goal was to create or 

advance the tourism sector in certain locations and it saw considerable success with a threefold 

increase in hotel rooms from 1974 to 1992 (Clancy, 1999).  The government undertook a 

program of Planned Tourism Developments which would grow to contain full-service resort 

enclaves to cater to international tourists (Torres, 2003).  The Mexican government created five 

such destinations – Cancun, Ixtapa, Los Cabos, Loreto, and Huatulco.  Foreign ownership or 
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affiliation was high estimated at “71% of the top two classes of hotels” (Clancy, 1999, p. 13).  

Ixtapa, one of the planned destinations, became operational in 1974 and is notable because it was 

the first tourism destination financed by the World Bank (Kalcevic, 2009). Foreign ownership is 

on the decline however, as Mexican interests have increased their participation.  From a 

distributive perspective this is not necessarily an improvement as local businesses and citizens 

have little space for participation other than as low-level employees within the sector (Clancy, 

1999; Lovel & Feuerstein, 1992). 

The impetus for tourism development was not exclusively economic in Mexico.  There were 

political motivations as well.  Wilson (2008) states there was an imperative to create economic 

benefits in areas such as Cancun to stave off popular rebellions (p. 38).  The state also wished to 

direct migrants to localities away from the interior industrial cities to distribute populations 

across the country.  Recently the Fondo Nacional de Fomento al Turismo (FONATUR), the 

national trust for tourism development, have expanded their tourism development profile to a 

broader selection of destinations to offer a wider variety of tourist attractions including colonial 

architecture, Indigenous history, and additional beach and marina facilities (Wilson, 2008).  This 

is part of the strategy to expand economic opportunities to more areas of Mexico and capitalize 

on the changing tastes of the modern tourism consumer.   
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Corporate Social Responsibility and the Environment  

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is changing some aspects of the tourism sector as it 

relates to land use.  Tourists are becoming more discerning regarding their travel choices and 

demanding better behaviour from the service providers.  Climate change is having a significant 

impact on tourism destinations as seawater rise, larger storms, and changes in weather patterns 

all move from risks to issues. 

In recent years the concept of CSR has been expanding within the tourism industry.  CSR looks 

to balance the competing demands for profit, people, and the planet, looking at financial 

viability, employee and community wellbeing, and environmental sustainability (Mattera, 2012).  

Early thinking regarding CSR began in the late 1800s as business leaders started to consider their 

role in the creation of a just society.  It arose in the same timeframe that western workers were 

beginning to demand better working conditions (Hanlon, 2011).  Hanlon discusses the evolution 

of CSR scholarship which continued with Bowen, a leader in CSR theory, who advanced the 

idea that businesses had a responsibility to create a higher standard of living for the society in 

which they operated.  Davis (1971) echoed this sentiment indicating that companies should 

contribute to the communities in which they operate proportionately to their standing.  Carroll 

(1991) advanced this thinking within a legal ethical frame concentrating on the role of a moral 

leadership team in guiding the CSR framework.  He advanced the notion of “an improved ethical 

organizational climate as manifested by moral management” as a way of approaching 

stakeholder relationships, be they customers, employees, owners, or society at large (Carroll, 

1991).     
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Demands regarding environmental sustainability are being put forward by the tourists themselves 

who are “becoming more conscious with ecology and the respect for the environment matters, 

consequently increasing the demand for such characteristics in the sector” (Mattera, 2012, p. 41).  

At the same time, it benefits tourism providers to preserve the attractiveness of their locations.  

Puppim de Oliveira (2003) notes in his paper that “places like Acapulco in Mexico, the French 

Riviera and Mallorca and Torremolinos in Spain have faced environmental problems related to 

tourism” (p. 97) and this has harmed the tourism industry in those locations.  Levy and Park 

(2011) found that CSR efforts were advantageous for the tourism venues themselves from a cost 

saving and branding perspective, with particular focus on environmental metrics.   

Tourism is evolving to alternative forms of tourism with participants choosing a more authentic 

experience rather than the mass tourism model offered by many resorts.  This “New Tourism” 

comes in many forms and has been called backpacking, eco-tourism, and other names by 

different authors (Hampton, 2005; Puppim de Oliveira, 2003).  This new type of tourist seeks a 

more authentic experience in an undisturbed location within which to experience the natural 

environment and culture (Puppim de Oliveira, 2003; Lovel and Feuerstein, 1992).   Wilkinson 

(2009) notes of backpackers: “they do not spend a lot of money, but at least they spend it 

locally” (p. 383).  New tourists are a very important group for the community surrounding the 

resorts as mass tourists tend to remain at their hotels with “77% declining to venture beyond the 

‘tourism bubble’” in Cancun (Torres, 2003, p. 558).  This is relevant to the Mazatlán experience 

with their limited stock of ‘traditional’ resort offerings, as will be described in a later chapter. 
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This focus on environmental elements within the CSR framework and with new tourism 

offerings is particularly salient given the imminent threat of climate change.  International 

tourism itself is a “growing contributor to anthropogenic climate change” when considering 

transportation, land use changes, and resourcing (Scott et al., 2012, p. 213).  Climate change has 

predictable impacts on tourism locations and, looking at coastal destinations in Mexico directly, 

the impacts can be substantial.  As Scott et al. (2012) outline, climate change has some direct 

costs such as infrastructure requirements, storm damage, changes to tourist seasons, building 

design, among others.   This may mean that the resorts need to move buildings away from the 

shoreline or install particular infrastructure to meet new climatic conditions.  It may also mean 

that the elements tourists found attractive are no longer available as a result of climate-related 

natural disasters or environmental elements.  Wide-spread wildfires will impact the tourist 

experience of zip-lining through the jungle, for example.  Sun and sand destinations may find 

themselves being too hot to enjoy or have had their beach wash away in a storm, as other 

examples.  Tourists are becoming more knowledgeable of the impacts of climate change and 

how their choices as consumers affect the environment (Scott et al., 2012).  They may make 

different choices in how they spend their tourist dollars as a result of climate change, either 

because the destination has been impacted or because they do not wish to cause such an impact.   

Tourism is a fickle industry and tourists have a lot of choice when it comes to selecting a 

destination.   Consideration for CSR elements, particularly environmental metrics, are becoming 

necessary for tourism businesses because it is good business (Levy & Park, 2011).  Tourists are 

informing themselves of the impacts of their activities and are choosing destinations that reflect 

their values (Passafaro et al., 2015).  The forces of climate change will make some of those 
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decisions on our behalf.  How land use is allocated for tourism activities both drives climate 

change and is directly impacted by climate change and is, therefore, a consideration for this 

study.   

The sum of the literature reviewed here circles the research question relating to the impacts of 

tourism on the housing market, particularly the informal market, in Mazatlán, Mexico.  

Interrelated issues of wealth, power, rights, and access to land all fuel the debate and contribute 

to understanding the system within which informal housing is found. 

 

Literature Intersection 

The wealth of literature reviewed in this chapter has provided the academic support for 

the research thesis that tourism affects housing markets, particularly informal housing, in terms 

of how land is allocated and the process for claiming rights to housing. These have helped 

formulate the theoretical underpinning of the research questions relative to the current 

understanding of the issues of property rights, land use, and economic influences.  This section 

aligns the literature and theories developed by others to the research questions being asked in this 

study to identify potentially fruitful areas of inquiry.       

The provision of housing and the allocation of lands for uses such as housing finds their roots in 

the economic and governmental structure of the nation-state.  Globalization and capitalism, in 

their truest senses, have been in play for centuries insofar as globalization relates to the trade of 

goods across borders and the interconnectedness of cultures, and capitalism relates to the private 
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market provision of goods and services (Gray, 1998).  One can look at land and housing as 

commodities subject to globalized market forces, tempered by the regulations put in place by the 

nation-state to balance economic growth and social stability.   

How exactly the nation-state negotiates their participation in a globalized market pertains to their 

values and how they, as a society, have evolved and grown together (Gray, 1998).  Looking for 

guidance from Gorga (1999) on the philosophical position of rights and responsibilities as they 

pertain to economic participation, societies provide the legal frameworks for rights to be 

established and maintained.  Where there are rights, either in posse or in esse, they are balanced 

by responsibilities be they in the form of taxes, loan repayments, or contractual obligations that 

the rights holder is beholden to (Gorga, 1999, p. 95).  As it pertains to land allocation and 

housing, inalienable economic rights belong to all under the theory of justice: one must be able 

to participate in the society and have access to economic resources.   

In most societies globally property rights (as distinct from property claims and economic rights) 

have been established and articulated.  This may be in the form of surveyed titles registered with 

an appropriate authority, but not always.  Razzaz (1993) defines property rights as an exclusive 

relationship between the property holder and something of value, with those rights enforceable 

by the state.   He differentiates between property rights and property claims which is an 

important distinction for the work here.  Property rights are a subset of the various forms of 

property claims (Razzaz, 1993). 

A colonial legacy pertaining to property claims found in Latin America and the Caribbean, and 

indeed North America, is that “if the land is not formally privatized, it is state-owned” and thus 
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available for sale or development (Borras et al., 2013, p. 858).  This positioning provides little 

consideration for Indigenous rights and title, or any of the other types of property claims that one 

may find on such lands.  It simplifies land allocation processes and provides de facto state 

sovereignty over lands which can then be enforced through police actions.  Societies require a 

legal system and enforcement mechanisms for property rights (Feder & Feeny, 1991).  These 

systems and market-supporting mechanisms such as lending security, credit, and administration, 

facilitate the commodification of land within the definition of a property right.   

Where citizens within a society are excluded from the mechanisms of property rights, they will 

then turn to their economic rights to satisfy their economic needs that support their life and 

liberty.  This is particularly salient for life-sustaining needs such as shelter.  The manifestation of 

this theory into practice is individuals becoming squatters.  Mainstream definitions of squatting 

and squatters offer a rather narrow definition lacking nuance and humanity.  A squatter is defined 

in the online Merriam-Webster dictionary as “one that settles on property without right or title or 

payment of rent” or “one that settles on public land under government regulation with the 

purpose of acquiring title”.  This study will use more humanistic terms to categorize the 

individuals who occupy informal settlements.    

There is a multitude of practical reasons why people turn to the informal housing market.  

Brueckner and Selod (2009) outline a series of potential circumstances which may apply: 

insufficient housing supply, housing supply not targeted to low-income families, 

underinvestment in infrastructure, monopoly land ownership, regulation, and discrimination.  All 

of these circumstances limit an individual’s ability to gain property rights and exercise their 
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economic rights.  Through their occupation settlers enforce their economic rights and take their 

position as participants in the local economy.  This is a symbiotic relationship with the formal 

economy as the occupants participate in the workforce and themselves create economic 

enterprises (Berner, 2001).   

The expansion of informal housing in tourism zones where jobs can be found is predictable 

based on the literature.  As articulated by Wortman et al. (2016) in their study of Mauritius 

tourism development spurs land speculation which causes prices to rise.  Residential tourists 

(also known as ex-pats or snowbirds, depending on the context) in particular are able to pay 

higher prices for land and housing assets than local citizens, based on incomes or capital from 

their home locations.  Local citizens are unable to afford to secure housing for themselves in this 

new market and find themselves homeless.  This may be because they recently moved in search 

of tourism jobs and have not settled themselves yet, or because they were tempted by an offer to 

sell and now find themselves priced out of the market as it rose (p. 149).  In Mauritius the state 

government is unable to provide sufficient affordable or social housing.  This creates the 

environment where informal housing necessarily expands.   

 

Conclusion 

 

This tri-part intersection of economics, land use, and tourism is the subject of inquiry for 

this study in Mexico.  Where do property rights align to land use when it relates to housing 

within a tourism economy.  Property rights and land access in this context can be mutually 

exclusive as seen in the prevalence of informal housing.  Land-use decisions are supposed to 
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balance economic, social, and environmental needs within a community, but this is a delicate 

balance.  Wealth and power influence the direction that the scales tip and rarely do they tip in the 

direction of the poor.  This is particularly influential when global capital, international funders, 

and multi-national business is involved.  Corporate social responsibility is helping bring attention 

to environmental concerns, employee treatment, and community integration, but it remains 

underdeveloped compared to the power wielded by business interests. These influences are all 

constructs of the social systems within which they operate and the results play out in the real 

world allowing purposeful examination and adjustment.   

In the next chapter the approach and methodology are described presenting how this research 

will drive to answer to the research question at hand.  It looks at why Mazatlán, Mexico was 

chosen in particular.  It also details the paradigmatic and methodological choices that were made 

and the rationale for those choices in the context of this research. 
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Chapter 3 - Approach and Methodology 
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This study examines the impact of tourism on housing markets exploring the interrelated 

aspects of property rights, land use, and housing in Mazatlán, Mexico.  This chapter discusses 

the approaches and methodologies chosen to analyse the research topic.  An interdisciplinary 

approach is selected as it is well suited to capturing the width and breadth of this complex issue.  

The disciplines of economics, land use planning, and tourism are all explored for their influences 

on the thesis topic as was introduced in Chapter 2, and Chapter 3 describes how the research was 

undertaken.    

Mexico was chosen as the research location as the intersections of the realms of tourism, land 

use, and housing are visible and understandable.  Examining the economic, property rights, land 

use, and housing intersections within the tourism location of Mazatlán, Mexico necessitated a 

bespoke approach, marrying the ontological positionings through the paradigmatic selection and 

on to methodologies and methods of data gathering and interpretation.  As an interdisciplinary 

work the researcher can select the lenses that best reflect the topic and the research questions.  

They are selected to complement each other filling gaps that a single approach may leave 

unfilled.  The researcher’s experience in Mazatlán, in particular, led to this city’s selection as the 

research locale. 

This discussion starts with the positionality and context of the researcher herself: her work in this 

sector, her professional and academic background, and her experience in Mexico.  The 

discussion then turns to the selection of Mazatlán, Mexico, as the focal point for the study.  Then 

attention is turned to the thought hierarchy.  Each layer of how an issue is considered and 

investigated is predicated on the last: methods are based on the methodology; methodologies are 
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aligned to the epistemological or paradigmatic position, which is in turn are centred in the 

ontological frame.  All of this is couched in the organization of knowledge and how the topic is 

to be addressed.  Each of these layers of thought relate to each other and should complement 

each other.   

This chapter continues with a review of the format of the thesis as a monograph for submission 

as completion of a Doctoral journey.  It finishes with an examination of the ethical 

considerations for the study, especially given its location in Mexico and the position of the 

researcher as a white Canadian.  There are particular sensitivities given the researcher’s history 

with Mazatlán and her relationship over the last ten years with the city and its citizens.  This 

requires considerations to ensure that the research product was not slanted, nor the informants 

left feeling objectified as a result of the treatment within the research process.   This is be 

discussed below as it relates to the researcher’s positionality. 

 

Researcher’s Context 

Mexico was chosen as the research location as the intersections of the realms of tourism, 

land use, and housing, particularly informal housing, are visible and understandable.  The 

researcher’s experience in Mazatlán, in particular, led to this city’s selection as the research 

locale.  It was not developed as a purpose-built tourism destination which means the findings of 

the research may have broader applicability in other contexts.   
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The researcher brings to this study over 20 years of experience as a practitioner in the fields of 

land economics, policy, housing, and tourism development, including hotel and hospitality 

mandates in Mexico and the Caribbean.  Her current practice centres on the challenges facing 

Canada in providing affordable housing for its citizens and the interrelated issues of land use 

policy, resource availability, and political caprices.  In addition to her formal education, which is 

culminating in this Doctoral pursuit, she has earned industry designations in real estate through 

the Real Estate Institute of British Columbia and has been welcomed as a member of Lambda 

Alpha International, an organization dedicated to land economists worldwide.   

She has been invited as a speaker and a moderator at national and international events and 

conferences across North America on the topics of housing, economics, and land use, to name a 

few.  She has attended hundreds of such events over her decades in the field.  She has also 

authored articles and opinion pieces for industry journals and the academy, as well as materials 

and textbooks for courses related to housing and real estate.  Finally, she has taught at 

institutions such as the University of British Columbia and the Southern Alberta Institute of 

Technology, again on the topics of housing and real estate. 

The impetus for this particular line of research began at home in British Columbia.  The 

researcher’s practice is in affordable housing has given her visibility into the precarious nature of 

housing for the poor in the area.  Homelessness is prevalent in the Metro Vancouver region and 

has been since at least 2005 (Mauboulis, 2020, p. 18).  Affordability remains challenging 

especially for those with limited income-earning capacity or physical or mental health challenges 

(p. 25).  The incidents of homeless encampments, or tent-cities as they are referred to by the 
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local media, are more common in recent years with St. Denis reporting that there has been one in 

existence somewhere within the City of Vancouver’s boundaries since 2016 (2020, para. 3).  

Recognizing that the pace of housing supply, especially affordable housing, is insufficient to 

keep up with expanding demand this researcher turned her mind from devising solutions for 

building new housing to managing the expanding supply of informal housing.  To her mind this 

is the beginning of a significant issue so the question becomes how is informal housing managed 

in the short and medium term until permanent solutions can be found.   

This led her to examining global solutions.  While there are global successes in the provision of 

public housing to the masses, such as Singapore and Hong Kong, they require immense amounts 

of capital and a strong central government to implement the programs (City of Vancouver, 

2020).  The rebuilding of Europe post-World War II also supplied housing to its citizens through 

mass construction funded and directed by the state (City of Vancouver, 2020).  This, while 

laudable, is not an immediately actionable solution to the current housing crisis.  The thinking 

then turned to those who have experienced success (loosely defined) in managing informal 

housing as a viable segment of the marketplace.   

Much of the global south relies on informal or self-help housing to meet their shelter needs, just 

as much of North America and Europe did until after World War II (Ward, 2019).  The 

researcher’s own family homestead would be considered self-help housing under the current 

definition, although it was never labelled as such.  This was a typical approach to housing 

provision in rural and northern Canada at the time, and as such, the researcher was not deterred 

at considering options that fell under the self-help banner. 
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Looking beyond the personal frame, large-scale informal housing developments in the Global 

South offered an alternative process for the creation of affordable housing for the poor and 

working class.  Looking at the typical process for informal development as articulated by Ward 

(2019), Razzaz (1993) and others, these communities started out as little more than tents.  Over 

time improvements were made, the occupants were tacitly permitted to remain by the powers 

that be, and a community was born (Razzaz, 1993).  This process was found to take place in 

Mazatlán, Mexico as well and was one of the reasons it was selected as the case study location.  

Vancouver, with its burgeoning tent city population is at the very cusp of this phenomenon, as 

are many cities in western countries.  This researcher felt it prudent to examine examples of this 

process at various stages of its life cycle to learn how public policy is developed to help or hinder 

its advancement and examine its importance in the housing economy.  These learnings from 

areas that have experienced and managed the process can hopefully be applied to inform future 

policy efforts in response to informal housing elsewhere.   

This researcher approached this study introspectively with consideration for the positionality that 

she brings.  In selecting the relevant ontological positioning, theoretical standings, and 

methodological choices, she maintained cognition of her role as external to the Mexican culture 

and context.  Anthropology has a long history, some of which has been rife with “abuses, 

misuses, and racism” (dos Santos Soares, 2019, p. 2).  This history is known to the researcher.  

She was challenged by her Royal Roads University colleagues to ensure that biases did not 

weave their way into the structure or approaches to the research (Moore, personal 

communications, 2017; Tomas, personal communications, 2017).   This feedback affirmed the 

intention of not being, or being seen to be, an anthropologist in the style of Morgan, Malinowski, 



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 69 

or Pritchard where she drops into the location to ‘study the natives’.    While this phrasing may 

seem crass in the context of a doctoral thesis it is a precise articulation of the researcher’s 

foundational values with regards to her work, and all decisions have made relative to this 

intention.   

To ensure that the researcher maintained her objectivity and sensitivity to the culture and the 

peoples who she is engaging with she referred to O’Reilly’s (2012) book Ethnographic Methods 

to guide her conceptualization of the research approach.  Ethnography is a practice rather than a 

step-by-step method requiring reflexivity and immersion into the area of study (p. 11).  To avoid 

the exploitative anthropologist comparison, she sidelined her role as researcher and instead took 

a role as a learner, absorbing what the city and its inhabitants wished to teach her so as to 

legitimate the voices of local people (Scheyvens & Leslie, 2000).   

There is also a class dynamic at play as a Canadian with resources working in Mexico.  Even the 

researcher’s choice of residences while in the field reveals this positionality.  There is a power 

relationship here that could have been problematic if not managed.  The researcher considered 

Patai’s approach to recognizing and working around the issue which centres around sensitivity 

and reflection (1987).  This resulted in fewer overt examples of this power dynamic; however, 

there were some examples of small interactions that originate from this imbalance, particularly as 

the researcher was a female with western-level resources. 
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Why Mexico? 

 Mexico was chosen as the case study for a variety of reasons.  First, the researcher has 

extensive experience within Mexico and Mazatlán in particular.  She has travelled to and studied 

Mazatlán for over a decade learning about the city and its peoples in different contexts.   

Extensive fieldwork for the dissertation was conducted between November 2019 to February 

2020.  Over this time period she made connections with an extensive range of stakeholders and 

made deep connections with the community.  This familiarity with the city, its people, its culture, 

and its workings made the study logistics easier to manage.  She also had an extensive network 

of informants to draw on for expertise, advice, and introductions for the study.  She had been 

cognizant of the issues of concern for Mazatlán and its people and had been tuned into the media 

surrounding the inquiry areas.   

The second characteristic that Mazatlán has that makes it a suitable location for this case study is 

its long experience with informal housing.  Like most areas in Mexico, Mazatlán rapidly 

urbanized after World War II growing from a population of approximately 42,000 in 1950 to 

approximately 500,000 in the year 2020 (populationstat.com; INEGI, 2015).  Much of the 

housing was originally informal and has been or is undergoing regularization, as detailed in later 

chapters.  This long history, not only with the fact of informal housing but its integration into the 

fabric of the community, offers the potential to examine the life cycle of self-help housing from 

its tentative beginnings as little more than tents to titled and serviced neighbourhoods.  This 

experience, however, is sparsely studied and this research presented an opportunity to document 

and analyse Mazatlán’s experience in balancing tourism development with the needs of citizens.   
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The research questions centre around the experience of Mazatlán, Mexico, and it does not go so 

far as to compare it directly with any other locations within these pages.  This section was to 

present the rationale for the location selection as it related to the researcher’s professional 

practice, personal experience, and potential for real-world application.  The topic and location 

would be worthy of examination without this background context; this section lays out why this 

researcher was the one to undertake it at this time.   

Elements of the Research Paradigm 

This section examines the research paradigm and its elements looking at it as a hierarchy 

from ontology down to methods and data sources.  Patel (2015) organized these elements starting 

at their most nebulous and funnelling down through the layers developing additional specificity 

with each step.  The research paradigm is conceptualized as a layered funnel with the ontological 

positioning at the top and narrowing down through the epistemology, methodology, and 

methods.  This visual representation is helpful in an interdisciplinary research project as the 

variety of elements are presented to relate to each other and align in their rationale.   The chosen 

approaches and methods must complement each other and be sufficiently varied so as to capture 

the interdisciplinary nature. 
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Figure 3 – Funnel Chart  

 

There is a relationship, a cohesion, necessary between the ontological positioning through 

epistemological selections and on through methodologies and methods (Morgan & Smircich, 

1980; Checkland, 2000).  This concept is presented visually in the Figure 3 funnel chart which 

will be described in detail in the section below.  It portrays the vertical relationship from the 

abstract concepts to the tactical methods.   Morgan and Smircich (1980) argue that “the choice 

and adequacy of a method embodies a variety of assumptions regarding the nature of 

knowledge” and this researcher agrees (p. 491).  This is particularly important in an 

interdisciplinary context where the range of options is wider than with a traditional research 

approach.  While the choices here are not strictly linear, as will be described, there is a 

rationalizing of those choices to ensure, to the greatest extent possible, that they complement 

each other (Patel, 2015).   
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Organization of Knowledge  

C. West Churchman (1967) defines a wicked problem as “that class of social system 

problems which are ill-formulated, where the information is confusing, where there are many 

clients and decision makers with conflicting values, and where the ramifications in the whole 

system are thoroughly confusing” (p. 141). This author considers affordable housing to be one of 

those wicked problems and is supported by literature in that position.   Gill and Williams (2014) 

state that “creating affordable employee housing is a necessary component to well-functioning 

communities, but it is one of the more challenging ‘wicked problems’ that resort communities 

face” (p. 549).  Looking at the issues facing developing nations such as Mexico the challenge of 

improving their standard of living also would fit the definition of a wicked problem (Sen, 1999).   

These problems are cumulative, multi-faceted, intersectional, and fixing one in isolation creates 

others.  An interdisciplinary approach to defining, researching, testing, and incrementally solving 

problems can bring a holistic and potentially more beneficial and long-lasting solutions and is a 

strength in addressing the proposed topic (Siedlok & Hibbert, 2014).  As Tobi and Kampen note 

“a (mono)disciplinary approach… is too limited” to address current challenges (2017, p. 1210).    

An interdisciplinary approach offers benefits to addressing this problem.   

At the top of Figure 3 – Funnel Chart is the organization of knowledge and this study is using 

interdisciplinarity in this role.  Interdisciplinarity is described as “any study or group of studies 

undertaken by scholars from two or more distinct disciplines” (Aboelela et al. (2007) quoted in 

Tobi and Kampen, 2017, p. 1210).  Alvargonzález (2011) states that “interdisciplinarity refers to 

an activity that exists among existing disciplines or in a reciprocal relationship between them” 
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but that maintains the autonomy of each discipline (p. 388).  Similarly, Siedlok and Hibbert 

(2014) see interdisciplinary enquiry as combining “to provide a synthesized, systematic approach 

and a collective outcome” but the original disciplines are not integrated and maintain their 

sovereignty (p. 13).  Brewer (1999) takes a wider view defining it as combining knowledge from 

different specialities to illuminate an actual problem (p. 328).  He goes on to say that 

interdisciplinarity asks more practical questions and focuses on problem solving in the real 

world.   

Several benefits are noted for interdisciplinarity for both the research and the researcher.  

Interdisciplinary research is often more creative and innovative than disciplinary research and it 

offers opportunities for disciplines to share knowledge, approaches, and data (Siedlok & Hibbert, 

2014).  Brewer (1999) notes that interdisciplinary examination maintains contextuality and looks 

to understand “the parts and whole of the problem” (p. 329).  It brings fresh viewpoints and 

perspectives to disciplinary problems (Nissani, 1997, p. 205).  From this perspective it offers an 

outlet for curiosity and expanded learning (Broto et al., 2009).   

An interdisciplinary approach offers many benefits especially when seeking solutions with real-

world application.  The additional insights, creativity, and contextualized application of 

disciplinary thought to the problem means an interdisciplinary approach is critical to solving the 

issues.  It is well suited to the task at hand.   
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Ontological Positioning 

The next layer down on the Figure 3 – Funnel Chart examines the ontological position 

asking how reality is to be defined.  For this study the position rests within idealism, looking to 

the primacy of practice reflecting real world experiences and outcomes.  It takes reality as a 

social construct with people creating and interpreting their realities so that they make sense to 

themselves and within their communities (Morgan & Smircich, 1980, p. 444).  It “emphasizes 

the importance of culture and context in understanding what occurs in society and constructing 

knowledge based on this understanding” which is an important position for cross-cultural 

research (Kim, 2001, p. 2).  This research takes place in Mexico examining how people relate to 

their land and housing resources.  This is a constructivist act and the researcher as observer is 

articulating that social construction in the real world of real estate and land-use decisions.  

Recognizing the social world as an open-ended process, this ontological position must be 

matched with open-ended methods that reflect the systems that enable those processes to 

advance (Morgan & Smircich, 1980, p. 498).   

 

Epistemological or Paradigmatic Foundation 

The next layer in the Figure 3 – Funnel Chart is the epistemology or paradigm and for 

this study three related positions are incorporated: pragmatism, positivism, and interpretivism.  

The foundation of this research is pragmatism insofar as the research is intended to address a 

real-world problem. It is also well aligned to the ontological position in that it allows the social 
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construction to be observed in its context.  The pragmatist paradigm understands reality to be in 

flux and constantly being changed and reinterpreted (Patel, 2015).  It seeks to be useful and uses 

the best approaches to find solutions to problems.  It wants change and can engage with any 

method or approach so long as it arrives at a helpful conclusion.  In this case, helpful is be 

defined as socially beneficial and seeking equitable outcomes.  Pragmatism asks “now what” as 

opposed to just “what” as one finds in a positivistic or empirical paradigm (Patel, 2015).   Its 

defining feature is a call to action at the conclusion of the work.  It does not shy away from being 

political and advancing a “social justice agenda” (Morgan, 2014, p. 1050).  Pragmatism is well 

aligned to interdisciplinary research in their common goals of real-world application towards 

complex current issues (Brewer, 1999).   

Pragmatism is particularly useful in the context of this research.  The researcher is external to the 

communities being studied and therefore must navigate this position carefully to ensure her 

research is truly reflective of the focus of the inquiry.  The “pragmatic view of knowledge not 

only decides how an inquiry will approach a problem; it will also determine what problems need 

to be studied” (Metcalfe, 2008, p. 1092).  Going further, knowledge itself is socially constructed 

and is, therefore, community based with multiple interpretations of that knowledge.  But 

pragmatism is more than observation; it seeks to be useful, meaning it “has many uses and / or 

provides new choices of how to act” (Metcalfe, 2008, p. 1096).  It is well suited to complex 

social systems such as land use and economics in a developing country, which requires a 

contextualized study of the whole.   
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Given the complex social system in question relates to land economics a theoretical economic 

foundation for the work leads to a positivist or empirical model for some aspects of the study.  

The positivist or empirical paradigm is ‘scientific’ insofar as there is a focus on clean numbers, 

testable hypotheses, and facts unsullied by history or context.  It asks the “what” question.  It 

seeks to know the one truth and relies on measurement to arrive at that one truth (Patel, 2015).  

Within economics this scientific model has a noted deficiency in that the field neglects the non-

scientific aspects of human society (Hodgson, 2000; Easterly, 2006; Sen, 1999).  In application 

to this research project a positivist approach will be used to assess the current situation and give 

a base to measure progress.  It will also be used in the knowledge mobilization, given that within 

the sector’s decision makers numbers have power and are able to drive a call to action, and 

hopefully decisions that ameliorate or perhaps even solve the problem. 

Balancing and complimenting the positivist / empirical approach is the interpretivist approach.  It 

goes deeper into the human or social aspects of a phenomenon.  In this paradigm there is no one 

truth as each individual within their social groups creates their reality (Willis, 2007).  This type 

of work requires engagement with the populations under study to hear their views and voices.  

The research subject’s understanding is critical in understanding (interpreting) the issue and the 

subject, through that interpretation, has created their own reality (Willis, 2007). It is through this 

form of research where it will be discovered how things have come to be, how people feel about 

it, and how things can be changed.   It is, in many ways, the antithesis of the positivist paradigm.  

Together they will be used to answer the “what” and the “how” to arrive at the “now what” of 

the pragmatic paradigm and provide the epistemological basis for the mixed-methods approach 

described below.   
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The proposed research was designed to seek intersections and therefore the variety of 

disciplinary sources will be broad and perhaps unexpected.  Within the pragmatic banner 

researchers are able to access the frames and approaches that best capture the intention of the 

research.  Here, the intention was to be expansive and inclusive, thus selecting elements of a 

positivist and interpretivist paradigm makes available the spectrum of potential lenses with 

which to conduct this inquiry.  More particularly, they together open the range of methodological 

choices for this interdisciplinary inquiry. 

 

Methodological Selection 

The methodologies are the next layer in the Figure 3 – Funnel Chart, and those applied to 

this work align with the flexible and inquisitorial nature of the ontological and epistemological 

positions.  Methodology was originally defined as “the science of method” and has since evolved 

to include “a body of methods used in a particular activity” (Checkland, 2000, p. S36).  In this 

case, the methodologies were selected that were capable of capturing the open-ended nature of 

the research and the system that it is attempting to examine.  According to Onwuegbuzie and 

Leech (2005) this allows the researcher to be “flexible in their investigative techniques” and be 

responsive to the questions that arise through the process (p. 383).   

An inductive case study format was selected to capture the fullest breadth and depth of the 

research findings.  Case studies offer flexibility in the methods and analytical approaches that 

can be embedded within them (Eisenhardt, 1989).  They are also iterative and the data collection 
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and analysis processes overlap, allowing for evolution and opportunism within the research 

design as the study progresses (Eisenhardt, 1989).  This was well suited to the task at hand which 

was intentionally left open-ended, allowing for the research participants themselves to guide the 

direction of the research.   

Through the research process it became apparent that ethnography was an important 

methodology employed for this study.  The researcher has spent at least one month per year in 

Mazatlán and other locations in Mexico over the course of the past decade and dedicated the 

winter of 2019 – 2020 to field research in Mazatlán.  This immersive experience allowed for 

“participation and observation in particular cultural arenas as well as acknowledgement and 

employment of researcher reflexivity” that would not have been possible from afar (Kozinets, 

2002, p. 62).  Specific methods such as interviews, literature reviews, and statistical analyses are 

augmented by the contextualization of the information and the in-person observation of the 

system that ethnography offers.  It is a flexible methodology that is open ended rather than 

structured which fits within the suite of knowledge seeking positions used here.   

The researcher used extensive reflexive field notes to capture her experiences and contextualize 

her findings relative to the situation.  This “ongoing stream-of-consciousness commentary about 

what is happening in the research, involving both observation and analysis” allowed the 

researcher to follow up on emergent issues and fill potential gaps in the analyses while still on 

location (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 539).  Eriksson et al. (2012) distinguish between ‘reflexivity’ and 

‘reflection’ in ethnographic research.  Reflection is defined as the process the researcher 

undertakes to “make sure that her own experiences, biases and interpretations do not influence 
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the analysis, findings and conclusions” (Eriksson et al., 2012, p. 10) which was undertaken as 

part of the positionality examination throughout the study period.  She also undertook reflexivity 

which was a more personal exploration of meaning-making within the reality that was being 

studied.  This was inquisitorial in nature regarding the relationship between the researcher and 

the field of study and how this reality impacted the research and the findings. 

Within this methodological frame a mixed-methods approach was selected that complemented 

the research structure.  The integration of methods along the spectrum between qualitative and 

quantitative research allowed for “multiple viewpoints [which] allow greater accuracy” (Jick, 

1979, p. 602).  The rival camps of qualitative and quantitative research are viewed as 

complementary, each addressing the strengths and weaknesses in the other (Jick, 1979).  

Qualitative methods can be used to validate the quantitative findings; quantitative findings can 

help guide the use of qualitative methods (Fetters et al., 2013).  This aligns with an 

interdisciplinary framework allowing methods to be brought to meet the needs of the research, as 

opposed to relying on traditional method / discipline relationships (Tobi & Kampen, 2017).  

Within an interdisciplinary framework this leaves space for intersectionality when working with 

marginalized social categories and “matrix thinking rather than single-axis thinking” (Else-Quest 

& Hyde, 2016, p. 319). The combination can be “highly synergistic” with the qualitative data 

revealing the rationale behind the quantitative relationships (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 538).  

Mintzberg (1979) goes on to say “we uncover all kinds of relationships in our hard data, but it is 

only through the use of soft data that we are able to explain them” (p. 587).  Qualitative and 

quantitative methods are used together successfully to create a fulsome view of the phenomenon 

under examination answering both the what and the why.    
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Methods 

The base of the Figure 3 – Funnel Chart is the methods which are directed by the chosen 

methodologies.  A foundational method of research is the examination of existing literature, or 

archival review, to ascertain the current practices within the land development and tourism 

industries.  As the researcher is not native to Mexico it was important that she be informed 

regarding the practices around the development process, creation of informal settlements, and 

land-use decisions.  This research was from the point of view of the community as well as from 

the regulatory bodies.  The gap identified between the goals and intentions of these parties were 

of particular note.   

It was not the job of the research participants to provide basic education for the researcher.  She 

had an obligation to come informed and to have identified areas where the participants could 

offer particular and unique additions to that publicly available information.  This is a foundation 

of ethnography as well.  The first step, as described by Kozinets (2002), is “entrée” where the 

researcher informs themselves regarding the community and context they are entering (p. 64). 

The researcher analysed the public conversation surrounding housing and resort development in 

Mazatlán.  This was also part of the entrée learnings discussed above to understand public 

sentiment regarding developments, and more importantly, how these topics are discussed, who 

has a voice, and what pain points are identified.  These documents were sourced from press 

releases, social media discussions, and letters to the editors.  Public reports from municipal 

records were to be sourced, particularly those submitted as part of the approvals process, such as 

they exist.     
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The researcher was expecting to use critical discourse analysis to analyse this public 

conversation; however, in practice, the quantity of material was insufficient to undertake a deep 

analysis.  In particular, much of the material was within the realm of social media which walks a 

fine line between public and private spheres.  While authors such as Kozinets (2002) offer some 

helpful advice in navigating this ethical conflict the researcher here erred on the side of caution 

and did not formally include the results in this study.  It was, however, a helpful exercise in 

expanding the researcher’s understanding and allowed insight into the context surrounding 

development and land use in Mazatlán.    She reviewed hundreds of detailed posts ranging from 

specific projects to the general development planning for Mazatlán.  This review was more 

general in nature in the early years of her Mazatlán experience and became more purposeful in 

the last three years for use in this research study.   It provided vital context as to what was 

important to the people of the city and what may require study.   

Semi-structured interviews (SSIs) were used as a tool for this project targeting individuals 

familiar with the communities, developments, and industries.  This method provides a deeper 

understanding of issues as compared to a closed question survey and allows for follow up 

questions, additional areas of inquiry, and a freer conversation.  Luo and Wildemuth (2009) 

indicate that SSIs are more “organized and well planned” as opposed to casual conversations (p. 

248).  Questions were prepared in advance however the interviewer was free to change the order 

of them and probe deeper into particular responses.  This offered more flexibility as compared to 

a structured interview which Luo and Wildemuth (2009) describe as an in-person survey with 

specific questions and a limited number of available responses for the interviewee (p. 249).  SSIs 

were selected as opposed to focus groups so that the participants were free to answer as they saw 
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fit without risk of peer pressure or judgement.  As Newcomer et al. (2015) indicate SSIs are 

“superbly suited” to research where “probing open-ended questions” are necessary to gather the 

required information (p. 494).   The flexibility and adaptability of SSIs were well suited to the 

research question and the nature of the informants.   

An interview guide was developed including a preamble that described the nature of the research 

and how the responses would be used in the study.  This guide was used for all interviews 

however, not every question was asked depending on the context and field of expertise of the 

interviewee.  The interview guide and preamble were provided to Royal Roads University as part 

of the ethics approval process prior to undertaking the field research.  Interviews were conducted 

in English where the interviewee was sufficiently fluent or through the use of a translator if 

conducted in Spanish.  All interviews were conducted in person at a location and time that was 

convenient for the interviewee.  Notes were taken as the interview progressed but the interviews 

were not recorded.   

The interviewer undertook a reflexive exercise after each interview to distil the provided 

information and integrate the new information into the existing body of knowledge.  This 

allowed for either follow up with the interviewee on particular aspects of their responses or to 

identify other sources for any knowledge gaps identified by the interviewee.   
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Data Sources 

Interviews were sought from public officials and those directly involved in the tourism 

and land development industries.  In addition, insights from community members and civil 

society were gathered.  As expressed in Malterud et al. (2016) in their description of sampling 

requirements: “the logic of exploration is more emphasized than the logic of justification” (p. 

1757).  Each interviewee was asked to refer additional interviewees, commonly referred to as a 

‘snowball’ approach to interviewee selection.   

The snowball sampling method is described by Cohen and Areili (2011) as one interviewee 

referring the interviewer to a new interviewee, who then refers on to the next interviewee, and so 

on so that the “sample group grows like a rolling snowball” (p. 424).  This approach to 

interviewee selection is helpful in conflict situations although Cohen and Areili do not limit the 

use of the snowball approach to dangerous circumstances.  Conflict can also be situations where 

there are differing positions on a topic that creates a “general environment of distrust or 

suspicion” (Cohen & Areili, 2011, p. 425).  This is the case in Mexico as it has a low and 

declining level of societal trust over the past three decades (World Values Survey, 2014).  This 

was recognized by the researcher as an impediment to accessing interviewees, especially when 

asking questions focused on land use and development.  A snowball approach allowed for 

introductions to those with information and validation of her trustworthiness for the potential 

interviewee, necessary even for those in professional positions.   

A series of public sector agencies, civil society organizations, and business advocates were 

initially selected as a preliminary canvas of potential informants.  The municipal government 
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was contacted for information on economic development, urban planning, and local housing 

policies.  Connections with the Universidad Autonoma de Occidente and UNAM – Universidad 

Nationale Autonoma de Mexico were established with fellow researchers in this field which 

were fruitful relationships in terms of information, history, and context.  Lastly, connections 

within civil society organizations helped to link policies with the experiences of people in the 

community.  While this research is approached from a policy lens to limit interaction with 

vulnerable citizens it was important to have an understanding of how those policies impact their 

daily lives.  Appendix A - Interviewee List contains a listing of interviewees by name and title if 

they approved the inclusion of such information or by interviewee number and position 

description if consent was not expressly given.   

Speaking to advocacy groups or civil society organizations (CSOs) working in the community 

filled the need to understand individual-level impacts.  Albereda (2018) describes CSOs as being 

“crucial intermediary organizations that connect citizens with policymakers” (p. 1216).  Their 

role is to represent their membership and consolidate those voices to inform policymakers.  

Taking advantage of this intermediary role as representative of their constituency interests, the 

researcher gathered the amalgamated viewpoints of individuals. Several CSOs were approached 

and many were willing to be interviewed or participate in other ways in this research.  One 

community centre in particular was instrumental in opening doors and providing deep 

understanding and context.  The experience with them is described in detail in later chapters.   

This interdisciplinary research project explores the interrelated topics of land use, housing, 

tourism, and the broader economy within Mazatlán, Mexico.  The range of topics for discussion 



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 86 

with interviewees was wide and there were a number of potential entry points into an 

examination of the system.  The listing below outlines the frame of questions that were asked to 

examine the research question from multiple angles: 

• How has the land use program been developed? What influence has the tourism industry 

had? 

• What influence has tourism had on the allocation of resources?  Which resources have 

been influenced?  What trade-offs have been necessary? 

• How is housing allocated across the income spectrum?  How are any inequities viewed? 

• How is real estate pricing distributed across the municipality? What is driving any 

differences? 

Depending on the location, the tourism sector can influence political and economic decisions 

(Carlsen, 1999, p. 322).  This was described by Wilson (2008) in the state-sponsored 

development for resort locations such as Cancun and Ixtapa, and in the continued expansion of 

the tourism sector across Mexico.  In the case of Mexico, the state was pressured to expand 

international tourism by funders such as the World Bank as part of their structural adjustment 

programs (Wilson, 2008, p. 39).  In that sense, tourism is both an exogenous and indigenous 

phenomenon with the pursuit of tourism as an economic strategy arising from macro influences, 

and the selection of locations arising from local influences.    The questions presented above 

present entry points into the system and provide opportunity to examine the relationships 

between these factors within that system.  As Carlsen (1999) states: “in a functionalist sense the 
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‘outputs’ of one part of the system become ‘inputs’ in another” (p. 327).  The preliminary line of 

questioning attempted to define that relationship in the context of the housing market in 

Mazatlán.   

The positivist / empirical aspect of the mixed-methods approach was expected to be fruitful here 

and anecdotally it was.  Part of the expected findings from the research questions above was 

detailed information regarding the rental or sales pricing of homes in Mazatlán.  This 

information was not available in a public forum and the information that was available was 

unreliable.  Informants were uncomfortable with this line of questioning and were not 

forthcoming with the information.  This was particularly noticeable with Mexican informants. 

Canadian and American informants were more open about the topic but their exposure to the 

broader real estate market was limited.  As a result, the quantitative analysis of real estate pricing 

was not pursued to the level of detail that the study had originally envisioned.   

A data source that was expectedly helpful was the use of Geographic Information System (GIS) 

analysis on land use and density.  The researcher commissioned an examination of a series of 

seven neighbourhoods that were considered relevant to the research given their locations and 

attributes.  The researcher examined the areas in person to ascertain their appropriateness for use 

in this aspect of the study.   For these seven locations she examined the average lot size, the 

average site coverage, and the density of housing per hectare.  The rationale for this line of 

investigation was that newly created informal housing communities offered parcels of a certain 

size and configuration which appeared to be consistent across areas of the city, regardless of the 

age or socioeconomic conditions of the areas.  The use of GIS enabled an answering of this line 
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of questioning which contributed to the larger discussion around land use and allocation across 

the housing spectrum.   

The research question itself was intentionally left open-ended for a reason: the researcher, being 

an outsider into Mexico and Mazatlán, is not able to exclusively define what needed to be 

studied and in what way.  This honours both the ontological position and pragmatic paradigm 

under which the theory of knowledge creation was formulated.  It would be presumptuous to 

assume what the research subjects wished to discuss or found important.  This is guided by San 

Pedro and Kinlock (2017) where they speak of the relationship built between the researcher and 

participants and seeking to decolonize the research experience.  They advocate to “centre the 

realities, desires, and stories” of the participants so as to not “other” them in an extractive 

research process (p. 374).   The researcher here is aligned to the concept of co-creation of 

research with the subjects and had left space for that dialogue in the research design.   

The search for a good research question is rarely straightforward.  Remler and Van Ryzin (2014) 

validate this seeking process suggesting that some researchers start with a vague question, and 

others change their question in order to land upon an “answerable” question (p. 50).  This was 

the case here where many false starts and detours occurred.   It was for the best in terms of this 

research as the purpose was less about finding an answer to a question and more about creating 

“productive and generative spaces that allow for finding knowledge” (San Pedro and Kinlock, 

2017, p. 375 cited Patel, 2015).   

This spirit of co-creation required the research product to be validated by those who participated.  

The study draft was presented to the informants who expressed an interest in continuing their 
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participation into the editing phase of the research process.  There were no expectations of them 

in terms of work product; rather, it was an offering to ensure their stories were accurately 

presented in the research and that they were satisfied with how their realities were portrayed.  

This was an important step in the research process and an attempt to prevent the unfortunate 

experience of Ellis (2007) where her participants felt their trust violated as a result of her 

portrayal of their lives.  This ethical consideration is explored more fully later in this chapter.    

Interview transcripts are kept on an encrypted and password-protected storage medium.  

Interview information will not be used for any other purpose and any interviewee could ask to 

have their information removed from the research records.  This included during the final editing 

process where interviewees had the opportunity to review the work product for accuracy and 

context.  Materials will be destroyed five years after the completion of the doctoral program in 

keeping with Royal Roads University and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

requirements.   

 

Dissertation Format 

This research is completed through a monograph format.  This is the traditional form of 

Doctoral culmination and it remains widely recognized within academia as the standard-bearer of 

achievement (Williams et al., 2009).  The monograph is defined as a large, detailed research 

project on a single topic (Williams et al., 2009).  It is the culmination of primary research with 

the purpose of dissemination to other researchers in the field (Williams et al., p. 69).  Some 

professional doctoral programs, including the DSocSci at Royal Roads, provide students with the 
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opportunity to undertake projects relating to their field of practice rather than a thesis to satisfy 

the program requirements (Lester, 2004).  Many of these programs advance ‘Mode 2 knowledge’ 

wherein knowledge is created and used in context by professionals “where research and practice 

coexist in a cyclic or spiral relationship: practice gives rise to new knowledge, which in turn 

informs changes in practice, and so on” (Lester, 2004, p. 758).   

The author subscribes to a constructionist philosophy of knowledge creation, as outlined earlier 

in the discussion of ontology and epistemology, and she believes the topic at hand was best 

explored through a monograph model.     This allowed a depth of exploration in an area currently 

underserved with foundational knowledge from which solutions could arise.  As real-world 

driven as this study strives to be, it is challenged to be distilled into job-aid type products for 

direct application in a professional setting.  The stories and experiences of the participants are 

worthy of a fulsome examination and a monograph case study is the preferred medium for that 

level of detail.     

 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethics is an important component of interdisciplinary research.  This study intersected 

with several domains of research each requiring consideration for the researcher’s positionality 

and approach to the work.  As this study examines the positionality of vulnerable populations in 

a developing economy it required an ethical lens on every aspect of the project.  As mentioned 

above, this research remained at the policy level; however, there were interfaces with individuals 
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and groups where care was taken to perform, and be viewed to perform, with a high level of 

integrity.   

 

Positionality 

Working with individual interviewees is complicated for a variety of reasons.  Despite the 

focus of the study being at the public policy or professional level the participants, including the 

researcher, bring their respective positionalities into the discussions.   Recognition of their 

individual societal positions, power relations, and experiences were important in the research 

design.  Intersectionality, as developed in critical race theory, has a role to play in the 

development of the research and analytic approach.  As Else-Quest and Hyde (2016) say: 

“intersectional research always must attend to the power and inequality tied to the experience of 

multiple social categories” (p. 321).  They go on to say that these “power relations construct our 

thoughts and experiences” and as such, need to be incorporated into our research approaches and 

methodologies (p. 321).  The researcher here integrated this line of thinking into her approaches 

recognizing her position as a white Western woman relative to those with whom she would be 

interacting.   

Patai (1987) described some of the positionality conflicts when referencing her experience 

interviewing women in Brazil.  This is a particularly salient example for the research proposed 

here. Patai asks herself questions regarding: 
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• How the women would want their circumstances described?  From whose perspective 

should the facts be shown?  Would the interviewees be happy with that result? 

• Is it appropriate to take (in the form of stories) and leave nothing behind?  If you make an 

offering, does that skew the willingness of interviewees or their offering? 

• Is it unfair to be in a position to help, even in a small way, and do nothing?  Interviewees 

may come with their own agendas as to how the researcher may be used.  If interviewers 

do not yield to that, have they done a disservice? 

This ethical conflict has gained salience over the research period.  Many of the formal 

interviewees, casual informants, and acquaintances were or have become friends over the 

intervening years of the study.  While Patai’s sage advice has always rung true it has developed a 

personal resonance for this researcher.  It has moved beyond ‘am I representing the subjects 

properly’ to become ‘am I representing my friends properly’.  Ellis (2007) explored this topic of 

relational ethics and in navigating the challenge of using close relations as characters in the 

research stories told.  This researcher has a long history in Mazatlán and will continue to spend 

time there.  Many of the resources called upon for the research were pre-existing friends and 

most individuals were happy to assist in the research endeavours.   

As Ellis (2007) indicates, traditional fieldwork involves going to the site, finding out the 

information, and leaving again (p. 10).  In those cases, friendships are not developed, or if they 

are, they are secondary to the research purposes.  This is potentially disingenuous and therefore 

an ethical concern.  As Ellis (2007) writes “The problem comes not from being friends with 
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participants but from acting as a friend yet not living up to the obligations of friendship” (p. 10).   

Ellis relays how her early works betrayed that friendship with her subjects and told unflattering – 

although objectively truthful - stories and the subjects were rightfully hurt by that portrayal.  This 

was a hard-won lesson for Ellis and a word of warning for this author.  Positionality as 

researcher versus subject is muddied further with the addition of ‘friend’. 

The differential power position requires consideration; however, as Scheyvens and Leslie (2000) 

argue, this should not “deter male or female researchers from Western countries from engaging 

in development fieldwork in the Third World” (p. 128).  Rather they argue that complex issues 

benefit from a variety of perspectives (p. 127).  It is more important for researchers to be 

cognisant of their positioning and put the effort into being informed, aware, and sensitive to the 

issues where they intend to work (p. 127).  Scheyvens and Leslie’s paper is particularly focused 

on potentially vulnerable women in developing contexts; however, even at the political and 

bureaucratic levels where this research took place it is acknowledged that “those studied should 

not merely be seen as a source of data” (p. 128).   

The level of interviewee involvement for this research was far less personal however the ethical 

positioning remained and had to be managed.  A potential counter position to having too light a 

touch can be found in Delgado (1996).  He presents the concept of false empathy where rather 

than being concerned about not doing enough, a researcher does too much.  In his words: 

 “false empathy is worse than none at all… It makes you overconfident… You are apt to 

be paternalistic, thinking you know what the other really wants or needs.  You can easily 
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substitute your own goal for hers.  You visualize what you would want if you were she, 

when your experiences are radically different, and your needs too.” (p. 94) 

In choosing the methods for this study the researcher was careful not to be overly prescriptive 

about the research question and approaches, leaving space for the co-creation of research with 

the subjects themselves.  This is specifically to avoid this pitfall of false empathy.   

This is particularly important in a cross-cultural context.  The ethical applications within 

international development have historically sought to transplant Western philosophy into new 

nations (Easterly, 2006; Sen, 1999).     Astroulakis (2011) says “international development has 

been chiefly perceived as a straightforward economic issue” with an amoral stance (p. 219).  He 

goes on to say that it is the individual societies themselves that get to determine what their values 

are, what goals are to be achieved, and what means should be used to reach them (Astroulakis, 

2011).  This researcher does not have permission to impose her Western expectations, biases, 

and desires on the communities being researched and she was conscious of this requirement in 

all aspects of the research endeavour.       

The research location is in Mexico so there was an additional ethical aspect of Royal Roads 

University’s support of having a student located in a developing nation context.  This is one of 

the reasons that the research question was posed from a policy lens versus a personal lens.  This 

limited the researcher’s necessity to enter into the community to ask intrusive questions of 

vulnerable populations.  There is the potential for risk for all parties and this risk is mitigated by 

asking a different research question.   This is not to say there is not a personal element to the 

research.  The inquiry is being undertaken by an individual who has her own personal thoughts, 
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opinions, and biases, as do each of the participants.  Rather, the focus of the inquiry will not 

focus on the personal narratives of the researcher or the participants.  

This research is framed for neutrality and the questions posed were open-ended and not leading.  

This helped minimize bias either arising from the questioner or from the respondent.  

Respondents were encouraged to respond to the extent that they are comfortable and there was 

no pressure to go beyond their professional or personal depth.   

Interviews and dealings with individuals were undertaken in accordance with Royal Roads 

University’s policies on ethical research.  Prior to undertaking any research actions, the project 

supervisor reviewed, and the Research Ethics Board approved, the research ethics application.  

Any identified research participants provided informed consent prior to any interviews and were 

informed of the research purpose and how their information would be used and were assured 

they could stop the interview at any time.   

 

Conclusion  

This chapter examined the approach and methodologies of the research study and 

described their role in answering the thesis question.  This chapter began by exploring the 

researcher herself and her interest and background on the topic.  Her extensive practice in the 

fields of land economics, tourism development, and housing provides sufficient background to 

tackle a complex topic such as informal housing.  Mazatlán, Mexico, was selected as the locale 

given the researcher’s extensive exposure to the people and its culture over the course of years.  
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This gave her a level of ethnographic authenticity to the findings and provided a strong starting 

point for formal research activities through her established stakeholder network.   

The chapter went on the discuss the research paradigm and how knowledge was organized, 

examined, and created through this study.  This was presented graphicly in Figure 3 – Funnel 

Chart which laid out the thought hierarchy from the high-level ontology, down through the 

chosen epistemologies, to the methodologies and finally methods.  This visual representation is 

provided so that the relationships between the selections and the logic behind their use can be 

seen.  Finally, the ethical considerations were articulated emphasising the positionality of the 

researcher and the participants.  This research was undertaken in a developing nation by a white 

Western woman.  These intersecting positionalities required management and care to ensure they 

did not influence or bias the results.   

The next chapter provides the findings of fact regarding the research topic and location.  It will 

explore the history, culture, and development of Mexico, focusing on the issues of land use, 

public policy, and tourism development for the selected site.   
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This chapter presents the history and background regarding Mazatlán, its economy, land 

use, and housing, within which the research takes place.  These topics intersect significantly 

within the informal sector, both in housing and employment, as they respond to the evolution of 

the tourism sector of the economy.  It presents the context of the study locale upon which the 

tourism economy intersects with housing.   

Mexico was a Spanish colony and this context underpins its culture and history.  The City of 

Mazatlán is a colonial city whose deep-water port has been leveraged for trading and economic 

development.  The city continues to grow, especially in recent decades, and the economic 

opportunities have diversified to include tourism as a primary sector.  Land use and allocation 

has evolved in response to economic pressures over time.  Land distribution is unequal 

originating within Mexico’s colonial roots.   

Formal urban planning activities in Mazatlán commenced in the late 1900s and they now guide 

the development of Mazatlán.  This planning has allocated lands for tourism development along 

the coastline.   Mexico and Mazatlán pursued tourism as an economic sector investing in 

necessary infrastructure and transportation options.  Mazatlán has dedicated beachfront locations 

for tourism development with a range of offerings for the various tourist categories. Housing is 

necessary for the economy to function.  Employees and their families require shelter in order to 

be able to participate in their economic sector.  Housing options for the poor and working class 

include self-help housing and public housing programs.  Pricing for each product type is dictated 

by the market. 
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This chapter sets the stage for the case studies that explore the creation of informal housing in 

several areas of Mazatlán.  It is against this factual backdrop that the lived experience gains 

salience.  It begins with a brief overview of the history of Mazatlán, its demographics, culture, 

and economic base.  Next, the land use context is presented looking at the urban planning sphere 

as it relates to the expansion of tourism in the city.  Then the topic of tourism is fully explored 

looking at the nature of the market, its offerings, and the opportunities.  Last, the topic of 

housing is discussed.  The section discusses the types of housing development in Mazatlán, in 

particular housing for the poor and working class, and pricing is presented, such as it is known.   

 

Mazatlán’s History 

Mexico after western contact was a Spanish colony and this context underpins its culture 

and history.  The City of Mazatlán is a colonial city with a deep-water port that has been used for 

trading and economic development.  The city continues to grow, especially in recent decades, 

and the economic opportunities have diversified to include tourism as a primary sector.  This 

development has advanced women in society and has provided for a decrease in levels of 

poverty. 

Western Mexico was originally settled with Indigenous peoples including the Acaxee, Cáhita, 

Pacaxee, Tahue, Totorame, and Xixime tribes.  The Totorame were largely settled in the location 

of Mazatlán.  Colonists came to Mazatlán’s shores in the early 1600s starting with the Spanish 

(Assies & Duhau. 2008).  Like many Indigenous populations the original residents suffered 

severely from diseases and violence at the hands of their conquerors.  Over the course of 
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centuries Mazatlán’s prime deep-sea port and access to mining drew other would-be conquerors, 

including the French and English, even after Mexico’s independence from Spain in 1821.  

Industries were developed including agriculture, fishing, and mining which brought German, 

Asian, and many other settlers to the area (Vega & Mendoza, 2010).  Figure 4 shows a map of 

Mazatlán’s Centro area circa 1871. 

 

Figure 4 – Mazatlán 1871 

Source:  Beraud, 2011, p. 19 

 

Despite its many military forays the city continued to expand, attracting a multicultural 

population in search of jobs and opportunity.  Since the end of the Mexican Revolution in 1920 

the city has been able to focus on advancing its many economic opportunities and serving its 



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 101 

citizens (Mazatlán Today, 2020; Mazatlán Mexico History, 2021).  The expansion of Mazatlán 

after World War II increased substantially after the original road to Durango was built in the 

1960s.  Figure 5 below shows the road linkages between Mazatlán and the rest of Mexico 

including Durango, Guadalajara, and Mexico City.  This meant that Mazatlán was no longer land 

isolated and “guarantee[d] a greater flux of people and commodities to the central region of 

Mexico” (Beraud, 2011, p. 23).   

 

Figure 5 – Map of Mexico 

Source:  Google Maps, 2021 

 

A Changing City 

Mazatlán is a growing city that has increased in population by 29% since 1995 as 

presented in Table 1 below, according to the National Institute of Statistics and Geography 
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(INEGI, 2015).  The population data for 2015 and 2020 are found separately in several different 

locations within the INEGI data.  It does appear suspect that the population would have stagnated 

over the 2015 – 2020 period.   

Table 1 - Mazatlán Population, 1995 - 2020 

Census Year Population 

1995 357,619 

2000 380,509 

2005 403,888 

2010 438,434 

2015 502,282 

2020 501,441 

Source:  INEGI 

This population expansion has been ongoing since after World War II, as in 1950 the population 

was 42,000 people (populationstat.com).  Thereafter there was mass urbanization across Mexico 

as the agricultural sector struggled and many people moved to urban centres.  The Government 

of Mexico set in motion a strategy to develop tourism destinations at various coastal locations, 

including Mazatlán, in an effort to direct migrants to cities other than the major interior 

metropolises (Wilson, 2008).  This encouraged migrants to choose Mazatlán in their search for 

employment opportunities.  

The population is youthful but ageing.  The median age has increased from 24 in 2000 to 31 in 

2020, according to the INEGI census data shown in Figure 6 - Median Age, 2000 – 2020 below.   
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Figure 6 - Median Age, 2000 – 2020 

Source: INEGI 

 

One of the factors in the ageing of the population is the decrease in the number of births in 

Mazatlán.  They have decreased from a high of 11,546 in 1994 to 7,641 in 2019, as shown in 

Figure 7 - Number of Births per Year.   

 

Figure 7 - Number of Births per Year 

24

26
27

29

31

20

22

24

26

28

30

32

34

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

M
ed

ia
n

 A
ge

Census Years

Median Age

6,000

7,000

8,000

9,000

10,000

11,000

12,000

1
9

9
4

1
9

9
5

1
9

9
6

1
9

9
7

1
9

9
8

1
9

9
9

2
0

0
0

2
0

0
1

2
0

0
2

2
0

0
3

2
0

0
4

2
0

0
5

2
0

0
6

2
0

0
7

2
0

0
8

2
0

0
9

2
0

1
0

2
0

1
1

2
0

1
2

2
0

1
3

2
0

1
4

2
0

1
5

2
0

1
6

2
0

1
7

2
0

1
8

2
0

1
9

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
B

ir
th

s

Year

Number of Births Per Year



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 104 

Source:  INEGI 

In addition, the number of children Mazatlán women are having is also decreasing.  Figure 8 – 

Live Births per Woman, 2000 – 2010 shows the decline in live births from 2.5 in 2000 to 2.2 in 

2010.  This aligns with the information in Figure 7 - Number of Births per Year, and it would be 

expected the number of live births per year would have continued to fall after 2010.   

 

Figure 8 – Live Births per Woman, 2000 – 2010 

Source: INEGI 

 

This is potentially having an impact on the wealth and wellbeing of Mazatlán citizens.  As de la 

Calle and Rubio (2012) indicate, the birth rate for Mexico declined from 7.3 children per woman 

in the 1960s to 2.05 at the time of their writing in 2012.  They argue that the declining birth rate 

is “both a cause and a consequence of the expansion of the middle class” (p. 22) as women are 

able to participate in the economy and families are incentivised to invest in the child’s education 

and health.   
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The experience in Mazatlán appears to validate this theory.  The population in Mazatlán appears 

to be progressing in their material wealth and wellbeing over the last decade.  Figure 9 - 

Distribution of People by Poverty Condition, 2010 to 2015 below presents the indicators of 

poverty and social deprivation in 2010 and 2015.  Instances of extreme poverty declined by 

percentage and in absolute terms; however, moderate poverty increased in absolute terms over 

the five-year period.     

 

Figure 9 - Distribution of People by Poverty Condition, 2010 to 2015 

Source: datamexico.org 

 

Those who were vulnerable by income declined by proportion and absolutely, but those who 

were vulnerable for social depravations increased.  Those without vulnerabilities increased over 

the time period as shown in Figure 10 - Percentage of People by Poverty Condition, 2010 – 

2015. 
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Figure 10 - Percentage of People by Poverty Condition, 2010 – 2015 

Source: datamex.org 

 

Figure 11 - Distribution of People by Social Deficiencies, 2010 – 2015 shows that the proportion 

of people facing most types of social deficiencies have reduced in the 2010 – 2015 period in 

Mazatlán.  The only exception is in the realm of housing which has seen an increased incidence 

of deprivation of 6.1% from 2010 to 2015.   
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Figure 11 - Distribution of People by Social Deficiencies, 2010 – 2015 

Source:  datamex.org 

 

The information presented here lays out the context of how Mazatlán has changed over the past 

several decades, and largely for the better.  The overall advancement of Mexico into a middle-

income country is being felt in Mazatlán in material ways for the population including 

improvements in poverty experiences and social metrics.  This is important context in the 

discussion regarding the economy and real estate as it provides visibility into how these larger 

issues are translated to the lived experiences of Mazatlecos. 

 

A Rich Culture 

The Mazatlán culture is welcoming and diverse given their multi-cultural history and 

ongoing linkages with the global economy.  It offers a balance between traditional tourist fare, 
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nature, cultural aspects, and has a vibrant food scene.  Compared to other tourist destinations in 

Mexico it offers a more authentic experience (Regis, 2018).   

Like most places in Mexico and Latin America family linkages are strong and large extended 

families are typical (Cultural Atlas, 2020).  This is reported by Santamaría Gómez (personal 

communication, January 31, 2020) to be changing in recent years.  The younger generations are 

breaking away from the family units either because they wish to live differently than the family, 

or they have to physically move away to pursue economic opportunity.  These family ties are one 

of the reasons one sees relatively little street homelessness – family would take them in (A. 

Santamaría Gómez, personal communication, January 31, 2020).  This extends to distant family 

members and shirt-tail relatives.  Mazatlecos would not let family go without housing.   

Wilson (2008) reports that as of 2000 there were some 60,000 migrants in Mazatlán with more 

than 60% of those migrants having origins in the states of Nayarit, Durango, Jalisco, the Federal 

District, and Sonora (p. 45).  She argues that this is a narrow source of migrants to the area 

compared to other destinations indicating that the tourism industry has relatively strong personal 

and professional networks to draw from, effectively excluding outsiders from entering the 

marketplace.  These networks also serve to provide a social safety net for migrants coming to the 

community providing migrants with a place to stay while they establish themselves.   

The close familial relationships are related in a sense to Mazatlán’s standards for housing and 

physical space. Small homes are typical with minimal front yards, no side yards, and small back 

patios, as detailed later in this chapter and the next.  Homes are built with concrete construction 

and were generally found to be quite sparingly furnished and appointed.  Communities are much 
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denser with people living in much closer proximity.  As a result of the lack of physical space and 

lack of sound insulation, one requires a higher noise tolerance than what this author was 

expecting.    Physical security measures were visible on almost every home including alarms, 

bars on windows, razor wire along rooftops, and tall concrete walls.  When asked informants 

indicated that the risk of theft was high with almost everything being taken if left unattended.  

However, they also indicated that they themselves experienced few occasions of property theft 

from within the homes.   

The risk of violence is synonymous with Mexico by reputation however specific complaints 

were not often relayed to this researcher.  Oritz (2017) reports that the ongoing drug-related 

conflicts have earned Mexico a dubious distinction: “in the 2016 report from the International 

Institute for Strategic Studies … Mexico were given second place, behind the Syrian civil war, 

for housing one of the world’s most lethal conflicts” (p. 6).  Incidences related to drug-related 

violence are generally kept quiet and out of the public eye, as discussed later in the section 

relating to the Cartels.  Hernandez Valle did indicate to the researcher that perhaps she was just 

unaware of what risks existed, particularly outside of her tourist bubble (personal 

communication, 2020).  This was fully acknowledged.   

This leads to a discussion regarding social issues such as addiction and mental health.  

Interviewees reported that drug users were not common, and when they were referenced, it was 

with considerable disdain and judgement.  In one conversation with Interviewee 9 (personal 

communication, January 27, 2020), the question was posed whether the prison system was used 

to manage individuals battling mental health and substance use challenges.  The interviewees 
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were unable to answer and did not appear to have considered these individuals with empathy.  To 

them these individuals, like all individuals, were to manage their own affairs appropriately and 

one didn’t develop these challenges if one was acting properly.  In reference to substance use, 

this would be a deeply shameful event for one’s family and one would not get to this point (A. 

Hernandez Valle, personal communication, January 4, 2020).  Mexico is facing an “explosive” 

addictions crisis however the issue doesn’t appear to be a subject of discussion in social circles 

(Cuddehe, 2011, p. 15).  This is not surprising given the ongoing presence of the Sinaloa Cartel 

which is funded through illicit drugs, which is discussed later in this chapter. This researcher, 

given her long experience working in social housing for those with mental health and substance 

use challenges, was surprised at the lack of concern for those facing addictions issues.  It was an 

opportunity to reflect that the structural and medical contributors to these issues is not widely 

considered, even among this group of interviewees who otherwise care deeply about their fellow 

citizens.   

This attitude permeates to how Mazatlán’s citizens treat those experiencing homelessness.  There 

are several services for those less materially fortunate mainly led through religious institutions.  

This researcher toured a homeless shelter that housed both men and women called Una Gota en 

el Oceano with Interviewee 8 (interviewee, January 20, 2020).  It does not receive government 

funding but is supported by charitable donors.  The population was largely older individuals with 

physical or cognitive challenges that in Canada would have been accommodated in public 

supportive housing facilities.  It was reported that families will leave these individuals outside at 

the door to the facility.  Often it is because the families are unable to care for the complex needs 
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of the person or they are having to make significant changes in their own living arrangements 

and can no longer accommodate them.  

There are government services through Sistema Nacional para el Desarrollo Integral de la 

Familia (DIF) which offers many services for food, health care, and housing (DIF (n.d.)).  Given 

the developing standard of Mexico this researcher was surprised at the amount of programming 

available.  There are gaps, however.  Individuals seeking assistance must have an address which 

is a hindrance (Interviewee 5, personal communication, January 15, 2020).  Those experiencing 

homelessness or housed in informal settlements that have not achieved the level of permanence 

that provides street addresses are excluded from those programs.  It was reported that there were 

workarounds however these were not investigated in detail for this research.  It was noted that 

DIF programming did not have a lot of uptake.  It was reported by Interviewee 5 (interviewee, 

January 15, 2020) that citizens have a high level of distrust of government which is a hindrance 

to program deployment.   

Another visible example of those less materially fortunate is in panhandling at intersections or in 

tourist zones.  These individuals are reportedly transitory moving their way north from Central 

America to the US, and are gathering funds for the next leg of the journey (Interviewee 8, 

personal communication, January 20, 2020; A. Hernandez Valle, personal communication, 

January 4, 2020). They are also possibly those from the interior coming to the coastal cities for 

work and opportunity (Interviewee 8, personal communication, January 20, 2020). They are 

challenged in doing so as many speak their Indigenous languages. They are unable to navigate in 

Spanish or English if they are anticipating work in the tourism sector (Interviewee 8, personal 
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communication, January 20, 2020).  The general opinion of the Mazatlán citizens spoken to is 

that these individuals should move on or move back home, lest they become a burden in 

Mazatlán.   

 

Economic Engines 

Mexico is considered an upper-middle-income country according to the World Bank 

(2021a).  The World Bank defines upper-middle-income economies as those in which their 2019 

gross national income (GNI) per capita was between $4,046 and $12,535 US.  GNI per capita 

has been increasing and since 1990 it has grown from $2,790 US to $9,180 US in 2018, as 

shown in Figure 12 - Gross National Income, 1990 – 2018.  Purchasing power parity (PPP) has 

also increased over this timeframe.  PPP as a conversion factor is a spatial price deflator and 

currency converter that eliminates the effects of the differences in price levels between countries 

and is intended to make comparisons between countries easier by equalizing the purchasing 

power.  This metric has also increased from 1990 – 2018 from $7,870 to $19,800 in 2018 

indicating that the purchasing power for average Mexicans has increased as well.     
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Figure 12 - Gross National Income, 1990 – 2018 

Source:  World Bank, 2021a 

 

The concept of the ‘middle class’ can also be contextually defined.  Berrou et al. (2020) offer 

several definitions: economic disciplines may use numerical criteria such as revenue, 

consumption, or wealth; sociology may use social status, prestige, or class; management 

approaches may use behaviours and habits of consumption (p. 194).  In the case of Mexico, their 

middle-class makes up a wide segment of their population encompassing “multiple earning 

levels and a diversity of backgrounds, professions, and social groups” (De La Calle & Rubio, 

2012, p. 18).      

A measure of societal wellbeing used in economics is the Gini Coefficient which measures levels 

of income inequality (World Bank, 2021b).  The lower the number the more equal income 

distribution is.  Mexico’s Gini Coefficient has been declining meaning income inequality is 

improving as shown in Figure 13 - Gini Coefficient for Mexico, 1989 – 2018.  Comparing it with 
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14 other Latin and South American countries, the World Bank ranks Mexico 7th with the most 

unequal country being Brazil with a Gini Coefficient of 53.9 and the most equal being El 

Salvador at 38.6 as of 2018.  OECD ranks Mexico 34th out of the 37 member states as of 2018 

(2021b). 

 

Figure 13 - Gini Coefficient for Mexico, 1989 – 2018 

Source:  World Bank, 2021b 

 

Overall, the Mexican economy has been improving in recent years and this is benefiting citizens 

broadly.  Income has risen and inequality has declined; however, OECD reports that as of the 

time of publication, 18% of the population still lived in extreme poverty (2021a).  Data was not 

available at the regional or municipal level so alternative sources have been found to discuss the 

Mazatlán economy.   
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Mazatlán historically was an agricultural and fishing economy.  It is well situated in a fertile 

valley for agriculture and the surrounding waters are well stocked with aquatic products.  Fishing 

remains a main economic activity with Mazatlán having the second largest fishing fleet in 

Mexico (Lizarraga, 2019, p. 4). It is an important port city for Mexico with a significant 

component of the economy arising from the port and ancillary activities serving the mining 

industries primarily (Mazatlán Today; Beraud, 2011).  It is a well-diversified economy and only 

in recent years have activities related to tourism have become a primary economic driver 

(Interviewee 5, personal communication, January 15, 2020). Lizarraga (2019) reports that 30% 

of municipal Gross Domestic Product comes from tourism (p. 4).  Duvall (2002) indicates that 

Mazatlán’s citizens make their living within the “the intertwined industries of tourism, fishing, 

government work and narcotics trafficking” (p. 37).  She reported that an estimated one-sixth of 

the population was engaged in the tourism economy directly and half indirectly (p. 37). Duvall’s 

definition of direct employment goes beyond the traditional resort activities to include real estate 

and construction.   

Mexico has a large percentage of the population who are informally employed (Samaniego de la 

Parra, 2017).  This is particularly notable in the agricultural sector (Torres, 2003).  As of 2013, 

Mexico had approximately 59.1% of all employable persons informally employed however 

Sinaloa was lower at just over 50% (International Labour Organization, 2014).   Wilson (2008) 

presented that as of 2000 the Mazatlán total labour force was 145,419 people with 8.37% 

working in construction and 10.34% working in hotels and restaurants.  This diverse economy 

with an increasing role for tourism has spurred the evolution of land use and the requirement for 

housing for employees to serve all sectors.  
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 The Use of Land Over Time 

Land use and allocation has evolved in response to economic pressures over time.  

Originating within Mexico’s colonial roots land distribution is unequal meaning the majority of 

the lands are held in the hands of the few.  Mazatlán grew and developed organically from its 

inception allocating lands for various economic sectors including tourism.  Formal urban 

planning activities in Mazatlán commenced in the late 1900s and these now guide the 

development of Mazatlán.  This planning process has allocated lands for tourism development 

along the coastline.    

The colonial experience of Mexico under Spanish authority resulted in a concentration of wealth 

and power and the concentration of land holdings into the hands of the few (Assies & Duhau, 

2009).  When the Spaniards arrived in the early 1500s, they claimed all lands and its occupants 

as their property.  Over the following centuries, land reforms were introduced which created 

Indigenous villages and the beginnings of the ejido communal agrarian landholding structure.  

These land claims were then slowly eroded by further land reforms which sought to reclaim 

lands that were being underutilized (Assies & Duhau, 2009).   

In 1867 the elite of Mazatlán petitioned Mexico’s governing party to dedicate lands to 

Mazatlán’s expansion (Beraud, 2011).   The lands measuring 934 hectares (2,308 acres) were set 

down by the Fundo Legal de la Ciudad de Mazatlán; however, the stipulations were poorly 

monitored and the lands were effectively privatized for the benefit of land speculators.  Thus, the 

poor and lower-class citizens were “further excluded from land and home ownership despite 

government distribution of land” (Beraud, 2011, p. 18).  The early 1900s saw a significant 
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concentration of land across Mexico “with 87 per cent of the land occupied by rural holdings in 

the hands of 0.2 per cent of the landowners” (Assies & Duhau, 2009, p. 358).   

The Mexican Revolution, which started in 1910, was in many ways about land and access to 

property with “Land and Liberty” being a slogan used under leader Emiliano Zapata (Assies & 

Duhau, 2009, p. 359).  The result was agrarian land redistribution to farmers “based on the 

principle that land belongs to the tiller” (p. 360).  It expanded ejido communal village sites and 

farmlands and these continued to expand until 1940 when “22.5 per cent of the agricultural land 

and 47.4 per cent of arable land was in the hands of the ejidos” (p. 363).  Thereafter land 

redistribution stalled in favour of industrial expansion rather than agricultural production and 

mass urbanization occurred.    

In 1992, Mexico signed on to the North American Free Trade Agreement which liberalized many 

sectors of the economy including agriculture.  One of the principles of this liberalization was to 

change the communal nature of the ejido lands so that the individual owners have the option to 

become property owners and act on the rights inherent in ownership (Assies & Duhau, 2009).  In 

many ways the provisions for the private use of ejido lands provided a vehicle to regularize the 

current practices of selling or renting occupancy rights.  The provisions were met with much 

tribulation; however, it appears the opportunity has not been widely acted upon aside from 

within urban areas (Assies & Duhau, 2009).       

Mazatlán in recent years has attempted to manage economic expansion with a newly developed 

urban planning and infrastructure regime.  Like many places in Mexico and much of the 

developing world, the focus has been on accommodating change rather than planning for it.  
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With Mexico’s major urbanization push behind them (OECD, 2015, p. 4) they can pause and 

attend to providing services to existing areas and planning for new areas within the city and 

beyond.   

 

Planning Regime 

Tourism development within Mazatlán since the mid-1900s was done without a rigorous 

urban planning framework (Beraud, 2011).  Mazatlán started creating their planning regime 

relatively recently with their zoning and planning documents drafted in 2013 and enacted in 2015 

(IMPLAN, 2015a).  Its focus has been on maintaining urban growth boundaries and ensuring 

effective use of existing infrastructure.  Infill development is encouraged as is height-based 

densification.  The planning documents were in the process of being updated through 2020 

(Interviewee 7, personal communication, January 27, 2020).   

Figure 14 - Urban Planning Designations below was taken from the Programa Municipal de 

Desarrollo Urbano de Mazatlán, Sinaloa.  It shows the current zoning areas.  Of note for the 

purposes here: 

• Orange with black border:  urban expansion zone 

• Light yellow: urban reuse / densification zone 

• Bright pink:  Centro Historico preservation zone 
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This map shows the permitted land uses at a high level for the City of Mazatlán.  The orange 

areas are where new developments would be permitted.  These areas are not currently intensively 

used and could be developed for housing or commercial uses.  The light-yellow areas are 

currently developed as single-family neighbourhoods and the City of Mazatlán would support 

redevelopment, infill development (building on currently empty parcels), or densification such as 

apartment buildings in these areas.  The bright pink area is the historical district of the old town 

and this area is subject to restrictions in terms of demolition and redevelopment (IMPLAN, 

2014).  The City of Mazatlán would like to preserve the current historical buildings and facades.    

 

Figure 14 - Urban Planning Designations 

Source: IMPLAN, 2015b, p. 20 
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The planning requirements are generally followed however many citizens are unfamiliar with 

this type of documentation.  This results in misunderstandings as to permitted uses and 

development forms (M. Armenta, personal communication, January 15, 2020).  Interviewee 7 

(personal communication, January 27, 2020) did concede that there remains some corruption and 

bribery in the development approval process.  This was echoed by other informants in their 

assertions that the size and scale of many new tourist developments were well beyond what was 

permitted.   

In recent years there have been protests against what local citizens deem to be intrusive 

developments, so the citizens are starting to mark their place in the urban planning process 

(Lizarraga, 2019).  There is a formal public consultation process for new development activities; 

however, informants indicated that there is limited space for discussion and they have generally 

found the process frustrating.  This is particularly so for citizens who are familiar with the 

processes followed in North America, such as the residential tourists or snowbirds.  These 

informants expect to use their voice to dictate the trajectory of development in their 

communities.  Those informants know the level of service that they are not receiving and are 

unsatisfied at the Mazatlán experience in comparison.  It is a nascent process within Mazatlán 

and there is hope and expectation that the urban planning rigour will become more sophisticated 

with age.  However, it is an example of how the residential tourist class are seeking to 

influencing land-use decisions.   

A significant challenge with development in Mazatlán is deficient infrastructure.  Stormwater 

management is undersized and results in flooding.  Climate change adaptation has not been 
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considered or built into existing infrastructure.  Potable water is also a challenge, especially in 

non-tourist areas (Lizarraga, 2019).  There is a new water reservoir to the south of the city 

however the piping has not been installed (Interviewee 7, personal communication, January 27, 

2020).   It is reported that some poorer neighbourhoods have their water shut off in the summer 

in order that the hotels can have their pools and fountains operational (Interviewee 5, personal 

communication, January 15, 2020).   Enclave tourist development to the north of the city is 

particularly difficult to service with water and, to date, Mazatlán has not insisted such 

development use technology such as desalination to be self-sufficient (S. Guido, personal 

communication, February 4, 2020; Interviewee 7, personal communication, January 27, 2020).  

Wastewater management is being improved with treatment plants installed and operational.   

The Centro Historico area has covered over their sewer trenches in the past several years as part 

of a beautification program intended to attract tourists to this area.  New sidewalks and lighting 

were also installed as part of this program, which has been well received by tourists although 

some locals question the value of the investment.  The raised sidewalks are proving problematic 

for flood management as it reduces the street area where water rests, funnelling water further into 

the old town (Interviewee 5, personal communication, January 15, 2020).    

The level of tourist development, especially developments serving residential or long-stay 

tourists, does pose some challenges for land-use decision makers.  As noted by Lizarraga (2019), 

this sector receives “political priority over the local people” (p. 3) with developments serving the 

tourist sector accessing prime beachfront locations and “superior urban services and facilities” 

including infrastructure (p. 5).  This is creating a polarized urban sphere with gated enclaves for 
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tourists along the seashore and local communities expanding into the interior.  This physical 

separation of the classes is creating social differentiation based on the premise that those on the 

outside (i.e., locals) pose a threat to the safety and security of the visitors.  Lizarraga (2019) 

notes that Puerto Penasco and Los Cabos have a more noticeable segregation than Mazatlán. 

However, this researcher notices that the building typologies are consistent.   This segregation of 

people and space is found in other areas of Mexico, Latin America, and globally across the 

developing world (López-López et al., 2006; Wortman et al., 2016).    

 

Three Phases of Tourism Development 

The City of Mazatlán expanded slowly in the early years and then more quickly after 

World War II (Beraud, 2011).   As was seen across Mexico, families from the interior migrated 

to the coastal and metropolitan areas in search of jobs.  This rapid urbanization resulted in 

widespread informal settlements.  These settlements used to be considered separate towns; 

however, as Mazatlán grew the areas between infilled and it became one large metropolitan area 

(A. Hernandez Valle, personal communication, January 4, 2020).    

A component of the expansion of the city was spurred by the expansion of tourism opportunities 

(Peraza & Contreras, 2013).  There were three main phases of development pushing northward 

presented graphically in Figure 15 - Map of Mazatlán, and described in detail following. 
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Figure 15 - Map of Mazatlán Showing Tourism Development Timeline 

Source: Google Maps, 2021 

 

The first expansion north was with the movement of the regional airport from just north of the 

Centro area to much further south of the city as shown in Figure 16 - Former and Current Airport 

Locations.   

Punto de Cerritos 

Centro Historico 

Stone Island 

 • Cerritos Expansion 

 . 

   . 

• Marina Bridges 

2000 . 

. 

.   

• El Cid 

 . 

. 

1970 • Golden Zone 

. 

• Move Airport 

   . 

. 

1960  • Malecon 

. 

   . 

. 

1950  • Original Townsite 



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 124 

 
Figure 16 - Former and Current Airport Locations 

Source:  Google Maps, 2021 

 

This occurred in the late 1960s and allowed for the development of the Malecon (pedestrian sea 

wall) leading to the Golden Zone (Interviewee 5, personal communication, January 15, 2020; 

Beraud, 2011, p. 23).  The development of the Golden Zone was part of a government-led 

initiative that created mass-tourist enclaves across Mexico during that same period.  Five 

locations were greenfield development: Cancun, Ixtapa, Huatulco, Los Cabos, and Loreto as 

model tourist destinations (López-López et al., 2006).  Thereafter other cities such as Mazatlán 

were expanded to accommodate tourism. (Wilson, 2008).    The Golden Zone was developed as a 

short-term tourist destination with traditional all-inclusive type resorts.  These were in the style 

of capitalistic, commodified tourist resorts that offered regulated and standardized travel 

experiences (Britton, 1991, p. 455).   

This development was most noticeable with the El Cid developments, as well as hotels on either 

side of the Av. Camarón Sábalo (Interviewee 5, personal communication, January 15, 2020).  
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These were a continuation of the Golden Zone with respect to the types of hotels but was less 

walkable and with less density of retailers and entertainment venues.  The hotels are taller and 

denser than within the Golden Zone proper.  Development continued northward through the 

1980s and 1990s.   

The second phase of tourist infrastructure was the bridge connections through the Marina area in 

the mid-2000s as shown in the map in Figure 17 - Tourism Expansion North.  The marina 

expansion also enabled tourism to push further north.  Previously, access to Punta de Cerritos 

was inland and long.  The infrastructure that opened the Marina area opened all of Av. Sábalo 

Cerritos to tourism development.  This development was of a different form, however.  While the 

Golden Zone was more traditionally tourist fare with resorts and hotels, areas to the north were 

targeted to longer-stay residential tourists, RV travellers, and condo purchasers.  Mazatlán has 

succeeded in limiting all-inclusive resorts which has been a boon to the local economy with more 

interaction with the city and its wares (M. Armenta, personal communication, January 15, 2020).  

As White notes this type of tourism development is more resilient and can weather economic 

fluctuations better as there is a broader customer market (personal correspondence, 2021).   
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Figure 17 - Tourism Expansion North 

Source:  Google Maps, 2021 
 

The most recent addition to tourism infrastructure was the redrawing of Federal Highway 40 

which created a four-lane toll road of 40D between Mazatlán and Durango (Figure 18 - Mazatlán 

to Durango Map).  It finally opened in 2013.  This roadway has made a previously perilous six to 

eight-hour journey a scenic three-hour drive (S. Gamble, personal communication, January 24, 

2020).  This has opened Mazatlán to a level of national tourism that was previously 

unachievable.   
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Figure 18 - Mazatlán to Durango Map 

Source: Google Maps 

 

National tourists are able to access Mazatlán in far larger numbers and have been doing so 

consistently.  Their style of tourist experience is different from the international tourist.  Single 

hotel rooms are often insufficient for the size of their family groups.  They are more apt to 

purchase real estate for their own use.  They stay longer and come more often.  National tourists 

are also found in all areas of town including Centro, Malecon, and interior neighbourhoods, 

according to Santamaría Gómez (personal communication, January 31, 2020).   

 

Tourism’s Role in Mazatlán  

Mexico and Mazatlán purposefully pursued tourism as an economic sector investing 

heavily in necessary infrastructure and transportation options.  Mazatlán has dedicated 

beachfront locations for tourism development with a range of offerings for the various tourist 

types. 
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Mexico was intentional in its entry into the tourism market.  This was a policy decision drafted at 

the federal level from the post-Revolutionary government with the intention of creating “an 

industry made by and for Mexicans” (Berger, 2006, p. 2).  It would also signify Mexico’s 

entrance into “the modern capitalist world” (p. 4).  Mexico’s active statist intervention, rather 

than a neo-liberal market-driven acquiescence, has allowed for Mexican enterprises to benefit 

from the industry, if not the citizenry (Clancy, 1999).    Citizens have been largely excluded from 

the industry expansion except as low-level staff within the sector (Clancy, 1999; Lovel & 

Feuerstein, 1992). 

The government at the local, state, and federal levels have all contributed greatly to the 

development of the tourism economy in Mazatlán.  As outlined previously, the major 

infrastructure enablers of transportation, land development, and servicing have all been provided 

by government actors (Beraud, 2012; Cothran & Cothran, 1998).  They had a role to play in 

addressing citizen concerns and social unrest that resulted from the advancement of tourism 

development schemes (Clancy, 1999).    They have also acted as industry convenor, marketing 

agent, and investment facilitator, as is often the case in tourism development (Britton, 1991, p. 

458). 

The government’s involvement was less significant than the ground-up construction of Cancun, 

for example, but the spirit remained.  The Government of Mexico tourism development ministry, 

Fondo Nacional de Fomento al Turismo (FONATUR), is still active in the area, but have turned 

their attention to enclave developments further north and south along the coastlines (S. Guido, 

personal communication, February 4, 2020; Interviewee 1, personal communication, December 
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2, 2019).  These are more traditional all-inclusive destinations where participation in Mazatlán 

life is limited by distance and access.  As of the late 1990s FONATUR had completed 15 

megaprojects across the country (Cothran & Cothran, 1998). 

Mexico receives considerable revenue from tourism and its importance is growing.  OECD 

(2014) reports that tourism makes up 8.5% of gross domestic product (GDP) and provides 5.8% 

of formal full-time employment nationwide.  This is a significant increase from earlier decades 

when it was estimated at “less than 3% of GDP” (Clancy, 1999, p. 9).  Berger (2006) indicates 

that the tourism sector, including aligned industries of infrastructure and construction, 

constituted 10% of total national employment as of the time of her writing.   

Tourism has been a double-edged sword for developing countries.  It has been a balancing act 

between modernizing their economies and creating additional dependencies on outside forces.  

Often tourism development was encouraged by international agencies such as the World Bank 

and governments lost control over the process.  There is also often a power imbalance between 

small developing countries and large multinational corporations, investors, and donor agencies, 

which meant the development process might not have been planned or implemented in a way 

that benefitted all citizens (Clancy, 1999).   

In Mexico corporations are considered judicial persons meaning that they are a separate entity 

created under law and have rights and responsibilities similar to a natural person (Quintana 

Adriano, 2015).  This includes the rights to enter into contracts and generate economic benefits, 

but also responsibilities such as obeying laws and fulfilling obligations.  Corporations exist 

separate from their owners and can own property in their own names (Martin, 2007).   
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Corporations, however, can hold a lot of power within Mexico based on their economic 

influence.  This is particularly true within the tourism space where both Mexican and 

international business interests have been expanding their holdings (Clancy, 2001).  Cokelet 

highlights the “void of national sovereignty…has essentially been filled by corporate power” 

particularly in the developing nation context (2019).  He goes on to say that corporate power 

Mexico is formidable in that “37 people own or maintain influence over 28% of the national 

economy through interlocking corporate directorships”.  Corporate interests exert their influence 

over land use decisions, economic sector development, and infrastructure investments, including 

those related to tourism.   

In Mexico, as in other countries, the state implemented a process of development to create an 

industrialist tourism model catering to the international tourist.  The goal was to create or 

advance the tourism sector in certain locations and it saw considerable success with a threefold 

increase in hotel rooms from 1974 to 1992 (Clancy, 1999).  However, in terms of economic 

benefits it may not have seen all that it desired.  Foreign ownership or affiliation was high 

estimated at “71% of the top two classes of hotels” (Clancy, 1999, p. 13).  This is a figure on the 

decline however as Mexican interests have increased their participation.  Now it is a market 

dominated by large foreign and Mexican organizations.   

 

Role of Cartels 

Any discussion of development, real estate, or construction in Mazatlán or the State of 

Sinaloa needs to consider the significant role the Sinaloa Cartel plays.  There is little, if anything, 



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 131 

that occurs in the governance, financing, or business of the area that this group does not 

influence (Oritz, 2017).  The patriarch Joaquín Guzmán, also known as El Chapo, may have been 

arrested and jailed however this does not reduce the key role that the Cartel plays.  For many 

decades the Cartel acted as a de facto government in the State and they remain strongly 

influential in a number of ways.  Indeed, El Chapo remains something of an idol to many in the 

area and one can purchase figurines of him in the market.   

Construction activities, particularly condos and hotels, is reported to be a business interest for the 

Cartel.  Beraud (2001) reports “real estate development in Mazatlán is significantly linked to the 

global drug industry and, especially through money laundering” (p. 27).  Construction is an 

excellent way to launder money, as are business operations such as hotels (Teichmann, 2017).  

Informants mentioned the influence of narco money and activities in several discussions 

however, none of these discussions were held with government officials.  It is generally accepted 

that Mazatlán is for tourism business activities, and if there is overt crime it is bad for business.  

The Cartels are businesspeople first and foremost (Oritz, 2017). One would rarely see gang 

violence, murders, or kidnappings within the Mazatlán tourist areas and efforts are made to keep 

it out of the tourist gaze and out of the news cycle. International alerts regarding violence in 

Mexico has been seen to impact tourism, although the effect depends on the nature of the tourist 

(Flores Gamboa et al., 2016).  Specific incidences of violence were rarely mentioned and are not 

generally reported publicly.  There was only one mention of the risk of violence at one case 

study location as it related to women walking alone, although it could be questioned whether this 

is a Cartel-related risk or a more general risk.   
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With this influence in mind this researcher was very careful to avoid any discussions or probing 

questions that may reveal unsavoury aspects of Cartel activities.  This study did not examine the 

influence of crime, money laundering, or the Cartels on housing.  She avoided putting any 

interviewees in an uncomfortable, and indeed potentially dangerous, situation by inquiring into 

these activities.  However, no discussion of Mazatlán or the State of Sinaloa would be complete 

without acknowledging this important influence.   

 

Nature of the Tourism Market 

As previously mentioned, tourism is a significant economic driver.  However, in 

Mazatlán it looks different than in some of the purpose-built destinations like Ixtapa and Cancun.   

Mazatlán has traditionally been a destination for international tourists with some local Mexican 

tourists from within Sinaloa.  Many of these international tourists stay for longer durations and 

own homes or condominiums, earning the name of ‘snowbird’ for their migration south to avoid 

the winters in northern climates.  With the new addition of the road to Durango, the tourism 

market has expanded significantly for Mexican tourists from the interior and the northern parts of 

Mexico (Interviewee 4, personal communication, December 11, 2019).  With fewer all-inclusive 

resorts and a tourist class of long-stay visitors or Mexican citizens, the tourism economy can 

expect to experience less economic leakage.  More tourists visit local restaurants outside of their 

resorts, visit the downtown area, or shop at the markets.   

Santamaría Gómez (personal communication January 31, 2020) indicated that most of the 

tourism businesses and hotels were developed and owned by local Mazatlán citizens.  
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Mazatlecos are very proud of this and the accomplishments that their people were able to 

achieve.  As of 2017 there were 14,982 available hotel rooms in the State of Sinaloa.  Mazatlán 

held 66.58% or 9,975 rooms, an increase of 618 rooms from 2016 (CODESIN, 2018). They 

achieved 60.74% occupancy over the year which was ninth place of all tourism destinations in 

Mexico.   

Mazatlán has been an active tourism designation since the 1950s and as such has had a long 

relationship with the sector and its populations (Duval, 2002, p. 38).   After the 1968 Olympics 

and the FIFA World Cup of Soccer in 1970, both hosted in Mexico, tourism activity expanded 

significantly (Santamaría Gómez, 2005, p. 20).  The vast majority of tourists during the 1970-

1974 period originated from the United States at 91% and only 7.1% originating from Canada (p. 

37). 

 

Figure 19 – Total Number of Tourist Arrivals 

Source: SECTUR 
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National tourists make up a significant proportion of tourist arrivals in Mazatlán, steadily rising 

over the past decade as shown in Figure 19 – Total Number of Tourist Arrivals.  There was a 

notable increase after 2012 with the opening of the new highway to Durango in the interior of 

Mexico.   

To assess the impact of tourism on the Mazatlán economy and land use paradigm one must 

understand the general categories of tourist that exist in this market.  There are two distinct 

groupings of tourists: vacationers and long-stay (also labelled as residential), who can then be 

grouped as domestic (nationals) and international (foreigners), based on definitions by Jiménez 

et al. (nd), Wortman et al. (2016), Scott et al. (2012), and Prideaux (2000), among others.  

The first group to be defined is the international vacationer. This group are the traditional mass 

tourists, or ‘normal’ tourists to use Wortman et al.’s (2016) term, who arrive for a week or two, 

stay in a full-service resort or hotel in the Golden Zone and enjoy Mazatlán in a controlled and 

limited way.   

The second group is the domestic vacationer.  They also come for a short duration, however 

there are some differences.  They may stay at a hotel or resort but will more often rent an 

apartment.  They will also venture further out of the tourist zones as they are familiar with the 

language and culture.   

Long-stay vacationers, or residential tourists to use Wortman et al.’s (2016) term, are more often 

“foreign” (p. 142).  They may own property in Mazatlán and return year after year for the winter 

season.  Wortman et al. (2016) state that this class of tourist have different economic and social 
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impacts as compared to vacationers in their expenditure patterns and community engagement 

profiles.  They tend to live in homes or condos in secured communities with access to the beach 

(Lizarraga, 2019).  They are often found in Cerritos or along the Malecon as opposed to the 

Golden Zone or Sabalo County, and are more recently being found in Centro Historico.  As a 

result of their wider footprint, they have more impact on the urban form in a larger area.  

Cerritos, for example, is a lot less dense in its land use.  Buildings are taller and there is much 

more space between developments.  This is similar to the Marina area, with spacious single-

family homes surrounded by North American style yards.  This building typology conforms to 

Lizarraga (2019) and Lopez-Lopez et al.’s (2006) description of residential tourist 

accommodation.      

 

Figure 20 – Golden Zone Streetscape 

Source:  Google Maps, 2014 
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Figure 20 – Golden Zone Streetscape above shows the streetscape from the Golden Zone circa 

2014 from Google Maps which shows a dense form of development with minimal space between 

buildings.  Note the additional towers in the process of being built, and since 2014 more towers 

have been added in this small area.  Figure 21 – Av. Sabalo Cerritos below shows a street view 

of the Cerritos area, particularly the Costa Bonita Paraiso II where the researcher normally 

resides and resided during her fieldwork.  Notice the space between the developments and 

greenspace allocation.   

 

 

Figure 21 – Av. Sabalo Cerritos 

Source:  Google Maps, 2019 

 

Domestic tourists who own property in Mazatlán stay for shorter durations at a time but may 

come several times per year.  This is especially true now that the road to Durango is improved.  

The home may be used by several households collectively so that the home may be occupied 
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almost continuously year-round.  Nationals from the interior cities will still visit in the summer 

as Mazatlán – while still hot – is less hot and humid than other locations and has the ocean 

breezes.  This group can be found almost anywhere in the city however those with wealth will 

prefer access to the ocean (S. Gamble, personal communication, January 24, 2020; Interviewee 

4, personal communication, December 11, 2020).   

 

Industry Staff 

Tourism is considered by many Mexicans to be a great career opportunity.  Most jobs in 

the larger hotels and resorts are classified as formal employment and thus employees are able to 

access services and programs through the government and the employer.  In 2017 CODESIN 

(2018a) reported that 43.12% of formal employees in the southern region of Sinaloa, which 

includes Mazatlán, were in the service sector.  Informants indicated that the hours are long but it 

is clean work and they can get tips, which is a sentiment repeated by Wilson (2008).  Duval 

(2002) reports that wages are not necessarily higher but there are other benefits to working in the 

tourism sector (p. 37).  Many of the hospitality staff this researcher connected with felt 

themselves to be firmly middle-class within the Mazatlán economy and were able to support 

themselves and their families adequately.   

Santamaría Gómez (personal communication, January 31, 2020) indicated that many staff start 

their tourism careers in Acapulco and then move to other destinations after they are trained.  This 

particularly applies to client-facing staff.  English is key to accessing these jobs and as a result, 

many schools and programs are being offered to train youth in the English language.  It was 
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noted by Interviewee 8 (personal communication, January 20, 2020) that migrants from 

Indigenous communities in the interior are particularly disadvantaged in the search for tourism 

jobs.  They speak neither English nor Spanish which makes their job searches in the city very 

difficult.  It does not appear that there is specific job-readiness support provided by DIF or the 

City of Mazatlán to Indigenous migrants.   

Staff turnover is also low in hospitality and restaurant businesses in Mazatlán, as observed by the 

researcher and reported by informants.  This researcher has observed that in many restaurants 

and hotels the staff are consistent, particularly for key roles.  One informant mentioned their 

success in having attracted a bartender from a competing resort to work at their resort.  A 

conversation with an owner at the losing resort indicated that she was deeply resentful of this 

action.  The staff at this researcher’s condominium building where she rents a unit have been 

present for years, including the security staff and foodservice professionals.  It has been notable 

for this researcher how professional the client-facing staff are across Mazatlán.  They take their 

jobs seriously and take great pride in their venues and service.  White indicates that this is an 

indicator of the stability of the industry in the region (personal communication, 2021).  

For back-of-house staff, it was reported by another hotel operator that staff retention can be more 

difficult.  It either happens that they have a staff person for a decade or more or the staff quit 

after a week, according to one hotelier.  Interviewee 1 (personal communication, December 2, 

2019) who runs a restaurant and boutique hotel indicated that management of staff could be quite 

intensive, with performance management a significant component of his activities.  When he 

purchased his venue four years prior, he let the entire staff go and rehired formal employees at 
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significantly higher wages.  He found that performance is commiserate with the pay structure 

and his turnover has reduced significantly.   

 

Housing as a Necessity 

Housing is necessary for any economy to function.  Employees and their families require 

shelter in order to be able to participate in their economic sector.  Housing options for the poor 

and working-class in Mazatlán include self-help housing and public housing programs.  Pricing 

for each product type is dictated by the market, although the mechanics of the market are not 

readily studied.  

In referring to the poor and working class Mazatlecos, the labels are used as relational rather than 

strictly definitional.  The World Bank (2020) defines extreme poverty as those with incomes of 

less than US$1.90 per day.  In Mexico only 1.7% of the population falls into this category as of 

2018.  OECD (2019b) indicates that 20% of the Mexican population are considered poor, making 

0 – 50% of the median income.  Lower income population (50 – 70% of median income) 

amounts to 16% of the population, and middle income (75 – 200% of median income) is 45% of 

the population.  In this study when discussing groups such as ‘the poor’ or ‘working class’ as it 

relates to housing choices, it speaks to market segments rather than demographic categories.  As 

found in the field research, household income changes can occur without the household moving 

locations.     

Housing in Mazatlán is predominantly designed as single-family homes of relatively small size.  

Purpose-built apartments are much rarer; however, many homes are divided for full or partial 
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suites for extended family or renters (M. I. Grano-Maldonado, personal communication).  

Condominium buildings are targeted to the tourist market, either residential foreigners or 

Mexican nationals from inland cities (A. Santamaría Gómez, personal communication, January 

31, 2020; S. Gamble, personal communication, January 24, 2020).   

Homes are generally owned in Mazatlán with 70% owned as of the 2015 census and 15% rented 

as shown in Figure 22 – Housing Tenure Type in Mazatlán, 2015 (CIEGSIN, 2015).  

 

Figure 22 – Housing Tenure Type in Mazatlán, 2015 

Source: CIEGSIN 

 

There are several broad types of housing targeted to Mazatlán citizens: public housing such as 

those under programs like INFONAVIT, subdivisions (fraccionamientos), private subdivisions 

or gated communities (privados), and informal developments areas (invasions).  Of interest, 

homes in each of these areas tend to be of similar size and densities – a topic fully explored in 
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the next chapter.  Homes are placed together with no side yards on lots approximately 7 meters 

by 20 meters, or approximately 1,500 square feet (Interviewee 10, personal communication, 

January 27, 2020).  This is a very standard size across the city regardless of the target market, 

aside from tourist product.  As a result, densities are very high with high land utilization rates 

being standard.   

Homes are generally small with approximately 80% of homes having one or two bedrooms.  The 

number of one-bedroom homes has declined in Mazatlán between 2010 to 2015, and two-

bedroom homes have increased (Figure 23 – Number of Bedrooms per Home, 2010 – 2015).   

 

Figure 23 – Number of Bedrooms per Home, 2010 – 2015 

Source:  Datamex.org 

 

Housing created under programs such as INFONAVIT tend to be of a higher density than other 

suburban areas in Mexican cities, the result of which is less sprawl in their urban growth 
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are built under a public housing program serving formal private-sector employees.  They are 

designed to be modest and affordable, as can been seen in Figure 24.   

 

Figure 24- Newly constructed INFONAVIT homes  

Source: Google Maps, 2014 

 

Fraccionamientos, or general subdivisions, have occurred and still occur across the city.  These 

are formal subdivisions and the developer may sell the lots or the completed houses (Ibarra, 

2016).  They generally start as a very uniform product but substantial variation occurs over the 

passage of time.  There are no design requirements and no one is monitoring the evolution of the 

building form according to Interviewees 16 and 17 (personal communication, January 20, 2020).  

As a result, the initial homes are often added to with garages, second or third stories, and decks.  

These may not conform to any particular aesthetic and it is often the case that the home or any of 

its additions will remain unfinished for many years as the owner saves enough money to 

complete the project (OECD, 2015).  While technically an owner is required to get a permit for 

the works the general consensus of the informants was that this was not always done.   
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Figure 25 – Middle-class neighbourhood just outside of the downtown area 

Source: Google Maps 2014 

 

To demonstrate the evolution of a fraccionamientos neighbourhood, Figure 25 above shows an 

example of homes built 20-25 years ago.  The homes are distinctive from each other in their 

style.  Looking at Figure 26, which is on the same block of the same street as Figure 25, partially 

complete homes are visible with unfinished masonry and preparatory supports for additional 

stories to be added in the fullness of time.  This neighbourhood, Los Portales, is featured in 

Chapter 5 in the examination of lot sizes and densities.   

 

Figure 26 – Homes in mid-construction on same street as Figure 18  

Source: Google Maps 2014 
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Privados are gated communities developed and built by one developer.  These developments 

maintain a similar density and size as other areas; however, there is a notable difference: owners 

are unable to add on as they see fit.  There are design guidelines and requirements to maintain 

the aesthetic, according to a resident.  The entrance gates and guardhouse are shown for one such 

development in Figure 27.  These types of developments are preferred by a certain segment of 

the local marketplace who value the look and conformity within their community.  These 

subdivisions do tend to be more expensive as well (A. Hernandez Valle, personal 

communication, January 4, 2020).  Privados targeting the foreign community tend to provide 

much larger lots and yards, such as the ones found near the Marina or the El Cid Golf Course.  

Those targeted to a local population remain dense with small units. 

 

Figure 27 – Privado development showing entrance gates  

Source: Google Maps, 2014 

 

Informal communities, the particular subject of this research, are developed in a similar fashion 

to fraccionamientos especially recently.  Locally these are called ‘invasions’. The development 

process will be detailed extensively in Chapter 5 but to summarize, lots are laid out, roadways 

and public services allocated, and then lots are sold to private owners (Interviewee 9, personal 
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communication, January 27, 2020).  In this case, the owner acquires the land only and are 

responsible for the creation of their home.  Informal homes start much more simply than homes 

in a fraccionamiento where a contractor will be engaged to construct the outer walls and roof and 

attach the home to services.  Informal homes may be little more than a tarp to start and evolve 

from there as the owner acquires materials, as shown in Figure 28.   

 

Figure 28 – Early home development in the AMLO area 

Source: Interviewee 9 Photo 

 

The different types of housing development are often found directly adjacent to each other.  For 

example, the homes of El Cid Golf Course back directly onto an older fraccionamiento with only 

a dirt road and fencing separating them. Privados are found in most areas of the city.  Historical 

informal settlements are now considered middle-class neighbourhoods.  Even ejido lands, or 

communal farmsteads, remain centred in the city.   

What foreigners would deem to be good and bad neighbourhoods meld together in the city, and 

what foreigners would deem to be bad neighbourhoods are actually pretty good neighbourhoods 

by the standards of local citizens.  This researcher did not assess whether there was stigma 
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associated with having an address in certain areas, as one sees in other research (for example, 

Shin & López-Morales, 2018; Bayón & Saravi, 2013).  However, no interviewee mentioned such 

an impact except as it related to foreign purchasers.  In the tour of one new informal community 

discussed in Chapter 5, the private lands were subdivided with a portion for the informal 

development and the remainder for a formal subdivision.  It was not indicated whether the future 

development would be a fraccionamiento or privado. The road was intended to extend through 

both communities.  When asked, Interviewee 9 (personal communication, January 27, 2020) said 

there was no stigma and the developer of the formal subdivision would not be expecting a 

decreased price for his product due to the presence of the informal community next door.   

 

Informal Housing’s Role in the Market 

Mexico, like many developing countries, went through a period of urbanization as rural 

area economies declined.  By the early 2000s, over 75% of the population were city dwellers 

(OECD, 2015).  For many who came to the cities, housing infrastructure was unavailable either 

in sufficient quantity or in terms of affordability.  As a result, migrants made their shelter where 

they could and the majority of the housing stock in Mexico was informally developed.   The 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development indicates that “nearly one-quarter of 

urban households live in informal settlements” as of 2015 (p. 16). 

In Mazatlán, like most other Mexican cities, informal housing made up a significant portion of 

the housing stock.  Much of the older housing stock originated as invasions, with a particular 

influx in the 1950s (Beraud, 2001).  Over time most of them have been regularized with services 
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and titles (Interviewee 9, personal communication, January 27, 2020).  Exceptions exist, 

however.  Informal homes that are located in a hazard zone, where there are land ownership 

conflicts, or other issues, are not able to get servicing and titles.  This segment of the marketplace 

is still growing and several examples of invasions are presented in the next chapter. 

Technically, there is nothing stopping someone from participating in an invasion to gain more 

lands for themselves.  Mexico has within its constitution a right to housing so would-be 

homeowners are not subject to eviction except through an arduous process (Interviewee 9, 

personal communication, February 2, 2020).  Informants noted that some individuals are taking 

advantage of the situation and abusing the system.  Mazatlán has attempted to develop a policy 

for granting titles only to new homeowners however there are ways to get around that policy.  

Title documentation remains crude so if an individual is an owner in a different area, authorities 

may not know.  They may also use different family members to stake claims for new 

landholdings with father, mother, son, and daughter each taking a parcel (Interviewee 9, personal 

communication, January 27, 2020).  It was expressed that even this researcher, as a foreigner, 

would not be hindered from invading and going through the process of regularization to gain title 

to lands if she felt so inclined.   

Invasion occupiers often come down from the mountains as there is limited opportunity in the 

outlying areas.  Farmers find it difficult to get their product to market, and it is not a particularly 

lucrative endeavour as compared to working in the city.  An issue around Mazatlán is that the 

Cartels control the roads so it can be dangerous to travel.  Water, or the lack thereof, is also 

making rural living difficult (Interviewee 9, personal communication, January 27, 2020). 
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There is a negative sentiment from informants arising from the ongoing invasions.  They often 

view these settlers as land grabbers rather than homesteaders.  They believe that the invasion is 

not necessary for housing and they are just being greedy and taking lands that should belong to 

others or the public.  Another sentiment was that the settlers have their lands in the ejidos so they 

should return to their home locations.  Of note, there did not appear to be invasion activities in 

official park spaces around the city.  When asked, informants indicated that this would not be 

permitted and would be prevented by local authorities.   

 

Public Housing Programs 

The Government of Mexico has faced several decades of significant population growth 

and urbanization.  Between 1960 and 2000 the population increased from 35 million to over 100 

million.  This population also urbanized with approximately 75% of the population now in cities.  

In the early phases self-help housing was the only available option for migrants in their new 

locations.  Starting in the 1970s the Mexican government created several programs to help create 

housing for some of its citizens (Bredenoord & Verkoren, 2009).   

These programs have been generally considered a success, with INFONAVIT available for 

private sector formal employees and FOVISSSTE for public sector employees.  These programs 

are public-private partnerships with employers paying 5% of the employees’ wages into the 

program (INFONAVIT, 2017).  Programs such as INFONAVIT make it easier for formal 

employees to become homeowners.  Employers pay into the fund through a payroll deduction 

which accumulates as a down-payment for a home, the balance of which is available through a 

https://portalmx.infonavit.org.mx/
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loan through the program.  This incentivizes home ownership and as a result, some employees 

are purchasing homes for future use or as investments (Monkkonen, 2014).   

The INFONAVIT programs have generally been available for new-built homes so these 

developments necessarily occur on the periphery of cities where land is available.  This has 

caused some hollowing out of city centres as purchasers are forced to the outskirts through the 

program.  There is some movement to expand the program to include the purchase and 

renovations of existing homes; however, the preponderance of users of the programs remains in 

the new-build space (Monkkonen, 2014).   

 

Home Pricing 

Housing pricing is something of a mystery to the uninitiated.  There are no published 

statistics and public records are unreliable (S. Gamble, personal communication, January 24, 

2020).  Up until approximately ten years ago parties did not put the accurate purchase price on 

conveyancing documentation.  This has been changing and is an indicator of an increase in 

public trust in the government generally.  Pricing is reported to be almost random, especially for 

tourist product.  A house can sit on the market for years before it is sold.   

The housing market for local citizens is largely through word of mouth.  Realtors are not 

common outside of the tourist markets.  Signs are placed on the fence or main gate and interested 

parties will either hear about it being available from a friend or will have to drive around the 
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neighbourhood to identify the product (A. Hernandez Valle, personal communication, January 4, 

2020; Interviewee 8, personal communication, January 20, 2020). 

House prices are reportedly rising, however.  One interviewee indicated that she had purchased a 

home through INFONAVIT for investment purposes at approximately $200,000 pesos.  The 

price had reportedly risen since that purchase to $300,000 pesos in three years (Interviewees 16 

and 17, personal communications, January 20, 2020).  As mentioned previously, official data 

regarding sales pricing is not available to validate the informant’s claims.  Prices in the tourist 

zones are more volatile and subject to market forces in the home countries as well.   

The Organization for Economic and Cooperation and Development does have some aggregated 

statistics for Mexico and the State of Sinaloa.  Figure 29 - OECD Home Price Growth, Mexico 

and Sinaloa - 2005 – 2020 shows the year over year growth rate for housing for both 

geographies.  The State of Sinaloa tracks quite closely to Mexico in terms of house price growth. 

 

Figure 29 - OECD Home Price Growth, Mexico and Sinaloa - 2005 – 2020 

Source:  OECD.stat 
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It also reveals the volatility in the marketplace that informants reported (OECD, 2021c).  The 

impact of global economic impacts such as the 2008 recession are also noticeable.  OECD 

(2019b) also indicates that middle-income Mexican households spend less of their budget on 

housing as compared to their OECD counterparts.  In 2015 middle-income Mexicans spent 22% 

of their budget on housing, as compared to 32% for the larger OECD countries. 

Interviewees noted particular upward pressure on home prices in the Centro Historico area.  This 

had been a derelict area until the 1990s when an enterprising restauranteur wished to attract 

tourists to the area with the heritage and architecture (A. Santamaría-Gómez, personal 

communication, January 31, 2020; Regis, 2018).  Lizarraga (2019) reports that this area is now 

“one of the most inhabited areas by US citizens” (p. 9).  In the past decade investment has been 

made in the refurbishment of the building facades, sidewalks, and lighting to make the area more 

inviting and safer.  Four years ago, the roads were repaved with cobblestones and the open sewer 

grates were covered over, making the environment much more pleasant (Regis, 2018).  

Additional lighting was installed which highlighted the architecture of the old buildings – 

Figures 30, 31, and 32 highlight the streetscape improvements.   
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Figure 30 – Centro Historico Streetscape Improvements 

Source: Personal Photo 

 

 
Figure 31 – Centro Historico Façade Refurbishment 

Source: Personal Photo 
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Figure 32 - Street Trees Maintained as Façades 

Source: Personal Photo 

 

As a result, the area is popular for citizens and tourists alike, meaning prices have been rising 

within the area.  The ability to add supply to the area is constrained through heritage 

maintenance programs (Interviewee 7, personal communication, January 27, 2020).  The area is 

generally popular with foreign residents.  Airbnb is also a significant contributor to the changing 

market dynamics: there is more demand for product and the parties have more ability to pay 

higher prices because of the income potential (S. Flores Gamboa, personal communication, 

January 31, 2020).  The demand from tourists in the area is limited to foreigners as Mexican 

tourists are uninterested in heritage elements (A. Santamaría Gómez, personal communication, 

January 31, 2020).  These are not novel features relative to the cities they originate from and 

Mexican nationals prefer the sleek, modern condos being built along the Malecon and the 

beaches.  Rents in particular, have been rising steeply with several informants indicating that 

they have been challenged in finding a suite to rent that meets their budget.  These informants are 

professional-level employees indicating that many local citizens have been priced out of the 

market.     
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This pricing pressure does not stray far from the historic district, however.  Even a few blocks 

away the prices are significantly lower than in the heart of the Centro Historico (A. Santamaría 

Gómez, personal communication, January 31, 2020). The streetscape improvements and lighting 

are limited to a few block radius from the Plaza Machado.  Thereafter lighting is limited, the 

open sewer grates resume, and the upkeep of the building facades is notably neglected, all of 

which make foreigners feel less comfortable and safe in the area.  This is not to say that the areas 

beyond are particularly unsafe or unwelcoming; rather, those with limited experience in living in 

a Mexican city may not be comfortable. 

Pricing for residential tourist product is volatile.  Santamaría Gómez and Sáinz Díaz (2018) 

highlight the post-2008 global economic crisis impacted the market for homes in the resorts.  

Housing prices in 2011 had declined some 30% as a result of the economy and because of 

violence.  However, this is put in the context of the prior pricing increases where apartments in 

the La Marina development had risen from $80,000USD in 2005 to $170,000USD in 2011.  

Currently, apartments in the La Marina complex are listed from $199,000USD; although, as 

noted, the final selling price may vary significantly (Pacific Pearl, 2021).     

 

Conclusion  

 

This chapter presents the circumstances and context of the Mexican and Mazatlán 

economic, land use, and tourism experience.  Mazatlán is a growing city with a diverse economy.  

Its origins as a colonial city post-contact centred around its deep-sea port, with significant 

growth occurring in the mid 1900’s as part of the large-scale urbanization seen across Mexico. 
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The land-use regime has recently been codified; enshrining tourist-serving uses within prime 

beach locations.  Mazatlán pursued tourism purposefully, expanding their offering northward in 

response to growing demand and serving that expansion with transportation and infrastructure.   

This expanding market has drawn Mexicans in search of jobs and opportunity and these people 

need homes.  Informal development has been and remains a source of housing for the poor and 

working class, often on the outskirts of town away from the tourist centres.  The majority of 

housing in Mazatlán originated as informal developments and much of it has been regularized 

over time.  There is also development of public housing programs such as INFONAVIT.  

Despite this expansion in housing stock pricing appears to be rising.   

These details present the background and set the stage for the case study findings in the next 

chapter where the lived experience is explored as compared to the factual aspects presented here.  

It highlights the findings of the site visits and presents the high-level settlement and 

regularization process that the City of Mazatlán has developed.  It also presents the findings from 

the GIS analysis that was undertaken to explore land parcel size longitudinally, with the 

expectation that parcels for the poor and working-class were and remain modest.   
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Chapter 5 – Field Research  
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“They would, rather, be regular people. Working people. People with families.  

With young children. People who came to the city to find work.   

Mechanics and waitresses, laborers and salesclerks, teachers and taxi drivers.”  

Shadow Cities, Neuwirth, 2016, p. 15 

 

The field research sought to test the hypothesis that tourism impacts housing, particularly 

as it related to informal housing, and this chapter presents those findings.  Housing for the poor 

and working class have their origins as invasions which are an important source of shelter in 

Mazatlán historically and currently. It is reported that some 60% of housing in Mexico’s major 

cities had been developed informally over the prior 20 years (Siembieda and Moreno, 1997, p. 

657). The research included tours of five case study sites which provided visibility into the 

invasion process and the experience of the participants.  The five locations ranged from older to 

brand new and showed three different potential tenure arrangements: untitlable, titlable, and 

ejido occupation.  

The field research revealed a developing urban planning and land regularization process for 

invasions.  There are roles for the Invasion Leader, municipal authorities, and the eventual 

residents in the site selection, layout, and servicing of the community.  The process of 

regularization from initial occupation through to formal titling is sufficiently standardized so as 

to be documentable.  It was also discovered that land allocation for single family homes varies 

by wealth and target market, and parcel sizes have remained modest over time.  Wealth affects 

the size of lots that are available by segment with residential tourists being able to secure the 
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most land for themselves, followed by wealthy Mazatlecos, and then the smallest lots are 

allocated to the poor and working class. 

The researcher spent ten weeks in Mazatlán from November 2019 – February 2020 conducting 

the field research into the intersectional issues of tourism, land use, and informal housing.  This 

research’s original focus was centred around the experience of tourism enterprises and their 

challenges in staff housing:  whether they were required to provide it, whether its availability 

impacted recruitment, or if staff were affected by the presence or absence in staff housing.   

The initial interviews and conversations held with those working within the tourism realm in 

Mazatlán revealed that the provision of affordable housing for staff was an unimportant topic of 

conversation for them.  Staff managed their own housing and tourism enterprises did not concern 

themselves with this issue.  It was not a significant issue for recruitment either.  A caveat is in 

order: Mazatlán as a city has developed organically over an extended time period (Wilson, 

2008).  The experience in a purpose-built resort community such as Cancun may have had a 

different trajectory, especially in its early stages.   

The topic of informal housing however, was generally fruitful, and official interviewees and 

casual informants were easily engaged in this topic. There was also a diversity of opinions that 

made for engrossing discussions with a variety of people. In the spirit of ensuring that the 

research was relevant to those being researched, the direction shifted to focus more on the 

informal housing avenue of the intersection.   
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A number of tours and interviews were held with individuals in official positions within the 

Mazatlán community over the ten weeks of field research.  This included several tours of 

invasions – informally developed housing settlements – each with its own particular features and 

circumstances.  This author received extensive assistance from many informants in the course of 

the research, including those who spent many hours of their time taking her across Mazatlán and 

introducing her to people that they knew to advance her work.  Through these tours she 

developed a sense of the communities being built, the families who occupy these spaces, and the 

integral part of Mazatlán’s present and future that these areas play.   

 

The Creation of an Invasion  

Invasions are an important source of housing in Mazatlán historically and currently.  The 

five invasion sites that were toured showed a range of circumstances and structures which 

provided visibility into the invasion process and the experience of the participants. 

As explored in earlier chapters, informal housing in Mexico, or at least the subset reviewed for 

this research, includes housing installed without an official title, usually of limited initial 

construction and servicing.  In local parlance these are called ‘invasions’, insofar as the 

individual homeowners or Invasion Leaders / developers have invaded lands without official 

property rights for the purposes of installing housing.  Invasions in Mazatlán occur on public or 

private lands, originally to the north of the downtown area.  More recently they have been 

tending towards the outskirts to the northeast and southeast as shown in Figure 33, although 
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some have occurred closer to the city centre in areas deemed hazardous (A. Hernandez Valle, 

personal communication, January 4, 2020). 

 

Figure 33 – Mazatlán Invasion Directions 

Source:  Google Maps, 2021 

 

Under the Political Constitution of the United Mexican States (Article 123, Section XII, 

subsection A) housing is an absolute right, so authorities are unable to halt the development of 

informal developments except in certain circumstances (Interviewee 9, personal communication, 

January 27, 2020).  One of the case studies found later in this section, General Phillip Angeles, 

deals with the limitations of expulsion of an invasion in a hazardous area.   



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 161 

A significant proportion of Mazatlán’s existing and new housing stock is or was informal 

housing.  Mayo and Angels (1993) note Mexico’s long acknowledgement of squatter housing 

and integration of them into the larger community (p. 116).  The current municipal regime has 

implemented a program to regularize the remaining informal housing. They have developed a 

framework to regularize new informal developments that arise (Interviewee 9, personal 

communication, January 27, 2020).  This regularization process is defined more fully later in this 

section but follows Razzaz (1993) in that investment is necessary to gain a property claim and 

ultimately property title.  The title is granted in due course barring the location being in a 

hazardous area or if the underlying title is indivisible, as is the case on ejido lands.   

Invasions are led by an Invasion Leader, comparable to a developer in advanced economies.   

This individual is a businessperson looking to develop lands for profit.  When asked whether 

there was an altruistic element to the enterprise in terms of creating affordable housing, the 

interviewees responded no (Interviewee 9, personal communication, January 27, 2020).  If a 

private site is identified, the Invasion Leader negotiates with the owner to subdivide some of all 

of the site for development.  It was reported that private owners negotiate the best they can to 

make the sale profitable.  In the event the invasion occurs anyway, owners are in a worse 

financial position as eviction is difficult, if not impossible (Interviewee 9, personal 

communication, January 27, 2020).  Often the land deal is structured so that the private owner 

maintains the better portion of the land in terms of agricultural potential, location, or other 

factors and sells the less valuable section to the Invasion Leader.   Private owners often benefit 

from services and infrastructure that are brought into the lands for development on their own 

portion, and this is negotiated into the deal structure.  In the case of public land invasions, the 
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government is not in a position to negotiate a sale of public lands for this purpose.  The Invasion 

Leader / developer plays the same role; however, the government owner does not have a 

significant negotiating position.   

In the case of Mazatlán and the invasions reviewed in the field research, the initial sales from the 

Invasion Leader / developer to individual owners are less expensive.  This is likened to presales 

in condominium buildings in more advanced economies of North America.  There remains some 

risk in terms of the timing and the specifications of the final product prior to the actual 

installation on-site, and this is reflected in the purchase price.  Once the location is established 

prices rise as the risk reduces.  As the area develops and becomes occupied certain individuals 

become community leaders within the neighbourhood.  These individuals play a role not unlike a 

strata council or Homeowners Association in other countries however with considerably less 

authority to dictate the form and character of the area.  Several community leaders were engaged 

within the case study locations.  

 

Invasion Case Studies 

There were five invasion locations visited over the course of the ten weeks of field 

research, in addition to less formal visitations and conversations.  They varied from established 

to brand new and with differing tenure structures.  These are shown in Figure 34 – Invasion Tour 

Locations below relative to other notable locations. 
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Figure 34 – Invasion Tour Locations 

Source:  Google Maps, 2021 
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From Figure 34, it can be seen that the five invasions visited are all on the eastern outskirts of the 

city.  This is not to say that invasions have not occurred and do not occur across the city.  Indeed, 

large swaths of the city to the north of the historical centre were all settled through informal 

housing, the area of Benito Juarez being one of the larger settlements (A. Hernandez Valle, 

personal communication, January 4, 2020).  There are still houses among those who remain 

untitled for various reasons.  Interviewee 9 (personal communication, January 27, 2020) 

indicated he has a family member that still lived in an untitled home as the location is disputed as 

to which level of government has authority over those lands.   

The next sections will describe each community visited and provide some of the feedback 

received from those met at the sites.   The first two sites were guided by Interviewee 8 who leads 

a local community service charity, and his focus in working with invasions is with the people 

that live there and their particular needs.  The charity provides services to the Community Centre 

at Genaro Estrada as well as food delivery, school scholarships, and family programming.   

 

Genaro Estrada 

The Genaro Estrada site is located approximately 10 kilometres northeast of the historic 

centre.  It is an older area settled prior to the 1990s.  The tour guide, Interviewee 8 (personal 

communication, January 20, 2020), is involved in the local community centre, as noted in Figure 

35, which was established on donated lands.   The invasion started in the southern section and 

expanded northward.  At the time the land was uncleared.  In due course sites were laid out and 
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fenced, and development proceeded from there (Interviewees 16 and 17, personal 

communication, January 20, 2020).   

 

Figure 35 – Genaro Estrada Neighbourhood 

Source:  Google Maps, 2021 

 

The area started as an informal squatter settlement but it is now an official area within the city.   

It took approximately ten years to become an official neighbourhood with municipal addresses.  

At the time of development, it was 800 pesos to rent the lot alone.  For those remaining untitled, 

it would cost 6,000 pesos for the remaining paperwork to become titled.  According to 

Interviewees 16 and 17 (personal communication, January 20, 2020) lot prices now are 

approximately 80,000 pesos for a site with the title.  Improved property prices are more 

Community Centre 
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dependent on the quality of the housing.  Rents on the north side closer to the 5-06 Highway rent 

for 1,200 pesos per month.  Those to the south across the river rent for 900 pesos per month.   

There is limited formal real estate marketing in areas for local citizens with homes being 

advertised with a sign on the front gate.  One must drive or walk around an area or be informed 

of a home for sale or lease.  Real estate professionals are more common in the tourist areas 

serving national and international amenity migrants.  Notaries are used for transaction 

conveyancing.  It was noted that no mortgages are used in this scenario.  For used homes outside 

of a formal housing program such as INFONAVIT individuals pay cash, which aligns to 

Siembieda and Moreno’s (1997) assertion that homeowners outside of the formal sector use a 

pay-as-you-go approach using their own equity as it is built (p. 657).   

It was also noted that transactions were infrequent with people staying in their home 

communities rather than moving away.  For example, the informants tell the tale of a famous 

boxer who had done well for himself and was a patron of the community centre.  He grew up in 

the community and his mother was still in the original family home. Rather than moving to a 

new home or a better location, the son paid to upgrade the home with new appliances.  From an 

exterior view the aesthetics of the home did not reveal a wealthy benefactor.   

Interviewee 11 provided further evidence supporting the idea that movement was infrequent 

(interviewee, January 20, 2020).  She had been working within the community centre part-time 

for three years before she had saved enough to qualify for an INFONAVIT home in a new 

subdivision across the 5-06 Highway, a Pradera Dorada home.  The home is now worth 300,000 

pesos, a significant appreciation from the purchase price three years ago.  It was bought on a 30-
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year mortgage, although she categorized it as a lease to own structure, with monthly payments of 

800 pesos.  She has it rented for 1,000 pesos per month to family.  Despite purchasing a brand-

new home in a brand-new subdivision, she has chosen to stay in her home community of Genaro 

Estrada. 

This was the first community that this researcher visited while escorted by a guide with a strong 

relationship with the community members and the staff within the community centre.  This area 

would be considered poor with minimal streetscape improvements, modest homes, and varying 

levels of upkeep.  Figures 36 and 37 show the streetscape of the area beside the Community 

Centre.   

 

Figure 36 – Looking east on Cerro del Calvario, past Community Centre 

Source: Personal Photo, 2020 
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Figure 37 – Looking east on Cerro del Calvario, at Community Centre 

Source:  Personal Photo, 2020 

 

Alvorada 

The second invasion visited, Alvorada, is a newly established one to the south of Genaro 

Estrada.  The homes here are much less established with little permanent building material and 

rudimentary infrastructure.   Not all lots were developed or occupied at the time of the 

inspection.  They are obviously earlier in the development process than other areas visited.   

The guide to this tour, Interviewee 8 (personal communication, January 20, 2020), explained that 

this area was federal lands.  The process reportedly follows that the municipality examines the 

area to ensure it is not hazardous for occupation then applies to have the lands incorporated into 

the city boundaries.  Water is the first infrastructure requirement and, in this case, they appeared 

to have a central well that was the source of the water.  Hoses ran to central areas within the 

neighbourhood and taps were provided for communal use.  Power was grafted from power poles 

and extension cords were run across the community.  There was no sign of sanitary sewer 

servicing; however, no odours were noted so a solution must have been found.  Public transit, 
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however, was already available.  The homes themselves were rudimentary with homes generally 

starting as tents, then one wall, then another, then a roof, and so on.  It takes approximately five 

years to have a decent but modest home.  In year six the occupants generally purchase a car and 

by year ten they gain title and are officially in a regular neighbourhood.  This is a typical 

timeline that this area appeared to be on track for according to Interviewee 8 (personal 

communication, January 20, 2020).  Figures 38 and 39 show examples of the streetscapes of the 

community. 

The guide could not advise on the leader / developer or the site planning process as in his role he 

attends to the needs of the families.  The researcher was introduced to several such families, in 

particular several women whose role was to remain at home and attend to the community’s 

children.  The guide was well known by the families and carried a box of candies for the 

children.  The community occupants were not materially well-to-do but everyone was clean and 

clothed and appeared happy.  More families starting their lives and journeys to homeownership.   

 
Figure 38 – Alvorada Entrance 

Source:  Personal Photo, 2020 
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Figure 39 - Alvorada Northern Edge Looking South 

Source:  Personal Photo, 2020 

 

The next three invasions were toured with the guidance of the City of Mazatlán officials on 

February 1, 2020.  They showed this researcher three different types of invasions so she could 

get a sense of the range of challenges and opportunities that arise when working through the 

regularization process.  The information they provided pertained more to the technical workings 

of regularization and the land use and site design aspects of city building.   

 

Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador (AMLO) 

The first invasion visited on this tour was to the north of the city named Andres Manuel 

Lopez Obrador (AMLO).  The road access was challenging and required a 4x4 vehicle to 

traverse.  Once there the site was relatively well maintained, especially given that they were 

established only two years ago.  The researcher was met by two men identified as the community 

leaders.  When asked of their situation, one indicated he had been a renter nearby and had taken 

the opportunity to become a homeowner in this invasion.   
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This site was indicated by Interviewees 12 and 13 as one of their better invasions in terms of the 

process and outcome.  It had been private land and the owner negotiated with the Invasion 

Leader to sell the less valuable portion to become an invasion.  The City of Mazatlán became 

involved early and helped lay out the lots and roadways to ensure they comply with regulations.  

The city has also provided water and sewer to the area, and power has been provided.  Part of the 

negotiations with the owner was to service the remaining parcel that the owner retained so that 

he could develop those lands for subdivision and commercial development along the highway to 

the north.   

The original site was four hectares in size.  Two hectares are dedicated to housing and the 

remaining two hectares is for roadways, public areas, and parks.  Each lot measures seven meters 

by twenty meters, or 140 square meters, or approximately 1,500 square feet.  There will be some 

250 families in the area once it is fully developed.  One of the guides (Interviewee 10, personal 

communication, January 27, 2020) assists with the site layouts and designs.   The Invasion 

Leader benefits from having this level of structure in the process as the invasion receives better 

treatment when servicing is required, and the lots can sell for more if they look more 

professionally laid out.  Having city involvement in the invasion development de-risks the 

project on a number of fronts.   Interviewee 9 (personal communication, February 1, 2020) 

indicated that having the city involved early is encouraged and is a best practice elsewhere in 

Mexico as well. 

One notable learning from this tour was the focus on green spaces and public service areas.  

Areas are allocated for schools, churches, medical clinics, among other services.  Once the 
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population has moved in and the demand is there, the government looks to provide the services 

in the area.  The title is transferred for the allocated lands and the building is built to provide the 

services.  The site planning also keeps a lot of trees, particularly the large ones.  Areas where 

flooding may occur remain unoccupied, and if that particular lot had been initially occupied prior 

to formal site planning the owner is moved to an adjacent site.  This sort of adjustment process 

continues until the site is officially surveyed and the lands are allocated.   

Pricing for the lots is initially lower than for later purchasers.  The first owners for this invasion 

paid 10,000 pesos as a down payment, payable over three years.  The invasion leader gives the 

purchasers a bank account number where they deposit the money.  The final cost was 87,000 

pesos for the lot.  Later purchasers paid 114,000 pesos.  The price increase was because of two 

things:  being a later purchaser is less risky than being an initial purchaser, and through the 

course of the site design the number of lots is usually reduced and the Invasion Leader / 

developer reallocates the overall budget across the remaining lots.  Of note, it is very uncommon 

to use mortgages for the purchases. One may use store credit cards such as for the Coppel 

Department Stores to bridge the gap if one has insufficient savings.  Day-to-day purchases are 

made on the credit card, thus freeing cash flow to go towards the purchase price.   

This was the first invasion tour of the day and the most time was spent here.  The level of 

individual home development varied, from little more than tarps to complete concrete homes.  

Figures 40, 41, and 42 show various streetscapes from the community.  The community had been 

together two years officially and two days of parties were planned for the coming weekend to 
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celebrate.  They spanned over two days to ensure everyone would be able to attend, 

accommodating everyone’s work schedule.   

 
Figure 40 – Home in AMLO 

Source: Personal photo, 2020 

 

 
Figure 41 – Homes Along Northern Boundary of AMLO 

Source:  Personal Photo, 2020 
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Figure 42 - Entrance to AMLO  

Source: Personal Photo, 2020 

 

 

General Phillipe Angeles 

The General Phillipe Angeles area is a much older invasion area that has been mostly 

regularized some time ago.  However, the last two rows of housing remain untitled affecting 48 

homes.  They are outlined in the survey presented in Figure 43 and on the map in Figure 44.  

These homes are considered to be in a hazard area due to the steep and unstable slope directly 

behind them.  For this tour, the researcher was met by the community leader who has a long 

history of leadership in the community activism realm dating back to 1969.   



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 175 

 
Figure 43 - Survey of Invasion Area 

Source: Provided document 

 

 

Figure 44 – General Phillipe Angeles Street Map 

Source:  Google Maps, 2021 

 

The lands themselves are privately held however the owner has not been available to address the 

issue.  The lands used to be a gravel pit and much of the area has been mined.  Figure 45 shows 
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the height of the cliff face and the proximity of the homes in question. The remaining hillside is 

unstable due to this activity.   

 

 
Figure 45 – Calle Principal Facing Hillside 

Source: Personal Photo, 2020 

 

The houses in the affected area are permanently built but are not municipally serviced.  Figure 46 

shows a streetscape within the community.  The city is unable to evict these occupants from 

private land; however, they are concerned they would be liable if the hillside slipped and caused 

damage or injury.  When asked about offering replacement homes to the affected owners, this 

was not well received.  The owners like their homes and their neighbourhoods and do not want to 

move.  Besides that, the area would get reoccupied quickly as the city has no right to block 

access to private lands.  It was suggested that at this point the owners want to ‘win’ their titles, 

although the community leader who attended the tour does not have a lot of support with the 

logistical aspects of that endeavour.   
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Within this area the community leader approves sales to new owners. Lots here are valued at 

60,000 pesos for untitled lands or 120,000 pesos for titled lands.  The improvements are valued 

separately.   

 

 
Figure 46 - Calle Norma Corona Facing South 

Source: Personal Photo, 2020 

 

El Castillo 

El Castillo is an informal settlement to the southeast, on the way to the airport.  It is on 

ejido lands which complicates matters in terms of regularization.  The tour guides represented 

the City of Mazatlán, and accompanying the visit was a member of DIF who works in the local 

office.  In this case, the ejido leadership has ‘sold’ four large parcels to developers for further 

subdivision to individual owners.  The location is highlighted in Figure 47 below and the 

entrance to the area is shown in Figure 48.  The City of Mazatlán in the normal course would 

provide infrastructure servicing to the new lots once they were established.  In this case the ejido 

leadership did not allocate roadways wherein to put the infrastructure.  They were arguing that 
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the city would need to buy the roadways to place the infrastructure.  The developers have asked 

the city to intervene in this issue. 

 

Figure 47 – Subdivision Area in El Castillo 

Source: Google Maps, 2021 

 

The future purchasers of the lots do not get freehold title as they would in other invasions.  They 

get a certificate of possession, and the purchase price reflects the difference.  The price for these 

lots is between 5,000 to 20,000 pesos.  The lands would remain under ejido regulations and 

leadership.  As indicated by this current challenge, this ejido structure adds an element of risk to 

home ownership within this type of development.   
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Figure 48 – Entrance to the El Castillo Subdivision 

Source: Personal Photo, 2020 

 

The Invasion Process 

The research revealed an emerging urban planning and land allocation process for 

invasions.  There are roles for the Invasion Leader, municipal authorities, and the eventual 

residents in the site selection, layout, and servicing of the community.  The process of 

regularization from initial occupation through to formal titling is sufficiently standardized so as 

to be documentable.  The process is much more structured than this researcher expected.  In 

particular, the municipal government’s active role in ensuring proper design guidelines, 

servicing, and in the avoidance of hazards was greater than expected.   

The selection of sites is the responsibility of the Invasion Leader however it benefits them to 

follow planning guidelines in choosing a site close to infrastructure and transportation, and away 

from hazards.  In speaking with Interviewee 7 (personal communication, January 27, 2020) the 

planning department at the City of Mazatlán (IMPLAN) does not predict where future invasions 

will arise, and the planning documents do not allocate specific space for that activity.  They do 



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 180 

attempt to guide the development of residential areas towards infill and along existing 

infrastructure service lines.  They wish to see further development using existing servicing rather 

than sprawling further away from the city centre.  

In Figure 49 - Invasion Regularization Flow Chart the swim lane diagram shows the various 

steps in the invasion regularization process with the three main participants: the Invasion Leader, 

the municipality, and the residents.  It should be noted that this is a generalization based on the 

information presented by informants familiar with the process.  Many variables are present 

which could alter the trajectory, not the least of which is the willingness of the municipality to 

allow regularization as an outcome.  As mentioned, this would not be an available outcome for 

invasions in hazardous locations, in areas with disputed ownership, or on ejido lands.   

 

Regularization Process Map 

The field research and interviews revealed a level of standardization of the invasion 

process sufficient for documentation.  The flow chart in Figure 49 - Invasion Regularization 

Flow Chart  shows the stages and phases of the development process at a high level.  It is 

structured as a swim lane diagram which presents the roles of the Invasion Leader, the 

municipality, and the resident in the development process over time.  It is not a definitive 

procedure, rather an explanatory graphic that depicts the general process as described by 

informants familiar with the process in Mazatlán.   

The process generally starts with the Invasion Leader identifying a suitable site. They determine 

the ownership – either private or publicly held.  If it is privately held, they attempt to negotiate a 
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settlement for the area that the private owner is willing to sell.  If it is public then the invasion 

proceeds.  The Invasion Leader then identifies the first settlers for the site and negotiates the 

pricing for the lots.  Once residents have been identified and paid their deposits, then they can 

move into their locations and begin the occupation with whatever materials they bring to the 

building site.  This generally follows Siembieda and Moreno’s (1997) process outline of 

“occupation, transition, and consolidation” (p. 656), or invasion, development, and regularization 

in the language here. 

Once the invasion is established, that is residents have established a physical presence on the 

site, the Invasion Leader connects with the City of Mazatlán to assist with the planning and 

servicing of the site.  The city first looks at their urban planning documents to determine whether 

the site is appropriate to occupy.  If it is suitable for habitation the city assists in the urban design 

of the new community in terms of lot layouts, public spaces, and infrastructure requirements.  

The first service to be provided by the city is water.  This is usually piped to the community 

border with central taps for community access; individual piping occurs once the houses are 

further developed.    Electrical service follows shortly thereafter initiated by the Invasion Leader.  

Once electrical service is established the right of occupancy is secured.  This step means that the 

remainder of the lot payment is due from the residents to the Invasion Leader. 
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Figure 49 - Invasion Regularization Flow Chart 
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In due course, sanitary sewer is provided and land titling is initiated.  This can be some years 

after the initial invasion.  Any jurisdictional issues are resolved, as in the case of public land 

invasions.  The residents can then purchase the title from the city.  Thereafter public amenities 

are installed as the community requires them based on population density.   This process is 

reported to take approximately ten years.   

Mayo and Angles (1993) indicate that the World Bank had encouraged Mexico to address some 

regulatory reforms with regards to the land development process to remove bottlenecks and 

ensure affordability of the final product (p. 41).  At that time, some 25% of new housing costs 

were attributable to “clearly excessive local regulation” (p. 41).  This study doesn’t explore the 

impacts of historical regulatory reform; however, the researcher did not view the infrastructure 

and construction standards to be particularly high, especially in comparison to other North 

American locations.   

Based on the information gained during the site visits, it appears that the City of Mazatlán is 

involved quite early in the new invasion process.  Cenecorta and Smolka (2000) suggest that in 

other locations, the opportunity for regularization is unequally distributed, serving those with 

political clout, or serving areas with economic potential.  The conversations with the informants 

did not delve into the selection process for advancing regularization for existing locations, 

however they did indicate that most areas had been regularized unless there were titling or 

hazard concerns that precluded regularization.  It does not appear based on the provided 

information that the issues raised by Cenecorta and Smolka are of concern in Mazatlán.   
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There are myriad details involved in the regularization process so the framework here necessarily 

provides a very high-level overview of the steps involved.  This researcher did not explore all 

potentialities with the interviewees.  However, for the purposes of this research it provides an 

understanding of the process and the level of interconnectedness of the parties.  It also provides a 

graphic depiction of the process that was not found in other sources.  

The urban planning aspects of the lot layouts and land allocations were a subject of discussion 

particularly pertaining to parcel size. Of particular note are the apparent similarities between the 

lots in the newly created invasions and those found in other locations around the city regardless 

of age, tenure, or target market.  This is explored through the use of the geographic information 

system (GIS) in the next section.   

 

Urban Land Allocation 

Land allocation for single-family homes in Mazatlán varies by wealth and target market.  

Locations intended for the poor and working class are modest, averaging under 200 metres 

squared.  Locations for wealthier Mazatlecos are slightly larger, averaging 225 metres squared in 

the example location, and areas for residential tourists are much larger, averaging over 600 

metres squared.  Wealth affects land allocation, with residential tourists being able to secure the 

most land for themselves, followed by wealthy Mazatlecos, and then the smallest lots are 

allocated to the poor and working class. 



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 186 

As was reported in the AMLO invasion case study discussion, homes are placed together with no 

side yards on lots approximately 7 meters by 20 meters, or approximately 140 square meters 

(Interviewee 10, personal communication, January 27, 2020).  The plan provided for the 

unapproved lots at General Phillipe Angeles (Figure 43 - Survey of Invasion Area) indicated an 

average lot size of 7 meters by 15 meters, or approximately 105 square meters.  This size range 

appeared to be a standard across the city, regardless of the age of the subdivision or the nature of 

its origins.   

The urban planning documents for the City of Mazatlán do specify zoning requirements for 

various densities and types of housing ranging from low density to very high density.  Error! R

eference source not found. is the author’s translation of the zoning densities table from the Plan 

Director de Desarrollo Urbano de la Cuidad de Mazatlán, Sinaloa (2015a).   The highest 

density is reserved for housing.  The informal lots developed above at 140 meters squared fall 

into the single-family H4 zoning requirements.  This designation allows for a total of two-story 

homes with a floor space ratio (maximum building intensity as labelled in the table) of 1.5.  This 

metric means that the home builder can build a house 1.5 times the size of the land.  On a 99 

square meter lot they could build a 149 square meter house.  The multi-family designation under 

the H4 zone allows for a five-story building and a 3.8 floor space ratio.    
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Figure 50 – City of Mazatlán Permitted Zoning Densities, Author’s Translation 

Source:  IMPLAN, 2015a, p. 329 

 

To explore the issue of lot size standardization further, seven locations were identified for review 

using several land-use metrics: 

• Average lot size 

• Building footprints / average site coverage 

• Number of dwellings per hectare  

These metrics will identify whether the residential lot planning is consistent across time and 

geography.    
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The researcher commissioned a GIS analysis from Licker Geospatial Consulting.  The researcher 

provided the general geographic locations and parameters.  This information was not available in 

the public realm elsewhere, therefore a customized study was required to find the information.  

 

Specimen Locations 

Seven neighbourhoods were identified for GIS analysis.  Each of these has particular salience 

for the researcher as communities that she reviewed as part of the case study research in 

Mazatlán.   A map showing their respective locations is found in Figure 51 – Map of GIS 

Locations.   

1. The Los Portales neighbourhood where interviewee Hernandez Valle lives. 

2. The Real Del Valle Privados where an informant of the researcher lives. 

3. The El Cid golf course community where Interviewee 8 lives. 

4. The Benito Juarez neighbourhood, one of the oldest invasions in Mazatlán. 

5. The Genaro Estrada neighbourhood case study example. 

6. The Pradera Dorada 7 neighbourhood, a recently built specimen of the INFONAVIT 

housing program. 

7. The General Phillipe Angeles case study example. 
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Figure 51 – Map of GIS Locations 

Source: Google Maps, 2021 

 

Location 1 is a fraccionamiento north of the Centro downtown core and east of the Golden Zone.  

It is centrally located with easy access to Highway 15.  It was built out 20-25 years ago and is 

primarily occupied by middle-class families including teachers and engineers, according to 

Hernandez Valle (personal correspondence, 2020).  It was selected as a representative of the 

fraccionamiento development type.  Location 2 is a privados neighbourhood of newer vintage.  

The researcher was able to visit this location with her informant that owns a home there.  It was 

selected to represent the privados development type.  Location 3 is the El Cid golf course 

community where Interviewee 8 lives.  The researcher is familiar with this area as she has 

traveled and spent time in the community over the course of the last ten years.   It was 
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constructed to meet a North American aesthetic and was selected to represent the housing type 

marketed to foreign residential purchasers.    

Location 4 was an early and large invasion that had previously been a separate town until it and 

Mazatlán grew to meet.  It was selected because of its age to show the potential evolution of lot 

size and land allocations in an invasion.  Location 5 was introduced earlier in this chapter as a 

case study location.  It was selected as a representative of a smaller scale invasion.  Location 6 is 

a recent INFONAVIT development on the eastern edge of the city, just north of the Genaro 

Estrada neighbourhood. It is very typical of the style of housing that INFONAVIT builds across 

Mazatlán.  Pradera Dorada 7 was selected for this analysis as it is newer and would have had less 

time to have had the building footprints altered by additions installed by the owner.  It would 

therefore represent the size and scale of housing that the program builds.  Location 7 was also 

introduced in the case studies.  It was selected to show any potential impacts that title-able versus 

untitle-able status may have on lot allocations.   

Each location was selected to showcase a particular aspect of the housing development 

continuum, from early invasions to newer invasions, titled versus untitled, and differences in the 

target market.  It particularly examined single-family dwellings, avoiding residential apartments 

or condominiums.  This would add complication and would not get to the issue of local or 

informal housing as condominium product is targeted to wealthier purchasers.   

It should be noted that this is a general observation based on available GIS information.  It 

examined the land and dwelling density.  Individual lot surveys were not readily identifiable in 

the GIS program; however, it was able to identify building and non-building areas.  The GIS 
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identified dwellings based on census data and did not examine the number of stories, the number 

of rooms, and suite segregation.  Given that this study is focusing on land in particular, the 

analysis suffices to show the differences in land allocation longitudinally and by market segment.   

 

GIS Technical Approach 

Licker Geospatial Consulting Co was commissioned to undertake the GIS modelling for 

analysis by the researcher.  They used the ESRI 2011. ArcGIS Desktop: Release 10. Redlands, 

CA: Environmental Systems Research Institute software suite for this analysis.  Their 

methodology was as follows: 

• First, sites were identified based on the images and descriptions provided by the 

researcher. Sites consist of census block boundaries which were used as a proxy to 

property boundaries. Census block data is also used for later analysis. 

• Next, all non-building areas in the census block are identified with ESRI World Imaging 

service (multiple satellite platforms, roughly 1 m ground resolution). Note that for some 

sites the image service is oblique, resulting in a misalignment relative to census blocks. 

Delineations based on oblique imagery may result in greater inaccuracies. More site-

specific information was provided in the site overview section.  

• The area of the non-building delineation is joined to census block data, and the building 

area is calculated as the non-building area subtracted by the census block area. 
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• Variables such as the number of dwellings, census block area, non-building (greenspace) 

area, and building (foundation) area are summed for each site. The average lot size is 

calculated as the total block area divided by the total number of dwellings. The average 

foundation area is calculated as the total foundation area divided by the total number of 

dwellings. 

They report that the methodology has a +/- 10% uncertainty.  The census contained the number 

of dwellings which is used to calculate the average lot area based on the known size of the 

census area.  This area excludes roadways, parks, and public facilities.  The census used was 

from 2016, and the specific tiles of ESRI’s world image service used are from the GeoEye-1 

satellite captured 1/18/2020.  On the maps in the next section the census blocks are outlined in 

white, the green areas are non-building areas such as yards and driveways, and the remainder is 

building areas.   

 

Findings from the GIS Analysis 

The GIS analysis revealed that the average lot size in Mazatlán is modest with average lot 

sizes for local citizens falling below 200 meters squared (approximately 2,000 square feet).  

Table 2 – Specimen Locations – Lot Sizes shows the results of the seven locations, their average 

lot sizes, and average site coverage. 
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Table 2 – Specimen Locations – Lot Sizes 

Site 

Number 
Site Name 

Average Lot 

Size (m2) 

Average Lot 

Size (Sq Ft) 

Site Coverage 

Ratio 

1 Los Portales 129 1,383 0.64 

2 Real Del Valle 225 2,421 0.56 

3 El Cid 626 6,738 0.79 

4 Benito Juarez 152 1,636 0.93 

5 Genaro Estrada 178 1,913 0.96 

6 Pradera Dorada 7 126 1,361 0.73 

7 General Phillipe Angeles  170   1,831  0.58 

Source:  Licker Geospatial Consulting Co, 2021 

The average lot size in square meters was calculated by taking the size of the census block and 

dividing it by the number of dwellings in the census block.  The average lot size in square feet 

was calculated using the Google conversion function.  The site coverage ratio provides the ratio 

of building to non-building areas on the site.  The higher the number, the more building there is 

on the site.  Please note figures are subject to +/-10% uncertainty.   

As mentioned, the lots in Mazatlán tend to be quite small, with lands within the privados being 

slightly larger and those catering to residential tourists at El Cid being the largest.  Site coverages 

are very high indicating a lack of yard and open spaces on the lots, particularly for the older 

invasions at 4 – Benito Juarez and 5 – Genaro Estrada.  Each site will be analysed in turn. 
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Location 1 – Los Portales 

 

Figure 52 – Location 1 – Los Portales 

Source: Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021 

 

This first example of the GIS modelling shows the Los Portales neighbourhood as shown in 

Figure 52 – Location 1 – Los Portales.  As described above, the census blocks are outlined in 

white, the non-building areas are indicated in green within the census block, and the remainder in 

white is building area.  Street areas, parks, and non-residential facilities are excluded from the 

analysis.  Licker Geospatial Consulting indicated that there was a relatively straightforward 

delineation of non-building areas within census blocks, with slight misalignment of the air photo 

relative to census blocks in this location.   

This location is an older fraccionamiento with average lot sizes of approximately 129 meters 

squared and 0.64 site coverage areas meaning there is more building than non-building areas in 
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the census blocks.  There are no side yards however there are some lots that haven’t been built 

out yet, revealing some non-building space between the houses. 

 

Location 2 – Real Del Valle 

 

Figure 53 – Location 2 – Real del Valle 

Source: Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021 

 

The Real del Valle site shown in Figure 53 is a relatively new privado or gated community.  

Licker Geospatial Consulting indicated that there was a relatively straightforward delineation of 

non-building areas due to homogeneity of building structure, heterogeneity of building vs non-

building areas, and good air photo alignment relative to census blocks.   



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 196 

These lots are slightly larger than what is found in other areas of the city with average lots of 

approximately 225 square meters.  There are also more non-building areas in this development 

indicated by a site coverage ratio of 0.56.  Driveways are noticeable in the front of the home and 

the rear offers a patio area.  There are no side yards between homes.   

 

Location 3 – El Cid 

 
Figure 54 – Location 3 – El Cid 

Source: Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021 
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Figure 54 – Location 3 – El Cid shows an upscale residential tourist housing development 

backing onto the golf course.  Licker Geospatial Consulting indicated that misalignment of air 

photo and census blocks presented some challenges in delineating non-building areas for this 

location.   

Lots in this area are much larger than those targeting the local population, although there are 

Mazatlecos who reside in this development as well.  Lots average approximately 626 square 

meters with 0.79 site coverage area.  There are some homes with side yards here however they 

are relatively narrow compared to the size of the homes.   
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Location 4 – Benito Juarez 

 
Figure 55 – Location 4 – Benito Juarez 

Source: Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021 

 

The Benito Juarez location shown in Figure 55 is one of the older neighbourhoods in Mazatlán 

and one that started as an invasion.  Licker Geospatial Consulting indicated that misalignment of 

air photo and census blocks presented challenges in delineating non-building areas, and areas 

between buildings and paved ground similarity presented some challenges in identifying non-

building areas.   
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Average lot sizes are 152 square meters, with a site coverage ratio of 0.93, which is expected 

given the limited amount of green area on the map above.  The neighbourhood has been in place 

for many decades so residents have had time to infill the non-building spaces to expand their 

dwelling area, so the result is not suspicious.  Buildings have expanded to meet the neighbours 

on each side and at the rear of the lot, and front driveways have been enclosed as garages or 

living space. 
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Location 5 – Genero Estrada 

 

Figure 56 – Location 5 – Genero Estrada 

Source: Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021 

 

This location, Figure 56 – Location 5 – Genero Estrada, was introduced earlier in the chapter as 

one of the invasion case studies.  Licker Geospatial Consulting indicated that it was relatively 

straightforward to delineate the non-building areas.   
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The average lot areas here are approximately 178 square meters with a 0.96 site coverage ratio.  

The high site coverage ratio is surprising given the amount of green on the map however an 

examination of the native file did not reveal an error.  Review of Google Maps satellite imagery 

dated 2021 and Street View dated 2014 showed very dense development with limited front yard 

area and vacant parcels.  It is also an older area so there has been time to build out the lot areas. 
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Location 6 – Pradera Dorada 7 

 

Figure 57 – Location 6 – Pradera Dorada 7 

Source: Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021 

 

Pradera Dorada 7 (Figure 57) is a new development under the INFONAVIT program for public 

housing for private-sector workers.  These developments are found across the city and use a 

consistent design and building format.  A photo of the streetscape can be found in Chapter 4 as 
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Figure 24 in the discussion under the Housing subsection.  Licker Geospatial Consulting noted 

the relatively straightforward delineation of non-building areas in their work.   

This site was selected as it was new and would have had less time for owner customization, thus 

allowing an analysis of the basic configuration.  It was noted by the researcher in her tours of the 

areas that many new homeowners begin the expansion process shortly after gaining occupancy 

of their unit.  The map above shows a relatively uniform allocation of building and non-building 

areas in most census blocks.  Lots here are small at approximately 126 square metres, with a 0.73 

site coverage ratio.   
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Location 7 – General Phillipe Angeles 

 

Figure 58 – Location 7 – General Phillipe Angeles 

Source: Licker Geospatial Consulting 

 

The last area examined was the invasion at General Phillipe Angeles, show in Figure 58, which 

was featured as a case study earlier in this Chapter.  Licker Geospatial Consulting indicated a 

slight misalignment of air photo and census block and that the building material and ground 

surface similarity in the air photo presented challenges in identifying building from non-building.   
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The average lot sizes here are approximately 170 square metres with a site coverage ratio of 

0.58.  This is suspected to be less accurate than in other locations given the newness of the area 

and the varying state of development of the homes.  The plan found in Figure 43 - Survey of 

Invasion Area indicates an average lot size of 120 meters squared.  As indicated by Licker 

Geospatial Consulting, they did have challenges in identifying buildings.  This is likely because 

so many of the buildings are not yet permanent and do not have concrete roof structures which 

are easier to identify from an aerial photograph.  As the number of dwellings is based on the 

census, the homes may be undercounted if the parcels hadn’t been occupied (or occupied 

enough) yet.  The census used was from 2016, and as can be seen from the Google Streetview 

from 2014 in Figure 59Figure 59 – General Phillipe Angeles Development in 2014, the area was 

in its early stages of development. 

 

Figure 59 – General Phillipe Angeles Development in 2014 

Source:  Google Maps, 2021 

 

As the lot size calculation uses the number of dwellings based on the census, if this undercounts 

the number of dwellings the average lot size would be larger.  During the field inspections in 
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2020 the area had been fully built out and as such, the average lot size would be smaller than 

reported as there are more dwellings present than there were in 2016.  Figure 60 is a photo taken 

during that inspection, looking down the same street.  The home in the centre of Figure 59 is the 

same one in the photo in Figure 60 on the left-hand side behind the truck.   

 

Figure 60 – Looking West on Josefa Ortiz de Dominguez 

Source:  Interviewee 9 Photo 

 

Licker Geospatial Consulting did adjust the modelling to reflect a census block that showed no 

dwellings which reduced the average lot size however it is likely still overstating the metric.   

 

These seven sites show the width and breadth of single-family housing in Mazatlán.  Most of 

them were developed before there was an urban planning or development guideline, which 

IMPLAN implemented in 2015.  The zoning map is found in Figure 61.   
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Figure 61 – Zoning Map PE04 for Mazatlán 

Source: IMPLAN, 2015a, p. 339 

 

It does appear that the zoning when it was developed was intended to reflect the current state of 

urban development, given that it largely reflects the existing situation. 
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Table 3 – Specimen Location Zoning 

Site 

Number 
Site Name 

Average Lot 

Size (m2) 
Zoning 

Minimum 

Lot Size (m2) 

1 Los Portales  129 H4 99 

2 Real Del Valle 225 H3 160 

3 El Cid 626 H1 500 

4 Benito Juarez 152 H3 160 

5 Genaro Estrada 178 H3 160 

6 Pradera Dorada 7 126 H3 160 

7 General Phillipe Angeles 179 H3* 160 

Source: Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021; IMPLAN, 2015a, p. 329 

Table 3 – Specimen Location Zoning presents the average lot size found through the GIS 

analysis, compared to the zoning designation and allowable minimum lot size.  The average lot 

size at Location 1 – Los Portales is larger than the minimum under the zoning.  The H4 zoning is 

for high-density residential development and has the smallest allowable lot sizes.  Location 3 – 

El Cid is zoned for H1 with minimum lot sizes of 500 meters squared.  The average lot size is 

larger than that and conforms to the zoning requirements.   

The remaining sites are zoned for H3, a medium-high density zoning. It requires a minimum lot 

size of 160 meters squared.  Location 2 – Real Del Valle exceeds it, which is not surprising given 

that it is a privado that is targeting a wealthier clientele. Location 4 falls under this requirement 

however it was developed long before zoning was in place.  It is also helpful to recall that the 

average lot sizes are uncertain to +/-10%, so the variation may not be as large as the table is 
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indicating.  Location 5 – Genero Estrada’s average lot size is higher than the minimum 

requirement however this may be a function of the uncertainty in the methodology.  Location 6 – 

is much smaller and given that these are new, they would have had to adhere to the zoning 

bylaw.  This is a public housing development put forward by a large institutional developer so a 

variance may have been granted in this case.   

Lastly, Location 7 – General Phillipe Angeles’ average lot size exceeds the minimum; however, 

this is likely a function of the methodology, the reliance on dated census records, and the ability 

of the GIS technology to capture the housing units in this area.  The survey in Figure 43 - Survey 

of Invasion Area indicated an average lot size of 120 meters squared which falls below the 

required minimum lot sizes.  It should be noted that while technically they may conform to the 

zoning for the size of the lots in their current state of development, the zoning also specifies that 

this is a hazard area and is not to be developed.   

This analysis has demonstrated that single-family housing for Mazatlecos is generally built on 

very small lots with very little space between them.  Even lots for wealthier citizens are 

relatively small, and those for residential tourists are also modest compared to allocations in 

North American residential tourist destinations.  Mayo and Angel (1993) explored the issue of 

land allocation by income quintile and found that the dwelling size increases slowly relative to 

incomes, with sizes for the highest incomes only 2.3 times higher than for the lowest income 

quintile (p. 98).  While dated, it does show that there is a relationship between land allocations 

across markets.   
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Lots available to the poor and working classes in Mazatlán are less than 200 square meters in 

size regardless of age, tenure, location, or nature of origin. Housing for wealthier Mazatlecos in 

the privados are 225 square meters.  Taking the example of AMLO at 140 square meters, which 

is reported to be the standard size for invasion lots, the privados lots are 1.7 times the size.  The 

lots in El Cid, are much larger at 4.5 times the invasion lots, although they are targeted to 

foreigners and therefore the metric of income quintile may not apply.  It may also be that lot 

allocation inequality has risen since 1993.   The density of development is also very high, which 

is explored next.    

 

Housing Density 

The density of development is very high across Mazatlán.  Table 4 – Specimen Location 

Density shows the units per hectare, not including street areas. 

Table 4 – Specimen Location Density 

Site 

Number 
Site Name Average Lot Size (m2) 

Dwellings Per 

Hectare 

1 Los Portales   129  77.82 

2 Real Del Valle  225  44.47 

3 El Cid  626  15.97 

4 Benito Juarez  152  65.81 

5 Genaro Estrada  178  56.27 
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6 Pradera Dorada 7  126  79.06 

7 General Phillipe Angeles  170  58.79 

Source:  Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021 

The dwellings per hectare for Location 2 is slightly lower than 50 units per hectare, with the 

remainder of citizen housing having higher densities.  Location 3 – El Cid is quite low in 

comparison at almost 16 units per hectare.  For reference for those who would find it helpful, the 

standard residential RS1 zoning in the City of Coquitlam allows 18 units per hectare.  The 

densities found in Mazatlán are very high, using all available lands for housing.  The areas with 

the smallest lots have the highest densities. 

 

Figure 62 – Housing Densities 

Source:  Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021 
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As shown in Figure 62 – Housing Densities the reduction in dwellings per hectare is related to 

the lot size itself, not surprisingly.  The smaller the lots, the more one can fit into a hectare. 

However, it is notable in that there is little space allocated for within-block greenspace and 

servicing.  

 

Conclusion  

 

This chapter presented the field findings and case studies from the research undertaken in 

Mazatlán.  There were five invasions visited of varying ages and stages of development.  From 

the information gathered during the field research period the regularization process was 

articulated at a high level.  An important component of the findings was the land allocation for 

invasions with lots established at 140 square meters in size.  This is smaller than most zoning 

designations except H4; however, in Figure 61 – Zoning Map PE04 for Mazatlán provided 

above, there are few H4 zoned areas, especially undeveloped H4 zoned areas.  The area for the 

Alvorada and the AMLO invasions are both zoned H3 which requires a lot size of 160 square 

meters.  Admittedly invasions are extra-legal by nature, so in theory, if ownership is not a 

constraint, then zoning wouldn’t be either; however, the municipality assists in the planning and 

layouts of the lots in many circumstances, such as in AMLO.  It may be that the invasion leader 

decided upon a lot size of 140 square meters and the city was obliged to recognize it; however, 

Interviewees 12 and 13 did not indicate that this decision was not theirs to make and had said 

that this was a standard size across the city.  It is possible that for invasions, given that they serve 

the poor, there is a variance granted to permit a smaller lot.   



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 213 

By using GIS technology, seven locations across the city representing a cross-section of housing 

development types, ages, and tenures were explored.  This exercise was intended to test the 

universality of the 140 square meter metric over time and geography.  It was established that the 

lots are small for the five neighbourhoods marketed to the local population, ranging from 

approximately 126 square meters to 178 square meters.  There is an uncertainty of +/-10% for 

the GIS methodology, which may bring the average lot sizes closer to the 140 square meter 

mark.  While not delivering a decisive conclusion that lot sizes have been uniform over time, it 

does reveal that lot sizes were and remain modest, even for neighbourhoods developed many 

decades ago.  The privado location offered a slightly larger land footprint for owners, but still 

quite small.  Only Location 3 – El Cid offered a larger land parcel for owners but this remains 

very modest by North American standards for luxury resort properties fronting a golf course.   

These findings are important and feed into each other.  The informal housing establishment, 

settlement, and regularization process is not articulated in other publications that this researcher 

was able to identify.  The facilitative role of the municipality is unique in informal settlements, 

especially in the land use and planning spaces.  The fact of having standards for parcel sizes, 

road allowances, and community areas was unexpected.  This finding led to an investigation of 

the universality of these standards over time. It was found that the standards imposed on informal 

developments created recently align to housing developments historically, indicating that 

informal settlements are seeing similar land development standards as traditional development 

parcels.  Residents in informal settlements are not being short-changed in terms of land 

allocation by virtue of their tenure.   
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The results presented here will be woven into the larger discussion regarding property rights, 

land use, and tourism in the next chapter.  It will attempt to align the findings here to the 

theoretical positions found in the literature and provide some clarity as to how the research 

expands the current understanding of the topic of informal housing in resort communities.     
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The study thus far has taken the reader on a journey through Mazatlán, Mexico, looking 

at the shining tourist towers, through the old town of Centro Historico, and then east to the 

residential areas where the citizens live.  It has looked at the impacts of tourism on land use and 

how lands are allocated between the user groups.  It has also considered the role that housing 

plays in creating a livable and economically viable community. This chapter brings together the 

findings from the literature and the field in an attempt to answer the research questions.  

The chapters so far have demonstrated that the economy impacts the functioning of property 

rights.  The economic structures, established through statal mechanisms, direct the participants 

and dictates their roles in markets and their abilities to action their rights relating to property.   

The study of land economics is the study of the distribution of property rights.  Assertion of 

property rights provides for housing access in the Mazatlán and Mexican context.   Securing 

housing through informal and self-help housing has been a long-standing strategy that 

governments have accepted over time (Siembieda, and Moreno, 1997).   

Tourism has impacted where housing is located and for which market segment.  The economic 

power that tourists bring means they are able to secure for themselves the best locations. Land 

use patterns are creating segregated spaces by socioeconomic caste allocating areas for tourists, 

the wealthy, the working class, and the poor.    Housing markets in all segments have an 

economic component (Ratcliff, 1949).  The market segments’ buying power dictates the housing 

type and location available to purchasers in that economic class.  Citizens of limited means use 

informal housing to meet their shelter needs and this is an important segment of the overall 

housing market.   
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The original research question was: what are the impacts of tourism on the housing markets, 

particularly as they relate to Mexico’s informal markets? The city of Mazatlán was selected as 

the case study location to narrow the field of questioning and to capitalize on the researcher’s 

knowledge of the area.  Two sub-questions were proposed: 

• Does tourism development adversely impact local housing markets for local residents in 

resort communities? 

• Does tourism development lead to lower quality housing for local residents and 

employees migrating to work in the resort community? 

It was suspected that these impacts would be different than in manufacturing or agricultural 

centres.  The land-use pressures would still require careful balancing and allocation, but tourist 

destinations add a particular nuance in the physical standards that are imposed and the capital 

behind the activity. 

As was noted in Chapter 3, the research questions were left open-ended allowing for an inductive 

and co-creative process from the research activities.  As an interdisciplinary and pragmatic frame 

of inquiry, the point of the exercise was to identify workable solutions from the evidence rather 

than to seek an answer to a singular question.  As such, the discussion presented in this chapter 

will discuss the myriad considerations that will go into the answering of these questions, centred 

in the research experience. 
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What impact Does Tourism Have on Housing Markets in Mazatlán? 

This chapter will start by answering a simplified version of the research question: does 

tourism impact housing markets in Mazatlán?  The short answer is yes.  The tourism industry 

brings workers to the area who need housing.  This increase in demand requires a matching 

increase in supply to stay in equilibrium.  This impacts the housing market in terms of 

construction and the addition of units to the supply.  If this supply is insufficient, then the impact 

to the housing market is that the prices rise as units sell to the highest bidder (Ratcliff, 1949).   

It also brings additional competition for land and housing resources in the form of tourists, be 

they the vacationer or residential variety.  This affects what assets are available for which market 

and what price, again subject to supply and demand.  Tourists to Mazatlán are generally 

wealthier than local Mazatlecos.  They are therefore able to compete for the prime locations and 

win.  This skews what assets get built and where, as developers and contractors would generally 

seek to fulfil the most profitable market segment.  Locals are outcompeted for prime locations on 

the waterfront with their more limited buying power and are forced to less-desirable locations 

inland.   

Chapter 2 developed the current understanding of this topic from leading voices.  It examined the 

intersection of economics, land use, and tourism to distill to the issue of housing in resort 

communities.  It starts with the role of economics and property rights as they relate to the study 

location and context.  The theories and positions put forward by these illustrious scholars will be 

examined relative to the experience in Mazatlán, Mexico, to assess their applicability in this 

context.     
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The Economics of Property Rights Impacts Informal Housing 

The economy impacts the functioning of property rights.  The economic structures, 

established through government infrastructure, stipulate the participants and their roles in 

property markets and their abilities to action their rights relating to assets.   The study of land 

economics is the study of the distribution of property rights.   

Urban land economics is premised on the concept that land is “limited, immobile, indestructible, 

and geographically heterogeneous” (Ratcliff, 1949, p. 282).  This means that as a commodity 

within an open market system it is impacted by the relationship between supply and demand, and 

pricing reflects the imbalances between the buyers and the sellers.  If there are more buyers than 

sellers, prices rise as buyers are required to compete for the asset; if there are more sellers than 

buyers, prices decline as sellers seek to entice buyers to their product.  As each parcel of land is 

fundamentally unique, this dynamic is played out for each particular asset.  The urban land 

concepts are impacted by the theoretical and policy choices that are layered upon them, in this 

case institutional economics. 

 The foundational theory of economics for this study aligns with intuitional economics which 

places institutions as well as individuals as agents in the economy.  The constructs of the 

economy are human-made and within those constructs lies the power and positioning for both 

institutions and individuals.  In the case of tourism development in Mexico the strong role that 

the federal, state, and municipal governments played in advancing the industry was articulated 

by Beraud (2011), Cothran (1998), and Clancy (1999), among others.  The agency role 

institutions played in this economic sector, and continues to play through agencies such as 
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FONATUR, is strong and provides for a stable investment environment for foreign and national 

capital to enter this industry.  Institutional economics as a theory is well suited to this study. 

Economic rights according to Gorga (1999) are natural rights and innate in the human 

experience.  One must be able to participate in the economy to survive.  Economic rights are 

future based, as a potentiality, but do not by themselves provide property rights (Gorga, 1999). 

However, economic rights must exist in order for property rights to exist.  Property rights are 

rights pertaining to currently existing assets, which one may or may not have. This differs from 

property claims which are a subset of rights (Razzaz, 1993).   

The execution of economic rights, and by extension property rights, rests within statal 

mechanisms.   Property rights are granted and maintained by the state and enforced through the 

legal system, such as it may be (Razzaz, 1993).  Institutions that ensure equitable access, 

accountability to the populace, and qualitative enhancement of society as a whole are better 

prepared to enable economic rights and enforce property rights (Klein & Miller, 1996).  This is 

reiterated by Easterly (2006, 2013) and Sen (1999) in their work within the development 

economics sphere.  They advocate for advancing democracy and civil society alongside 

economic growth given their symbiotic and mutually reinforcing natures.   

Mexico is a republic structure and has been labelled a democracy since the end of the 

Revolution; however, it functioned more as a dictatorship with a “corporate and clientelism 

system” until 2000 (Oritz, 2017, p. 11).  There remains work to be done in advancing their 

democracy (De La Calle & Rubio, 2012).  De La Calle and Rubio position that the advancing 
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middle class within Mexico is helping stabilize the political realm and create a more equitable 

society, although poverty remains present and is visible in the form of slums.   

The economics of land is a key component to the scarcity of housing (Ratcliff, 1949).  Owners of 

lands are unwilling to let them go without payment, and not everyone is able to pay that sum.  

There is a gap.  However, the necessity for shelter remains and therefore it will be filled as a 

condition of human existence.   Private owners may attempt to remove squatters on their lands or 

they may come to a suitable financial agreement.  Public owners face more pressure to allow the 

squatting to continue as the citizens remain a charge on the state regardless of where they are.  

Even in non-democratic countries the risk of riots and revolt is present and governments will 

attempt to avoid, or at least weigh, that risk.  The approach is often that of “long periods of 

negligent tolerance and inactivity” broken up by periodic removals or regularization of the 

squatters (Berner, 2001, p. 296).   

In Mazatlán politicians will use irregular settlement regularization as a political promise, thus 

securing the votes from that area (S. Guido, personal communication, February 4, 2020).  This 

has been a long-standing tactic with an example provided from the late 1800s in New York.  

Neuwirth (2016) reports that “no local politician could afford bad relations with the shantytowns 

because they were a powerful voting bloc”, referencing squatters in New York in the late 1800s 

(p. 213).  It is also common in Latin America where informal settlements have political 

affiliations and regularizations are highly politicized processes associated with election activities 

(AlSayyad, 1993).  The promise of property rights – a home of one’s own – is a cause worth 

voting for.   
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Squatting as a Way to Establish Property Rights 

Assertion of property rights provides for housing access in the Mazatlán and Mexican 

context.   Securing housing through informal and self-help housing has been a long-standing 

tactic and one that has been sanctioned by successive governments.  Squatter occupation is 

difficult to correct if not prevented by virtue of the right to housing provision in their 

Constitution (Interviewee 9, personal communication, January 27, 2020).  This provision in the 

Constitution has enabled generations of occupants the ability to secure housing where the market 

was not able to provide.   

Levine (2005) argues that property rights are not a natural occurrence and are the “outcome of 

policy choices and social institutions” (p. 61).  He argues that countries that have been 

independent of their colonizers for longer tend to have had more time to develop robust property 

rights structures (p. 72).  However, this is countered by the impetus of those in charge to create 

institutions that only benefit themselves.  Countries with a history of wealth inequality tend to 

have rights structures that protect elites from the poor.   

Mexico finds itself in between these two positions.  They have been independent as a country 

since 1821; however, their legal and property systems remain underdeveloped in comparison to 

other sovereign nations.  Their land and resource ownership were and remain consolidated in the 

hands of the few (Assies & Duhau, 2009).  The counter to this is Mexico’s relatively pro-poor 

housing policies, including the ejido communal structures and the right to housing in the 

Constitution.   
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As seen in the case studies, this does not automatically lead to access to good quality housing by 

western standards, but it does provide for a mechanism to put forward a property claim for self-

help housing.  It also does not preclude land grabbing activities, either by the state or by 

enterprises; however, this is less of a function of the robustness of property rights and more a 

failure of the civil and legal systems to protect vulnerable people.   

As is often the case, the government itself stands accused of large-scale land grabs (Alden Wily, 

2012).  This was the case in Mexico, certainly in its early years, and these activities continue for 

tourism activities through their agency FONATUR (Cothran & Cothran, 1998).  These land 

grabs are technically legal with lands that are not strictly titled being the domain of the state 

(Assies & Duhau, 2009).  Looking back at the discussion in Chapter 2 of the origin of property 

titles, thought leaders such as Smith, Locke, and Mills have all indicated that the creation of 

property is by virtue of the labour plied upon it (Alden Wily, 2012).  Mexican authorities 

embraced this concept and their land laws have reflected this idea of idle lands being unoccupied 

and therefore belonging to the state, regardless of their historical or Indigenous significance.  

It has occurred in Mazatlán that occupants of lands that were located in prime locations became 

displaced to make room for tourist activities.  Again, the lands go to the highest bidder whether 

that is through a market mechanism of purchase and sale, or through the purchase of political 

actors who legislate the displacement.  This was reported by informants that they, as Canadian 

residential tourists, were displaced from their mobile home park in the Cerritos area to make way 

for the condominium building where they now reside.  They were displeased by the process at 
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the time however they were able to purchase a unit in the new building at the market price.  They 

reported that others in the park were not as fortunate. 

Small scale land grabs by citizens in the form of invasions are also common, as discussed in 

Chapter 5.  Mexico has a long history of informal development as well as communal land tenure 

within the ejido system.  These land rights structures often fall far short of what the developed 

world would call a robust land registration system.  However, this does not mean that there isn’t 

a level of surety of tenure for those who had established their home informally.   

Housing as a right is provided for within the Constitution and governments are challenged to 

effect evictions (Interviewee 9, personal communication, January 27, 2020). Once electrical 

service is provided the housing is permitted to stay and the process to regularize and provide land 

titles continues, if appropriate.  Electrical service for all of Mexico is provided by the Comisíon 

Federal de Electricidad, which is a public utility (Comisíon Federal de Electricidad, n.d.).  

According to Interviewee 9, their intention is to serve customers and they do not concern 

themselves as to the tenure of the new installation.  Electrical service can be provided to 

unapproved homes thus providing the homes with a level of permanence that the location would 

not be granted otherwise (personal communication, January 27, 2020).    

For occupancy on ejido lands a different document is provided indicating the right of possession 

(Interviewee 9, personal communication, January 27, 2020).   This aligns with Razzaz’s (1993) 

position that a variety of property claims and rights exist to secure housing and that the 

requirement is not a formal deed and title, but rather the tacit understanding of all parties that the 

rights exist, and the enforcement of that understanding by the state (p. 342).   
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Of interest was the finding that access to credit was not an impetus or a result of land titling or 

regularization in Mazatlán.  Some authors such as de Soto (2001) and Feder and Nishio (1998) 

have suggested that the act of land registration would create availability of credit markets based 

on titles and help lift impoverished landowners out of poverty.  Aside from within formal 

housing programs such as INFONAVIT, Mexicans do not typically get mortgages for the 

purchase of homes.  Some credit is made available through department stores to bridge the 

funding gap, but this is not tied to the collateral that the lands represent (Interviewee 9, personal 

communication, January 27, 2020).   

Domeher and Adbulai (2012) disagree with the position that land registration would address 

poverty as land titling is but one aspect of the real estate market that needs to be present in order 

to access credit as a mechanism for poverty reduction.  They assert that an “enabling 

environment for investment” must exist, the state through their judiciary must be able to enforce 

property rights, and there must be a robust real estate transaction market (p. 164).  Properties 

must buy and sell regularly so that financiers are able to establish pricing of the asset for 

collateral purposes and have the confidence that the asset would sell in the event of foreclosure.  

The culture must also provide for credit as a component of citizens’ financial planning.   

These pre-conditions are absent in this case.  Mexico’s judiciary is notably inefficient, and the 

constitutional right to housing makes foreclosure and eviction risky (OECD, 2020; Global 

Property Guide, 2006, World Bank, 1993).  The market participants contacted as part of this 

research indicate that moving house is infrequent as the social capital built in one’s own 

neighbourhood is valuable.  People do not leave their communities unless necessary even if their 
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personal financial circumstances improve, as was seen in the Genero Estrada case study.  As 

Feder and Nishio (1998) say, a “lack of formal land registry will not constrain land markets if 

there is little demand for land transactions” which is what was observed in Mazatlán (p 37). 

Credit is not common and there is a level of distrust in the financial systems and the government 

that would have citizens tentative to enter into that kind of relationship with them.  The 2008 

global financial crisis followed the Mexican Peso Crisis of 1994 which caused widespread 

economic harm, and this followed the “‘lost decade’ of the 1980s” and its economic impacts 

(Whitt, 1996, p. 1).  Citizens understandably take a cautious approach to their finances. Programs 

such as INFONAVIT have seen success in providing credit however this is viewed very 

differently than private credit.  The program structure provides creditors with the reassurance 

that they need for security and the insulation from the state that the citizens need.  

 

Tourism’s Physical Manifestation on the Landscape 

Tourism has impacted where housing is placed and for which segment of the 

marketplace.  Tourists, by virtue of their economic power, are able to secure for themselves the 

best locations.  In the case of Mazatlán, this is by the beach for traditional tourist product or in 

the historical Centro area for residential tourists.  Citizens are then welcome to utilize lands for 

housing away from locations where tourists would want to be.  This creates a class system of 

access and land use where there are distinct areas for the tourists, the wealthy, and then the rest. 

Figure 63 - Neighbourhood Map of MazatlánFigure 63 is a map of the neighbourhoods of 

Mazatlán, as of 2013: 
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Figure 63 - Neighbourhood Map of Mazatlán 

Source: IMPLAN, 2015a, p. 162 

 

The neighbourhoods in Figure 63 are large and encompass a range of uses and populations.  

While some are more homogenous, such as Zona Dorada (Golden Zone) which is newer and 

serves the tourist population, the older neighbourhoods of Administrativo or Centro are mixed.  

Gated communities targeting local owners (privados) are found throughout the interior 

neighbourhoods. 
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Land Allocation Prioritizing Space for Tourism 

Land use patterns are creating segregated spaces by caste allocating areas for tourists, the 

wealthy, the working class, and the poor.   Evidence of the land allocation process is found in the 

urban planning documents produced by the City of Mazatlán which lays out where current and 

future tourist land uses are permitted to be (IMPLAN, 2015a).  Prior to a formal urban planning 

process areas such as the Golden Zone and the Marina were established as tourist destinations, 

funded and facilitated by the federal, state, and municipal governments (Beraud, 2011; Cothran 

& Cothran, 1998).   

Tourism businesses, supported by international capital and supranational agencies, have 

encouraged Mexico to pursue large-scale tourism in prime locations (Clancy, 1999; Kalcevic, 

2009.  This exogenous pressure has forced Mexico to pursue international tourism, although they 

were advancing that agenda from within as well (Berger, 2006).  These internal and external 

forces identified Mazatlán’s beachfront as its tourist draw and invested in infrastructure to open 

these areas up for development.  This included relocating the airport, highway expansions, and 

infrastructure servicing.  Lands were identified and allocated to tourism development starting in 

the Golden Zone and moving north as the demand and infrastructure was available.      

Land allocation follows the model described in Lizarraga (2019), where the urban space has a 

series of hotels and condo towers along the waterfront and expanses of citizen housing 

expanding inland behind them. This creates a “curtain” effect with the beachfront consisting of a 

long series of tall towers (p. 5). As noted, the physical segregation is not as stark as in other 

locations; however, it is notable in the amenities and public realm.   



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 229 

The advancement of their urban planning prowess may also contribute to segregation between 

neighbourhoods since the building and urban design standards in formal developments exceed 

those in informal areas.  Costs to meet urban planning requirements can be “unrealistically high”, 

especially for developments targeting the poor (Berner, 2001, p. 296).  The physical differences 

are becoming noticeable, with wealthier homeowners seeking the equivalent of gated 

communities such as the privados that have standards of maintenance and building schemes to 

prevent the makeshift additions that are prevalent in most other areas.  Wide streets with 

sidewalks and streetlights are found in the upscale neighbourhoods, while dirt roads remain 

around many areas around Mazatlán.    

The urban planning documents prepared by IMPLAN, the City of Mazatlán’s planning 

department, are well developed and articulated.  As introduced in Chapter 4, there are zones for 

residential expansion and infill and they have indicated their priority zones for redevelopment.  

They are intending to limit sprawl and use existing infrastructure capacity before expanding 

further into the periphery of the city.  They are also developing more sophisticated tools such as 

mixed use and bonus density mechanisms to support the kinds of development they wish to see 

in key areas (IMPLAN, 2015a).   

During the course of the interview, Interviewee 7 was asked about the provisions for affordable 

housing.  They responded that this was not something they considered expressly and there are no 

policies for affordable housing in their planning documentation (personal communication, 

January 27, 2020).  The Plan Director de Desarrollo Urbano de la Cuidad de Mazatlán has one 

paragraph pertaining to housing, generally indicating that the Director of Planning will 
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endeavour to take necessary actions to promote housing for those most vulnerable.  The section 

does not provide specifics of housing provision, inclusive zoning, or targets (IMPLAN, 2015).   

One aspect of their urban planning framework that does work for the benefit of the poor and 

working-class is the density of development and the small size of the lots.  This enables 

developers to squeeze many more lots into a given area, thus increasing supply.  The 

requirements for urban development and streetscapes are also limited which reduces costs to the 

developer which otherwise be passed on to the purchasers.  Smaller lots are more affordable as 

the developer can distribute the costs of development across more lots.   

The City of Mazatlán also does not require side yards, that is the strips of grass between houses 

on each side.  This may be a functional consideration based on construction material selection.  

Homes are constructed with concrete or masonry which is less flammable.  The researcher’s 

experience in single family housing development in Canada is with mainly wood products.  Fire 

separation was a significant consideration in housing design, including providing gaps between 

homes so that fire does not spread between dwellings.  Non-flammable materials would limit the 

requirement for those design elements. 

Parcels for the majority of Mazatlán outside of the tourist zones are zoned H3, which has a 

minimum lot size of 160 meters squared, or approximately 1,722 square feet (IMPLAN, 2015a).  

Lots developed earlier in Mazatlán’s history, such as those in Genero Estrada and Benito Juarez, 

tend to be slightly larger than those developed most recently; however, they remain very modest 

in size (Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021).  As indicated by Interviewee 10, lots in new 

invasions are set at 140 meters squared (personal communication, January 27, 2020), and those 
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built within the public housing location Pradera Dorada 7 are even smaller with an average of 

127 meters squared (Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021).   

As was found in the GIS analysis, land parcels for wealthier residents are slightly larger however 

not considerably.  One privado was examined and it had an average lot size of 225 meters 

squared which, while larger than other locations, remains very small in comparison to North 

American standards.  The location was also zoned H3 however they elected to develop more 

generous lots for their clientele.  The El Cid golf course development which is marketed to 

wealthy residential tourists has an average lot size of 626 meters squared. 

This analysis reveals that the spatial allocation for Mazatlecos has remained fairly constant over 

the past several decades with a focus on density and efficient development.  Lots are modest, 

even for a high-end product, and those lots are well-utilized in terms of the amount of building 

relative to the size of the land.   This analysis did focus on single-family product given that is the 

housing type most often found in Mazatlán.  Tourist product tends towards condominium 

developments along the beachfront, and this aspect is more significant in the spatial segregation 

that tourist destinations are often accused of.   

     

Urban Design is Producing Segregation and Exclusion 

 The participatory elements of the urban design process provide avenues for existing 

citizens to have a say in the development of their neighbourhood.  This is a well-developed and 

used function in Canada and the US and is gaining strength in Mexico.  Property rights holders 
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recognize the economic investment that their land and home signify and they seek to protect it 

(Jacobs & Paulsen, 2009).  In practice this becomes segregation and exclusion of certain classes 

and castes (Scally & Tighe, 2015), but in Mexico and other developing countries is couched as 

security.   

A significant contributor to this physical segregation is security and safety.  Santamaría Gómez 

and Sáinz Díaz (2011) indicate this as an issue, among others, which was voiced by foreign 

residents to the government.  Security and protection, legal protections of property, and 

application of law were all noted as being concerns for the residents (p. 65).  This was reiterated 

by several interviewees and connections of the researcher, and indeed is a factor in the selection 

of her own housing when she visits Mazatlán.   

This need for security means that tourists often purchase or rent properties in areas where they 

would feel themselves to be safe.  From this researcher’s experience, tourists often start their 

Mexican experience staying in all-inclusive resorts.  They may then become more adventurous 

and go on excursions through the resort.  Then they may hire a taxi to take them to the market or 

to a highly recommended restaurant.  Eventually, they move on to renting a condo and perhaps 

then purchasing their own home in an area that they know.  This exploratory process for most 

tourists requires validation from other travellers to assure them of the safety and advise them on 

what they can expect.  This results in tourists staying within known zones for their first many 

trips to a location and perhaps never venturing further. 

The impact on urban design and the housing market of this safety-first mindset is that the tourist 

and local’s areas are discrete and separate.  The urban design standards for tourist areas adhere to 
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a Canadian or United States standard with larger units, large yards, and gated security, as we saw 

in Chapter 5.  The urban sphere is notably better developed in the tourist areas as compared to 

the local areas with more and better-maintained roadways, sidewalks, and lighting.  The public 

transit ‘tourist bus’ is newer with air-conditioning and padded seating, and the driver also does 

not smoke while driving.   These differences work to create a divide between tourists and locals.  

Perhaps justified from an economic standpoint given the tourists’ sensitivity to the perception of 

safety and luxury (Flores Gamboa et al., 2016) however it manifests as exclusion.  

In many resort developments Mexicans are not welcome except as staff.  In the condominium 

building where this researcher stays (Pueblo Bonito Paraiso II) she witnessed some notable 

racism directed at Mexican owners by some American owners.  Having Mexican friends over 

required personal attendance at the security gate to welcome them in and they had to leave their 

identification at the gate during their visit.  When driving with Mexican friends they were most 

comfortable dropping her off at the property’s edge rather than at the door.   

This personal experience allowed her some visibility into the divide between the (white) tourists 

and the locals.  There are a number of resorts that cater to or serve Mexican tourists and her 

experience of overt racism was less drastic when she resided at the Mayan Palace, a timeshare 

tourist resort, for example.  These facilities are within walking distance of each other but serve a 

very different clientele (owned condos vs a timeshare resort).  The ownership element created a 

higher expectation of security and exclusivity, and this translates to a whites-only philosophy for 

many of the American owners.  This starkly contrasts with the housing that most Mazatlecos call 

home. 
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The Range of Housing for Citizens  

Housing markets in all segments have an economic component.  The buying power of the 

market segment dictates the housing type and location available to purchasers in that economic 

class.   Mazatlán has seen success in enabling their market to serve all of the segments.  Housing 

typology for the local population generally consists of single-family dwellings consisting of one-

to-two-bedroom homes on less than 200 square meter lots and located away from the beachfront. 

(DataMexico, n.d.; Licker Geospatial Consulting, 2021). Almost 70% of people own their home 

(CIEGSIN), although ownership may not be as strictly defined as having deed and title.   

As discussed in Chapter 4, the majority of homes in Mazatlán began as informal housing, 

moving through the process of regularization over the past decades.  There are also areas of 

public housing provided through programs such as INFONAVIT, and new invasions continue to 

occur throughout the city.  Housing across the spectrum, from informal shelter to luxury 

residential condominiums, continue to be developed in all areas.    

As areas closer to the beach and Centro Historico gentrify and attract tourist populations, local 

citizens are pushed out.  This often a function of price appreciation where owners are tempted to 

sell to capture the value lift, or renters are priced out of the market and have to leave 

(Interviewee 5, personal communication, January 15, 2020).   Depending on the location, the 

properties may be redeveloped into condominiums for residential tourists as is the case along the 

Malecon, or renovated to tourist tastes and rented at a higher price as in the case of the Centro 

Historico.  This displacement is creating segregation between the tourists and the locals, 
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although not as stark as reported by Wilson (2008) in purpose-built resort locations such as 

Cancun.   

Until 1974 foreigners were not able to purchase lands close to the waterfront or the border.  The 

Political Constitution of the United Mexican States as Section I, Article 27 included a prohibition 

on foreign ownership of lands within 50 kilometers of the oceanfront and 100 kilometers of 

national borders when it was drafted in 1917 (Veteto, 2014, p. 326).  This prohibition was 

originally instituted in response to Mexico’s long history of being attacked by hostile invaders, 

not the least of which being the United States of America. This changed in 1974 order to 

facilitate residential tourism and international development activities (López-López et al. 2006).   

Foreigners still cannot own property outright, but they can acquire rights through a trust system 

called the fedeicomiso.  Gamble (personal communication, January 24, 2020) indicated the 

fedeicomiso trust system helps protect foreign purchasers through several layers of oversight and 

provides title review and protection for the buyer and the seller.  The reputation of Mexican 

police forces and the legal system is that they are corrupt and attempts to use these systems to 

resolve fraud or deceit issues are often unfruitful (OECD, 2019a).  The additional rigour offered 

by the fedeicomiso process helps residential tourists avoid risks of title defects or court 

processes, and Gamble suggests the process should be in place for all real estate transactions to 

de-risk the markets. 

Wealthier Mazatlecos are drawn to privado enclave developments for their housing needs.  

Klaufus et al. (2017) noted that in many areas of Latin America and Africa these enclaves are 

walled and gated against the local violence and insecurity.  In Mazatlán there may be a security 
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element to the choice of privados, especially given the long history of the Sinaloa Cartel in the 

community.  However, informants reported being drawn to the building and design standards 

that were enforced in the neighbourhoods.  They liked the aesthetic of the conforming homes and 

maintenance standards.     

Monkkonen (2012) suggested that the presence of large homogenic neighbourhoods created 

through public programs such as INFONAVIT offer a high level of uniformity.  He argues that 

these homes are not subject to the incremental changes found in more organic neighbourhoods.  

In touring a variety of neighbourhoods in Mazatlán it was noted by this researcher that the very 

standardized INFONAVIT homes become customized very quickly after purchase, and in ways 

that are not always aesthetically pleasing, which is what privado owners are hoping to avoid.  In 

one area the new homes were being built across the street from the new homes under renovation.   

A privado provides the aesthetic surety that some owners desire.    

There are notable differences in the aesthetics and design in areas for tourists along the 

waterfront and in Centro Historico, the privados gated communities, and then the rest of the 

housing stock. In the core of Centro Historico, which is a significant tourist destination with a 

large American population, the lighting and streetscape has been improved.  The beachfront 

areas are lined with hotels and condominium developments that are generally marketed to 

tourists.   Tourist areas are also better developed with wide streets, sidewalks, and streetlights.  

Privados are gated communities that exist throughout the city and the urban sphere within those 

gates is notably different than the area outside, particularly in the realm of maintenance and 

cleanliness.   
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The areas outside of these realms are where the majority of the Mazatlecos live.  The 

neighbourhoods may have originated as invasions or as fraccionamientos however they have 

largely evolved together over time.  As compared to the tourist areas, streets may or may not be 

paved and there may or may not be sidewalks or streetlights.  There is a wide variety of building 

forms and designs and commercial enterprises are common in all areas.  Levels of maintenance 

also vary widely, as does the cleanliness in terms of trash pick up and street sweeping. 

New housing continues to be developed to the east and the north of Centro, inland from the 

waterfront where land is available.  This new product includes all types of housing, including 

privados, fraccionamientos, public housing, and invasions.  The only type missing is a product 

targeted to tourists which remains attached to the beach areas.  Despite the ongoing development 

activities demand is outstripping supply and prices are rising. 

 

Tenure and Competition is Leading to Rising Property Values 

Home pricing in Mazatlán is inexpensive compared to locations in Canada and the United 

States however this is a relative metric.  Informants noted that house prices in general have been 

rising over the past years, as noted in the case studies, and there is some evidence that titling, or 

at least the potential thereof, is a value-add process.   

There is some anecdotal evidence that the regularization process increases pricing for land, as 

discussed in Feder and Nishio (1998).  As was seen in the AMLO invasion case study, early 

purchasers pay a lower amount for their lot than subsequent purchasers.  They paid 87,000 pesos 
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as early investors as compared to 114,000 pesos later; however, those lots are not titled at that 

later point either.  The later investment is viewed as less risky insofar as the development is 

established and has the blessing of the City, so the pricing lift has less to do with titling directly, 

but it does reflect the decreased risk of eviction and increased likelihood of getting a title in due 

course.      

The other example is that of General Phillipe Angeles case study location.  The untitled lands are 

valued at 60,000 pesos and the titled sites are 120,000 pesos.  It is the intention of the informal 

occupants that they will get title eventually; however, as it is a hazard area titling has a low 

likelihood of occurrence.  The community leader is hoping to have the risk assessed specifically 

with engineers as opposed to generally which may find that the landslide debris may not reach 

the homes.  This would provide support for the removal of the hazard area designation 

potentially allowing subdivision of the lands by the owner for sale to the occupants.  The 

difference in pricing pertains to the titling risk and, perhaps, the risk that the hazard itself poses 

to their lives and property.      

Lots within the ejido subdivision at El Castillo were even less expensive, valued at 5,000 – 

20,000 pesos.  These lots can never be granted full title, just a certificate of possession.  The 

reduced price reflects this fact as well as the additional considerations of living within an ejido 

regulatory environment. Given her background as a real estate appraiser the researcher can also 

speculate that the location itself also reduces the price.  The location is considered out of town, 

heading south towards the airport, and there are limited services nearby.  To catch the bus into 

the city centre one would have to cross the busy six lane Highway 15 without the benefit of an 
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intersection or crosswalk which is very dangerous. For those without a car this would be an 

inconvenient location.   

 

Role of Invasions 

Informal housing was and continues to be an important source of housing for citizens of 

limited means.  Self-help development has been a feature of Mazatlán’s housing supply since its 

inception with a large influx in the mid-1900s.  Economic and demographic change both 

contributed to a migration to urban centres after World War II (Beraud, 2011).  When migrants 

arrived, they found a limited supply of housing that would meet their needs and budget, so they 

provided shelter for themselves as best they could.  Much of this housing has been integrated and 

serviced as part of the municipal footprint and has been regularized with titles over the 

intervening years.     

The case studies presented five current or former invasions of various ages and stages of 

development.  These housing developments are integral to the economic fabric of Mazatlán 

given that employees make their homes within them, and they are centres for enterprises within 

the communities (Berner, 2001). When asked, informants indicated that residents work in a 

variety of industries including at tourist resorts.  At the newest invasion at AMLO their 

community second anniversary was taking place over two days to make sure everyone could 

attend, accommodating their various work schedules.   
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The risk of invasion is ongoing for private land owners and they will install security to prevent 

occupation.  One such vacant lot on the western oceanfront side of Av. Sábalo Cerritos has a 

small stick-frame structure where someone was making their home, assumably as the security 

detail for the property.  It was notable as frequently his laundry would be hanging from the roof 

assembly: white pressed shirts, indicating he worked at one of the resorts.  This researcher did 

not engage with this occupant as her approved research approach did not consider personal 

interaction, and it would have been improper to take a photo without permission.   

There are invasions everywhere in the city including within the tourist areas.  Guido (personal 

communication, February 4, 2020) indicates they are along the eastern inland side of the Av. 

Sábalo Cerritos corridor; out of sight of the roadway, nestled along the estuary on the north end.  

She indicated invasions in this location are problematic as the area is prone to flooding and the 

presence of humans disrupts the natural habitat and risks pollution of the waterways.   

Informal development, or squatting as Brueckner and Selod (2009) term it, is a component of the 

housing market in many countries.  It is a symptom of a dysfunctional housing market that is not 

meeting all citizens’ needs for a variety of reasons (p. 29).  They have developed some 

theoretical positions that can be tested in our field examples in Mazatlán.  They indicate that 

“formal tenure and squatting represent two interlinked land uses within a single market” which 

was found to be largely true in Mazatlán (p. 30).  The two markets do function together as one 

market and need to be analysed as such.  Their model also considered the role of the invasion 

leader / developer which is a role played in the Mazatlán experience, and they also considered 

that there are monies to be paid to remain in the community regardless of its level of formality.   
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In Brueckner and Selod’s model they were endeavouring to wrap a mathematical formula around 

the squatter experience which required some simplifying assumptions that are highly 

questionable in the Mazatlán experience.  These simplifications hold aspects of the human 

experience such as culture, power, and pride, constant over time and/or space which is 

problematic seen from a broader pragmatic epistemological position.   However, the premise that 

squatting is part of the housing economy, that lands used for squatting have a value that is 

extracted from the occupants, and that there is an organizational infrastructure required to 

coordinate squatting activities all stand as found in Mazatlán.   

Razzaz (1993) presents a different example of a squatter settlement establishment out of Jordan.  

In their case, informal settlement was not permitted and there were no sanctioned self-help 

housing solutions available for the poor.  In order to work around the rules put in place by the 

jurisdiction - which would forcibly evict occupants and destroy their homes - squatters were 

required to work quickly to ensure that a roof structure was in place by the time the authorities 

returned to work after their weekend (Razzaz, 1993).  The presence of a permanent roof was the 

criterion for permanence, and therefore workers worked to create homes in the two days of the 

weekend before authorities returned.   

Razzaz (1993) argues against the premise that title regularization is a precondition to housing 

investment by owners: “consolation and investment is part of the process, and not a by product, 

of gaining security” (p. 351).  Rather, investment comes first in order to establish a property 

claim and secure tenure, from which property rights are established.  It is the risk of eviction that 

determines the willingness to invest, not the paperwork.  This mirrors the Mazatlán experience.  



The Role of Informal Housing in Resort Communities 242 

Investment comes first with the establishment of rudimentary housing.  Once electrical service is 

provided the home is considered permanent, titled or otherwise. After a squat is established, 

eviction is difficult therefore investment is rushed to establish presence on the site.  Titles are 

raised in due course after many years of occupancy and use of municipal services, if appropriate.   

The normal urban planning approach to land development of “planning – servicing – building – 

occupation” is not common in the informal sector (Berner, 2001, p. 297).  There are a couple of 

reasons for this.  The first is that the government in question is ill prepared to manage and 

administer that process, especially for developments targeted to the poor.  This can either 

because the government is poorly resourced, or they may be overwhelmed by the influx, or both.   

The second reason relates to the process of informal housing development.  The locally 

applicable laws may indicate that the building must come first, and with speed, in order to avoid 

being removed, such as we saw in Razzaz’s (1993) Jordanian example.  In those cases, the 

process is backwards: occupation comes first so as to legitimize the building, which will 

eventually be serviced and perhaps planned for in the event of gentrification.  Siembieda and 

Moreno (1997) offer a similar model highlighting occupation as the first step in the 

establishment of an informal settlement.   

In the case of Mazatlán, they have decades of experience in the management of informal housing 

settlements.  The process is becoming more formalized with more emphasis on the planning; 

however, occupation and building do come before servicing.  This improved planning activity 

may be a function of the government becoming more sophisticated and better resourced as the 
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country in general advances.  It may also be a function that the major urbanization push has 

already occurred, and the pace of development has slowed to a manageable level.  Or both.   

Mexico’s poor do have a significant advantage over those in other countries in that housing is a 

right.  The forced removal of squatters is less common and indeed Interviewee 9 (personal 

communication, January 27, 2020) indicated this was not an option even in the case of locations 

in a hazard zone, as was seen earlier in the General Phillipe Angeles case study.  The 

regularization of informal settlements is a highly political mechanism and it is often promised 

during election campaigns (Guido, personal communication, February 4, 2020).  This 

regularization may occur against the recommendation of urban planners or engineers.     

This section finishes with a discussion of a broader topic: that of poverty.  The poor in Mexico 

and the City of Mazatlán are unable to participate in the formal housing market and are largely 

forced to procure lands informally (Cenecorta & Smolka, 2000).  These lands are unserviced and 

there is a certain amount of risk inherent in illegal occupation, not the least of which is 

displacement.  However, it is generally accepted as a route to housing access: “it is considered 

the 'normal' way for the poor to get a piece of urban land” (p. 760).   

Cenecorta and Smolka argue that providing serviced urban lands at affordable pricing would 

preclude the necessity of invasions, which stands to reason.  However, this would require the 

government to fund the purchase of the lands and service them, then sell them to poor 

households, which they may not be willing or able to do.  The lands they may be able to procure 

would be on the outskirts of the city and be a less ideal solution than the illegal locations the 

households have chosen for themselves. 
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Regularization of established informal settlements is a common solution in Mexico where they 

provide services after housing is established.  However, for the most financially vulnerable this 

may not be an ideal solution either.  Land prices rise as do rents, and ongoing maintenance costs 

are introduced to maintain the services are introduced.  The poor may be forced out of their 

community into a new illegal invasion that is less expensive than their former invasion.  The 

issue of poverty is pervasive and much too broad to be fully examined here.  However, it is 

important to be alive to the reality that informal housing is a result of poverty; the poor are 

forced into illegal shelter arrangements by necessity due to their financial capacity.   

 

Making Meaning for the Role of Informal Housing in Mazatlán 

This chapter has only partially answered the research questions so far.  It was established 

at the outset that, yes, tourism affects the housing market for Mazatlecos.  The chapter then 

proceeded to consider the field evidence set against what was expected to be found from the 

literature.  It examined in turn how tourism affects economics, property rights, land use, and then 

housing.  It is time to finally answer the research questions now that the evidence presented.   

The first question asks what the impacts of tourism on the housing markets are, particularly as 

they relate to Mexico’s informal markets.  The research established that tourism has a significant 

impact on housing markets, across all classes of housing and throughout Mazatlán.  Locals are 

limited in where they can make their home by virtue of tourists being able to out-compete locals 

for prime real estate.  This has a carry-on effect as wealthy locals can out-compete middle-class 

locals for second-tier locations, who then push poor locals out of third-tier locations, and so on.  
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Tourists, especially residential tourists, are able to pay more for housing and landlords raise rents 

to extract that extra buying power from the tenants.  Locals are not able compete and therefore 

go elsewhere; a process articulated by Ratcliff (1949).   

Informal housing markets are also affected from the demand side as people are attracted to the 

area in hopes of employment and opportunity.  The rising prices of housing mean they cannot 

procure housing on the formal market, so they build it for themselves in one of the informal 

communities. House pricing has been rising based on anecdotal evidence over the past many 

years which makes it more difficult for the poorest Mazatlecos to afford housing for themselves.   

The question then becomes: if there was not a tourism industry, would the local housing situation 

be improved?  It is an exercise in the hypothetical, but this researcher suspects not necessarily.  

Tourism attracted people to the city for jobs however the city was rapidly expanding even before 

tourism became a main economic driver. That did not occur until after the year 2000.   

Mazatlán is a diversified economy with jobs that, arguably, are more suitable for those with 

limited language or credentials such as farming and fishing.  Job seekers were coming and 

continue to come for these jobs and they all need housing too.  Would locals then have access to 

the beachfront areas if it were not for the prioritization of tourism development?  Yes, but the 

wealthy from Mazatlán would likely take these areas instead of the wealthy from afar.  The poor 

and middle class would still be excluded.  This hypothetical exercise is not to abdicate tourism’s 

role in disrupting the housing market, but rather to indicate it is not the only influence on the 

housing market.  It is wealth in and of itself, not the origin of that wealth, that stratifies land 

access (Ratcliff, 1949).  
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 The second question is much the same as the first: does tourism development adversely impact 

local housing markets for local residents in resort communities.  This question was largely 

answered above for Question 1.  It adversely affects the housing market insofar as there is 

additional demand for land assets, thus increasing the price to the highest bid (Ratcliff, 1949).  

Locals are not able to compete financially with tourism companies or developers and are 

therefore excluded from lands that tourists would want.   

Some local residents are resentful that they are unable to procure beachfront properties; however, 

it was not made clear whether they would have been able to prior to tourism development.  In 

particular, the residential tourist product is built for, and priced for, a wealthier clientele and are 

not within reach of many working- and middle-class families.  Another consideration in the 

pricing and availability of property is the infrastructure that was required to ready the lands for 

development.   The municipality would not have provided the breakwaters and seawalls that 

were required in the Golden Zone, Marina, and along Cerritos Avenue for citizen housing use, 

and citizens would not have been able to fund that infrastructure themselves.  The buildings 

themselves also require particular foundations and land preparation to be stable in sandy soils 

subject to storm surges.  These are costly and those costs are passed to the consumer in the price 

of the units.  Local access to these units is not a function of preference, it is a matter of the cost 

to develop those units. 

Citizens are not precluded from purchasing units in any of the condominium towers, and indeed 

many do own units.  This is particularly true given that the majority of tourism to Mazatlán 

originates within Mexico.  As was shown in Chapter 4, Mexican tourist arrivals exceeded 
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2.4million and foreign arrivals were just over 800,000 (SECTUR).  Tourists from within the 

State of Sinaloa make up an important component of Mazatlán’s market (Morales, 2014).  This 

information is important in order to dissolve the perception of ‘tourist’ as ‘foreigner’.  In the case 

of Mazatlán, they are not.  

This same argument could be used for the Centro Historico.  Until the 1990s it was derelict.  It 

was not until entrepreneurs funded its refurbishment to attract tourists did locals wish to move 

back to the area, attracted by the very things that were built to attract tourists: restaurants, bars, 

and cultural spaces.  Now the area is supply constrained and the available units are offered to the 

highest bidder who have been mostly American retirees of late.  The exclusionary nature of the 

tourist areas stems from the price point rather than citizenship.   

The last question asks whether tourism development has led to lower quality housing for local 

residents and employees migrating to work in the resort community.  This question can be 

answered in the negative.  Tourism development does not in and of itself lead to lower quality 

housing for locals or migrants.  As was seen in Mazatlán and showcased in the case studies 

informal housing is found across Mexico and the developing world.   

Tourism itself does not lower the quality of housing; however, tourist product does stand in stark 

contrast to local housing.  From an outsider’s perspective it would seem that tourism 

development has caused a sprawling mass of informal developments.  However, this is a biased 

impression originating from a place of ignorance.  The researcher made assumptions regarding 

the nature of housing in Mazatlán which were soundly refuted in the field.   
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Citizen housing is not particularly low quality in Mazatlán compared to other locations in 

Mexico (Data Mexico, n.d.) but it is compared to Canada.  One could argue that given that most 

tourism jobs are formal and better paying that housing in Mazatlán is better than in other areas 

without this economic driver.  It would take more research to apply data to that argument; 

nevertheless, it is a plausible hypothesis.  However, this does not make this question appropriate 

to have been asked given the researcher’s position and (now uncovered) biases on the topic. 

The four sub-questions or areas of inquiry lend additional clarity into the system under 

investigation.  The land use program was recently developed and put into use in 2015 by 

IMPLAN, the municipal planning department (IMPLAN, 2015a).  By and large for existing land 

use scheme was reflected in the zoning and planning documentation, but it did identify areas for 

infill and future expansion.  It intends to limit sprawl and to maximize the use of existing 

infrastructure.  Tourism related uses are identified for the prime waterfront locations, in keeping 

with Lizarraga’s findings (2019).  The Centro Historico is designated for heritage preservation, 

and either by happenstance or design, has attracted a significant number of predominantly 

American residential tourists who have purchased homes in the area.  

The allocation of resources for tourism is a broader question.  In addition to land allocation for 

tourism development other resources have been dedicated to facilitating and enabling the tourism 

industry.  The municipal, state, and federal governments have all invested significant resources 

into transportation infrastructure including the airport and highway improvements (Beraud, 

2012; Cothran & Cothran, 1998).   Water service is prioritized to the tourism areas at the expense 

of residential areas in the summer.  Areas such as the Centro Historico have received 
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beautification programs to attract tourists to the area.  There are even municipal staff dedicated to 

being a liaison between the city hall and the foreign community.   

These tourism resources are funded by various levels of government, and staff effort is dedicated 

to enabling them.  A detailed examination of whether these tourist-related expenditures are self-

funded in terms of the offsetting revenue received from the tourists has not been undertaken.   

However, the sentiment of many of the Mazatlecos spoken to reveals that they believe that they 

are funded through local taxation rather than tourist contributions.  This would mean trade-offs 

have occurred between competing priorities, such as roadway and infrastructure improvements in 

tourist zones versus residential zones.   

The issue of housing allocation is market based.  There is no mandated requirement for 

developers to provide affordable housing, nor is the land use scheme sufficiently detailed so as to 

allocate lands for particular populations.  Informants indicate that there is sufficient housing 

across the income spectrum, such as it may be, for any who wish it.  This does not mean that the 

housing would meet North American standards of housing appropriateness or suitability, but it is 

a roof over one’s head, even if it is but a tarp.  As a result, street homelessness is not common.   

Housing inequality is not an issue that informants were familiar with or were concerned about.  

One made one’s home where one could according to one’s means.  One of the findings of the 

research was that housing mobility was limited with households remaining in their homes even 

when their financial circumstances changed, as was seen in the Genaro Estrada case study.  This 

phenomenon could be expected to impact community or neighbourhood level measures of 

inequality, as over time household incomes and wealth could become widely disbursed.  It could 
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become difficult to generalize areas as being ‘poor’ as the individual households may have 

widely varying means.  Given the proportion of informal employment, reliance on individual tax 

returns or census data may be misleading (International Labour Organization, 2014).  This would 

make efforts to quantify inequality at the neighbourhood level difficult. 

Related to this is the concept of stigma.  It was not revealed that there was particular stigma 

related to locations or housing types, aside from the delineation between the areas for the 

wealthy or tourists and the rest of the city.   This delineation is not a matter of inequality, but 

rather an indicator of wealth.  Informants who had been priced out of certain markets, 

particularly Centro Historico, were understandably unhappy about that circumstance, but it 

wasn’t framed as a matter of housing inequality.  Matters relating to inequality and the poor were 

not a robust conversation topic with informants.  It is suggested as a topic for further research to 

explore this matter further from a sociological perspective. 

The last area of inquiry related to how pricing was distributed by property type and location.  

This question remains unanswered as the data to answer the question was not available or 

reliable.  It was revealed that tourist product is more expensive than that for Mazatlecos, 

however some of that price deferential can be attributed to the location, amenities, and design.  It 

was also revealed that house prices are rising in recent years, although the amount remains in 

question.  This is also an area for further investigation by a future researcher. 
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Conclusion  

 

This chapter situated the research findings within the body of understanding that exists in 

this area.  Starting with economics, the research looked at how land is distributed through 

property rights.  Land, being finite and immovable, is valued relative to its placement and 

features.  Those properties that are better endowed are more valuable to the marketplace and 

command a higher price.  This is the premise of land economics.  Institutions have a role to play 

in establishing the marketplaces in which properties transact and in endowing properties with 

features such as infrastructure servicing and development approvals.  Those who desire prime 

beachfront sites for tourism development are able to outcompete those with a less profitable use 

in mind, and are able to acquire the properties they desire.   

Tourism development alters the land use paradigm by securing for themselves the locations they 

desire, and in establishing standards for the urban sphere surrounding them that aligns to their 

use.  This includes wider streets, park areas, lighting, and other improvements that indicate to 

their clientele that this location is secure, safe, and luxurious.  Urban sphere improvements in 

non-tourist areas in Mazatlán are notably less developed which is creating an environment of 

segregation between the tourists and the locals. The tourists themselves are also having an 

impact, particularly residential tourists.  They are expressing their expectations to municipal 

leadership in line with their North American standards of not just physical improvements, but in 

terms of service delivery.   

Those without property rights, but still with property needs, secure locations to meet those needs 

through squatting, or informal housing settlements.  They establish a claim to the lands and in 
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Mexico this is a right under their Constitution.  It is not without risk, as displacement can and 

does occur.  However, Mazatlán is somewhat unique in their approach to informal settlement.  If 

the site is suitable, the site is supported in its establishment and settlement eventually receiving 

regularization in the form of land titles.   

One of the most important findings from the research, in the eyes of the researcher at least, was 

how comparatively boring her research questions were compared to the findings that were 

revealed by the community itself.  The inductive nature of the case study approach and the 

intentional co-creation through the research process revealed far more striking discoveries than 

the research questions alone would have found.  She thanks her informants, interviewees, and the 

community for granting her the opportunity to tell their story of what housing means to them.   
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Chapter 7 - Conclusion 
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In this concluding chapter the main findings from the field research will be reviewed with 

an eye to how the learnings could be brought into broader policy discussions surrounding 

meeting housing demand.  The field findings were rich and provided insights into how Mazatlán 

handled and is continuing to handle the issue of citizen housing.  The inductive case study 

approach allowed for an opportunistic and iterative research program that took full advantage of 

the field experience in Mazatlán.  

 

The Research Question Revisited 

 This research sought to examine the impacts of tourism on housing markets, particularly 

informal markets, in Mazatlán, Mexico.  The incremental growth, the diversified economy, and 

the longstanding informal housing market were ideal for this research, as compared to purpose-

built resort communities such as Cancun.  The findings are felt to be more broadly applicable in 

a variety of contexts.  The primary research question was: what are the impacts of tourism on the 

housing markets, particularly as they relate to Mexico’s informal markets?  This was broken 

down into two sub-questions: 

• does tourism development adversely impact local housing markets for local residents in 

resort communities? 

• Has tourism development led to lower quality housing for local residents and employees 

migrating to work in the resort community? 
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These broad questions were addressed in an interdisciplinary approach incorporating elements of 

economics, land use, and tourism to explore property rights as they relate to access to housing.  

This led to a range of areas of inquiry to drive at the interrelated aspects of the research topic: 

• How has the land use program been developed? What influence has the tourism industry 

had? 

• What influence has tourism had on the allocation of resources?  Which resources have 

been influenced?  What trade-offs have been necessary? 

• How is housing allocated across the income spectrum?  How are any inequities viewed? 

• How is real estate pricing distributed across the municipality? What is driving any 

differences? 

The researcher approached this research with a mind open to exploration and the intention to 

integrate the participants into the creation of the research product.  As such, the research focus 

was improved by their contributions and areas of interest.  The initial thinking was that employee 

housing related to the resorts was an area of concern and required investigation.  Informant 

interviews revealed this was not a concern at all and little fruitful dialogue was created in this 

space.  However, conversations more generally regarding housing and land use were of interest 

to a broad cross-section of informants.  In the spirit of ensuring relevancy and appropriateness of 

the research to those researched the study instead focused on this part of the larger question.   
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Findings from the Field 

 The examination of informal housing and its role in the market within Mazatlán was 

iterative, using a case study methodology.  Five invasion locations were toured accompanied by 

informants that could offer insights into their creation and development and their inhabitants.  

The five present a range of informal community types ranging in age, tenure, and level of 

development.  Each presented a unique community building experience and have arrived at 

different stages in their development journey.  It provided excellent visibility into the settlement 

process and the considerations that go into issues such as site selection, servicing, and 

regularization.  

The site tours provided a deeply contextualized understanding of the role of informal housing as 

a component of the housing market in Mazatlán.  It was this researcher’s impression based on 

media portrayals and even some literature that occupants of squatter settlements are victims of 

circumstance (Dürr, 2012; Cenecorta & Smolka, 2000).  This is visible in the word choices such 

as slums or squatters, each of which paint negative personal characteristics onto the families that 

live there.  They are often attributed little agency, and are instead positioned as helpless prey of 

the powerful that justify interventions from the developed world (Easterly, 2006).  

The findings here showed a different side of the situation.  Informal housing is a viable source of 

housing for the poor and working class and is an integrated component of the housing market.  

The individuals spoken to were proud of their homes and had strong hopes for their futures.  This 

is not to say that there are not abuses within the systems or that this type of housing meets a high 
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standard.  Rather the occupants deserve a more prominent role in the narrative about their 

circumstances than is generally given to them.  

One of the findings that speaks to the occupant’s abilities was that Mexicans generally procure 

housing using existing resources (cash) as opposed to taking a loan or mortgage, unless the 

housing is within a formal program such as INFONAVIT.  This was an important insight as it 

provides visibility into the role of credit availability in the pursuit of land titles.  In this case, the 

availability of credit was not an impetus to seeking title formalization, as is found in other 

settings (for example: de Soto, 2001; Feder & Nishio,1998).  The other components of a robust 

investment market, such as strong property rights enforcement and an active real estate market, 

are found to be lacking.  Therefore, credit is not as available, with or without titles.   

The tours provided visibility into the creation, servicing, and eventual regularization of informal 

housing communities.  An understanding was gained into the role of the Invasion Leader, the 

residents, and the municipality itself.  In particular, the active role that the municipality plays in 

the urban planning and servicing of the new community was unexpected.  Over the course of 

approximately ten years, barring prohibitions to regularization, a settlement can go from little 

more than a collection of tents to a fully serviced and titled community.   

The regularization process is sufficiently standardized that it was able to be documented at a high 

level in the form of a swim-lane flow chart, a resource that was not found in other sources.  The 

role of the Invasion Leader, the residents, and the municipality are all articulated as to their 

contribution and the timing of their respective activities.  As articulated in Razzaz (1993), 

occupation is the first step in establishing the location once the Invasion Leader has identified the 
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location as acceptable. This preliminary investment establishes the location and in essence 

‘stakes a claim’ to the lands, allowing the investment and regularization to proceed in due 

course. 

It also revealed the integral role that informal communities play in the housing continuum – they 

exist and are vital to meeting the housing needs and are recognized as such by the authorities.  A 

significant proportion of the housing stock in Mazatlán originated as informal settlements and 

the Mexican government has accepted the role this important component of the market plays.  

The homes become integrated into the fabric of the communities and in a few short years after 

development they are indistinguishable from other types of neighbourhoods.  As their major 

urbanization push has largely been completed, authorities are now looking at regularization, 

infrastructure, and integration of these neighbourhoods into the larger city.     

The excursions also revealed that land allocation in the form of lot sizes appeared quite uniform 

over time and geography.  Older invasions appeared to offer similarly sized lots to new invasions 

and invasions appeared to offer similarly sized lots to formal developments.  This field finding 

was tested using GIS technology over seven distinct neighbourhoods, which again represented a 

sampling of ages, locations, tenure types, and market segments.  It was found that lots for poor 

and working-class housing are modest, under 200 meters squared, regardless of age and origins.  

Land parcels of the wealthier Mazatlecos contained within gated communities, privados, were 

slightly larger at 225 meters squared. Lots for residential tourists were much larger, which was 

not a surprise; however, they remain relatively small compared to similar facilities in other 

locations in North America. 
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These findings are important, firstly to Mazatlán and its citizens as they continue to develop their 

urban planning frameworks. Their commitment to density and infill will continue to increase 

affordable supply close to employment centres and maximize existing infrastructure.  Their 

continued support for the informal sector is also encouraged given that this segment serves the 

poor and working class, markets that are generally underserved by the formal housing 

developers.   

In a broader sense, the western world continues to grapple with its own informal housing 

challenges.  The density of development, the minimalistic urban sphere requirements, and 

allowing the market to supply the demand have all contributed to housing being available for 

citizens.  There are some learnings to take from this, most importantly the realization that 

housing is a human right and essential to human life.  If the public sector doesn’t provide it to 

citizens, and the private sector isn’t able to serve the market, then the citizens will provide 

housing for themselves in the form of self-help housing.     

 

Successes and Learnings from the Approach to Research 

The researcher spent the winter of 2019 – 2020 in Mazatlán, building upon her prior 

decade of excursions to the city.  This immersive experience provided a level of ethnographic 

authenticity to the research and allowed visibility into corners of the Mazatlán experience that a 

more casual visitor would not have been privileged to experience.  She was able to connect 

through her existing network to representatives within municipal and state government, the 
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academy, the business community, and civil society to engage on the interdisciplinary foci of the 

study.  

The interdisciplinary positioning provided a wide enough lens to examine the complex system 

that is informal housing in resort communities.  Marrying the disciplines of economics, tourism, 

and land use provided a more nuanced examination of the whole rather than merely a part of the 

system.  The paradigmatic approach of pragmatism allowed for a tailored approach to the 

research, utilizing tools and resources that were helpful, regardless of their disciplinary pedigree.  

This allowed both interpretivism and positivism to be utilized, to the extent that they were 

helpful to the advancement of the research.  The methodologies were equally diverse and 

purposeful.  The inductive case study approach provided an avenue for a deep exploration of the 

field experiences, while mixed-methods allowed for tools that incorporated the GIS analysis and 

literature research.  Ethnography was found to be an important element to the methodologies, 

allowing for reflexivity over the study period which provided for an iterative and opportunistic 

evolution of the research approach.   

All of these elements are relational and form the hierarchy of thought that the researcher 

subscribed to.  In particular, the interdisciplinary foundation was key to a successful research 

experience as it allowed for a more holistic review of the system under examination.  The case 

study methodology allowed there to be a fulsome articulation of the interdisciplinary findings.  

These two elements were particularly well suited to the task at hand and allowed the research to 

evolve while in the field to take advantage of the teachings that Mazatlán had to offer. 
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As in any endeavour of this magnitude, there were challenges as well.  The researcher had 

expected to use additional tools such as real estate valuation analysis to establish locational and 

longitudinal trends in home pricing in Mazatlán.  Unfortunately, pricing information was not 

available, and what was available is not reliable.  She also expected to spend more time 

analysing citizen response to land use and development issues through discourse analysis.  This 

information was found to be housed in the sphere of social media rather than public records, 

which limited the appropriateness of a formal analysis.  Fortunately, the researcher was able to 

identify alternative information sources and avenues to create a though-provoking and relevant 

study. 

The researcher is satisfied at her theoretical and methodological approaches were well suited to 

the task at hand.  The research identified several salient findings that contribute to the 

understanding of the housing market in Mazatlán and the role of informal housing in that 

marketplace.  However, it is also acknowledged that there is much more work that can be done in 

this space.   

 

Contributions to the Policy Discussion 

 Pragmatism, as the epistemological position, endeavours to be useful in the search for 

real-world solutions and to provide a call to arms for the ‘now what’ of the research exercise.  

There were a number of challenges identified in the field that could or should be addressed by 

Mazatlán itself.  These include advancing infrastructure servicing, particularly water; addressing 

the looming issue of climate change; or advancing the policy frame for affordable housing within 
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their planning guidelines.  These, however, are rather limited in scope and are generally 

understood to be necessary by informants who would have jurisdiction over these issues.  

By taking a wider frame the findings here can be broadened to have applicability in other 

jurisdictions, particularly in developed nations where the spectre of informal housing is 

becoming unignorable.  As mentioned in Chapter 3, this researcher’s practice area is in 

affordable housing in Canada, and the lack of supply is a notable hindrance to providing housing 

to citizens.  It is already happening that individuals are turning to self-help housing to meet their 

shelter needs (Mauboulis, 2020).  Without a concerted effort to provide through the public sector 

or to allow the private sector to serve, the current examples of informal housing will be the tip of 

the iceberg.   Perhaps the solution, like in many parts of the developing world, and indeed like 

most of North America prior to World War II, is to allow individuals to provide for themselves 

through self-help housing. 

The first learning from the field is how dense housing in Mazatlán is.  Single-family lots are very 

small and they do not require excessive yard spaces.    This allows developers to create many 

more homes on a parcel of land, thus increasing supply.  Related to this is the minimalistic urban 

space requirements.  Roads are narrow, sidewalks are minimal, and provision for community 

space is limited.  While the Mazatlán standard may not be universally applicable there are likely 

opportunities for efficiencies in the design process, both from a space-saving and a cost-saving 

perspective.  The trade-off between the aesthetic and the functional needs to be considered in 

light of the fact that the aesthetic ideal is hindering the supply of housing, which will eventually 

lead to the creation of informal housing unless supply is created through other avenues. 
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Mazatlán, and Mexico more generally, allow this segment of the market to proceed based on the 

principles of supply and demand.  If there are customers, there are suppliers.  It was also reported 

that the regulatory and approvals process for more traditional developments were efficient in 

terms of time and cost.  Again, the functional aspects of their processes are not likely 

transferable, but the principles of being efficient and bringing product to market quickly to meet 

demand are something that can be replicated in other locations.   

As previously stated, in the developed world there is a mounting housing supply deficit where 

citizens, especially the poor, are unable to secure housing in the open market.  There will be a 

time, not likely very far in the future, when informal housing becomes their only option to secure 

shelter.  At that point, the aesthetics of urban design and the sanctity of the public process will 

fail in the face of human need.   

 

Limitations and Areas for Further Research 

 This research touched on a number of interrelated facets of the housing market in 

Mazatlán in an effort to identify the impacts of tourism.  While it did examine the whole of the 

system, it cannot hope to capture its entirety in one study.  There are four pertinent areas for 

further research that this study revealed.  

One particular facet that remains unexamined in detail is the impact on pricing.  While Mazatlán 

has been able to allow housing suppliers to serve their markets, there remain questions whether 

the pace of supply is keeping up.  The research did indicate anecdotally that pricing is rising, but 
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a fulsome analysis by segment and location was not able to be completed.  This remains a gap, as 

it is possible that despite the pace of development it remains insufficient, and other solutions 

need to be explored to provide housing to underserved segments.   

The research also did not explore the sociological aspects of the various housing options.  Is the 

segregation that is being seen between tourist and citizen areas, and gated communities and 

ungated neighbourhoods having an impact on the culture of Mazatlán?  Is there a stigma 

associated with living in an informal area as compared to a formal one?  This stigma may be 

related to real or perceived instances of crime or safety concerns, as is found in other areas of 

Latin America (Klaufus et al., 2017).  This was not reported, but the researcher did not explore 

this fully.   

The next area that this research could lead to is a detailed economic risk assessment as it relates 

to the tourist sector.  As 2020 has revealed, the tourist economy is tenuous and exogenous events 

such as COVID-19 can disrupt that important sector significantly.  The impending impacts of 

climate change can be expected to create crises in their own way which will have economic 

impacts.  Questions remain regarding how far into the general population would tourist 

disruptions ripple.  How can cities, regions, and countries better prepare for those impacts?  

Mitigations against such disruptions should be examined in preparation for the next crisis.   

The last area for further research is to compare the success of Mazatlán’s regularization process 

with those supported or imposed by funding agencies such as the International Monetary Fund, 

USAID, or the World Bank as part of their structural adjustment programs within developing 

countries.  There has been some indication that titling and registration programs have seen 
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success in supporting the advancement of real estate markets and access to credit (Feder and 

Nishio, 1999).  There is also some evidence that the imposed systems are not contextually or 

culturally appropriate and are not well received by the populations they intend to benefit 

(Törhönen, 2004).  It would be a worthwhile exercise to evaluate the relative successes of the 

local Mazatlán small-scale, grass-roots process as compared to the large-scale, consultant-

designed, and externally-imposed processes to see which has the better outcomes.   

In addition to areas of further study, there are limitations to this study.  The first is a major 

limitation: that of COVID-19.  The field research ended in February 2020, just prior to COVID-

19 becoming a significant issue globally.  The researcher has not returned to Mazatlán since then 

to assess the impacts and weave them into the findings here.  Given the importance of the 

ethnographic aspects of the research approach and the findings revealed in the field, speculation 

from afar would not reach the level of detail that an in-person evaluation could. 

Tourism was significantly impacted; however, the impacts on the economy, housing, and the 

lives of Mazatlecos have not been quantified.  It is reported that tourism decreased significantly 

despite Mexico choosing not to close its tourism industry to prevent to spread of the pandemic 

(World Tourism Organization, 2020). It is also reported that the most impact is likely to be felt in 

the middle-class and that inequality as measured by the Gini Coefficient has increased 

dramatically (Lustig et al., 2020).  It would not be appropriate to speculate on these impacts and 

as such, the study examines a pre-COVID Mazatlán.   

Another limitation is the sheer magnitude of the system under investigation.  The research from 

here can go myriad different directions: deeper, wider, or into any of the nooks and crannies that 
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remain unexplored.  One study, no matter how detailed and well conceived, can hope to tackle 

such a huge topic.  What was achieved is notable, but it is but a small fraction of what is required 

to truly understand the interrelated issues of the economy, land use, and tourism on the provision 

of housing in Mazatlán.   

 

Conclusion  

 

This dissertation has explored the role of informal housing in Mazatlán, Mexico.  It 

sought to examine tourism’s impact on land use and the economy as it relates to housing access 

and quality for local citizens.  It is interdisciplinary in nature meaning that it has examined the 

issue from a number of angles.  It was also inductive and co-creative meaning that the research 

participants had a hand in the advancement of the research questions in the field and in the 

execution of the research.  This researcher believes that this has yielded a far better research 

product than her original specifications would have done.   

The research presented case studies on five invasions, each with a different history and 

trajectory.  This provided visibility into the establishment, settlement, and regularization process 

with sufficient detail that a high-level process map could be articulated.  It included the roles for 

the municipality, the residents, and the Invasion Leader.  The role that the City of Mazatlán takes 

in the creation of informal settlements was unexpected and the level of urban planning guidance 

was equally unexpected.   
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The information gained from the case studies indicated a further area of inquiry regarding the 

parcel size allocation of informal lots as compared to formal lots.  It appeared from a visual 

inspection that land parcels had been and remained modest for the poor and working-class 

populations over time.  This assumption was tested using GIS technology and it was indeed 

found that parcel sizes have been relatively standardized, and perhaps more importantly, that 

parcel sizes for informal housing were not markedly smaller than for traditional development for 

this segment of the population.  Parcel sizes in privados and for residential tourists are larger, not 

unexpectedly, however they remain small by North American standards.   

The findings here do indicate that tourism impacts housing markets in the resort location of 

Mazatlán, Mexico.  However, whether that impact is negative or positive is relative depending 

on the context and the perspective of the querant.  It can be said that informal housing has had a 

significant impact on the City of Mazatlán, in its being the source of housing for many or most of 

its citizens over time.  Housing is a significant contributor to economic activity, even considering 

the basic requirement of employees needing a place to live.  Without this source of housing for 

its citizens it is doubtful that Mazatlán would have been able to develop its economy as it has.   
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Appendix A - Interviewee List 

Alias Role  Organization 

Dr. Grano-Maldonado, MI Researcher Universidad Autonoma de Occidente 

Gamble, S Real Estate Agent Keller Williams 

Hernandez Valle, A  Teacher Local High School 

Armenta, M Interpreter   

Dr Mendieta-Vega, RA Professor Universidad Autonoma de Occidente 

Dr Santamaria Gomez, A Professor Universidad Nationale Autonoma de Mexico 

Dr.  Flores Gamboa, S Professor Universidad Autonoma de Occidente 

Guido, S Executive Director Conselva 

Interviewee 1 Proprietor Local Hospitality Business 

Interviewee 2 Interpreter   

Interviewee 3 Real Estate Agent Local Real Estate Company 

Interviewee 4 Real Estate Broker Local Real Estate Company 

Interviewee 5 Staff City of Mazatlán 

Interviewee 6 Director  Secretariate de Tourismo 

Interviewee 7 Planner IMPLAN Mazatlán 

Interviewee 8 Director  Centro Communitario Familia 

Interviewee 9 Elected Official City of Mazatlán 

Interviewee 10 Engineer City of Mazatlán 

Interviewee 11 Teacher Centro Communitario Familia 

Interviewee 12 Cook Centro Communitario Familia 

Interviewee 13 Interpreter   
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