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Overview

Cities in Mexico are at risk of running out of clean drinking water due to low-capacity reservoirs
and diminished aquifers caused by droughts during the El Nifio season.” The water crisis will likely
persist in the coming months due to a lack of rainfall; however, Mexico's government has
announced intentions to repair and create water infrastructure to help mitigate the water
shortage, which will affect water flow throughout the cities.? Demonstrations and roadblocks in
response to the ongoing water crisis have caused travel disruptions throughout several cities.?

Key Takeaways

1. The effects of the water crisis are worst in the highly populated capital of Mexico City,
but other cities have been impacted by similar water shortages. Increased temperatures
and decreased rainfall have caused similar water shortages in other major cities in
Mexico, including Oaxaca and Xalapa, forecasting limited water distribution throughout
the nation at least through the El Nifio season.

2. The Mexican government has taken action to reduce the severity of the water crisis.
Pipes that service affected cities are being updated and replaced, causing disruptions in
water flow and supply for short periods. During these times, certain areas of the city
receive water through alternate means like water trucks.

3. Water crisis protests are causing travel disruptions nationwide, and often involve road
blockages. The recent increase in protests has resulted in sporadic road closures and
blockages in the city. Authorities disperse the blockades when necessary; however, much
of the police force has joined the protests and helped demonstration efforts.

Background

El Nifio is the warm season in Mexico caused by temperature changes in the Gulf of Mexico and
has caused North and South America to experience higher rates of droughts and increased
temperatures over the past few years.* While this denotes a wet season in certain areas of
Mexico, others experience more frequent droughts leaving several cities more vulnerable to water
shortages. Certain Mexican cities have been experiencing a decrease in water levels, and the
water within some reservoirs is evaporating faster than it can replenish due to rising temperatures
across the country and a lack of rainfall.> 30 of Mexico's 32 states are experiencing water
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shortages. 40% to 80% of Mexico's population is predicted to live in high water stress by 2050.

Effects on Major Mexican Cities

While the capital is experiencing the harshest water crisis, water scarcity throughout Mexico is
a quickly emerging issue in other cities and is expected to worsen without more adequate
intervention.

Mexico City | The water supply shortage is majorly due to limited precipitation in the Cutzamala
basin in recent years.® Mexico City relies on the Cutzamala aqueduct system for around 25% of
its water supply; however, as of June 27, the system is operating at only 26% of its capacity even
after the increased rainfall from Tropical Storm Alberto.” In April 2024, citizens of Mexico City
began receiving contaminated water in their homes and businesses.® Many sources reported that
tap water in some areas of Mexico City smelled of sewage and had a dark brown color, leaving it
undrinkable and unusable for many household activities. Additionally, wastewater is often left
untreated and discharged into rivers and lakes, tainting potential alternative water sources.’ The
aging Cutzamala water system also loses about 40% of its running water due to pipe leaks." This
system services Mexico City, with the majority of the water supply, around 65%, coming from the
aquifers beneath the city."" These aquifers are drying up and not being replenished, causing the
city to sink and water supplies to run low.'> ™

Oaxaca City | Decreased rainfall is driving the water crisis in Oaxaca. Oaxaca City requires 1,200
liters per second of water, but can currently only get around 400 liters per second at most.™ The
wet season has not been producing enough water, and the region goes 6-8 months without rain
during the dry season. Due to this shortage, people are receiving water every 30 to 45 days, which
does not provide enough water to last until they receive it next."”® This forces residents to buy
water from trucks, which is costly and only available to those who can afford it. Increased water
consumption from tourism also contributes to the water crisis. Oaxaca loses 40% of its water to
leaks due to the age of the infrastructure system. Currently, the pipework in Oaxaca is being
updated, which began in May 2024 and will conclude in February 2025.
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Xalapa | Xalapa has been facing water insecurity since October 2023 due to deforestation
around the city’s main sources of water, causing pollution from farm runoff to contaminate the
water. Xalapa's water comes from several different river basins, including the Pixquiac, the
Huitzilapan, and the Seven Springs, which have been losing water volume over the last few
years.'” This, and the loss of 74,000 acres of mesophyll mountain forest that played a key role in
the natural water cycle, have contributed significantly to Xalapa's crisis. Water supplies are often
insufficient even after deliveries. Water is often stored in any containers that people have, leaving
it still and creating a breeding ground for mosquitoes and dengue fever.

Mexican Government Response

The Mexican government is actively responding to the water crisis with specific approaches
that address both immediate and long-term challenges.

Repairing and Creating Infrastructure | The Mexican government is drilling new wells and
repairing existing ones to increase water extraction. On June 19, water authorities announced
repair work for leaking pipes in Mexico City, which will likely continue in the coming months.'
Efforts to reduce water loss from leaks in the cities’ aging infrastructure are ongoing, and while
these processes are essential for long-term sustainability, the maintenance work has resulted in
temporary water supply disruptions.’® The Oaxaca government has initiated several projects to
alleviate the crisis, but the majority have been left unfinished, only worsening the effects of the
crisis.? The crisis in Xalapa is centered around pollution of water sources rather than the effects
of El Nifo, therefore recovery efforts have been left in the hands of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), with no focus on developing the city’s infrastructure.

Alternative Water Deployment | In areas with the most severe shortages, water trucks and
cisterns are deployed to supply fresh, clean water to homes and businesses. With local water
sources at low levels, officials in major cities bring in water from outside areas. Many businesses
are receiving water by tanker trucks, including hospitals and fire departments, which are
expensive and in short supply.’”” Many restaurants and hotels require water deliveries all year
round, and more often during the dry season. It's common for hotels to ask guests to be
water-conscious and understanding when towels and sheets are not changed daily.?" Although
water deliveries alleviate the effects of the water crisis in the short term, these actions can lead to
irregular water availability in certain areas.?

Water Allocation Systems | Authorities have implemented water rationing by reducing flow
from reservoirs and proposing projects to extract water from dams. As of June 27, the National
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Water Commission (Conagua) decreased the water flow from the Cutzamala system from eight
cubic meters per second to six cubic meters per second to ensure that water remains flowing to
Mexico City.?® This has already led to intermittent water supply in many neighborhoods, hotels,
restaurants, and other urban infrastructure, with the Mexican government urging residents and
businesses to conserve water.?*

In Oaxaca, the city’s government has spearheaded an engineering project to extract water from
the Paso Ancho dam in the Mixteca region, but few additional interventions have been
implemented to alleviate the issue in the short term.?® A municipal water system delivers water
stored in large rooftop water tanks called tinacos or underground cisterns for businesses and
fortunate households to have continual access to water throughout the month; however, the
delivery service is expensive and irregular, so residents without access to adequate water storage
still struggle greatly with access to fresh water.

The Xalapa government has done little to address the water crisis, as the scarcity is more a result
of deforestation that causes pollution in the Pixquic basin than El Nifio. The city instead relies on
efforts from small NGOs that vie for funding from the municipal government that focus on urging
farmers to preserve and manage forestlands to reduce the effects of pollution;?® however, the city
has little to no water allocation systems to manage the water crisis.

Civil Unrest

Mexican residents have been protesting in major cities against the water shortage and poor
water quality, and the government’s failure to properly address the issue in the long term.

These protests often include road blockages, affecting travel in major throughways. While police
and security forces have intervened to disperse these blockages, they have also begun
participating in protests since May due to the widespread impacts of the water crisis, claiming
they had not had water for over a week and their bathrooms were in an unusable condition.?” In
some municipalities, the government’s initial response to the crisis was advising citizens to
conserve water, but not enforcing the same demands of industrial and agricultural users that
source from underground aquifers.?® Government efforts to curb demand that disproportionally
affects residents over businesses will likely lead to an increased rate of demonstrations,
especially as the summer continues, droughts persist, and reservoirs lose more volume.?

Inadequate government response to the crisis has caused social unrest in urban centers
nationwide, with roadblocks laid in protest and neighborhood disputes becoming commonplace.
Demonstrations are typically focused on local authorities such as water regulators and
government bodies, and occasionally, specific companies; however, the demonstrations, while
generally relatively small and peaceful, do vary in size and often cause moderate to severe travel
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disruptions in cities. There have been protests in all 32 of Mexico's states over water-related
issues, but the majority and the largest demonstrations are centered in the capital, Mexico City.*

Thousands have taken to the streets to protest water outages, often blocking traffic and causing
major disruptions in highly trafficked areas.®"*? On May 22, protestors, including the police officers
who usually direct traffic in the case of roadblocks, stopped six lanes of traffic near the capital’s
Independence Monument.* Violence and intolerance amongst recipients of water truck deliveries
have also caused water deliveries to take place less frequently, only exacerbating the scarcity and
prompting a more desperate public outcry. Hotels and restaurants are now prioritized for water
deliveries, causing additional backlash from locals. Protests and roadblocks in response to
water-related issues are likely to persist in the foreseeable future until the government properly
addresses the crisis.

On the Horizon

The water crisis in Mexico City and the Mexican government’s responses are likely to impact
the traveler experience.

What to watch for in summer 2024:

e During infrastructure maintenance and installation, water disruptions will occur. To
properly carry out maintenance and improvement operations, authorities must cut water
supplies temporarily, meaning that the already high water demand will continue to rise.
Travelers are advised to stay updated with local media for when maintenance workers will
cut supplies and always store enough water to last until the interruptions end.

e Limiting water use is encouraged, likely impacting traveler conditions. With new
rationing programs, businesses may be encouraged to reduce water consumption by
clients. Public estrooms and other water-reliant services may become limited or closed.

e Alternate modes of water delivery carry underlying health risks. Travelers are at
increased risk of contracting diseases from water delivered via unconventional means, or
water stored improperly for extended periods. Travelers are advised to drink bottled water
for the duration of their stay in Mexico.

e Demonstrations and civil unrest are on the rise, threatening traveler security. Protests
around the city will cause localized disruptions. Maintain situational awareness when
traveling in affected areas. As tensions between protestors and government officials
persist, the possibility of clashes between demonstrators and authorities rises as well.
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