MAHAHUAL

2050

MEMORANDUM
The municipality of Mahahual is currently reviewing its urban development plan,
which will shape the development of the city for decades to come. After several
assessments of the proposed plans, TAKATA Research Center came to the conclusion
that there was a rift between the objectives of the municipality – that aim to transform
Mahahual into a world-class example of ecotourism – and the plan that is currently
proposed. Thus, we have decided to propose our own service and expertise to create
a new plan, one that better suits Mahahual’s aspirations.
The urban planning and design of a city is a fundamental
component of its economic and social success. This is
even more true for a touristic city. As a city that wants
to be recognized for its ecological values and its natural
components, Mahahual deserves an urban development
plan that will genuinely protect the features that makes it
distinct from the other touristic towns of Quintana Roo.

This document presents a preliminary concept of an urban development plan for
Mahahual, one that truthfully protects the environment and the social fabric of our
beloved city. Its ambition is to convince decision makers to mandate TAKATA Research
Center with the writing of the new urban development plan.
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1. ASSESSMENT OF THE CURRENTLY PROPOSED PLAN
1.2.	Excess on Uses

The current urban development plan
proposed by the municipality is flawed
in many ways. This section details the
issues of this plan and the consequences
it could have on the future well-being of
the city.

The planning strategy of the plan – which
puts too much emphasis on land use – is
outdated and does not represent the best
practices in urban planning. A city that
is designed with the aim of separating
land uses cannot be sustainable, as it will
require its residents to drive their cars to
reach essential services such as a grocery
store or a school.

1.1.	Unrealistic Scale

One main issue with the plan proposed
is its scale of development. In its current
form, the plan would provide more than
3,300 hectares for new development,
which could welcome 70,000 new
inhabitants by 2030, and 130,000
Figure 1
by 2050. This completely unrealistic
forecast threatens the very identity of
Mahahual, and has no consideration
for what the city represents today.
Providing this large amount of land
for new development without an
actual demand also risks to trigger
a land speculation process, making
it harder and more expensive to
develop real estates because of
higher land costs. In the long run,
this could push small business
owners out of Mahahual in the
benefits of large companies and
multinational hotel chains.
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Plan proposed by the municipality

1.4.	No Transportation Planning

The plan should consider mixing
more uses together as well as create
a building form for the benefit of its
touristic value. Cities in Europe are often
graced by tourists for their architectural
uniformity. A plan that takes this factor
in consideration could help Mahahual
differentiate from other coastal tourist
towns of Quintana Roo and attract more
tourists.

A very little consideration has been
made in term of transportation planning,
especially for public transit. Residents
of Mahahual and tourists visiting our
town would all benefit of a better
transportation system, which would
improve the quality of life for everyone.
A new plan would provide more
emphasis on transportation planning, as
it could be a fundamental component
of differentiating Mahahual from other
similar towns.

1.3.	Little Environmental 		
Consideration

Although the current proposal plan has
been improved in the last months in terms
of environmental consideration, it
Figure 2
still allocates land to develop on
prime environmental land such as
mangroves. We consider that, for
a city that wants to brand itself as a
leader in ecotourism, this situation is
undesirable. The best effort should b e
made to assess the environmental
value
of
the
land
and t o
develop where it is the less damaging f o r
the ecological balance of the region
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Environmental caracterisation

1.5.	Does Not Take Into			
Consideration the Aspirations
and Preoccupations of the 		
	Local Community
Our social perception program, which for
the last two years has been researching
the perception of the environment and
socioenvironmental issues of Mahahual’s
community, shows that local stakeholders
and a large sector of the population
are preoccupied by the possibility of
a fast-paced development and the
consequent loss in the quality of the
environment. The citizens of Mahahual
are deeply aware that the Quintana Roo
region has been the scenario of many
environmental crisis caused by badly
planned, fast-paced urban development,
and are worried that Mahahual could
follow the same path. As a consequence,
Mahahual’s environmentally-conscious
community could easily be mobilized
around urban development objectives
that benefit both the local population
and environment.

3

2. OUR VISION
TAKATA Research Center believes it
can create a better development plan
that takes into consideration the very
identity of Mahahual. Our plan will build
up on Mahahual’s strengths and act on
its weaknesses. This section presents a
preliminary proposal of the planning
concepts that will frame the writing of
our plan.

2.1.

Those residential clusters will be well
connected with the rest of the city,
especially with Mahahual “Pueblo” and
“Casitas”.
These two neighbourhoods – which are
presently the heart of Mahahual – will
keep their importance in the new plan
by becoming the central areas of an
enlarged Mahahual. This means that
all businesses or land owned in these
areas will maintain their importance, an
action that will help local residents and
businesses owners to profit economically
from the development of Mahahual.

Concept Plan

Our development concept proposes
a much better scale than the previous
one. We are planning to develop
enough land to welcome around 30,000
inhabitants for 2050, a size that will keep
the community feeling that characterises
Mahahual. The concept also makes use
of residential clusters to mitigate as much
as possible the negative environmental
effects by selecting the land with the
least environmental values to develop.

Figure 3

Conceptual plan of the proposed city structure
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Figure 5

Application of the conceptual plan to Mahahual’s territory
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Figure 5

Figure 6

Consolidation and extension of Casitas and 55

2.2.	Extension and Consolidation
of Casitas and 55

Extension of Pueblo

2.3.	Extension of Mahahual Pueblo
Pueblo should keep its purpose of being
the touristic center of the city. Because
of the importance of the tourism industry
in the economy of Mahahual, Pueblo
should be extended south in order to
make more land available for hotels,
restaurants and businesses. However,
because of the high environmental value
of this land, which is presently occupied
by mangrove, stricter environmental
standards should be planned for the new
buildings of this area and the construction
of roads. Environmental features should
also be planned in this area if Mahahual
really wants to be recognized as a leader
in ecotourism, such as boardwalks and
observation towers in the mangrove.

The development of Mahahual should
initially focus on its present communities.
Casitas and Pueblo should both be
consolidated, by developing the unused
land of these areas, and subsequently
extended in order to improve the
economical power of these areas.
Casitas and 55 should be merged
together into one neighbourhood that
will later become the city center. The land
directly north of these areas should be
the main focus of this future extension,
as it is located on environmentally less
valuable land than the mangroves south
and east of it. In becoming the city
center of an enlarged Mahahual, Casitas
should then welcome the most intensive
commercial and institutional uses, such
as a mall, a high school, a cinema, a
library and pedestrian commercial street.
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2.4.	Residential Clusters
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Conceptual representation of a residential cluster
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built one
by one,
Cluster
Limits without opening land
for a new cluster before the previous
one is completely developed in order
to shorten the development timeline as
well as limitate risks of land speculation.

In addition to the consolidations and
extensions of Casitas and Pueblo,
several residential clusters should be
developed on specific land that would
be chosen for their lower environmental
value. The clusters should be planned in
order to provide space for 2,000 to 3,000
inhabitants in a compact urban setting.

Land should also be made available
for some touristic businesses, such as
smaller hotels that would be cheaper
than the main ones near the beach.
This would ensure that Mahahual stays
a touristic destination for middle class
national and international travelers, and
not only for wealthy tourists.

This number represents a perfect
community size, as it enables some
essential local businesses and institutions
in each clusters, such as a grocery store,
a cafe and a small elementary school.
Each cluster should also have parks
with sport equipment as well as a mix
of housing types to ensure the diversity
of the population that will inhabit them
and its harmonious cohabitation. Each
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2.5.	Sustainable Transportation

order to encourage cycling. Local roads
should be narrow in order to limit car
speeding and increase the safety of
cyclist and pedestrians.

Transportation
is
an
important
dynamic of the well being of a city,
and should not be ignored in an urban
development plan. Each of the clusters
should be well connected with the
central neighbourhoods, in order to
enable everyone to travel from one
neighbourhood to another by every
mean of transportation : walking, cycling,
car, and public transit.

The morphology of the proposed
enlargement of Mahahual would also
enable an easy public transit route that
could loop around all the neighbourhood
quickly and efficiently. Only one public
bus could circle around all the residential
clusters and the central areas, ensuring
the connection of every neighbourhood
together with minimal public investment.

The clusters should not be located further
than 800 meters from each other or from
Casitas and Pueblo, as this represents
a 10 minutes walking distance and will
limit isolation of these areas with each
other. Every main road should include
well designated and safe bike lanes in
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3. AIMS AND APPROACH OF OUR PLAN
If TAKATA Research Center gets
the mandate to create a new urban
development plan, we will base
its writing on the best practices of
urban planning, urban design and
citizen participation. Our expertise in
environment management and our
association with urban development
experts will enable us to build a plan that
would transform Mahahual into a world
leader in ecotourism.

ensuring high quality urban spaces that
will be enjoyed by everyone, residents
and tourists alike.
Furthermore, as a touristic city, it is more
crucial that Mahahual takes into account
the architectural form of its buildings.
Urban design arisen from form-based
planning can help transforming the city
into a tourist attraction in itself, just as
some cities in Europe attract thousands of
tourists every year with their architectural
uniformity and order.

3.1.	Form-Based Planning
TAKATA Research Center proposes to
create a new urban development plan
that will be a form-based approach. This
development approach could regulate
land development to ensure predictable
architectural results and high quality
public spaces. The public areas of a city
belong to all of its inhabitants, and a
form-based planning approach will help
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3.2.	Landscape Planning

and enables municipalities to
take
action on the conservation of important
environmental features. The natural
environment should be protected and
enhanced to avoid negative ecological,
hydrological and visual impacts. This
approach will also help Mahahual
position itself as a leader in ecotourism
development.

We
believe
in
environmental
conservation
and
sustainable
development. The urban development
plan created by TAKATA Research
Center will include our landscape
planning approach. Landscape planning
allows for development while protecting
natural ecosystems and biodiversity,
natural resources and cultural heritages.
Our plan will further characterize and
analyse the environmental and cultural
value of the land before deciding which
part to develop. In this case, mangroves
will have a crucial role for the reef and
the land biodiversity, in addition to
protecting people from storms and land
from coastal erosion. Therefore, this
ecosystem should be a conservation
priority.

3.3.	Social and Environmental 		
	Mitigation Measures
Mitigation measures are important to
prevent, reduce and control the impacts
caused by any projects, in this case
the urban development of a coastal
town. TAKATA Research Center will
therefore build an urban development
plan with these measures in mind in
order to mitigate any negative impacts
following the development of the city.
Those measures will include restitution
or compensation for damages to the

Landscape planning is now incorporated
in many legislations around the world
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environment. The mitigation measures
will ensure a friendly living environment
for both people and biodiversity. This can
be achieved through many aspects of
development such as the enhancement
of public and active transportation,
green areas and natural protected
areas, energy efficiency, integrated
waste management and effective water
management. It should also be achieved
through coastal ecosystems restoration.

and the remaining mangrove ans forest
appear to be in very poor conditions,
with a vegetation cover decline of
about 40% since 2009. Mahahual Urban
Planning should ensure the ecosystems
are restored so they can support the
biodiversity which is at the base of the
town’s economy. This will also ensure
ecosystems services such as water
filtering or storm, flooding and coastal
erosion buffers.

Mahahual’s ecosystems and biodiversity
have been greatly affected in the past
20 years. The data collected in the area
by CINVESTAV and HRI show a 90%
decline in coral cover and 70% decline
in fish biomass. In Mahahual, 57 % of
magroves has been destroyed in 2001

3.4.	Implication of the Community
into the Writing Process
From our point of view, a project of this
type should always take into account the
ideas, doubts and will of the community.
To make this happen, each step of
the urban plan should hold public

11

consultations where the concepts and
objectives of the plan are explained
and where the local peoples concerns
and ideas are heard and included into
the plan. We believe the plan should
represent the community’s vision for
Mahahual’s future, which is not the case
with the current plan.
This is why we are offering to follow
specific steps for the creation of the
Urban Development Plan. We will first
establish the team who will be in charge
of the project such as professionals
in urban planning, environmental
managers,
scientists,
architects,
engineers and community leaders. A first
proposal will then be presented to the
community through public consultations
where everyone will be welcomed to tell
their opinion on the topic. Those public
consultations will last about a week. A
second plan will then be designed and
once again presented to the community.
The adoption of the plan will only be
validated upon the positive reaction of
the community people and stakeholders.
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CONCLUSION
An urban planning process following these pillars and precepts will have tremendous
positive impacts on the economy, the environment and the inhabitants of Mahahual.
The principal advantages of this kind of urban development are: decreased traffic;
decreased speculation; decreased social exclusion; increased tourism; increased
economic benefits for the local community; increased biodiversity; increased
ecosystem services; increased quality of life.
We believe the acceptance of this proposal would be an amazing opportunity for the
new government to position themselves nationally and internationally as a leader
in sustainable development and ecotourism. The tools and expertise required to
develop a sustainable tourist destination exist, it is our duty to use them smartly for
the benefits of present and future generations.
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WHO ARE WE?
TAKATA Research Center is an NGO specialized in marine ecology, sustainable coastal
management, and public awareness. Our organization ensures its work is based on
an effective collaboration with the local community and government. We hope to
contribute to the sustainable and eco-responsible development of Mahahual.
Activities at the center are conducted by a multidisciplinary team covering a variety
of disciplines: marine ecology, environmental management, education and sciences,
anthropology, wildlife conservation and documentary production. Our staff and interns
come from colleges and universities of a variety of countries. We also maintain active
research collaborations with local and international universities and organizations.

Our aim is to create a space where people can exchange
and learn from each other and from Mahahual’s coastal
environment while helping the local community face the
challenges of collective environmental management. For
this preliminary proposal of an urban development plan,
we have collaborated with experts in urban design, urban
development planning and environmental management.
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