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In Tijuana, urban poverty is also rising in disturbing proportions with half of all new residents living in squatter 
communities with inadequate infrastructure, limited or no clean water, and the prevalence of water borne infectious 
disease. Although Tijuana’s unemployment rate remains low, the cost of living is high, and the real value of minimum 
wage in Mexico has steadily declined over the last two decades by over 60%...

The Challenge of Colonias Populares-Tijuana

Among the most urgent issues reflecting Tijuana’s increasing rates of poverty is the challenge of squatter communities, 
or colonias populares as they are commonly known south of the border. Tijuana is not alone in its plight. According to a 
recently published report by the UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) entitled “The Challenge of Slums: 
Global Report on Human Settlements 2003,” today, close to one billion people or 31.6% of the world’s total urban 
population or 43% of the urban population of all developing regions combined live in squatter communities. In Tijuana, 
over 50% of all new housing is in irregular settlements commonly known as “colonias populares” or “vecindades” (inter-
city squatter settlements).

Squatter housings, or colonias populares, have the following basic characteristics: 

• Inadequate access to safe drinking water; 

• Inadequate access to sanitation and other infrastructure; 

• Poor structural/locational quality of housing (including the location of housing in geologically hazardous 
zones and/or high risk flood-planes; housing near garbage dumps; housing in close proximity to high industrial 
pollution areas/industrial zones); 

• Overcrowding; 

• Insecure residential status (questionable title deeds or informal and/or unenforceable documents to validate 
legal land tenure).

The incidence of squatter housing in Tijuana is not unlike the figures for Mexico City, where over half of the urbanized 
area and 60% of the city’s population live in irregular settlements. Tijuana’s squatter settlements are also expected to 
grow over the next decade in what has become Mexico’s sixth largest city. By 2015, Tijuana is expected to have an 
“official” population of nearly two million, accounting for nearly 2.1% of the country’s entire population. Much of this 
growth will be fueled by migration into colonias populares.

Ultimately, the only true remedy for elimination of squatter settlements is economic development, improved 
institutional governance, resolution of land tenure and title issues in disputed lands and improved land use planning. 
This was echoed by Tijuana civic leader Hector Lutteroth Camou in a 1999 San Diego Union-Tribune editorial where he 
sagely noted: 

“A binational agenda for reducing poverty and promoting social development [needs to] be embraced by 
government agencies, foundations, private companies and community-based organizations on both sides of the 
border. Such an agenda would include expanded opportunities for primary and secondary education (including 
assurances for equal access to high-quality education), clear pathways for local residents to move into 
employment opportunities in higher-paying manufacturing and expanding of affordable housing supplies.”



Squatter communities have grown around the world where urban planning has not kept pace with rapid rural-to-urban 
migration. The rural poor migrate into cities hoping to improve their economic situation, but without physical or human 
capital to afford adequate housing. The growth of squatter housing in Tijuana is no exception, as the city has one of the 
highest per capita income in Mexico, although cost of living is also very high, making it very difficult for newly-arrived 
migrants from impoverished rural areas to afford adequate living conditions. One of Tijuana’s attractions to rural 
migrants is the city’s close proximity to the Southern California labor market. However, not all those who planned to 
cross into the United States succeed, eventually settling in Tijuana. The tightening of border enforcement by the U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security has most likely contributed to the growing number of migrants that have 
permanently settled in Tijuana.

Another contributing factor to the rise of squatter housing is the growth of the maquiladora industry. Increasingly, 
colonias populares are providing affordable housing options for those unable to make a living wage in Tijuana. Such is 
the case with a large number of entry level maquiladora workers, who are attracted from impoverished communities in 
Mexico’s migrant sending regions to the close to 1,000 maquiladora assembly/manufacturing facilities located in 
Tijuana. The case of the maquiladora industry is a complex one. On one hand, U.S. and other foreign-owned 
maquiladoras are providing badly-needed employment for a growing number of Tijuana’s recent migrants. All told, as of 
late 2002 there were over 249,000 people employed in maquiladoras across the state of Baja California with the 
majority of these employees in Tijuana. Tijuana-based maquiladora workers are also among the highest paid in Mexico 
making 228.8 pesos/day ($US$28.80) versus 219 pesos/day ($21.90) nationally, according to Cross Border Business 
Associates. Due to the explosive growth of Tijuana, in part because of the presence of the maquiladora industry, the city 
has among the highest cost of living in Mexico. 

Beyond the cost of living issue, another contributing factor to the growth of squatter settlements in Tijuana has been, 
quite simply, that industrial development has been promoted without any long-range planning specific to the provision 
of basic public infrastructure in emerging communities where workers and their families live. In this sense, the true 
social cost of the maquiladora industry’s presence in Tijuana has not been fully compensated. This is not a criticism of 
the maquiladora industry as companies are providing employment and are paying their corresponding share of taxes. In 
addition, the problem of squatter housing in Tijuana predates the recent development of maquiladora industry. 
Nevertheless, Tijuana civic leaders and elected officials must contend with a large and growing ‘unfunded” mandate 
resulting from the under-investment in infrastructure and basic services by the public sector. Ways to address the public 
infrastructure deficit include fiscal reform (including a more decentralized form of tax collection and re-distribution) and
political reform (including the potential for re-election of elected officials to create greater accountability to the 
electorate) at the federal level. 

Given Tijuana’s close proximity to San Diego, addressing the challenge of colonias populares should be key priority for 
regional civic leaders and area funders on both sides of the border. Squatter settlements, with inadequate water and 
sanitary infrastructure, contribute to higher incidences of infectious and water borne diseases in the border region. The 
concentration of poor migrant workers and their families from interior Mexico is overwhelming the poorly developed 
health and human services infrastructure in Tijuana and the adjoining municipalities of Tecate and Rosarito. Given the 
limited availability of public services, the non-profit sector is increasingly called on to play a more expansive role in 
providing the much needed human services of Baja California’s poor, the majority of whom are living in squatter 
settlements. However, the growth in demand of services far outweighs available local resources.

Among those most vulnerable are the children. While most children (K-6) in squatter communities do attend school, 
there is little in the way of after school programs. Tijuana’s children in squatter communities are among the most 
susceptible to abuse and neglect. Because of the large number of working mothers in Tijuana’s colonias populares, there 
is a growing number of latch-key children across the city with little or no parental supervision. This problem is 
particularly prevalent in single head of household families. Although some childcare is available through family and 



social networks, the more women work outside their homes and the weaker the sense of community, the less available 
this type of childcare becomes. As one resident in Tijuana conveyed to ICF, “if community organizations don’t get to our 
young children first, one can guarantee that the gangs and drug traffickers will.”

In the absence of public services and assistance, Tijuana’s squatter settlements are prone to becoming breeding ground 
for juvenile delinquency, substance abuse, domestic violence, child abuse and neglect, prostitution and urban crime and 
related violence. While many of Tijuana’s poorest communities are recruiting grounds for organized crime, narco-
traffickers, pimps and other street gangs which increasingly have cross-border impacts, recent studies have found that 
the biggest victims of urban violence in squatter communities are their residents, as squatter communities are, more 
often than not, excluded from preventive public safety programs and regular policing due to the irregularity of the 
communities themselves.

Given Mexico’s national annual urban population growth rate of 1.72% (1990-2000) and the propensity of under-
employed rural and urban Mexican workers to look north for a better life, the elimination of squatter settlements will 
prove very difficult in Tijuana and is an unrealistic expectation given the current political and economic realities of 
Mexico as a whole.


