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Elusive Urban - Regional Governance:  
The Sustainable Development Challenge  

of Megacities in Latin America*

Patricia Acosta-Restrepo**

Clara Isabel Gómez-García***

Abstract
Four of the world’s megacities have consolidated in the Latin American 
(LatAm) region: Mexico City, Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and Buenos Aires, 
while there are two more in the process: Lima and Bogota. These big urban 
agglomerations are not only essential national economic engines of major 
demographic significance; but have extended into city-regions which embody 
the most acute development challenges: environmental degradation, resource 
inefficiency, social exclusion, income inequality, impoverishment, insecurity, 
violence, social and economic vulnerability to climate change, and correspond-
ing liveability concerns. In brief, LatAm’s megacities are dealing with the 

*		  This Working paper is the detailed research dossier developed as the basis for our contribution to 
the summary report of the exploratory phase of  the “Better Megacity Governance in the Global 
South” initiative, of the Idea Lab  Program of the Fudan-Latin America University Consortium 
(FLAUC) published december 2022. The document is available at the following link: https://flauc.
fudan.edu.cn/56/4f/c40136a480847/page.htm

		  Special Thanks to Nicolás Linares, student of the Urban Management Development Undergraduate 
Program and LabDTerritorios Research Assistant 2021-2022 for his contributions to the City 
Profiles.

**		  Author. Professor of the Practice. Urban -Studies and Planning. LabDTerritorios – Director. School 
of International, Political and Urban Studies. Universidad del Rosario.

*** 		  Research Collaborator. School of International, Political and Urban Studies. Universidad del 
Rosario.
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cumulative impacts and feedback loops of long-neglected mega-problems. 
This paper explores the strategies or institutional arrangements used to face 
these cities and city-regions’ development issues and the governance practices 
implicit in different approaches used to manage key sectors. A review of existing 
comparative studies and cases, complemented by several interviews with 
local experts, suggests that specific political, administrative, and legal national 
contexts greatly define the options to formally approach these challenges at an 
appropriate geographic scale. However, our analysis highlights three issues 
for overcoming political and institutional hurdles, which hamper integrated 
planning, coordinated policies and investments at the megacity scale, and the 
limited implementation of formal, integrated management schemes, such as 
metropolitan areas, to address problems across and beyond metropolises effec-
tively. The evaluation suggests both situations have promoted the emergence 
of alternate, sometimes informal, parallel network governance arrangements 
amongst a diversity of stakeholders.

Keywords: Megacity; Bogota; Buenos Aires; Mexico City; Rio de Janeiro; 
Sao Paulo; Lima; sustainable development; governance; megacity-region; 
metropolis; city-region.
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Introduction

Four of the world’s megacities have consolidated in the Latin American (LatAm) 
region: Mexico City, Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and Buenos Aires, while 
two more are considered megacities in progress: Lima and Bogota. Within 
their national urban systems, these urban agglomerations do not only con-
centrate a disproportionate demographic and economic share of the national 
populations and gdps (Gilbert, 1995; Labbé et al., 2020) but have, over the 
last decades, continued to consolidate their national urban primacy. Similar 
to their Global North counterparts, LatAm urban giants have physically 
surpassed their local political-administrative boundaries, facing the natural 
management and governance challenges of fragmented local government over an 
otherwise geographical, functional, and territorial unit of greater scale (Labbé  
et al., 2020). However, in contrast with those model megacities, often used as 
institutional governance references to be followed (Lefevre, 2005), the interests  
of formal and informal drivers of urban development around these megacities of 
the Global South are best served by a perpetuation of biased local policies and  
political fragmentation, including the resulting opacity of public investments 
and land markets (Pradilla & Márquez, 2008). In other words, despite the obvious 
collective advantages of better governance arrangements, multiple common 
structural factors make similar institutional improvements in the Global 
South difficult.

LatAm mega-cities live with the cumulative impacts and feedback loops of 
long-neglected mega-problems. Since their rapid urbanization stages, which 
peaked between the 50s and the 70s, limited institutional capacity to provide 
infrastructure and manage urban service provision at the necessary pace and 
scale (Montoya, 2021), in tandem with the privatization of public goods and basic 
services in the 80s promoted chronic, unbalanced development between areas 
with payment capacity and those without (Pradilla & Márquez, 2008). This 
is evident in the uneven quality of the built environment, with infrastructure 
deficiencies and gaps which remain spatially imprinted in large portions of 
the territories that constitute them, despite progressive improvement. In the 
twenty-first century, the original metropolises have extended into city-regions, 
with stark contrasts between globally connected areas and substandard 
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peripheries of concentrated poverty and upper-class suburbs. This spatial 
configuration, reflecting engrained social inequalities, broad economic exclu-
sion, and laissez-faire development, constitutes an integral part of the urban 
dynamics of LatAm cities, defined mainly by the interacting formal-informal 
land markets and economies driving their growth (Pradilla & Márquez, 2008).

It is difficult to fully understand, measure, and study these megacities as a 
geographic unit (Labbé et al., 2020). Their administrative and political fragmen-
tation induces divisions between local governments with better revenues and 
those without, discourages cross subsidies and shared investments, and promotes 
localism for political gain. Therefore, integrated evaluation of the megacities’ 
territorial and development challenges and planning for more effective manage-
ment have faced strong opposition. The literature, as well as the interviews,1 
suggest that the narrow interests of a few stakeholders have prevailed at great 
social, environmental, and economic costs for the conglomerates and their 
surroundings, affecting the ability to deal with the challenges at the necessary 
scale (Magalhaes, 2010; Acosta, 2010). Nevertheless, in all cases, there have 
been policy reforms to establish formal political-administrative mechanisms to 
plan and manage these megacities. In the seven cases studied, there are at least 
two administrative units simultaneously in existence: one at the scale of the 
metropolis (core city) and another at the scale of the city-region. However, we 
found their legal existence does not imply they are fully functioning institutions.

The political economy underlying the adoption of those formal management-
administrative entities, such as a diversity of types of metropolitan areas 
created legally, has hindered the implementation of integrated planning 
and coordination mechanisms for which they have been created. In several 
cases, engrained gaps are part of the problem, such as the absence of defined 
funding sources and incentives for supra-municipal projects and cooperation, 
as well as the weakened role of subnational entities as multi-scalar brokers 
(Magalhaes, 2010; Sigler et al., 2022). Despite a general absence of inter-
municipal territorial planning and urban management mechanisms for LatAm 
megacities and adverse institutional conditions to shift from their urgencies 
to face their sustainable development priorities, it is also evident that some 

1	 We appreciate the contributions of the experts interviewed, especially: Fernanda Magalhaes, Professor 
at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, Fernando Paez, WRI Representative in Colombia, Manuela 
Lopez, Secretary of Transportation and Public Works, City of Buenos Aires, and Andrés Devoto, 
Associate Researcher from the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru. Their local knowledge and 
insights greatly enriched our work.
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current practices explain improvements in several development imperatives, 
such as basic service provision and poverty alleviation. For that reason, this 
report explores two main questions: What strategies or arrangements have 
institutions used in LatAm megacities to impact key areas at the scale of 
the megacity, which could be useful for thinking about how to address their 
sustainable development challenges? And what governance practices are 
implicit in those different approaches?

To answer these questions, we reviewed a selection of comparative studies on 
metropolitan areas in Latin America and available specific city case studies of 
institutional and academic nature. We also conducted exploratory interviews 
with local experts about the general perceptions of practitioners and public 
servants on the implementation of existing formal governance arrangements and 
their impact. This report is organized into three sections. The first presents a 
conceptual governance framework developed to characterize some approaches, 
structures, and models associated with metropolitan and network governance. 
The second presents three key sustainable development challenges faced by 
LatAm megacities, where we highlight some practices that have been used to 
move forward with initiatives in sectors where megacities have desperately 
needed to resolve existing institutional impasses to deliver basic services. 
The third section highlights some insights from what these practices suggest 
about metropolitan and city-region governance as a sustainable development 
challenge for LatAm megacities.

Our institutional analysis highlights a shared difficulty in overcoming politi-
cal and institutional hurdles, which hamper integrated planning. It also interferes 
with coordinated policies and investments at the megacity scale and the limited 
implementation of legally adopted, formal, integrated management schemes at 
different scales, affecting the capacity to effectively address problems across 
and beyond each megacity’s core agglomeration. Finally, regarding political 
stalemates —formal agreements with implementation gaps, the evaluation 
suggests the emergence of isolated (sometimes informal), parallel network 
governance arrangements involving new groups of affected stakeholders, who 
depend on institutions’ ability to move forward with transformative initiatives 
at the necessary scale.



12

1. Governance and Other Sustainable 
Development Challenges  

of LatAm Megacities

1.1. Formal Metropolitan Governance:  
A Common Aspiration amongst  

LatAm Megacities

Even though Sustainable Development Goal 11, Inclusive, Safe, Resilient 
and Sustainable Cities, involves specific territorial targets and indicators, it 
is no surprise that amongst those ends, two means are included as ends in 
themselves: i) strengthening national and regional development planning and 
ii) integrated policies and plans towards inclusion, resource efficiency, mitiga-
tion and adaptation to climate change, resilience to disasters, and holistic risk 
management (un, 2022). Especially at the scale of the megacity, it is obvious 
that fragmented, discontinuous, and uncoordinated actions only exacerbate 
environmental, social, and economic challenges. Therefore, advancing toward 
forms of regional, integrated planning and management has become impera-
tive, especially for those of the Global South. In other words, there is a dire 
need to overcome the political-economic factors hindering these megacities 
from necessary significant shifts in their development paths.

For several decades, academic and institutional literature showed great 
interest in the study of metropolitan areas in LatAm, in part to inform national 
dialogues and create the contexts to explore options for applicable metropolitan 
governance models for the different political and administrative contexts of 
the region. Table 1 summarizes the context for each megacity we have studied, 
illustrating the diverse political-administrative arrangements and identifying 
the entities created formally. We find that, for each observed megacity, there 
is an entity to integrate urban management at the scale of the metropolis and 
an entity formally adopted for encompassing it with the surrounding territories 
at the city-region scale. The maps in the megacity profiles (Annex 1) illustrate 
that the physical realities of the core metropolitan areas have broadly surpassed 
their administrative boundaries; that the definition of new ones at the scale 
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of their city-regions, in addition to multiple local level entities, in some cases 
involves numerous levels of subnational entities, adding to the complexity of 
horizontal integration and vertical coordination.2

In all cases, the political efforts behind the creation of these administra-
tive entities have entailed special legal adaptations, even to the extent of 
Constitutional reforms. For example, in the case of Bogota Capital District, 
which was formerly explicitly excluded from becoming part of a metropoli-
tan area, a Constitutional reform was necessary to allow the creation of the 
Bogota-Cundinamarca Metropolitan Region in 2021. Similarly, Mexico City, 
such a reform was necessary to elevate the Federal District to the status 
of State of the Mexican Federation in 2016. These and other variations of 
formal governance arrangements that we can observe in Table 1 have been 
adopted to enable the necessary institutions to integrate or negotiate land use 
policies, implement regional scale projects, and pool resources to face the  
greater development challenges. These political successes are, for the moment, 
primarily formal, according to local experts and some case studies.

2	 Labbé and Sorensen (2020) refer to these two geographical entities as megacity and megacity-region. 
They emphasize boundaries are more difficult to define because megacities have no clear edges; they 
have defined them as two analysis scales of “urban areas and polycentric functional regions that contain 
aggregate urban populations of over approximately 10 million.”
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1.2. Megacity Challenges from a Sustainable  
Development Perspective

From a sustainable development perspective, achieving territorial quality, 
efficiency, and equity implies transitioning from planning based on the 
management logic of service provision by sectors towards integrated approaches 
where actions articulate spatially balanced impacts (Camagni, 2007). Com-
parative studies about how LatAm megacities have dealt with their challenges 
highlight significant institutional achievements in service provision over 
the years (Gilbert, 1996; Trejo & Niño, 2022). From an urban management 
perspective, there is no doubt that the ability to provide water, energy, and 
transport for populations over ten million has been an enormous feat. 
Nonetheless, Latina America’s relative success in raising urban living standards 
over the past 40 years has been achieved at significant environmental, social, 
and economic costs. Therefore, even though there is value in observing the 
institutional practices that explain these achievements, considering the mega-
cities’ sustainable development challenges, our interest focuses on recognizing 
the governance arrangements at play in specific sectors when actions at scale 
have become imperative.

The three challenges we have selected are all at the interface between basic 
services provision and interrelated environmental degradation mega-problems:

•	 Sustainable waste management for resource efficiency and environmental 
impact reduction

•	 Sustainable transport for socioeconomic inclusion and improved air 
quality

•	 Sustainable access to safe water for equitable quality of life and 
watershed protection

To do so, we developed a framework that explores three dimensions of 
governance that help us identify territorial management practices which 
have shaped megalopolises in LatAm and those emerging in relation to ap-
proaches to metropolitan governance, governance structures, and network 
governance configurations.



Patricia Acosta-Restrepo, Clara Isabel Gómez-García

17

1.3. A Framework on Governance for an Analysis  
of Management Practices in Megacities

Providing basic services has been the greatest challenge for LatAm megacities 
since the 60s. Keeping up with rapid urbanization at a scale never seen before 
has been the focal point of institutional capacity building in the region. 
From a sustainable development perspective, however, we could argue that 
institutional strengthening has centered on coping mechanisms to deal with 
the scale of the demand and the financial constraints for producing public 
goods, deepened by the logic of privatization since the 80s. The prevalence 
of sectors, often coopted by economic interests and the shortcuts induced 
by political timelines, have not helped megacities fully address the implica-
tions of piecemeal approaches. Today, in practice, sectors resist the reduced 
autonomy a spatial integration of policies requires them to deal with the 
complexities of multi-scalar coordination. In the next section, we briefly dis-
cuss selected practices from three key development challenges, illustrating a 
variety of situations where in the absence of functional, formal metropolitan, 
or city-regional management mechanisms, some alternative approaches have 
been required to cope.

There is a consensus that adverse conditions to plan, manage, coordinate 
public and private actions, and finance urban-metropolitan and megalopolitan-
region development persist despite the institutions formally adopted to do so. 
However, the common obstacles to implementing these institutions in favor of 
broader territorial benefits are not of a technical but of a political-economic 
nature (Pradilla, 2005; Pires & Gaeta, 2010; Acosta, 2010; Frey, 2014). For 
example, the Brazilian law for metropolitan areas, adopted in 2015, was 
sanctioned without financial incentives to promote municipal cooperation on 
regional projects, despite it being clear its potential effectiveness hinged on that  
component of the originally proposed policy design. Also, in the case of 
Bogota, after a complex and controversial process leading to the approval 
of the framework for the creation of the city-region, the Capital District’s 
Municipal Council blocked its first adoption stage, paralyzing the process. 
Therefore, recognizing the difficulties of reconciling the obvious technical 
and operational advantages of integrated planning and management with the 
political-economic realities of each context, we chose to focus our overview on 
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potentially relevant existing practices from a governance perspective, hoping 
to unravel some features of emerging metropolitan and city-region governance 
approaches, structures, and configurations.

1.3.1. Governance Approaches, Structures and Configurations

Traditional concepts of public management have changed significantly in 
public policy analysis as they have been more recently revaluated in the light 
of evolving perspectives on governance. The core of developing literature 
on governance and the evolution of the concept lies in the relationships 
between governments, civil society, and the private sector while reassessing 
the actual limits of government action (Peci et al., 2008, cited by Costa & 
Lui, 2022). For Costa and Lui (2022), governance:

[...] refers to how social actors, economic and political agents, State repre-
sentatives, the market and society, organize, integrate and interact within a 
specific political-institutional context, in the process of design, implementa-
tion, monitoring and evaluation of actions and policy of public interest (p. 10).

This operational definition highlights the diversity of agents and their 
interactions along the multiple stages of policy and actions of public interest, 
underpinned by specificities of context.

Our observations from the analysis of comparative studies and case studies 
have led us to a diversity of approaches used in these megacities to solve 
specific implementation problems in key sectors. We argue this suggests the 
existence of parallel formal, multi-scalar institutionalized mechanisms with 
low effectiveness with alternate coping operating mechanisms. What kind of 
metropolitan governance approach do these arrangements resemble? What kind 
of interactions does their governance structure suggest? What decision-making 
configurations do they reflect? We characterize some examples of the approaches 
we found to begin exploring forms of governance megacities have been 
practicing—the conditions they know.

Our conceptual framework is thus based on three perspectives. First, 
Rosan’s (2016) characterization of three approaches to metropolitan gover-
nance, based on findings from the evaluation of metropolitan areas in the 
United States with different models of engagement. It illustrates that specific 
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metropolitan areas may achieve some levels of integration through a diversity 
of interplays between the metropolitan entity, a metropolitan planning agency, 
and a metropolitan planning organization to address given challenges. This 
research suggests that achieving acceptable degrees of effectiveness despite 
underlying local government fragmentation is not solely restricted to fully 
formalized bureaucratic systems. The three approaches range from voluntary 
to fully institutionalized with state-mandated authority, involving variating 
levels of institutionalized integration and measures of power.

Second, Kim (2006) recognizes the increasing complexity of interactions 
and the diversity of actors involved in public administration and policy where 
traditional bureaucratic governance structures are dissipating while others, 
more network-driven, emerge. To that effect, his work allows us to distinguish 
between the interactions within pervasive bureaucratic governance struc-
tures—formalized by rules and procedures, centralized and unified, hierar-
chical relationship between state and other agents, and two types of network 
governance where transactions between relevant players, including inter-
organizational coordination, are based on mutual benefits, trust, reciprocity, 
and interdependence. In horizontal networks, organizations are connected by 
resource dependencies, pooling resources, and joint decision-making (Benson, 
1982, cited by Kim, 2006). In vertical networks, central agencies are needed 
to coordinate activities between upstream and downstream partners in the 
policy process (Park, 1996, cited by Kim, 2006).

Finally, Provan & Kenis (2007) characterize network governance configu-
rations distinguishing between i) participant-governed or shared governance, 
where the collectivity of partners themselves make decisions and manage 
activities, thus distributing power in the network symmetrically, regardless 
of differences in organizational size, resource capabilities, or performance, 
ii) lead organization governed networks, where a more centralized, brokered 
approach may help achieve goals more efficiently, through a coordinating 
participant member, and iii) network administrative organizations, where 
a separate entity is established either through mandate or by members to 
coordinate and sustain the network. This entity acts as a facilitator or broker 
to externally govern the network’s activities and ensure its goals, including, 
for example, regional economic development (Gebauer et al. 2005; Piore & 
Sabel, 1984; Saxenian, 1994, all cited by Kim, 2006).



Elusive Urban - Regional Governance: The Sustainable Development Challenge of Megacities in Latin America

20

Table 2. Governance Approaches,  
Structures and Configurations – Conceptual Framework 

Approaches to 
Metropolitan Governance

(Rosan, 2016)

Governance Structure
(Kim, 2006)

Network Governance 
Configurations

(Provan & Kenis, 2007)

Primarily voluntary
Network governance 
(Horizontal networks)

Participant-governed 
networks

Inclusion of metropolitan 
planning organization powers 

(combined)

Network governance 
(Vertical networks)

Lead organization–
governed networks

Addition of layer of state-
mandated authority
(fully integrated / 
institutionalized)

Bureaucratic Governance
(Centralized, Top-Down)

Network administrative 
organization

Source: Based on Rosan (2016), Kim (2006), and Provan and Kenis (2007).
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2. Learning about Governance in LatAm  
Megacities from Their Practices

LatAm megacities face common territorial challenges in somewhat unique 
geographical and socio-political national contexts, so it is difficult to generalize 
them (Gilbert,1995). They confront continued demographic growth and expan-
sion even though national urban systems in the region are now experiencing 
accelerated urbanization in secondary cities (Montoya, 2021). They have 
been struggling for decades with the impacts of de-industrialization and the 
cumulative competitive disadvantages from dis-economies of scale, such as 
congestion and precarious infrastructure (Gilbert,1995). Even though service 
provision and quality of life standards have improved, global economic crises, 
recessions, and a general roll-back of the welfare state have further reduced 
income distribution, making urban Latin America more unequal (Pradilla & 
Márquez, 2008). The giant cities concentrate urban poverty, and their disparate 
conditions reinforce social exclusion. Even though policies to nurture inclu-
siveness have been implemented, megacities experience exacerbated impacts 
of inequality expressed in high crime rates, social unrest, and insecurity. Finally, 
each megacity faces extreme environmental problems as a result of the scale 
of waste and emissions, low industrial and infrastructural standards, and an 
absence of environmental management. Their size cannot fully explain larger 
cities face different challenges than smaller ones. Gilbert (1996), referring 
to White and Whitney (1992), points to their comparative analysis, which 
suggests size likely affects different variables associated with environmental 
conditions and impacts different income groups differentially.

Albeit, Gilbert (1996) argues LatAm’s megacities do face special problems in 
three key areas: public administration, local democracy, as well as social equity 
and integration. Their scale increases the complexity and thus the importance 
of robust urban management mechanisms, yet they cope with most challenges 
with piecemeal approaches due partly to their administrative fragmentation 
and functional, overlapping, and competing jurisdictions (Frey, 2014; Frey 
& Eichenberger, 2001). Also, their size makes it very difficult to implement 
broad, plural citizen-participation mechanisms for decision-making. Finally, 
their sheer size and laissez-faire planning policies make it more likely for 
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income inequality to be reflected geographically, with deep spatial segregation 
between different income groups.

Therefore, a sustainable development agenda for LatAm megacities 
implicates exacerbated problems and planning practices derived from the 
governance as performed (Chatterjee, 2011) contexts, which Fawaz (2016) 
describes as “messy, circular, frequently failed projects that give in to corrup-
tion, sectarian and ideological tensions, and numerous other hurdles that 
preclude the possibilit[ies] of planning” (p.98), as much as the informalities 
operating outside the limited range of influence of such planning (Fawaz, 
2016; Roy, 2011). These adverse conditions further the importance of 
quality urban management as an imperative to change megacities’ current 
development paths, thus the relevance of learning from practices where some 
level of integration has been achieved. Therefore, the following examples aim 
to probe practices relevant to three key sustainable development challenges.

2.1. Sustainable Waste Management: 
A Resource Efficiency and Environmental  

Impact Reduction Challenge

2.1.1. Solid Waste

LatAm megacities produce massive amounts of unclassified solid waste. Poor 
solid waste recollection, particularly in underserved informal neighborhoods 
and more broadly in municipalities with limited local revenues and con-
nectivity, reverts into inappropriate disposal practices that pollute creeks, 
water canals, and rivers, which in turn block waterways, leading to flooding 
risk. Furthermore, administrative fragmentation underlies the absence of 
fully integrated waste management at the scale of the metropolises and the 
city-regions, limiting cross-subsidies and deepening the gap between munici-
palities with high revenues and those incapable of maintaining autonomous, 
sustainable systems.
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2.1.1.1. Cooperation for solid waste disposal – Economies  
of scale without redistribution

In Buenos Aires (BsAs), for example, the metropolis and 33 municipalities 
around it produce 17 000 tons of daily waste, accounting for about 40 % of 
the waste generated in the entire country (Lanfranchi, 2022). A State Society 
between caba (Ciudad Autonoma de BsAs) and the Province of BsAs was created 
in 1977 to supervise and coordinate the metropolitan waste recollection and 
final disposal system. ceamse (Metropolitan Ecological Belt State Society) 
has since then been responsible for metropolitan landfills and the oversight 
of municipal recollection services offered through decentralized, private third 
parties (Bataski & Narodowski, 2022). From a governance perspective, this 
arrangement displays a collaborative, multi-scalar relationship between 
the central city and the province, pooling resources to promote coordination 
between a network of autonomous municipalities in waste management. In this 
case, ceamse is a network administrative organization with additional envi-
ronmental management mandates, including cleaning and maintenance of 
several rivers in the Province of BsAs (Lanfranchi, 2022). However, from 
a sustainable development perspective, the current operational integration has 
some significant limitations. ceamse’s management model is mostly financed 
through the operation of the landfill, charging each municipality per ton of 
waste. Municipalities have uneven financial capacities; therefore, the priva-
tized, decentralized, separate recollection system favors savings of higher 
income areas that can afford more sophisticated recollection systems and have 
developed recycling capacity. If reducing the amounts of waste sent to landfills 
were the metropolitan imperative, some cross-subsidies between more and less 
affluent municipalities would be integrated into a system where generalized, 
more efficient technologies and management would reduce overall waste and 
rationalize final disposal costs for all. This solid waste management model for 
BsAs is a long-standing network governance arrangement with greater potential 
still. Amongst the key elements we can highlight are the joint funding sources 
from the two formal entities of metropolitan and city-region scales, technical 
coordination, and some level of joint, yet sectoral, environmental management. 
Even though national and provincial legislations of 2004 and 2006 have more 
recently made municipalities responsible for their waste management (Bataski 
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& Narodowski, 2022), the existing cooperative arrangement has sustained a 
form of horizontal network metropolitan integration that may have the potential 
to further enhance local capacity to reduce and recycle, fundamental to face 
the sustainable development challenge.

2.1.2. Wastewater

In contrast with public concern with water supply, water treatment has generally 
been less prioritized, causing severe water pollution that affects regions 
far beyond the megalopolitan regions. Untreated sewage and toxic waste from 
industrial, residential, and other urban and peri-urban activities at the scale of 
the megacities have become one of their most evident regional environmental 
impacts. Giants, such as Bogota, Sao Paulo, and BsAs, have become environ-
mental hazards for the regions downstream in their watersheds, affecting hu-
man settlements and productive rural areas. The functional gaps resulting from  
fragmented institutional arrangements to provide basic services for often 
scattered urban areas, and to implement regional environmental management 
efforts, have led to severe cumulative impacts, which only continue to grow 
as megacities continue to expand. The emphasis on developing the capacity to 
provide services has been a key factor in how institutions have been shaped in 
metropolises in the region (Costa & Liu, 2022; Trejo & Nino, 2022). Furthermore, 
structural adjustment policies and neoliberal guidelines to reform public 
services into leaner, feasible business models have further discouraged the 
water sectors and urban development agents from dealing with the end of 
their pipelines. When institutions have neglected their individual mandates, 
as well as the necessary coordination to address cumulative environmental 
impacts, there are cases where affected actors have deployed other governance 
mechanisms. For example, in Bogota and BsAs, affected actors have used the 
judicial system to appeal for immediate action and institutional accountability.

2.1.2.1. Bottom-up Reconfigurations in Bureaucratic  
governance – The role of the Judicial

In the case of the Bogota-Cundinamarca Metropolitan Region (mr), the Council 
of State ruled in 2014 in favor of a judicial order placed by citizen groups 
holding industries, environmental authorities, and municipal, regional, and 
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national institutions accountable for chronic neglect of regulations and their 
mandates, leading to an environmental catastrophe in the entire river basin of 
the Bogota River. A key affluent of the Magdalena River, Colombia’s main 
waterway and essential source of water livelihood for thousands of commu-
nities downstream, implies this regional environmental mega-problem has 
indeed extended geographical, social, and economic implications. The ruling 
ordered a detailed list of coordinated planning and investment institutional 
commitments, indicating environmental management actions that should be 
prioritized and carried out within specific timelines to set into motion an inte-
grated regional restoration process of the Bogota River basin along its 375 km.

For decades, the river received direct discharges from 46 municipalities 
of Cundinamarca, 12 % with limited or no sewage systems and untreated 
sewage from Bogota’s population of over 7 million. Despite a public regional 
environmental authority—the Corporacion Autonoma Regional (car)—funded 
by direct revenues from Cundinamarca and Bogota, severe institutional short-
comings as a policy maker3 and regulator have restricted its influence on the 
matter. Despite its involvement in much-needed environmental management 
projects, including a municipal treatment plant program to reduce industrial 
pollution upstream, the absence of long overdue regional coordination to 
address the river basin’s general prevention and environmental restoration 
required a deeper and urgent call for action.

From a governance perspective, we argue the judicial system’s intervention 
to activate accountability mechanisms has forced a legally bound institutional 
design, aligning (vertical and horizontal) regional environmental management 
that has been chronically dysfunctional. In these cases, citizens’ use of the 
judicial system has indirectly redefined a given bureaucratic governance arran- 
gement by introducing an overarching governance network mechanism to 
oversee the implementation of a specific, regionally integrated watershed 
restoration process. This arrangement resembles a lead organization-governed 
network configuration in that it acts on behalf of citizens to monitor the cooperative 
process required of the agencies to achieve the goals of the vertical (and multi-
scalar) network needed to integrate actions functionally even if the judicial 

3	 The car also has regional environmental planning authority through pomcas (watershed plans), as 
well as through their oversight role in municipal comprehensive plan approval processes, which is, in 
theory, established as a mechanism to broadly align municipal plans regionally from an environmental 
perspective.
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system is not part of the network. While in tandem, holding each institution 
accountable for meeting the specific commitments delineated in the ruling.

Similarly, in BsAs in 2008, the Supreme Court declared the national govern-
ment, the pba, the caba, 44 firms, and 14 municipalities directly responsible 
for the environmental degradation of the Matanza-Riachuelo watershed 
(Bataski & Narodowski, 2022; Lanfranchi, 2022). The judicial order followed the 
creation of acumar, an autonomous inter-municipal entity created in 2006 to 
articulate the national, provincial, and city levels of BsAs’ institutions through 
an inter-jurisdictional entity with overarching planning, regulatory, control, and 
management powers to integrate the urban and environmental management 
of the watershed. acumar’s institutional design included a multi-scalar Direc-
tive Council, a Council of Municipalities, a Participatory Commission, and 
a Strategic Planning Unit. Though well designed for complete agency over the 
problem, this integrated management mechanism with a formal, legally binding 
bureaucratic governance structure has not achieved its objectives (Lanfranchi, 
2022). We would argue its original composition was challenged through the 
court ruling. Despite acumar’s clear mandate as an autonomous inter-agency 
network administrative organization, citizen organizations claimed effective 
action and external oversight by creating a panel of experts with good standing 
in civil society; and a monitored, periodic accountability process enforced 
through the judicial order. In this case, civil society’s use of the judicial system 
redefined the original bureaucratic governance structure, introducing external, 
non-institutional agents into the equation, including judicial oversight of an 
updated Comprehensive Environmental Sanitation Plan (pisa) ordered in 2015 
(Lanfranchi, 2022).

The involvement of civil society in metropolitan integration processes has 
also originated from the agency of organized interest groups. The Greater abc 
region is a well-studied case of a bottom-up, inter-municipal, cooperative 
institutional arrangement. It was implemented during the 1990s between 
seven of the 39 municipalities of the broader metropolitan region of Sao Paulo. 
Lefevre (2005) denominates it as governance at the infra-metropolitan scale. 
Local authorities governing the areas where the Brazilian automobile industry 
concentrated in that region found themselves in an ideal setting for a part-
nership with large businesses, mobilized by the need to face the impacts of 
Brazil’s general economic restructuring. The process led to the establishment 
a Chamber for Participatory Strategic Planning in 1997, which gave way to 
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the creation of a regional development agency (Agência de Desenvolvimento 
Econômico Grande abc) in 1998, where an Administrative Council of represen-
tatives of the private sector (51 %) and an Inter-municipal Consortium (49 %) 
engaged in supra-municipal and inter-municipal, multisectoral planning  
for investments towards the implementation of regional economic development 
initiatives (Urani, 2010). This integration of public and private actors in a 
common regional development agenda originates in the abc Paulista, according 
to Eghari (2011), from an initial interest in managing water resources, which 
led to the creation of the Alto Tamanduatei and Billings Watershed Consortium 
in 1990 to face severe water pollution.

Sao Paulo’s successful experience with private-public metropolitan 
cooperation evolved into an emblematic example of regional economic 
development practices that emerged from interest groups as active agents, 
institutionalized as horizontal network governance arrangements. However, as 
case studies point out, in abc Paulista, implementation was equally dependent 
on a favorable political context. Whilst conditions changed over time, the 
initial favorable traction became weaker and more fluctuant (Klink, 2010). In 
tandem, creating similar synergies around additional critical issues, such as 
transport and general environmental management, has not been equally suc-
cessful in Sao Paulo. Nevertheless, examples of other notable inter-municipal 
coordination and institution-building experiences, such as the Guarapi river 
basin integrated-management program (Rojas, 2010), illustrate efforts to 
address metropolitan-scale environmental and social challenges as well.

2.2. Sustainable Transport: A Socioeconomic Inclusion  
and Improved Air Quality Challenge

Car ownership and other motor vehicles, such as motorcycles, have greatly 
increased private vehicle transport in LatAm megacities. However, low-income 
groups especially use public transport intensively, making it the predominant 
form of mobility. The extensive, highly segregated, speculative land markets 
of these megalopolises exile low-income populations far from employment 
centers, with the poorest in areas with deficient connectivity. This, in turn, 
reflects on long commutes and expensive transfers with the greatest impact on 
low-income families’ well-being and job opportunities. The average commute 
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in each megacity varies, but in the most critical cases, it can be as long as 
three hours. In tandem, congestion and ineffective environmental regulation 
has led to critical air quality problems, to variant degrees in each megacity, 
directly related to their geographical specificities.

2.2.1. When Institutional Anarchy Promotes  
the Emergence of Stakeholder Networks

Mexico City (cdmx) is the LatAm megacity, perhaps most affected by air quality and 
mobility challenges; thus, transport is a strategic sector of regional concern. 
Furthermore, the population in the Zona Metropolitana del Valle de Mexico 
(zmvm) is growing faster, further away from the metropolis and deeper into 
the megalopolitan-region. cdmx (the metropolis) has Metro, brt (Metrobus), 
trolleybuses, light rail, the Passenger Transport Network (rtp), and minibus 
concessions, operating independently and under diverse public to private 
models. On the other hand, in the broader zmvm, which includes munici-
palities of the State of Mexico and the State of Hidalgo, service is provided 
by over 70 000 individual bus and mini-bus concessions— covering 61 % 
of all rides— (Ciudadanos con Visión, 2016) and Mexibus—also integrated 
by private companies—with only a few areas connected to extensions of the 
city’s brt or Metro. In a nutshell, public transport at the regional scale involves 
federal, state, and local transport authorities, private national and international 
companies, as well as informal providers in the absence of operational inte-
grated sector planning and horizontal coordination mechanisms (Trejo, 2022).

In fact, efforts to interconnect transport modes or even tariffs to reduce 
travel time and costs for low-income riders have been almost impracticable. 
According to interviews, the gaps in coordination have been so severe that 
civil society and ngos—such as wri—have become involved in favor of the 
integration of a sector currently fragmented by isolated management policies 
of multilevel institutions, each independently in charge of a transport mode4 
(Ciudadanos con Visión, 2016). From a governance perspective, we would 

4	 According to interviews, Ciudadanos con Visión: Acuerdos para la Movilidad en la zmvm (Citizens 
with Vision: Agreements for Mobility in zmvm) is a valuable civil society manifesto integrating key 
inputs resulting from a plural dialogue process involving multiple stakeholders and representative 
organizations such as the Sustainable Transport Center embarq México, the Institute for Transport and 
Development Policies (itdp), the Mexican Competitiveness Institute (imco), Consumers Organization 
(epc) and Academia (upiicsa).
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argue the fragmentation of a sector so critical for the quality of life in zmvm 
is inexplicable unless the privatization logics and the political implications 
they have are also fully considered. Even though the Federal government has 
stepped-in to finance and subsidize key components like the metro, in the ab-
sence of any overarching integrative bureaucratic governance structure, the 
emergence of a network of organized civil society into the equation is a significant 
milestone. It illustrates the progressive configuration of a para-institutional, 
informal, participant governed, horizontal network of stakeholders, which may 
progressively influence the transformation of zmvm transport’s governance.

2.2.2. Centralization by Default

Since 2012, the caba (Autonomous City of BsAs) and the amba (BsAs Metro-
politan Area) have formally adopted the BsAs Metropolitan Transport Agency 
(atm). This consultancy body, integrated by the Federal, Provincial and caba 
representatives, holds no executive power nor authority over the sector 
(Lanfranchi, 2022). In practice, each administrative level manages a different 
mode of transport, while each municipality regulates bus lines and tariffs 
independently within its jurisdiction. Furthermore, the sector’s formalized 
inter-agency network was conceived separately from territorial planning systems. 
According to interviews with local experts, the Federal level informally exer-
cises the most influence over the system through direct funding and project 
implementation. From our perspective, in practice, even though atm was created as 
a network administrative organization in an arrangement hoping to articulate a 
metropolitan horizontal network structure, the Federal level has intermittently 
operated through direct bureaucratic governance mechanisms through direct 
project funding, though lacking integrative impact.

2.2.3. Deep Privatization as a Practice

The Metropolitan Region of Rio de Janeiro (mrrj), on the other hand, has taken 
the opposite direction. Its history and traditional role as a key colonial national 
economic and political center created a singular context wherein global and 
Federal economic and political influences often overshadow local and regional 
interests in many essential areas—water management, transport, land develop-
ment, coastal environmental management, amongst others (Nunes & Moura, 
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2013). In transportation, for instance, the State government is responsible for 
regulating intercity transport, including trains, subways, ferries, vans, and 
buses, while municipalities in the rmrj regulate intra-municipal vans and buses.

Matela (2017) argues that in an effort to break away from fragmented, weak 
governance in this sector, the City of Rio de Janeiro sought to integrate its 
urban management through concessions of the bus system, which accounts for 
77 % of all rides. Since 2010, the bus, brt and all public transport comple-
mentary services (such as RioCard) are thus controlled by private companies. 
This scheme has progressively merged into a corporate monopoly of public 
mobility in the city, negatively affecting metropolitan transport challenges. 
In tandem, Metro was acquired in 2009 by the Invepar consortium and trains 
in 2010 by Supervia, while new modes, such as the vlt Lightrail, have 
followed (Matela, 2017). At the regional scale, Silva (2017) underscores that 
while mobility in the peripheries has remained underserved, poorly managed 
motorized transport has also nearly consolidated into a monopoly under a 
single company. The current corporate structure, Matela (2017) argues, only 
renews old political and economic alliances while further deepening market 
logic into the mobility sector.

Situations such as the system’s increasing operational opacity weaken 
transport governance, an essential component of inclusionary spatial 
planning strategies with the potential to address key social and economic 
development challenges at the scale of the city-region (Silva, 2017). Even 
though Brazilian metropolitan legislation allows States to create metropolitan 
organizations with defined administrative powers over issues of common interest, 
where participant autonomous cities are legally bound to their management 
structure to the responsibilities emanating from the decisions made on behalf 
of the greater regional common interest Correia and Sampaio (2017). Unfor-
tunately, the resulting institutional arrangements from these privatization 
practices do not use this potential institutional framework for integrated 
planning. By opting for deep privatization of transport in the central city, the 
case of Rio de Janeiro in practice, as Klink (2010) more generally suggests, 
illustrates how the separate elites of the city and the peripheries may defer 
common interest to sustain a profitable fragmentation of this sector. In terms 
of governance, the mrrj may have the legal framework for a bureaucratic 
governance structure with State mandated authority. In practice, as critics 
of this split management argue, it transfers through transport a significant 
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part of its powers to improve the territorial cohesion of the megacity and its 
broader region to market logic.

2.3. Sustainable Access to Safe Water: An Equitable Quality  
of Life and Watershed Protection Challenge

Providing water has been imperative for LatAm megacities since their initial 
stages of rapid urbanization. The capacity to provide universal and reliable 
service has been a key institutional development target where international 
cooperation has been involved for many decades and where Latin America 
has made visible impacts on urban quality of life. However, water provision 
is a determinant of urban form and a key driver of urban growth. Service 
provision-oriented water sectors may fundamentally diminish the potential 
economies of scale that make social redistribution of the costs of equitable 
infrastructure feasible, as well as the feasibility of any metropolitan or city-
region integrated spatial planning intentions.

Urban life’s dependency on sustainable, reliable sources of safe water 
requires megacities to shift their focus on service provision to a sustainable 
access perspective at scale. This is an issue where the absence of integrated 
planning is particularly harmful. The challenges of providing safe water 
are more acute under certain geographic conditions. For instance, cdmx’s 
altitude, its need for long-distance surface water imports, and the current 
over-exploitation of its aquifers accentuate its vulnerability to water stress and 
cause it to sink (Martinez et al., 2015). Lima’s desertic climate, in tandem with 
melting glaciers, on the other hand, define its own singular acute vulnerability 
factors. Even in city-regions with more favorable geographic conditions like 
the Bogota Sabana, the scale of the demand has called for inter-basin water 
transfers from the Orinoco Valley to the Rio Bogota Valley, affecting hinterlands 
far beyond the functional region.

2.3.1. Extended Growth and Water Stress in Lima

To provide water for the entire province of Lima and its conurbation with the 
port city of Callao, the national government of Peru created sedapal in 1981 
(Dammert-Guardia, 2022). The State-owned affiliate company of the National 
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Potable Water and Drainage Service, with autonomous technical, adminis-
trative, economic, and financial powers, has centralized service provision 
for Lima and its broader region ever since. At first glance, this institutional 
arrangement, directly under the Ministry of Housing, resembles an early 
bureaucratic governance mechanism to directly overview this strategic sector. 
At a closer look, sedapal’s market-oriented reform in the 1990s, in addition 
to the general weak influence of the Metropolitan Planning Institute (imp) and 
the Watershed Council over its sector policies, suggest that in practice, it is a 
deeply fragmented system, particularly in the face of its critical sustainability 
challenge (ilpe, 2014). Case studies report there is no effective coordination 
between sedapal and municipalities of the provinces integrating the city-
region (Stiglich & Vásquez, 2022); thus, while possession certificates and 
layout plans are approved by local governments, further extending dispersed, 
precarious settlement, sedapal struggles to fill the infrastructure access deficit. 
This institutional gap indirectly promotes irrational settlement patterns through 
a form of commercial, informal settlement, which Lambert (2021) characterizes 
as Lima’s land trafficking practices.

Furthermore, approved tariffs—lower on average than those of other LatAm 
cities—are insufficient to cover the costs of existing deficits, restricting service 
in low-income peripheries, where the poorer segments of the population pay 
seven times the price to water tanker providers, who buy it in bulk from sedapal. 
Sector logic urgently needs to be shifted to water-sensitive, integrated develop-
ment policies for the region.

Table 3. Lima’s Water Stress - Comparison with other Megacities

Pop. 
(Mill.)

Water 
Production

Water 
Reserves 
(Mill m3)

Reserves  
per Capita 
(m3/inh.)

Precipitation 
(mm/yr)

Non/Revenue 
Water

Rio de 
Janeiro

9 52 *Abundance 0 1170 57

Sao Paulo 25 90 2073 83 1500 37

Santiago 5.9 24 900 153 384 29

Bogota 6.5 25 800 123 800 35

Lima 8.6 20 282 33 9 35

Source: liwa (2014).
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From a governance perspective, the Metropolitan Municipality of Lima has 
regional government faculties over the Lima District (city) and the Province 
of Lima (city-region). Thus, the imp has a substantial coordination role in the 
planning decisions of the municipalities of the megacity, except for Callao, 
which is part of a different Province. This highly centralized institutional 
arrangement has a singular overlap between regional and municipal func-
tions, resembling a fully integrated metropolitan governance approach with 
a State mandate over most of the megacity area. However, as the seat of the 
National government, Lima is also under the direct influence of independent, 
national-level decisions (ilpe, 2014). sedapal’s sector logic is no exception. 
This mismatch deeply affects the possibility of integrated territorial manage-
ment of this megacity’s most critical development challenge.

Similarly, safe and reliable water provision is a critical issue for the cdmx 
metropolis and city-region. However, this megacity and its city-region, it is as 
fragmented as its complex administrative composition. Three supply systems 
are present: decentralized public bodies, direct local provision, and mixed 
(state, municipal, or communal), as well as non-governmental provision from 
historical authorizations extended by the federal government to communities. The 
management involves the Federal level through the national water commission 
(conagua) regulating the bulk of the water imports; centralized management 
and operation for cdmx by a public agency (sacmex) to serve 16 boroughs; 
the State of Mexico Water Commission (caem), the Federal Agency for the 
Mexico Valley Basin, 59 municipal governments, and their decentralized 
public bodies, as well as community organizations and private companies 
(Trejo & Nino 2022).

In contrast with Lima, this complex web of multilevel administrative powers, 
management agencies, authorities, and types of organizations involved has 
made it impossible to establish an integrated coordination scheme to optimize 
and coordinate planning, provision, and service and shift to sustainable water 
management for water. Furthermore, the fragmentation is reflected in the stark 
differences in the reliability and quality of the access to water across the 
territories of the megacity and in the broader transformations required for 
the system to serve the purpose of a more equitable distribution of conditions 
for improved quality of life across the whole megacity-region.
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3. Some Insights from a General Review  
of the Latin American Megacities

As global population growth and urbanization trends stabilize over the next 50 
years, open-ended urban growth, as Sorenssen & Labbé (2020) underscore, 
we argue that coping with a focus on service delivery is no longer the key 
challenge for megacities and their city-regions. Rather, the redefinition of their 
problems from an integrated perspective is required to be able to address the 
environmental and social gaps in sector policies. This implies shifting  to ter-
ritorial strategies, which of course, defines the practice of integrated spatial 
planning at the scale of the whole, which currently seems unattainable.

In each context, we have found specific legal and political conditions that 
have historically defined singular institutional constraints which have been 
hampering integration, such as the superposition of levels of government and 
the creation of competing governance arrangements. For instance, even though 
in Latin America, megacities like cdmx and Bogota have just recently adapted 
their political-administrative contexts, there are still immense implementation 
challenges to grapple with (Montero, 2020). The area of the metropolis of cdmx 
has acquired the status of State, endowing it with institutional arrangements 
that further its autonomy and re-defines relationships among its municipalities. 
Yet while the prosperous metropolis has stunted, real growth and development 
challenges are taking place in the megacity-region (zmvm). On the other hand, 
the legal framework for the creation of the Bogota Cundinamarca Metropolitan 
Region, legally adopted in 2022, establishes an experimental, fully voluntary, 
horizontal network governance arrangement with a still undefined spatial 
configuration and an unclear future in terms of implementation (Hoshino & 
Catano, 2020).

Nonetheless, Sorensen and Labbé (2020) argue that none of the world’s 
megacities has a single government with governance over its entire functional 
urban region while underscoring Schafran’s (2015) argument that this feature 
may well define them, as much as the fact that megacity-regions in particular 
“may always exceed attempts to politically unify them.” Despite unfavorable 
political-economic contexts to integrate planning and management, our explo-
ration confirms LatAm megacities have overcome significant administrative 
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and legal hurdles to adopt formal mechanisms, at least at two scales, to attempt 
to face the challenge of administrative fragmentation (Table 1). However, in 
practice, none seem fully operational, and there is strong resistance to relin-
quishing municipal autonomies despite the need for more balanced land use 
and regional economic development strategies. Still, the coordination of key 
sector investments and projects at the scale of the region as a whole is not 
only necessary but a practice that resembles more what has been happening 
in specific sectors. Our exploration of examples of arrangements in LatAm 
megacities vis a vis three key sustainable development challenges suggests 
that integration has emerged mostly through sectors in different ways.

Table 4. Sector Practices and their Resemblance to Governance  
Approaches, Structures and Configurations

Case Practice
Approaches to 
Metropolitan 
Governance

Governance 
Structure

Network 
Governance 

Configurations

Bs As
Solid Waste 

Sector
ceamse

Voluntary – Sector 
Agreement

Horizontal 
Network 

governance

Network 
administrative 
organization

Bogota
Water Env. 

Management
Judicial Order 

Broken Vertical 
Environmental 

Management and 
Planning System. With 

regional mandated 
authority

Bureaucratic 
governance 

Emergence of 
Lead organization 
Governed network

Bs As

Water Env. 
Management

Judicial Order
acumar 

Non-Functioning 
Sector Planning and 
Management With 
regional mandated 

authority

Bureaucratic 
governance

Ad hoc Network 
administrative 
organization

Sao 
Paulo

ABC Paulista 
Econ. 

development

Inclusion of 
Metropolitan Planning 
Organization powers

Horizontal 
Network 

governance

Network 
administrative 
organization

Mexico 
City

Transport 
Sector 

Integration

Voluntary – Multi-scalar 
Sector Agreements. 

Fragmented, multilevel 
sector planning 

and management 
responsibilities.

Fragmented 
Bureaucratic 
governance

Emerging 
Participant-

governed network
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Case Practice
Approaches to 
Metropolitan 
Governance

Governance 
Structure

Network 
Governance 

Configurations

Bs As Bs As Transport
Voluntary – Sector 

Agreement

Vertical network 
w/ Ad-hoc 

Bureaucratic gov.

atm - Network 
administrative 
organization

Rio de 
Janeiro

mrrj Transport 
Private 

Concessions

Non-Functioning 
Sector Planning and 
Management With 
regional mandated 

authority

Vertical network
Network 

administrative 
organization

Lima
Water provision

sedapal

Sector planning with 
layer of national-

mandated authority 
separated from 

Municipal Planning 
(Centralized - Vertical 

Fragmentation)

Bureaucratic 
governance

Network 
administrative 
organization

Source: By autors.

The urban management practices we found in our review have been, for the 
most part, implemented to cope with service provision challenges, but there 
is an emerging social demand for integrated approaches. Having understood 
the general absence of functionally integrated planning systems in all the me-
gacities and megacity-regions in Latin America, we used a probing strategy 
to explore their practices from a governance perspective. The cases illustrate 
examples suggesting that in strategic sectors such as waste, transport, and 
water provision, coordination has mostly relied on national-level direct inter-
vention to centralize or directly manage and that subnational entities have a 
role in coordinating local governments but cannot always establish networks 
to promote horizontal sector coordination. However, through bureaucratic 
governance structures, some have been able to establish a network of admi- 
nistrative organizations to integrate a specific key sector. The examples suggest 
fragmented sector logics predominantly shape megacities, while the operational 
integration of territorial planning focused on the whole is currently either non-
existent or non-functional. Our exploratory interviews suggest municipalism of 
most Latin American territorial planning systems challenges the broader gover-
nance arrangements needed to fully understand the problems and address with 
appropriate solutions the challenges of megacities and their megacity-regions.
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