Arrival Information
Arrival to Mexico City 

Welcome to Mexico City (also referred to as Mexico D.F., D.F., Mexico capital, or simply Mexico); the capital of the Republic of Mexico!  As one of the biggest cities in the word, with a population of about 21 million, Mexico City has all the problems you can expect in a big city, like overpopulation, traffic and pollution. However, it’s not the capital of crime and by being cautious and using your common sense it isn’t any more dangerous than New York, London or Paris!  

If you are not used to big cities or have never been in a Latin country, the arrival to Mexico City can be overwhelming. First of all relax! Here we will try to give you all the information and tips you need to have a safe and pleasant arrival. If you’re anxious about anything in particular, don’t hesitate to contact Karina; she will be happy to answer your questions.

Even if you are of the adventurous type that prefers to plan their trip on the go and never book accommodation in advance, we would strongly recommend you book a place to sleep for the first night, at the very least. If you’re flying from Europe, you are most likely going to arrive to Mexico City in the late afternoon or evening and by the time you collect your luggage and clear customs it will probably be dark outside. Also remember that the city is huge and looking for a vacant room can take many hours! For hotels in Mexico City see the section on accommodation on our website (to be added later).

Unless you are travelling very light (only a small backpack), you should take a taxi to get from the airport or bus station to your hotel. The metro (underground) in Mexico City is not designed to carry luggage, thus the barriers are narrow and there’s no racks to put large items on the carriages. In fact the transport of “bulky items” is officially forbidden, although the definition of bulky is somewhat loose. Furthermore, Mexico City’s airport is not particularly well connected to the city centre and you’ll have to change at least once to get anywhere where you’ll want to stay!

From the airport and the four main bus stations there are “official authorized taxis”, please use them in order to avoid rip-offs from unscrupulous drivers who know you don’t know the city and probably have no idea how much you should be paying! 

You will find the “authorized taxis” clearly signposted in the main halls of the airport and bus stations. At the airport these taxis are called Taxis del Aeropuerto, they are yellow and white with a plane painted on their side. These taxis use a standard map of he city, divided in zones, and there is a set fare for each of these zones (11-18 UDS depending on your destination). You should buy the tickets at one of the “authorized taxis “ booths, located inside the arrivals hall and close to the taxi stands. You can’t board a taxi without a ticket, as drivers are forbidden from taking cash. Just tell the attendant at the booth where you’re going (it can help to have the address of your hotel, including post code, written down) and they will sell you a ticket to the appropriate zone. From here proceed to the taxi ranks outside the terminal. Again, follow the signs for “authorized taxis”.  With one ticket up to four people can travel on the same taxi (as long as they are going to the same destination), but if you have too much luggage there might be an extra charge.      

By Plane

Mexico City’s airport is called “Aeropuerto Internacional de la Ciudad de Mexico, Benito Juarez”. It is located about 5 km east of the city centre, so basically it is within city. If you are sitting next to a window you will get an amazing view of the city, especially by night. The airport is undergoing a major expansion/ refurbishing thus some parts of it may be under construction.  

The airport is more or less clearly signposted both in Spanish and in English. After leaving the plane, follow the signs for “llegadas internacionales” (international arrivals), depending on your arrival gate it can be a long walk of up to 15 min.  At the immigration hall you will see two lines, one for Mexican nationals and one for foreigners. Even if you don’t need a visa to enter Mexico you will need to fill a “tourist card” or FMT. You will most probably get one from the airline before landing; ask the flight attendants if they don’t explicitly do so. If you were sleeping when they were handing the forms out, you can also find a pile of them on the small tables in the passport control halls. You should also get a “customs declaration form” (declaracion de Aduana). It’s advisable to fill them both beforehand (on the plane) so that you can immediately get in line for passport control when you arrive (it can get very busy around Christmas and New Year). The immigration officer will stamp your passport and give you a stub of the tourist card, keep it in a safe place, as you will need it to leave the country! After immigration, proceed to the luggage reclaim. It’s advisable to buy your taxi tickets now, since you don’t have to take care of your luggage yet. There should be a booth in the luggage hall; if you don’t have Mexican pesos yet they will almost certainly accept US dollars and probably euros. If you don’t get around to this, don’t worry; there will be another booth in the arrivals hall (Sala A).  Most airlines will tell you just after landing at which belt your luggage will arrive, if not try to find one of the little TV monitors, but there are not many of them! Your best option is to walk along the corridor and check the electronic displays at each belt. Unless they have finished building the new luggage halls, the belts are too small to contain the luggage of 350 passengers, so it’s not uncommon for airport employees to “unload” bags that have already made a round on the belts. If you can’t find you luggage on the belt, walk round the belt and you’ll probably see a big pile of suitcases all together at one of the sides. Yours is probably among those! Some airlines do ask for the luggage receipts before you leave the baggage hall, so have them to hand. From here you can proceed to customs, a couple of meters further on. You should hand in your signed customs declaration for to the official and push the button under the traffic light.  Customs operate a “traffic light” system for customs check; if you get a green light you can walk through the exit, if you get a red light your luggage will be submitted to control. Even if you get a green light sometimes they ask to pass your luggage through the X-ray machine, to look for weapons, but they shouldn’t open your bags.  The duty-free allowances in Mexico are 3 bottles of liquor or wine, 400 cigarettes or 50 cigars and 300 USD in goods (50 USD if you’re entering by land). 

After you clear customs you get to the arrivals hall. Especially around Christmas, there will be a big crowd of people waiting for travellers, but the airport staff do their best to make sure there’s always a free corridor for people to pass. Unless you are staying at a big hotel, it’s advisable to get some Mexican pesos at the airport. In the arrivals hall there are several cash machines, banks and currency exchange offices. Cash machines (ATM) will take major credit and debit cards (Visa, Visa Electron, MasterCard, Maestro, Cirrus, Plus). American Express and Diners are usually only accepted at big, expensive hotels and restaurants. Currency exchange offices at the airport have usually good exchange rates, especially if you have cash. If you have traveller’s checks it’s better to go to a bank. Do check the different exchange rates and commissions, not all the offices have the same! Once you have some pesos in your pocket, you can finally venture into Mexico City.   If you already have your ticket, walk directly to the taxi stand, if not look for the “authorised taxi” booths. There’s one for sure at the exit of terminal A (sala A). If you decide to take the metro, follow the signs for “llegadas nacionales” (national arrivals, about 500m from the international terminal), from where you will find signs for the metro. Follow the covered walkway for about 200m to get to the metro station.  
You might prefer to spend sometime in other cities before tackling Mexico City. This can help to get used to the country, language and people, but do consider that after an intercontinental flight you might not feel like spending a couple more hours in another plane or a bus! It might be wiser to spend the night in a hotel close to the airport and continue your traveller refreshed next day. If you decide to continue immediately, you can choose to transfer directly to a national flight, in which case you don’t need to leave the airport (but will need to clear immigration) or to use the long distance buses departing from the airport. There’s a small terminal just outside terminal D (follow the boards for “terminal terrestre”) where you can take buses deserving Cuernavaca, Puebla, Toluca and Queretaro. For bus times and fares follow the following link; the page is in Spanish only but at the bottom you’ll find a self-explanatory time table. You can buy tickets using cash (only pesos), credit and debit cards. Allow at least 2 hours between the arrival of your plane and the bus departure.  
Arriving to other cities

If you are buying a package holiday that includes a charter flight, you will most probably arrive to Cancun or Puerto Vallarta. From the US you can fly to the main tourist destinations in Mexico, including Acapulco, Oaxaca, Huatulco, Veracruz, Manzanillo, Mazatlan, Los Cabos, etc.  The procedure to clear immigration and customs will be very similar to the one described in the section above. Although the airports might be smaller and have fewer services (and be less chaotic) than in Mexico City, you will always find some tourist information, snack bars, a cash machine, exchange office or bank. You will often find a hotel reservation desk, in case you haven’t booked ahead. Most airports outside Mexico City are 10-20 Km from the city centre or hotel zone.  You will always find “authorized transport” in the form of taxis and/or vans (colectivos) to the city centre and the hotels. As in Mexico City, you should buy tickets inside the terminal, before boarding the vehicle. Vans transport 8-15 people and usually have a flat rate to any hotel in the hotel zone (zona hotelera). The vans are generally far cheaper than taxis, unless your party is 4 people or more, but also slower as they won’t leave until they are full and will stop at several hotels to let people off.

When you book a package holiday you’ll probably be offered the option to buy the transportation in advance. They will have an English-speaking (and often other languages) host waiting for you and will take you to your hotel in special vans or buses. Usually they also arrange the transfer back to the airport at the end of your holiday. This can be very convenient after an intercontinental flight, especially if you don’t speak any Spanish, but it’s much more expensive than the local services.

Arriving by bus to Mexico City

If you are arriving by bus to Mexico City you will have already cleared immigration and customs at your arrival airport, so on arrival to the city you just have to collect your luggage. There are four long-distance bus stations in Mexico City, each roughly at a cardinal point:  Terminal del Norte (north), TAPO (Terminal de Autobuses de Pasajeros de Occidente, deserving the east and south east), Central de Autobuses del Sur (south) and Terminal Poniente (west). For more information about the destinations you can reach from each station please see “getting around Mexico” (to be added later). 

All bus stations have metro stops just outside the door and “authorized taxis”, as explained above. Again, if you have luggage a taxi is your best option. However, contrary to the airport, the bus stations are well connected to the city centre. Of course the exact route and how many changes you need to make will depend on where exactly your hotel is. In the section on “accommodation” we will indicate the closest metro station whenever possible (this section will be added later).
