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1) Welcome to Mexico City 
 
Mexico City is the largest Spanish-speaking city in the world, with around 8.8 
million people living in the city proper or ‘DF’ (Federal District). It is known as the 
Federal District because it does not belong to any particular Mexican state, but to 
the Federation as a whole. The population of the larger Mexico City metropolitan 
area is 21.2 million people, which makes it the largest metropolitan area in the 
Americas. It generates 21% of Mexico’s GDP, and is a “melting pot” of social 
classes which cross paths driving to work or on public transport. There are 
extremes of inequality in the city: you can find gated communities next to 
deprived areas without basic public services such as sewerage.  
 
The Federal District is divided into sixteen boroughs, each headed by an elected 
‘delegate’. These boroughs contain 1,815 neighbourhoods and rural towns. It is 
in an area of seismic activity, and the last major earthquake was in 1985. 
 
2) The legal context 
 
Mexico was ruled by the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) for 70 years, and 
the Federal Government held considerable power at the centre, and the 
president used to designate the leader of the Federal District government. After 
years of demanding greater political autonomy, residents of Mexico City were 
given the right to elect their mayor and representatives of the City Council by 
popular vote in 1997. Ever since, the left-wing Party of the Democratic 
Revolution (PRD) has won the mayoral election and maintained a majority in the 
Council. The current mayor, Marcelo Ebrard, was elected for the 2006–2012 
period and will be replaced by Miguel Angel Mancera, elected in July of this year, 
who will take office in December 2012. 
 

 The Legislative Assembly consists of 66 deputies, of which 40 are elected 
by the first-past-the-post system, and 26 by proportional representation.  

 The Federal District manages its own budget, which is proposed by the 
mayor and approved by the City Council. The National Congress sets 
limits to its borrowing. 

 Mexico City is the largest local tax collector in the country. Most of this 
comes from the council tax (known as the predial) and from charges for 
services such as water rates. All tax rates must be approved by the city 
council. The tube network is owned and highly subsidized by the City. 

 Many international corporations are based in Mexico City, and pay taxes. 
However most taxes are collected by the national Federal Government 
and not locally, and the City Council has to wait for national congress to 
decide on the allocation to Mexico City.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Election
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3) The Mexico City story 
 
Prior to the reforms, Mexico City was one of the least participatory and 
accountable of all local governments in Latin America (Nickson, 1995). There 
were no elections of representatives, and no means for citizens to hold 
governors to account. The first elected mayor, Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas, brought 
in a series of innovations, including new mechanisms for citizens to participate in 
local governance issues. Governing Mexico City was a key opportunity for the 
PRD to prove itself. Citizen participation was a critical part of the PRD 
democratisation agenda: the PRD message was that change required the 
involvement of many sectors of Mexican society. Cárdenas invited residents and 
NGOs to take part in developing new citizen participation legislation, calling on 
them to ‘take decision-making power into their hands’ (Flores, 2006). 
 
The City Council passed a new law of citizen participation, which established 
citizens’ right to a referendum or plebiscite. In 2000, another PRD candidate won 
the mayoral election, and the law was reformed to include participatory 
budgeting. In 2006, Marcelo Ebrard, again of the PRD, took office. Academics 
worked with Ebrard to develop a proposal for strengthening the participation of 
‘ordinary citizens’ in public policy decision-making. There is now a citywide 
Citizens’ Council, and around 1500 neighbourhood level citizen committees.  
 
Since 2001, budgets have been assigned to neighbourhood organisations, and 
this process is now known as ‘participatory budgeting’. 3% of the city budget is 
devolved, and residents and neighbourhood organisations put forward project 
proposals for how this money should be used. The consultation for the 2013 
budget is now underway, through physical and web-based methods.   
 
The next mayor, Mancera, will take office in December. He is likely to continue 
with these participatory practices as he based his campaign on asking citizens in 
each colonia (neighbourhood) to tell him their 3 priorities. This information is 
presented in his web page http://manceradf.mx/ 
 
 
4) Pointers towards fresh thinking in the UK 
 
In terms of our criteria for evaluation, we highlight the following: 
 
For leadership in the community, the mayor of Mexico City is a major player 
with clout at national and international level. Ebrard has used this profile to build 
effective partnerships and to promote Mexico City as a greener, safer city.  
 
For effective representation of the citizen, the innovations introduced in 
Mexico City give citizens greater involvement in governance than in any other 
capital city.  
 
For legitimacy and accountability, the mechanisms for citizen participation 
from the neighbourhood up to the city assembly of citizens, have begun to 
address the stubborn issues of corruption and lack of accountability in the city. 
Before 1997, the Federal Government (held by the PRI for 70 years) had long 
operated a system of benefits for votes (clientelism). This system is difficult to 
shift and there continue to be concerns about the lack of transparency.  
 

http://manceradf.mx/
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For effectiveness in decision-making and implementation, the Mayor has 
involved citizens very effectively in the area of policing and safety. The Citizens 
Council for Public Security is an effective “citizen-led institution” which undergoes 
periodic evaluation and has developed an array of performance indicators. The 
outcomes are clear - Mexico City is now the safest city in the country.  
 
For effective scrutiny of policy and performance, the persistence of corrupt 
practices (benefits for votes) shows that the scrutiny function needs to be 
strengthened.  
 
For responsiveness to local people, participatory budgeting and the citizen 
consultation allow residents at neighbourhood level to let the Mayor know their 
concerns and priorities.  
 
 
5) Key lessons for Bristol from Mexico City 
 
There are some key lessons for Bristol that can be learnt from the experience of 
the elected leadership of Mexico DF:  
  

 Participatory Budgeting is a way of involving a large number of ordinary 
citizens in decision-making and local politics. The DF experience shows 
that it can reach people of all different walks of life and levels of 
education, and that a physical series of meetings can be complemented 
with web-based consultation tools.  

 Leadership lessons: The mayor of Mexico City is a strong and visible 
leader who has revamped Mexico City’s image on the international stage.  
Mexico City’s mayor demonstrates how decisive action and effective 
partnership working can bring about spectacular results in reducing crime 
and ‘greening’ the city.  

 Decentralization:  Mexico City Council has to wrangle with the Federal 
Government each year over resources to be decentralised, often the 
same taxes that were collected in the City. The relationship between 
neighbourhood participatory structures and the City Council also remain 
highly centralized. Greater devolution of powers needs to take place, 
accompanied with stronger mechanisms for scrutiny, oversight and 
accountability to the electorate.  
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