NGOs and the Depoliticization of Development: A Case Study from Mexic

yGOs and the New Policy Agenda
Susan Spronk
The current shift in mainstream development thinking and practice towards civil
.ociety and participatory development can be seen primarily as a strategy to provide
jolitical fegitimacy for the structural adjustment programs (SAPs) imposed on Third
In the contemporary discourse on development articulated in international AZENCyorld countries by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank
there is a good deal of emphasis on nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and th,egiﬂning in the 1980s.""" As numerous studies in underdeveloped countries attest, the
virtues as agents of participatory development. NGOs are clearly part of what M, onomic devastation wreaked by structural adjustment caused a great deal of social
Robinson has called the New Policy Agenda (NPA), a project which is funded by westyymoil which, in turn, necessitated a response from policy makers and political leaders.”*®
governments and international financial institutions such as the World Bank." At fiy the early 1990s, international financial institutions such as the IMF, the World Bank
glance, the NPA suggests that the mainstream development community is finally payi,d the InterAmerican Development Bank, along with the operating agencies of the
attention to the demands for participation which have been launched by progressjpited Nations introduced a new social dimension to structural adjustment. The
scholars and activists for over fifty years. This essay will argue, however, that the npginstream policy community adopted an expanded concept of development, no longer
emphasis on participatory development and democratization is far from progressive. jefined merely as an increase in per capita production, but as an advance in human
the contrary, the NPA is part of a broader project to promote neo-liberal structijevelopment measured in terms of an increase in the capacity of society to provide
adjustment. While fostering some degree of civil society participation, the kindpojces to citizens and the freedom to realize their potential.'” With this policy shift,
participation that is encouraged by the NPA largely serves to mitigate the adverse costsnore emphasis is placed on the “non-economic” factors of development, including the
structural adjustment, shifting the onus for change onto individuals and communities yecessity of building strong and accountable institutions. The decentralization of decision-
away from larger structures of power such as states, international organizations,naking is promoted to produce good governance by bringing a government closer to its
transnational corporations. Although couched in terms of promoting good govemance, heople. Civil society has been awarded central importance in the development process,
NPA aims to reduce political intervention in markets and to shrink the public sechonceived as the critical stalwart against inefficient and corrupt states and the site in
rather than to encourage the democratic transformation of state forms. This paper which individual citizens can participate in the development process.
argue that the rhetorical shift towards concepts such as participation and democracy in1 Despite its expanded notion of development, the NPA continues to define
NPA is fundamentally misleading, because the neo-liberal reforms it promote, in {development as a “technical™ problem which can be solved through the implementation of
support the depoliticization of development.'*® rorrect policies conducive of good governance. The stress the NPA places on good
The goal of this essay is to analyze the effects of the NPA on the role of NGOs in tovernance does not condone a return to the interventionist, developmental state. On the
international political economy focusing on a case study from Mexico. In some cazontrary, the agenda to improve govemance remains firmly neo-liberal in its approach,
previously established Mexican NGOs have oriented their activities away from moromoting the “appropriate policy frameworks™ which are required to achieve efficient
radical, political activities, which challenge the government and the social order, towmarkets and liberalized economies.'*” The World Bank defines governance exclusively in
more technical activities, such as offering professional expertise to small-scerms of the state’s management of economic and social resources, but “good
development projects in order to conformn to the goals of international dongovernance” entails a menu of efficient public administration: improved public access to
Increasingly within the current international context, NGOs with a problem-solvi
technical approach to development problems are the favoured vehicles to promote 2V Jame. Petras, "Imperialism and NGOs,” Monthly Review 49, no. 7 (1997); 10-28; Liisa North

governance. As NGOs become entangled within this discourse, development is furind John Cameron, "Grassroots Development Strategies: Ecuador in Comparative Perspective,”
depoliticized. While these NGOs are not to blame for the context in which they l}VorId Development 28, no. 10 (1998): 1751-66,
themselves, the roles they choose to play must be critically assessed. 3’
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information, transparency, accountability, adequate legal norms, predictability, tru Jgs where government intervention is weak, non-existent, or carried out in a manner that
tesponsiveness, professionalism, anti-corruption measures, and so on. As the World Ba; & ot satisfy the local population or some of its groups.

itself admits, these ideas are not new or revolutionary.™! What is new, however, is th " ®igost academic studies of the impact of NGOs on development demonstrate that their
since the early 1990s, donors have applied new forms of political conditionality to loy Sess is much more limited than the World Bank studies lead us to believe, Jy dith
and technical assistance hoping to promote good govermnance, while emphasizing the ne; #fer. writing as early as 1982, was one of the first to dispel the myth that NGOs are
for democratization, accountability and participation.'* dliar practitioners of “participatory development”.'"” Jessica Vivian similarly argues that

The new emphasis on good governance has given unprecedented opportunities  Jls are “less participatory than they are commonly expected to be.”™ In fact, NGO
NGO growth and influence.™’ Previous to the era of structural adjustment, the Wor % often end up “thinking for” the community, frequently overruling popular decisions,

iggins and E. Cromwell's study of seed distribution by nineteen NGOs in nine

early 1980s, however, that they might offer efficiencies in service delivery."* In ty fitries found that most programmes did not have community-based approaches.
period, numerous World Bank studies on the benefits of co-operation between the By g8ough many of the “programs involved local groups of farmers in implementation...the
and NGOs began to blossom, such as Michael Cernea’s Nongovernmental Organizatio sgfsers had much less say in planning and policy making, in which NGO staff tended to
and Local Development {(1988) and Samuel Paul and Arturo Israel’s Nongovernmen: gifiinate.”'* Many analysts have also questioned the claim that NGOs have a greater
Organizations and the World Bank: Cooperation for Development (1991), which provii sagacity to reach the poor than governmental or commercial institutions."™ One study
important ¢conomic and political justifications as to why NGOs should become cent: gogid that large NGOs in Bangladesh fail to reach the poorest people in the drive for
players in development. Within these studies, it is argued that NGOs, unlike the state, v dgadth” rather than “depth” and their efforts to achieve rapid expansion in geographic
uniquely positione'd o serve marg_inalized populatiops because of _their orgal_liz‘atiom cd%emge. Even taken together, the largest NGOs in Bangladesh (including the much-
form and valuc?-dnven nz_lture. Dgwd Brown and David Kortenl, fqr msta.nc‘e, distingui celébrated Grameen Bank) reach less than 20 per cent of landless households in the
between the private, public and third sector based on how organizations within each sect, cowntry.””" In the case of Zimbabwe, Vivian contends that *a very generous estimate
mobilize resources. The commercial sector depends on negotiated exchange throu ygaptd put the percentage of Zimbabwe's population reached by NGO income generating
market transactions, while the government sector rests on coercion and legitima projects (by far the most common type of NGO activity) at less than one per cent.”' Iy
authority exercised through hierarchical systems. Voluntary organizations, on the oth yher words, claims that NGOs are far superior to government institutions in providing a
hand, are principally driven by shared values rather than by the quest for economic  gide range of services are greatly exaggerated and the promotion of NGOs rests more on
political power. The poor and disenfranchised are their constituency, rather than gener fuh than on demonstrated capacity. The promotion of NGOs within the World Bank
citizens or consumers."> Within this typology, NGOs are thus conceived as innovati refates to the shift within the debates in public policy and administration away from a
private organizations with a public ethos more capable than the state or the market:cgacern with market failure and towards the notion of “state failure”.'™ As Jude Howell
promoting people-centred development. Michaet Cernea, for instance, argues that NGCand Jenny Pearce argue, the policy community was seeking explanations for the failure of
have greater capacity to reach the rural poor in remote areas because they have a uniq
“capacity to innovate and adapt” due to their strong grassroots ties. He states that NG(
“have a comparative advantage in identifying [local] needs and building upon existit Judith Tendler, Twming Private Voluntary Orgarti:arior'rs into Development Agencies: Questions
resources”.'¥ They are effective in promoting small-scale development especially well ij}'t:;:Evaluation {(Washington, D.C.: US Agency for International Development, 1982).
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SAPs to generate the desired economic outcomes. Rather than t?hallenge the ba'stc feney
of the SAPs, however, the donor countries focused energies on 'promonng 20y
governance, in which they blamed the failure of SAPs on inefficient, corrupt ay
authoritarian states.'> The World Bank’s Long Term Perspective Study of 1989 asserteg
“The root cause of weak economic performance in the past_has been t}.xe fallufe of publi
institutions.”'™>® In other words, the problem was not perceived to be inequality, adverg
conditions, unfair markets, or inappropriate economic reforms, but a lack of propy
institutional capacity 10 manage Necessary processes of adjust'ment. .

In general, neo-liberal ideologues have tried to unden_mne the very notion thaF 'ihe
state coutd play any positive role in the economy and s?clety, eficept to protect privag
property and secure competitive markets. In the .neo_-llberal. view, the state is not ¢
defender of the public interest, but is rather an organization which is coptrolled by ;gter_esl
groups, politicians, or bureaucrats who utilize it for their own 'SFlf-lﬂtCrCSI, producing
economically inefficient outcomes. Neo-liberals see any political determination of-
economic outcome as essentially leading either to social waste or to the dormpance of
minority interest over the majority interest. They argue, therefore, th.at any pursuit of sell
interest that is not disciplined by market forces will 1e§u':l to socxal.ly harmful results,
making it necessary to depoliticize the economy bly limiting the ability of the state u
intervene in a discretionary or redistributive manner.

Thus, NGOs have an important role to play in the neo-liberal paradigm, because they| §

complement the neo-liberal state, but do not threaten the free mgrket or privaie propen;.":
The increased reliance on NGOs is encouraged under the neo-llberallagenda l?ecause L
represents the devolution of the production of public goods and services outside of th
state, which thereby introduces competitive markets within the public sector and servesb

insulate politicians from political pressures. In keeping with this principle, there hZ'lS bf‘:ET.
a movement in public policy towards increased reliance on non-governmental bodies {14

especially non-governmental organizations) in various areas of governmental activit

including the provision of health and social services and the planning and execution (|

various small-scale economic development projects.

As the priorities of international lenders have shifted, NGOs have also been awarded;
key role in the promotion of democracy. Rather than just taf:kh_ng poverty, NGOs a}"se7 nUl::
celebrated as “representatives par excellence of civil societies in the Third World.™>" Th

lopment, such as empowerment. Rather, as the recent enthusiasm for the idea of
al capital within the World Bank attests, the New Policy Agenda’s promotion of
ipation rests on a conservative-liberal vision of democracy in which organizations
advance a political cause or provoke conflict are not as likely to be counted among
likse organizations which can contribute to the building of a strong civil society,'* “Non-
ﬁﬁﬁcal” NGOs are preferred over more divisive forms of social organizing, such as trade
shions, because of their supposed ability to transcend social cleavages such as race or
class. NGOs, which concentrate their efforts on the material improvement of people’s
lives through small-scale community development projects such as building community
centres, hospitals, public parks and schools, are, thus, the favoured vehicles for
development,

+ Within the context of neo-liberal restructuring, civil society is, to a large extent,
shaped by donors to conform to a conservative-liberal vision of democracy. The focus on
imereased capacity within civil society can be attributed to the desire to demonstrate that
shciety is better than the state in solving people’s problems. This, in trn, justifies the
ever-decreasing state role in service provision and the ever-increasing pressure upon
ftizens to search for solutions at the local level and among themselves. Thus, while the
omotion of NGOs may contribute to the consolidation of democracy, it also underscores
id reinforces the neo-liberal form that democracy wilt take.'™

GOs and the New Pelicy Agenda in Mexico

i Unlike the idealized view offered by the World Bank, NGOs are not unambiguous
fenls of democratization and economic liberalization. Rather, they play a contradictory
ple in development, simultanecusly (rying to promote the interests of the marginalized
fmmunities they work for and the international donor agencies that fund them. As the
BGO sectors grow due to an influx in funding from multilateral and bilateral aid agencies
Aich as the World Bank, they run the risk of becoming increasingly depoliticized due to
je roles they will be expected to play.

 Mexico provides a good test case for assessing this changing role of NGOs in the
Riemational political economy. Not only was it one of the first countries to undergo
Wuctural adjustment in 1982 but, following the devastating earthquake in 1985 in Mexico

professed interest of Western governments to promote democracy through the sponsorshi m; the NGO sector in Mexico has grown rather quickly and substantially. After the
of NGOs, however, does not reflect a change of heart towards more radical visions I $arthquake, the international aid community responded with generouns contributions, but
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ferred to donate to the NGO-sector rather than state institutions on the grounds that

y were more efficient. Following this influx in foreign funding, Mexican NGOs have
astly expanded the scope and area of their activities and have gained much greater
capacity with regard to service delivery. This, in turn, has affected how NGOs define their
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oles, objectives and methodology as well as how they determine their staff, #iehin this co .
- orat I T .
membership. z rporatist structure, individuals and groups seeking something from the

. . ) L . ) Pvernment often ci i ; . >

The following section will trace the historical development of NGOs in Mexico Eanizations and thelrfjl(l;:v:;t the(lir nomma_l representatives in the PRI sectoral
comparing two time periods: the late 1960s to the mid-1980s and the mid-19805 to Fntacts, or patrons, within ighe s, and seck satisfaction of their needs through personal
present. It will be argued that over e Mexican NGOs have changed increasingly from g, ’ government bureaucracy. Popular demands are fragmented

i : o small-scale, highly individuali i
s 9 b agusd o Mexican NGO e e uention 10 dhose ighly individualized or localized requests that can be granted or denied

by case. T‘he Clientelistic structure pl(WideS ]IleC]li"!iSlIlS ]l ] | (IlSI]I " lllg p]lb 1¢

l t H n fDr "ncremental imp]‘()VCmEI‘n 0 he liVing ConditiOIlS Of the pOO[ mIOUgh [he| £ 'lces aﬂd Other beneﬁts .11'1 a hlghly Selecti\«;: and d‘]SCIetiOl Z]ly ’ I] ‘ ll()i. E]ll)‘] lal’\;!
- [

l t * ’

formulation of technical solutions. Furthermore, Jue to international pressure, some fganner.'® In Mexico, several decad

NGOs have come to focus increasingly on the delivery of services rather than on Mot gientelism has created a stron ]teca es of the government's effective practice of

political activities, such as conscic-)usness r_aising and 'advocac.y.. In so doing, they have & Within this clientelistic s t%u Ccl:u:‘:e ;)f pat}'lqnaglf:.

come to play a more accommodating role in the Mexican political economy, Serving it ghinviting alternatives.'® They may b,e f(fgﬂt;(:ingy $oven‘!entsba.re confronted with two
. - e regime by signing solidarity pacts

art to legitimate rather than challenge neo-liberal policy reforms. . : :
p g 2 policy :: E%luarant_ee the kmd§ of material concessions that their supporters need. If they cho
. ) tt_ematlve,‘they \ivﬂ} compromise their independence and lose their abili ot
Assessing the Impact of NGOs the regime and its policies. A - se their ability to criticize
policies. Alternatively, they may maintain a staunch independence from

the regime. Organizations th i i i i
As mentioned above, within the New Policy Agenda, NGOs play a central role ir gecause their n%embers ;Zspgafgsoﬁze;hi;: l?ri;(izdrzl:lnbgregtsskaofilosmg P?Plﬂ&ff  which
nd concessions for which

development as agents of democratization. For some observers, NQOS are an inherenl; ghey are struggling. In this context, organizati
democratizing force, one that promotes an “u}creasliﬁrllg pluralism, in contrast © feiking a more militant, Oppositionist, “(a fcanl|§$ ;130:13 cannot often afford the luxury of
organization of the masses or 2 corporatist society.”'”! As Judith Hellman argues fhe Charybis of co-optation, many NGO ‘; etween the Scylla of demobilization and
however, the central problem facing analysts of Mexico's transition to democracy is the fpavide a degree of autonom: y s have hoped that foreign funding would help
we do not know how democratization tgkes place, that is, the way ifl w}ﬁch “grassroot #: While allowing for some )((l.egree of autonomy from the nati
democratic practices [are] transferred into the realm of political institutions and th fnding comes with its own set of constraints 4 Arsom fe national state, however, foreign
2162 s . . s - € 1 1
state. _In prder 10 assess whether NGOs have made a positive contribution 10 th Pylicy Agenda demonstrates, the activities and roles th oregoing discusston on the New
democratization process im the Mexican context, It 18 neclglssary to find out if they hav ilorities of mulsilateral donors. Far frcn.'n prorgoifnt at EJ'G(I)S P};y are influenced by the
: - : . - radica i iti

been .able to break with the pqllucal culture of cllen_tellsm. ' . pmjects, these donors favour NGOs that achieve a greater and emancipatory pO?ltlcal

Since the llate 1930s, Mexico has had a corporatist system of interest representatlo_n.l ering training, technology and social g capacity for service delivery,
this system, citizens and societal segments are legally bound to the state through a sing fervice delivery, however, NGO can re pro;;rams}.] As they place increasing emphasis on
structure which is licensed by the state to organize and represent that sector of s0¢i¢ fovernmental form. To vrderstand th produce the tradition of patronage in a new, non-
{peasants, urban unionized workers, business people, teachers and so on). The Partid in to 2 comparison of NGOs in Mee _cau;es and consequences of this change, we now
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI, the official party that was in power in Mexico fro §d-1980s to present xico from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s and the
1929 to 2000, was divided into three sectors: the labour sector, the peasant sector and th %
popular sector, each one dominated by one mass, sectoral organization.164 The PRI Tphase of NGO Formation: 1960s to mid-1980

: s to mid- S

ased the corporatist system to divide and rule the ever -more atomized working classé

“The changes in the organization iti .
160 g Micaftab, "Flirting with the Enemy: Chalienges Faced by NGOs in Development & rhbackground of the po%itical and Zgoolfglﬁsglfl?;:kgsr?ii?iig eedd e aga_inst
l‘-":érlnpowermem," Habitat Interational 21, no. 4 (1997): 362. o 1 of development over the past thirty years. The economze to th]e post-war Mexican
Douglas A. Chalmers and Katherine Piester. "Nongovernmental Organizations and the Changilt #pe realized in Mexico through the activities o.f the devel ¢ miracle that was supposed
Structure of Mexican Politics,” in Changing Structure of Mexico: Political, Social and Econol thglate 19605 and early 1970s to be an econormic deb E\ife opmental %:taFe revealed itself in
Prospects, ed. Laura Randall (Armonk, New York and London, England: M.E. Sharpe, 1996), EJJ‘Sﬁgof achieving rates of industrializati d ehacle for the majority of Mexicans. In
162 judith Adler Hellman, "Mexican Popular Movements, Clientelism, and the Process” ation and economic growth superior to those of most
Democratization,” Latin American Perspectives 81, n0.2 (1994). 124
163 ppid. See also Jonathan Fox, "The Difficult Transition from Clientelism to Citizenship: Lcssﬂ";?ﬁ"‘*
from Mexice," in The New Politics of Inequality in Latin America; Rethinking Participation & Iq}id., 52.
Representation, ed. Douglas A. Chalmers and et al. (New vork: Oxford Press, 1997), 391-420. " Hellman, "Mexi . . i
164 ayne A. Cornelius, Mexican Politics in Transition: The Breakdown of a One-Party Donnté %% exican Popular Movements, Clientetism, and the Process of Democratization,” 132-
Regime (San Diego: La Jolla, Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies, University of Califomia, 1996), 5 id.
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- sed
economic growth. fnstead of achieving balanced developmen;, sta(t;, pc(J)lslscenS:: gzzr[r;;e o 00;
: - - v . - ‘[0 1sp
i i dustrialization growth model, serve
an jimport-substitution 1 i S 0 O oated. sector o
i - kforce. This contributed (o
lands and expand a low-wage wor This cor
iﬁ?;;nediate classé)s. From 1940 to 1970, Mexico's cities grew at unpr;ced::;:ll n?;?
unexpected rates. Living conditions in the urban a;eas detc'moratgc;,mz{gs r:;g }%bo“rhmdsl
illi i ices to burgeoning ou ’
nable or unwilling to extend public servi ing 0 neight k
‘r:}lzilj];l of which did not have legal land tenure. Job opportunities in the cities did not keep

pace with the high rate of rural-to-urban migration or with the growing number of high| %

. 168
school and university graduates seeking professional er;lp]f?émrﬁg:;mmg opular pressue
ican state was faci
By the end of the 1960s, the Mexican g B eonts i
i i lums, disaffected students an . : .
from low-paid workers in urban s . : its and cusans Wi
called for 1:.iv.emocra.tic reforms amidst the growing economic crisis. A nation al

in the res|
eruption was initially sparked not by workers or peasants, but by students. As in the reg

of Latin America, the hopes for revolutionz}ry ?orat {east Qen}ocrauc flha;&g:x;?c;z:s;:u?ﬁ
the Cuban Revolution stimulated a new politics of soc1:al agitation .aliljl:)t igdeals o Emestg
Young people were spurred to action by the humanist an.d socialn e o Mexion
“Che” Guevara. Simultaneously, a new theology of liberation emerg

i tional community o
ico’ sople also saw themselves as part of an internatio ;
I;z)i}:fct,hsatyzi\[:l%eg the late 1960s protest movements. The political ideologies of 196

i i i onsciousne
Zapatista, Marxist, Leninist and Guervarist revolutionary jdeas. The new ¢

ker-peasant-student alliance. . .
worTiEsphighly charged political contexl marks the ﬁrs(; phaif of fom;at:f)r:h(;i xf::l;ip
i idari ith peasants and workers, man .

s. In an effort to build solidarity wit n: e

E(f:‘t'ct)he universities and moved to poor urpan a.;;((i} (r)ural con:&gn:g:p:}c;e\;o;ﬁ nx:f;; o

i tase of formation, Mexican s were tht ; Ly o

P e ducated i ho had either Marxist or Christis

iversi { the middle classes who : stis

university-educated members o i sses who i ther MER S e

irati jeved in promoting social justice g| usnes :'

aspirations. They believe ol ! O e

i their poverty and opp! :

the poor in order 1w defeat the roots of ression. e
Z?Efrléich ISGOS focused on de-professionalizing themselves, engaging in “trabajo

> .. leve
Friere, NGOs promoted processes of conscmusness-r;nsmg at the:h £rassroots
emphz;sizing educational work and addressing livelihood issues along the way.

Monthly Review Press, 1998), 245-6.
1 Ihid,, 252-3. »
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Miraftab, "Flirting wit 4 ‘ Cfovements.
17l jopathan Fox and L. Hemandez, "Mexico's Difficult Democracy: Grassroots
and Local Government," Alternatives 17 (1992): 178,
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Catholic youth, inspired in part by Colombia’s guerrilla priest Camilo Torres.” SOME o

i i i Maoist
varied from rather traditional reformism 10 a rich blend of Flores Magonista, .

. . N
rejected bourgeois values, life-styles and practices; 108 proponents wanted to forge | 3

i i . Th o
hormigd”, OF “an’s W ork”, which aimed to achieve transfonmj.u:on f;om be::c;(\;\]f1 o 1
driv'mz bélief of the protagonists in these movements was that raising t ct;. cl:ons o ]}'aul ;
level of the poor was a means to social change. Inspired by the methodology

i iri istory (New Yo
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9 In this phase, the legitimacy of NGOs was derived from their engagement and
finmitment to radical social change. Responding to community needs for such things as
Pusing, health and services was seen as a catalyst for the organization and mobilization
P the poor rather than as an end in itself.'”” The ideology of these organizations, known
& basismo, reflected the NGOs' initial concern with building confidence and
izational capacity amongst the poorest sectors of the population.' ™ As Pearce writes:

& Is could be said that in these years, such legitimacy was more important than the accountability
g of NGOs to funders and beneficiaries alike. Evaluation of the effectiveness of the popular
& education and other social organisational work was not as rigorous as it might have been as a

e result. But the context in which this was taking place was such that there was a widespread
" belief that social and political transformation was on the agenda,,.'™

"NGOs thus derived their legitimacy from their role as political advocates, public
ucators and community organizers. Given their focus on grassroots movements and
cal social change, this first generation of NGOs were sceptical about co-operating
government officials. At this stage, the general political strategy of NGOs was that of
rontational opposition, not engagement with the state. For fear of a loss of autonomy,
t NGOs maintained their distance from the authorities and refused to participate in, or
aborate with, government social development programs.'”
In the ear16y part of this phase, NGOs clearly “lived in the shadow of popular
- _vemenlts.“17 In the early 1970s, urban popular movements arose in the northern state
Chihuahua, Nuevo Ledn, and DuraNGO and in the southern state of Qaxaca.'”’ The
ements organized around what were conceived as the most immediate issues facing
population in a given region: land, housing, water prices and working conditions.
ough the 1970s and early 1980s, these urban popular movements grew remarkably in
ngth and organization. The coalitions that were created from the first wave of urban
ular movements were primarily consolidations of smaller neighbourhood
izations. For example, Frente Popular Tierra y Libertad (FPTyL) of Monterrey
out of a squatter settlement named Colonia Tierra y Libertad, which was established
the early 1970s by a land invasion organized by student leaders. FPTyL worked in
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aftab notes that the housing NGOs are an exception to this rule. As early as the 1970s, the
g NGOs played an influential role in formulating the Law of Human Settlements (1976),
legalized imregular settlements, and helped establish a housing loan organization, Fundo
al de Habitacion Popular (FONAHPO, 1981). Miraftab, "Flirting with the Encmy,” 364-5.
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for Coa'ftcron ¥ whic:; be’came a powerful coalition that worked both in the rund 1;:, !
f()rll::si;;olr?ébCEl ained rapid and widespread support among both peasanis a
y ) 170 |
income ci o i opular movements greatly enhanced .theu
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COOl"dlnatOl'ff’lalﬂ 0d reyional peasant organizations. They struggled for tl_len' Egd Lo fau
1'11;1131'0;;3;;253 ta}l imgplementation of land and k?grsaria:;‘ E;flc;rrgi;o z\:;zt:iorz N{mwfm]
: ountry, especially in the south. ra Naciond
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T ili It denounced the state’s previous hougmg dev;lqpment p.zmimL
k“'“‘i P dWT oo the interests of the bourgeoisie. A radical soc1ghst erlgansl o
?gl;ilt/?U?gll:;gg:d to continue the struggle of the poor 10 manage their own live:

build multi<lass coalitions 10 resist state repression

| i i i ing divisio
charpﬁe- d of the period was also marked by growing ten:qon and an mc;eégl;i o

f 1; f:)Icl,tween the NGOs and popular movements. As M;raft?b not:iisz,ationS
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seen as “outside” the movements, provoking suspicions
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Instead of waiting for NGOs to come to them, it became increasingly
on for community groups to approach NGOQs to solicit specialized services which
¢ the community organization more contro] over the agenda and allowed them to
escribe the NGOs’ activities. By the end of the period, the role of NGOs started to be

More closely related to service delivery than community organization, a trend Kater
mpounded by the pressures of structural adjustment.

?ﬁond Phase of NGO Formation: mid-1980s to present
* NGOs confronted a radically different external environment in the mid-1980s than
ey did in the late 1960s. Two decades of popular movements, the Mexican economic
ffisis in the context of the international crisis, political problems within the government
ﬁd the ruling party, and also calamities such as the 1985 earthquake, all contributed to
3 changing objective of NGOs as well as their attitudes towards the state.
& In the 19705 and 1980s, the global crisis of capitalism and its specific developments in

14
and bring about genuine soek B

by creatit
decades of organization

that NGO staff wanted to tak ;

Meiy
185"

xico produced not only social movements and NGOs but also growing inflation, a
wrgeoning foreign debt, high interest rates and balance-of-payments deficits, The crisis
¥ 1976-77 introduced a series of economic stabilisation programs that mounted a sharp
ack on the real wages and living standards of Mexican workers. The massive

clopment of Mexico’s petroleum reserves softened the blows for a while, but by the
gginning of 1982, petroleum prices had begun to decline. This event, combined with an
ternational liquidity crisis and Mexico's huge foreign debt. produced an economic

ibacle of formidable proportions,'®*
% The Mexican crisis cannot be explained by looking at domestic factors alone. The
@mning of monetary policy that corresponded to the adoption of monetarism in
Wvanced capitalist economies transformed the credit-based economies of many countries,
h as Mexico, into debtor economies, leading to the so-called debtor wars of the 1980s

nd beyond. As Werner Bonefeld points out, the imposition of tight money
)

escalated the crisis of money to a ctisis of the state. As credit was called upon as a means of
payment, growing international demand for cash in the face of faltering repayment of credit
increased the vulnerability of the international system of finance and credit. The compulsion to

export under any circumstances in order to pay debt and growing social tension, forced Poland
1981), Argentina (1982} and Mexico {1982) to declare insolvency...'™

ing increasing pressure from foreign lenders, the government implemented a
ral adjustment program, which entailed a 65 per cent devaluation of the peso,
bwed by severe federal budget reductions.”™ The SAP adopted by Mexico hit the
st and most vulnerable populations the hardest. More than a million of Mexico's
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. : fall of 1982, as an ever-greater
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meajrl:;?fur:;l Irlxn;i‘))%s?xe for example, 93 per cent of the budget of Mexico City was spenl
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on debt repayment. .
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iti h some NGOs
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NGOs now place a much greater emphasis on influencing the

i i ici did in the previous decade.
iti ocial and economic policies than they \ : ‘
Coal';ftll(::n;aﬁhz\;?lfzilfat shook Mexico City in 1985 marks the second major turning point

in the history of Mexico's civil society in the post-war era.

i i tures of
ildi foundations of the established structures
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feir own reconstruction project. They were wrong, and lost their leadership role in the
ocess.'” As Fox and Hemandez argue: “The CUD [Coordinadora Unica de
wificades] emerged to fill the resulting vacuum between the state and key sectors of
be urban poor.”'™ The CUD, as opposed to its predecessor, was much more focused on
gaging with the state and proposing workable solutions. Rather than demanding that
h family was owed a plot of land, the CUD managed to achieve the more modest goal
pressuring the state to make changes to its reconstruction policy. They stopped
fvictions so that residents could remain in their original neighbourhoods and expropriated
Buildings.'™ The new strategy employed by the CUD is a good example of the shift in the

Jeode of political engagement from contestacidn (confrontational opposition) to

nfident that they could | Myoposicion (constructive engagement).

As Miraftab argues, toa

§ These new movements were successful in inspiring a large degree of social
titudes of the left, where | I

feobilization. In 1986, the largest peaceful street demonstrations since 1968 took place. In

pe such demonstration, the combined effort of the CUD, which co-ordinated the efforts
ff 20 different neighbourhoods in Mexico City and the powerful independent electrical
Porkers” union, SME, resulted in 70,000 demonstrators turning out during one of the
'ldest winters in Mexico City's history. On the second anniversary of the quake, the

etropolitan Front in Mexico City organized a march of 90,000 people to demand jobs
nd housing.'*®

not? We enter any space

f The influx of foreign funding also provoked both gualitative and quantitative changes
f the nature of the NGO sector in Mexico, This created many new opportunities, but also
w challenges, Dozens of new, small, secular NGOs appeared alongside the more
jablished agencies. After the earthquake, Mexican NGOs expanded greatly in
perational capacity, covering a broader range of issues, focusing on new concerns in
feir activities and specializing in particular services. For example, the Centro Operacion
¥ Vivienda y Poblamiento (COPEVI), which was founded in the 1960s, was initially
cerned with housing and community services, organizing squatters, exerting pressure
Jr the state to provide services, researching the conditions of those areas and furnishing
Joposals. After the earthquake, two new organizations evolved from the parent
Beanization: Centre de la Vivienda y Estudios Urbanos (CENVI), which is research
Bented, and Formento Selidario a la Vivienda (FOSOVI) which works with grassroots
yanizations in target communities.””” This increasing expertise and specialization of
WOs has meant a fundamental transition in the nature of the NGO sector, which has had
B positive and negative consequences.

FAs well as expanding the size and diversity of the NGO sector, the influx of foreign
jding has also introduced a new set of constraints that have fundamentally changed the
e of NGOs in Mexico. First, when donors finance service delivery they expect

government and creating

The earthquake not only

opposition parties. New

in Popular Movements atl

ocial Movements to the Sttt

- 375-409; Miraftab, Flirtit § Govemment contractors built or repaired more than 44,000 housing wnits in record time.

| Wapared with at most a few thousand built by NGOs. Fox and Hemnandez, "Mexico's Difficult
: lnocracy,” 181.
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o be achieved and may withdraw if targets are mot et
i?;g::&ii]ﬁ;tp?iréfore, becomes 1replacec(ii by ac;outltl]taﬂtfciﬂ; i;ﬂlfggfo::lfgsf%iﬁn?
nizations away from the grassrogts and towards the t ting, which
(t?;%:ign donors require constant aPPraxsal& ‘e?‘:f:;’[‘i%},f,‘}a;lég): 'l'alxll:z1 Cf:g:gncf of these
have led 10 chan:g esliﬁiﬁ?etﬁgrzi%z:ogmegge activities and their ability to promote
B Servecslev(.:,lopment As we will see, the technical NGOs that have beenlfostered in
Fha'glsel,gg;ogeriod of formation barely resernble the political NGOs of fo:lml;er tg:iz.rs s
i evidence which suggests that the pressure exerted DY €07 d
There is somte % the Mexican NGO sector towards bureaucraiization an
affecter..i thl‘? r'tl;:)ﬁr Some NGOs have to hire staff members wWho possess tec}lpxcal
profes.sy)_na lzrzther' than personnel committed to social changf:. “ThlS'IS an add:m'maé
Cl?gﬁ:l;ltl:rlez,f NGOs' move away from idealism and volunl;ar:]m:; WIE;::lr :tgarn?;rznlsiie
L . ratism in which they
NGOs in the ea;]:lz; l{;l;ﬁén;e?l}r;osﬁ?ggsjqi CGozl;giela Sanchez, one of the founders of a
contrac‘torsf(;fnCEs iral, that works with NGOs in Mexice City, argues, oveF the past te»\;
consulling 1h : inP rol,es and objectives of NGOs have often resulted in a stz}te odl
years the chang e d ine whether they are pressure groups, groups dedicate
confusion as NGOs iry to determin cither 2™ The challenge for NGOs is to absot
to providing technicé! asSlSmnc?ebgtfhi:c;f:ssionz;ls without creating a divide within the
and accommodate the new e he old-timers, the charismatic leaders, the foundess | Baso established a revolving fund for agricultural credits. As Miraftab writes: “On the one
organization bet.ween the pOHtho'S » tte of the opl;la: movements — on the one hand, and {{ fand, the livelihood of these families could have been lost without the limited assistance
of the organizations and the ex-@hta:)lfs middlei-)class professionals who have joined t¢| B¢ the NGO:; on the other hand, the NGO intervention smoothed over a problem left by the
the sécnicos — the new ge“em;:o“ther 201 $hanipulative policies of the government.”2%
NGOs to offer their skills - 01 e /70 ches and small-scale projects can solve the| &6 A the shift from contestacion to concertacion attests, unlike the NGOs that preceded
The belief that technocrafic applroﬂd some NGOs in the contradictory position ol ¥em, the new generation of NGOs in Mexico has an essentially reformist character. For
problems of underdevelopment hasbli ac: created by structural adjustment policies “f Rome analysts, the proliferation of NGOs has thus helped to “disarticulate protest into a
trying to clean up the social pro eIr: the rural areas of Mexico, for example, NG Lide range of negotiation and implementation processes,” which serves to institutionalize
excessive private sector exploitation. overished ejidatorios (members of ejidos), whos ting patterns of contestation between civil society and the state, and within civil
offer income-generating projects toblmp rivatization under neo-liberalism and the sale df Qeciety itself.”™ Far from being an autonomous response of civil society to an opportunity
problems have been ixacerbaled v P < Petras writes: fill in the gap of state power, the new generation of NGOs in Mexico is largely a
their land on the “free” market. As Jame tion of funding agencies, including the World Bank. Rather than being interested in
ocratization and participatory development, the World Bank is motivated precisely by
f-fact that NGOs help legitimate the policies of structural adjustment that prescribe the
hdrawal of the state from public assistance. Considering all these pressures, then, it is
b surprising that NGOs in Mexico have done little to turn the tide against neo-
Bralism. As James Cockerolt suggests, “Despite their often good intentions, NGOs had
e real power to improve peoples’ lives, except for those Mexican individuals who
fnd upward mobility by working at salaried NGO jobs.”** Under pressure from
ational lending agencies, NGOs in Mexico have come to play the role of compliant

g Rather than protecting the ejidatorial system, NGOs in Mexico have generally served
encourage the integration of the peasant classes into the capitalist economy through the
gromotion of small businesses. This can leave NGOs in a situation where they have
gsisted in the repair social and environmental damage caused by overexploitation and
d planning rather than having challenged the policies which resulted in the mess in the
st place.
One such example is a project established in a small rural municipality in the State of
Pucbla in 1987, The farmers in the area had mobilized against the activities of the local
paper mill, which had effectively deforested the area over several generations. The
forestation of the area resulted in land erosion that adversely affected the farmers’ crops
gprimarily beans and corm). In order to placate the farmers, the government offered a
gvelopment plan to switch their production from beans and com te fruits. The farmers
8id not know much about caring for fruit trees, but they accepted the offer since the
fecdlings were offered at no cost and fruit sold at a higher price than beans and corn.
Bfter a few years, however, it became apparent that the government’s plan was a
inporary sclution and problems resurfaced. The type of peach given to the farmers was
bf minimal quality and low productivity. In addition, in order to compete with imported
Peaches, farmers needed to invest in pesticides, which they could not afford due to
mcreased prices and the removal of public subsidies. The community contacted an NGO,
which organized training workshops in the use of alternative pesticides and fertilizers and

i

i i i ich, the NGO
While the neo-liberals were (ransferring lucrative state propertics to the l::;:?:r‘: ir::[oca[ i
were not part of the rade union resistance. On the contri}rylvl, :h;yl w::: et I o e !
i i i iscourse (self-help) In |
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service providers, not the political advocates, public educators and community organizerg

D pganizers and educators seeking long-term change in favour of technical, short-term
envisioned by left theories of social govemance.

plutions to development problems.
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