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ABSTRACT 
 

Does transparency in government have a measurable impact on public service 

provision in developing countries? Moreover, what determines transparency? Scholars 

have emphasized that transparency or the timely availability and accessibility of relevant 

and reliable information about the functioning of government fosters accountability. As a 

result, it enhances development through the improvement of efficiency in the allocation 

of state resources. Using 32 indicators and over 70 variables to code and determine the 

precise levels of transparency in Mexican municipalities, this study analyzes the factors 

that determine both the level of transparency and its impact on the provision of household 

access to clean water and sewerage.  

 

A statistical analysis across the lowest tier of government in Mexico finds that a 

high level of transparency in municipalities improves access to both clean water and 

sewerage. With regard to the determinants of transparency, the evidence indicates that 

state legislation and policies that promote transparency have positive effects. The analysis 

also shows that while political alternation has positive and significant effects, the 

participation of civil society organizations in government decision-making bodies does 

not appear to play a significant role in determining the level of municipal transparency 

nor does it significantly improve the provision of public services. 
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Introduction 
 

Scholars and practitioners have emphasized that transparency or the timely 

availability and accessibility of relevant and reliable information about the functioning of 

government to all important stakeholders fosters accountability hence performing two 

separate but strongly related functions (Bellver & Kauffman, 2005; and Gerring & 

Thacker, 2004). First, government transparency can enhance development through the 

improvement of efficiency in the allocation of state resources. Second, it has important 

consequences for democracy because it increases the opportunities for citizen 

participation in the decision-making processes. Government transparency can also deter 

corruption through both of these functions as well as by facilitating electoral, legal, and 

administrative mechanisms of punishment (Stirton & Lodge, 2001; Curtin & Meijer, 

2006; Ahrens & Rudolph, 2006; Drew & Nyerges, 2004).  

 

Consequently, fostering transparency has important implications for good 

governance and has become a priority for democratic governments which have devoted 

considerable resources to designing tools and strategies to this end, as well as for civil 

society groups, not to mention the donor community at large. Yet our understanding of 

what determines transparency in government and its impact on service provision is still 

very limited. Hence, the twofold purpose of this thesis is to empirically investigate if 

transparency has a measurable impact on public service provision and what factors 

determine the level of transparency. This thesis examines these two questions in the 

context of local municipal governments in Mexico. 
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Mexico’s lowest level of government (the municipality) provides an ideal test of 

transparency for three main reasons. First, according to Bellver and Kauffman (2005), 

Mexico spends more than any other country on providing information to the public and 

has some of the most sophisticated laws with regard to access to information.1 Second, 

studies show that municipal governments in Mexico are perceived as the most corrupt 

government institutions in the country (KPMG, 2008), which is particularly worrisome 

since both expenditure and revenue responsibilities at the municipal level are increasing. 

Finally, a rich database exists to study these issues at the municipal level in Mexico. I use 

32 indicators and over 70 variables to determine the availability and accessibility of 

relevant information at the municipal level, thus allowing a more precise measure of 

different levels of transparency (CIMTRA, 2009).  

 

My statistical analysis across Mexican municipalities finds evidence that, when 

controlling for social, economic, geographic, and political factors, as well as for the 

presence of civil society organizations, transparency at the local level improves access to 

the public provision of services, measured by both clean water and sewerage, which are 

among the few and most important services provided by municipalities in Mexico. My 

results also show that transparency at the state level has a significant and positive effect 

on municipal transparency, while corruption at the state level has a substantial negative 

impact on the level of local transparency. In addition, I find that while the participation of 

civil society organizations in government decision-making bodies has increased in recent 

                                                 
1 Mexico spends $22 million, followed by the United States with $20 million and Canada with 3 million 
dollars (Bellver & Kauffman, 2005). 
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years, more civic engagement does not appear to play a significant role in determining the 

level of municipal transparency nor does it improve access to public services.  

 

The study is structured as follows: Chapter II reviews the literature that relates to 

the relevance of transparency for good governance and to the determinants of public 

service provision and government transparency. Chapter III describes the main 

characteristics of Mexico’s federalist structure and how incentives for corruption work to 

undermine the system. This chapter also describes the main characteristics and functions 

of Mexico’s local governments. Chapter IV presents a theoretical framework that 

provides the rationale for the variables that comprise my empirical model. Chapter V 

presents the empirical model, the estimation methods, and the data. In Chapter VI the 

main empirical results are presented. My conclusions and policy recommendations are 

presented in Chapter VII. 
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Chapter II- Literature Review 
 

Why has government transparency become so relevant? It is widely 

acknowledged that transparency can advance accountability and, as a consequence, offer 

a strong basis for good governance (Bellver & Kauffman, 2005; Stirton & Lodge, 2001). 

In this respect, Roumeen Islam’s analysis on governance and transparency shows that 

countries in which governments provide better information tend to govern better 

according to governance indicators such as rule of law, control of corruption, as well as 

voice and accountability (2003). In addition, a major benefit of government transparency 

is the enhancement of development through increased efficiency in the allocation of 

public resources and long-term cost savings. Bellver and Kauffman claim that more 

transparency in government can help mitigate market inefficiencies, such as adverse 

selection and moral hazard, by giving governments more financing options and 

improving their financing terms. In addition, transparency can help to assure that such 

resources are redistributed among the population and not captured by elites (Bellver & 

Kauffman, 2005; Guerrero & Madrid, 2005). Finally, transparency can have a positive 

impact on government institutions by lowering transaction costs and generating more 

confidence for long-term investment that is essential for economic growth (Hiskey, 

2005).  

 

Another important benefit of transparency is its contribution to democracy, 

mainly by allowing civil society and citizens to participate more fully in policy 

formulation and decision making (Curting & Meijer, 2006). This can also help 

government expenditure to be better aligned with the citizens’ preferences and, by 
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uncovering failures or mismanagement, programs and projects can also be improved 

(Guerrero & Madrid, 2005). Moreover, transparency can make governments more 

accountable through the process of evaluating its performance and making its decisions 

more predictable (Koppell, 2005). Since transparency makes governments’ decisions 

more open and public, stakeholders can express their concerns, dissent, or support 

(Guerrero & Madrid, 2005). Because of greater openness and better information, 

constituents have more elements with which to hold authorities accountable. 

Furthermore, by increasing the possibility of holding politicians and bureaucrats 

accountable, trust in government may also increase (Guerrero & Madrid, 2005).  

 

The literature on government transparency has also underscored its role in 

deterring corruption by facilitating electoral, legal, and administrative mechanisms of 

punishment (Stirton & Lodge, 2001; Curtin & Meijer, 2006; Ahrens & Rudolph, 2006; 

Drew & Nyerges, 2004). Likewise, in his seminal work on corruption, Robert Klitgaard 

(1988) emphasizes accountability as the key antidote for corruption. As noted earlier, 

government transparency is one of the most important and effective means by which to 

foster such accountability. Together with administrative measures, the degree of 

transparency in institutions has been found to have a significant effect in curbing 

corruption in the provision of public services and, consequently, improving human 

development indicators. Hence, for example, countries with higher rankings in overall 

transparency tend to have higher life expectancy at birth, as well as higher rates of child 

immunization and female literacy rates (Bellver & Kauffman, 2005). 
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Numerous other studies (e.g. Klitgaard, 1988; Lindstedt & Naurin, 2005) have 

also shown that transparency is a critical remedy for corruption. For example, Reinikka 

and Svensson (2003) show that access to information reduced corruption in the public 

schooling system in Uganda. Consequently, by helping reduce corruption, transparency 

can have a direct positive impact on public service provision. This is critical since 

evidence demonstrates that corruption has important negative outcomes on both human 

development and public service provision. For example, Gupta, Davoodi, and Alonso-

Terme (1998) showed that high levels of corruption increase income inequality and 

poverty by reducing the effectiveness of social spending and the formation of human 

capital. In the Philippines, Azfar and Gurgur (2004) found that corruption lowers the 

immunization rate of children, delays vaccination of newborns, increases waiting time of 

patients at clinics, and discourages the use of public health clinics. These findings have 

been corroborated in the education sector (Mauro, 1998; Knack and Sanyal, 2000). In the 

case of Mexico, Idrivo (2005) found that corruption is positively correlated with child 

mortality. In sum, transparency benefits human development by curbing corruption and 

improving public service provision. Thus, the provision of information about what goods 

and services are offered by the government, how much they cost, and who receives them 

are critical elements in the quest for good governance and development.  

 

 At the same time, even though research on transparency is increasing, scholarly 

works on the effects and determinants of transparency are still relatively few. Most of this 

literature, including that reviewed here, focuses on the aggregate-level effects of 

transparency. Few studies such as that by Pinot (2009) or Lindstedt and Naurin (2005), 
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focus mainly on the critical role of civil society in promoting transparency legislation or 

on the necessary conditions for transparency to be effective. Therefore our understanding 

of what causes transparency, other than having an active civil society, is still fairly 

limited. 
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Chapter III- Mexico’s Municipalities: Transparency in 
Context 
 

Mexico has been immersed in profound socioeconomic and political transitions 

over the last two decades. In this context, a decentralization process has given subnational 

governments more authority and resources to deal with local issues than at any other time 

in the country’s history, enabling them to better respond to the demands of their 

constituencies. However, at the same time, studies show that municipal governments are 

perceived as the most corrupt in the country and that approximately 44% of companies 

pay bribes which on average account for up to 5% of their annual revenues (KPGM, 

2008; CEESP, 2005).  

 

Mexico has been a reluctant decentralizer with the result that the process has been 

protracted and halting (Grindle 2007). Nevertheless, the country’s subnational 

governments today have many more responsibilities and resources than ever before. In 

practice, however, the central government still controls an important part of local 

expenditures and the provision of major services. Despite the highly centralized nature 

of the Mexican political system, Díaz Cayeros argues that Mexico’s political transition 

has led to partisan alternation in municipal and state offices and, with the defeat of 

the PRI in the 2000 presidential election, authority has become more fragmented 

(2003). One might expect, therefore, that opposition parties holding power at the 

subnational level would be more inclined to serve and respond to local 

constituencies. 
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In 1985 the opposition (those not affiliated with the ruling PRI) governed less 

than 5% of Mexico’s municipalities; twenty years later, politicians not affiliated with the 

PRI governed 60% of the country’s municipalities. Moreover, between 1989 and 2000 

the PRI lost 13 of the 32 state governorships (See Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Percent of Municipalities and States not Governed by PRI 
1985-2006 

  

Source: World Bank 2007  

 

At the same time, the decentralization initiatives of the mid 1990’s significantly 

enhanced the revenues of local governments. However, throughout the 1990s, state 

governors continued to have the ability to reward or punish municipal governments and 

the decentralization process suffered from a disjunction between policy-as-announced 

and policy as actually practiced (Grindle, 2007). Today, most politicians at the municipal 

level continue to respond to the needs of governors rather than to the demands of their 

constituencies. 

 

In order to understand the relevance of local transparency it is necessary to 

identify the sources of financial resources for municipalities. Mexico’s tax system is 
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extremely centralized and local governments (state and municipal) can only collect very 

specific taxes which supply only about 4.5% of their total revenues (World Bank, 2000). 

Consequently states and municipalities depend mainly on transfers from the federal 

government, which comprise: (i) unconditional grants (participaciones or ramo 28) that 

account for 38% of sub-national revenues, (ii) a set of conditional grants (aportaciones or 

ramo 33), comprising 47% of sub-national revenues (OECD, 2003) and, (iii) other federal 

transfers which account for the remaining 7% (World Bank 2000). This scheme narrows 

the space of maneuver for states and, according to some critics, creates an opportunity for 

local government officials to enrich themselves from the few direct sources of taxation. 

The logic behind this argument is that since municipalities know that the bulk of their 

budget is already guaranteed, they are likely to feel more at liberty to use their taxing 

faculties for personal gain. 

 

Since 1998, current (non-investment) expenditures by municipal governments 

have increased dramatically and these funds have been mostly used to cover personnel 

and administrative costs or “red tape” (Cabrero, 2004). There can be various reasons why 

this has happened, but the fact remains that local responsibilities have not increased at 

anywhere near the rate of current expenditures. What we see is that from 1995 to 2000 

the number of municipal employees increased by 42% and from 2000 to 2002 by 15% 

(INAFED, 2006). Thus, while local governments in Mexico have been getting larger, 

public service provision has been increasing at a much slower rate. 
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Expanded resources have been matched by expanded responsibilities. The 

constitutional amendment of 1983 gave municipalities greater budgeting and spending 

autonomy. Local councils were given responsibilities for basic municipal services 

including water, sewage, garbage, parks, street cleaning and public lighting, urban 

transport, public markets, local roads and highways, public security, land use, cemeteries, 

and slaughterhouses. The provision of public services, particularly water and sewerage, is 

an important political issue in the country and a priority for local governments (Clearly, 

2007). The division of responsibility among the various levels of government in a number 

of key sectors is shown in the Table 1 below. 

 

Table 1: Division of Public Service Provision by Level of Government 
 

Level of 
Government 

 
Education Health Water and Sewerage 

Federal 
Regulation definition 

of contents, 
requirements, etc. 

Regulation, evaluation, 
operation of national 

institutes 
--------- 

State 
Execution and 

provision of the 
service 

Execution and provision 
of the service 

--------- 

Municipal 

Complementary 
services (e.g. student 

meals) 
 

------- 
Planning and 

execution of the 
service 

   Source: Silva-Ochoa, 2009 

 

Although all municipalities in Mexico are bound by the same federalist 

framework that defines their responsibilities and associations with the states and the 

federation, there are important socioeconomic, geographical, and demographic 

differences among municipalities. According to the latest Municipal Human 

Development Index (UNDP, 2008), Mexico has 2,438 municipalities and 16 
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delegaciones.2 Approximately 7% of these municipalities have a population of more than 

50,000; 13% have between 10,000 and 50,000 inhabitants; 19% have between 2,500 and 

10,000; and the remaining 61% have less than 2,500 people (Cabrero, 2003). Moreover, 

the number of municipalities in each state varies widely; from over 500 municipalities in 

the state of Oaxaca to 5 in Baja California.  

 

In terms of human development, inequality prevails both across municipalities 

and states. Mexico as a whole has an index value of 0.8070 which places it along with 

other industrialized nations in the high human development category. Nevertheless, a 

profound inequality among and within Mexico’s municipalities persists. For example, 

Benito Juárez in Mexico City has an HDI of 0.951 which is comparable to that of the 

United States or other high income OECD countries; in contrast, the municipality of 

Cochoapa el Grande in the state of Oaxaca has an HDI of 0.435, similar to that of Zambia 

or other Sub-Saharan Africa countries (UNDP, 2008). 

 

Analyzing transparency in Mexico’s municipalities is not an easy task as a result 

of the country’s intricate fiscal framework, complex devolution process, and socio-

economic heterogeneity. However, it is possible to provide an overall picture of the 

actions taken by the government to constrain corruption, as well as the problems that this 

phenomenon inflicts on municipalities today. 

  

                                                 
2 Mexico City is divided into 16 delegaciones, which are equivalent to municipalities. Almost 20 million 
people (approx. 19% of the total population) live in the 20 most populated municipalities, the largest being 
Guadalajara with 1,646,319 inhabitants (Cabrero 2003, 138).  



 
 

13

The election in 2000 of the first president in over 70 years from a party other than 

the PRI presented a unique opportunity to enhance transparency and consolidate the 

democratization process in Mexico. The country’s new Federal Law for Transparency 

and Access to Information was approved on June 12, 2002 and implemented a year later. 

This remarkable breakthrough recognized a citizen’s right to obtain information about the 

operation of the government and created mechanisms through which individual 

petitioners could acquire this information (Holzner, 2009). 

 

In spite of the important step forward, this salient piece of legislation applied only 

to the federal government, it did not extend to state and local governments. However, this 

mistake was later corrected and currently all states in Mexico have their own 

transparency and access to information laws. In fact, some states have improved the 

federal legislation and adopted laws that increase the number of areas subject to public 

inquiry and the accessibility of information (Guerrero & Madrid, 2005). In addition, the 

Mexican Constitution was reformed and it currently states that all municipalities with a 

population over 70,000 must publish government information on the internet (Aregional, 

2008). These pieces of legislation appear to have increased the level of transparency at 

the local level and, in certain cases, local authorities have tried to implement innovative 

policies (Cimtra, 2009). However, the major factors that contribute to transparency at the 

local level are still unclear. 

 

Notwithstanding the abovementioned efforts, the most recent report of the Federal 

Auditor to the Congress (March 2009) highlights many remaining challenges. The two 
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main sources of income for municipalities3 were audited in 144 municipalities in the 31 

states and the results reveal an enormous amount of corruption. The most important of 

these cases involve mismanagement of public works and actions that negatively affect the 

poor; payments and their respective interest not made by municipalities; lack of 

documentation that proves expenses; excess payments; and goods that were reported that 

do not exist or are missing (ASF 2009). Overall, the final report claims that “mistakes and 

omissions” made by states and municipalities cost the treasury approximately 19 billion 

pesos (approximately US$ 1.6 billion). One of the main reasons why this corruption 

occurs is because there are generally no regulations regarding municipal expenditure; 

hence, most of municipal budgets are spent on maintaining and expanding local 

bureaucracy.4 In sum, local governments are still plagued by corruption and the legacies 

of a century of centralization –inefficiencies, ineffectiveness, unresponsiveness, 

clientelism and a weak civic culture of accountability (Grindle, 2007). 

 

Finally, according to a study published by the accounting firm KPMG, 44% of the 

respondent companies operating in Mexico reported that they have made extra-official 

payments to public servants which account for approximately 5% of their annual 

revenues. These companies claim that the most corrupt level of government is the 

municipal level (33% of respondents), followed by the state (26%), the federal (24%) and 

public agencies (17%).5  The same study reports that, at the municipal level, 43% of the 

                                                 
3 FISM and FORTAMUN; the latter accounts for 20% of municipal revenues and FAIS for 30% (Grindle) 
4 Jose Maria Ramos Garcia notes that 70% of Mexican municipalities spend approximately 80% of their 
resources on payroll (2007). 
5 “Public agencies” refers to customs, notaries, and other organizations that provide public services. The 
report does not mention the percentage of companies that pay bribes in municipalities; it refers to the entire 
country. 
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companies believe that the main reason they make extra-official payments to local 

officials is to accelerate bureaucratic procedures followed by 32% who believe it is to 

obtain licenses and permits. A third group representing 21%, report that it is to avoid the 

abuse of authority, and a fourth group (16%) say it is to win contracts, while the smallest 

group (11%) claim it is to participate in tenders. In this context, understanding the effects 

and causes of policies aimed at enhancing transparency takes on special significance. 
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Chapter IV- A Conceptual Framework 

 

Transparency and Local Service Provision 
 

Any conceptual understanding of the importance of transparency in local service 

provision requires at the outset a framework that incorporates both the unique 

characteristics of the municipality as well as the essential features of the service being 

provided. The model presented here, adapted from the work of Silva-Ochoa (2009), is 

shown in Figure 2 below. 

 

Figure 2: Forces Determining the Provision of Local Services 
 

 
     Source: Adapted from Silva-Ochoa, 2009. 

 

As Figure 2 shows, the provision of public services is determined by both the 

institutional framework and the characteristics of the municipality. At the same time, 

these two sets of forces influence each other; and moreover, the type of public service 

offered by local governments in the municipality also depends on the characteristics of 

the municipality. 
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In the first set of forces, geography plays an important role because the size and 

topography of a territory helps determine where resources are invested. Similarly, the 

population density of municipalities is critical for determining the level of water and 

sewerage provision because governments will tend to take the public service to highly 

populated areas. Due to economies of scale associated with these two services, 

governments will benefit by taking them to more populated areas. In addition, even in 

municipalities with good coverage, public utilities are still a priority to local governments 

and citizens (Clearly, 2007). 

  

Socio-economic characteristics are also critical for explaining the level of 

coverage of public service provision. Wealthier and more educated communities, because 

of their demands on municipal authorities, are expected to have better access to public 

services (Adida & Girod, 2010), conversely, Mexican communities, with a high presence 

of indigenous groups, tend to be poorer and more marginalized (Adida & Girod, 2010). 

Also, more active civic and political engagement both through electoral turnout and direct 

participation in decision-making processes is expected to improve service delivery 

because it makes governments more accountable. 

 

Larger fiscal resources are also expected to translate into higher levels of service 

provision. The main explanation lies in the fact that governments with more resources, 

other things being equal, are more likely to cross-subsidize the less affluent and more 

marginalized communities in the municipality. Moreover, in the case of Mexico, the 

federalist framework includes earmarked resources for specific types of social spending. 
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Hence an increase in the social expenditure budget should lead to greater service 

provision. 

 

There is also some evidence that suggest that democracy, generally measured 

through electoral competitiveness, increases the coverage of public services (Hiskey, 

2003). While some scholars contend that the PRI used some of its programs to benefit 

municipalities that supported it (Magaloni, 2006), others claim that opposition 

municipalities benefited because the ruling PRI tried to buy their support (Weldon & 

Molinar, 1994). Thus, on balance, it is unclear what to expect with respect to the impact 

that democracy may have on service provision in Mexican municipalities. Finally, the 

relationship between transparency and service provision tends to work mainly through the 

impact that the former has on corruption and the fact that less corrupt governments tend 

to serve the wider public rather than just the elites. Thus, the expectation is that greater 

transparency leads to higher levels of service provision. 
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What Determines Local Transparency? 
 

Why are some municipal governments more transparent than others? Figure 3 

below presents a schematic on how one might answer or conceptualize this question.  

Figure 3: Determinants of Local Transparency 

 
Source: Author’s illustration. 

 

In this framework, local transparency is determined by the interaction of 

institutional and socio-economic factors. At the same time, the policies adopted by local 

governments reinforce or change the institutional framework which in turn influences the 

level of transparency. In other words, public policies and/or legislation that determine the 

extent to which government release information to the public influence the level of local 

transparency. These policies and institutions are generally the result of pressures from 

other socio-economic factors such an active civil society or more educated and well-off 

constituencies that value transparency as a mechanism for greater accountability. 

Moreover, these socio-economic factors are also influenced by the level of service 

provision such as better schooling and health services or access to clean water.  
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The role of institutional factors needs to be clarified because, while subnational 

governments can decide to enact transparency legislation or publish relevant information, 

they can also decide not to do so if publication is not commanded by a higher authority.6 

Moreover, as noted in chapter III, even though resources and responsibilities of municipal 

governments are increasing, these governments still strongly depend on their relation 

with both the state and federation (Grindle, 2007). In this respect, we can expect that 

open access to information and strong transparency laws at the state level will have a 

positive impact in the state’s respective municipalities. The same can be said about state 

level policies such as publishing costs of operation, salaries of bureaucrats, and names of 

contractors. In other words, we expect to have a positive spillover effect at the municipal 

level as a result of transparent state institutions. The opposite will happen with 

corruption. Besides having a negative impact on governance and development, corruption 

in its different forms continues to represent an important source of income for a number 

of authorities. It follows then, that in order to maintain this revenue, governments will try 

to avoid or at least postpone transparency measures. 

 

Furthermore, as several scholars have pointed out, the level of discretionary 

decision-making is also a prevalent element in governments with high levels of 

corruption (Tanzi, 1998; Klitgaard, 1988). In authoritarian regimes, there are no 

incentives for governments to promote transparency measures. In the case of Mexico, the 

PRI was often accused of using public resources for political gain (Magaloni, 2006). 

                                                 
6 Some states have enacted better laws than the Federal Law. However, others have made use of their 
discretionary legislative and political power and adopted “softer” laws (Guerrero & Ramirez, 2006). 
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Under these circumstances it is not difficult to understand why the PRI had little interest 

in promoting transparency at all levels of government, while opposition parties like the 

PAN or PRD had incentives to promote control mechanisms such as transparency. It is 

not surprising then, that one of President Vicente Fox’s initial actions as the first 

opposition president was to encourage discussion about the relevance of transparency 

mechanisms and accountability. It is also likely that opposition parties that assume power 

at the state or local level will be more inclined to implement public policies and 

legislation that foster transparency in their respective territories.  

 

Figure 3 illustrates the relevance of capacity and size of government. The former 

refers to the ability of the government to implement public policies, whilst the latter is 

critical in defining the scope of state activities. These two characteristics generally go 

hand in hand. It is common that the larger the government the more functions it is able to 

perform and the greater its need for more bureaucrats to administer its various 

responsibilities. In other words, capacity –not necessarily efficiency- is normally 

associated with size. In this respect, even if top officials are committed to transparency, it 

is more difficult to supervise large bureaucracies with numerous administrative units. 

Consequently, in large bureaucracies, possibilities for corruption through, for example, 

taxation or spending decisions abound (Tanzi, 1998). 

 

The socio-economic characteristics of municipalities also play a critical role in 

determining the level of transparency. Echoing the discussion regarding the provision of 

public services, an active civil society that is constantly engaged in public processes is 



 
 

22

fundamental for local transparency as are levels of education. However, as illustrated in 

Figure 3, these socio-economic factors only influence the level of transparency indirectly. 

In contrast, local authorities can increase or decrease the level of transparency through 

public policies and legislation. Thus, even if there is an extremely active and well-

educated civil society, the level of transparency depends mainly on the existence of 

mechanisms that are put in place by governments. 
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Chapter V- Empirical Model, Estimation Methods, and  
Data 
 

The empirical analysis consists of two exercises: (i) evaluating the importance of 

transparency in the provision of municipal services; and (ii) identifying the determinants 

of transparency.  

 

Model I – Transparency and Local Service Provision  

To evaluate the impact of transparency on public service provision, this study uses 

multiple regression analysis using ordinary least squares (OLS) estimation methods. 

Service provision is defined by two alternative dependent variables: clean water and 

sewerage. The data used for the two alternative dependent variables – percentage of 

households without clean water and sewerage- is provided by Mexico’s National Council 

on Population (CONAPO, 2005). Both variables measure the proportion of households 

that did not have access to these services in 2005.  

 

Ideally, a model with first-differences that measures improvements rather than 

levels of access would be better because it would account for initial conditions as well as 

other omitted variables (Adida & Girod, 2010). However, the data to do this was not 

available. Despite this shortcoming, however, my research has the advantage of being 

directly comparable to previous works that have used similar models for the Mexican 

case (Silva-Ochoa, 2009; Adida & Girod, 2010; and Clearly, 2007) but which did not 

incorporate a transparency variable. Another drawback to the present study is the 

relatively low number of observations (86) compared to the total number of Mexican 
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municipalities (2,438). The percentage of municipalities that is included in the analysis is 

small because of lack of data on local transparency. Nonetheless, the sample used in the 

analysis does reflect the heterogeneity of Mexican municipalities that was discussed in 

chapter III and allows for enough variation to present a representative overview of 

transparency at the local level in Mexico. Thus, it is possible to test the hypothesis that 

higher levels of local transparency improve access to clean water and sewerage. 

 

To measure transparency at the municipal level, I use CIMTRA’s database 

(2009). This rich database uses three broad categories to group 32 indicators that are 

constructed by coding over 70 variables to determine the availability and accessibility of 

relevant information at the municipal level. CIMTRA’s measurement of local 

transparency provides an aggregate grade that goes from zero to one hundred. The main 

analytical categories in this measure of municipal transparency are: A) Information to 

Citizens, which includes indicators such as availability of information regarding 

contractors, revenue, expenditure, and debt; B) Public Spaces for Communicating with 

Citizens, (e.g. the possibility of public access to town hall meetings and community 

councils); and C) Constituent Services that measure, for example, the methods through 

which information is disseminated and made accessible to the general public. Due to the 

complexity of gathering this kind of data, the municipalities were surveyed in different 

years (from 2003-2006). However, most were surveyed in 2005, thus the independent 

variables capture the data for this year. Apparently, this local transparency measure has 

not been used before, adding an important element to our understanding of the factors 

that determine the provision of services at the municipal level.  
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Following the analysis presented in Chapter IV, I control for a number of 

economic, social, and institutional factors. I use school enrollment rates to measure the 

level of human capital development of a municipality and the proportion of indigenous 

population to control for poverty (Adida & Girod, 2010; Silva-Ochoa, 2009). I control for 

geographical factors through population density; the higher the density the less difficult 

to provide water and sewerage services because of costs and economies of scale. Finally, 

I control for social factors -civic and political engagement- with two variables: electoral 

turnout for the 2006 presidential election, and the number of NGOs that participate in 

government’s infrastructure investment decision-making bodies, the COPLADEMUN.7 

These variables can measure the pressure on local authorities to deliver services. In 

municipalities with high voter turnover and a strong presence of NGOs we can expect the 

level of provision to rise (Hiskey, 2003; Adida & Girod, 2010; Silva-Ochoa, 2009).  

 

With regard to the institutional factors that determine the level of public service 

provision, I control for political party affiliation using a dummy variable which takes the 

value of “1” if the municipality is controlled by the PRI and “0” for other parties. As 

discussed above, some have argued that we could expect to have greater coverage of 

public services in PRI-dominated municipalities as a reward for political support 

(Magaloni, 2006), while others have claimed that this would not be the case because of 

the efforts of the PRI to buy support from the opposition (Weldon & Molinar, 1994). In 

addition, I control for the capacity of local governments through the use of the proxy 

                                                 
7 Comité de Planeación para el Desarrollo Municipal (COPLADEMUN). Among other responsibilities, 
these committees are in charge of planning local social investments.  
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variable, social expenditures and its logistic transformation to avoid the influence of 

outliers. The level of coverage is expected to increase with greater financial resources. 

 

Finally, to control for state transparency, I use Aregional’s overall measure, which 

is constructed by grades in five key areas: state legislation regarding transparency; 

available information on administrative costs of a state’s actions to improve transparency; 

available information regarding the financial operations -income and expenditure- of 

states as well as their stated priorities; availability of official documents that show the 

cost of the government’s activities; and the availability of statistical information that 

allows the evaluation of the economic and social impact of fiscal resources (Aregional 

2008). Because of both the political and economic influence that states have over 

municipalities, we can expect a positive “spillover” effect in municipalities. The 

Aregional grade varies from 0-100, where 100 represents full transparency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

27

The definitions and sources of data for all the variables used in the model are 

presented in Table 2. 

Table 2: Definition of Variables 
Variable: Definition Source 

 

Dependent Variables 
  

Ln Water Provision  Percentage of households without access to clean 
water. 

CONAPO (2005) 

Ln Sewerage Percentage of households without sewerage. CONAPO (2005) 

 

Independent Variables 
  

Municipal Transparency 
 

Transparency at the municipal level. Aggregate 
grade (0-100) –see explanation in text. 

 
CIMTRA (2009) 
 

 
School Enrollment 
 

 
Percentage of population enrolled in primary school. 

 
SNIM (2005) 

Municipal Political 
Engagement 

Percentage of registered voters that voted in the 
2006 presidential election. 
 

IFE (2007) 

Log Municipal 
Population Density 

  Inhabitants per square kilometer. 
CONAPO (2005) & 
SNIM (2005) 

Log Municipal Social 
Expenditure 

Total expenditure that the municipality devotes to 
social areas; includes federal and state resources 
earmarked for social areas. 
 

SNIM (2005) 

Municipal Political 
Majority 

Party affiliation of Mayor and Majority in Local 
Congress. (1= PRI). 
 

SNIM (2005) 

Municipal Civic 
Engagement 

Number of NGOs that Participate in municipal 
decision-making bodies (COPLADEMUN). 
 

INDESOL (2000) 

State Transparency 

Aggregate grade index (0-100) of state based on 
access to information and transparency laws, 
regulations, and practices.  
 

ARegional (2008) 

Municipal Indigenous 
Population 

Percentage of population whose mother tongue is 
one of the indigenous languages of Mexico. 
 

INEGI (2000) 

 

Table 3 below shows the correlation matrix among the independent variables. As 

can be seen there is a low degree of correlation between all the independent variables. 
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Table 3: Correlations Among Independent Variables 
 

  

Municipal 
Political 
Engagement 

Log 
Municipal 
Population 
Density 

Log 
Municipal 
Social 
Expenditure 

Municipal 
Indigenous 
Population 

Municipal 
Civic 
Engagement 

Municipal 
Political 
Majority 

State 
Transparency 

Municipal 
Transparency 

School 
Enrollment 

Municipal 
Political 
Engagement 

1.0000         

Log Municipal 
Population 
Density 

0.0724 1.0000        

Log Municipal 
Social 
Expenditure 

0.2956 -0.3648 1.0000       

Municipal 
Indigenous 
Population 

-0.0547 -0.023 0.1348 1.0000      

Municipal 
Civic 
Engagement 

 
0.0112 

0.3243 -0.1214 -0.0498 1.0000     

Municipal 
Political 
Majority 

0.0873 -0.2375 0.0617 -0.0747 -0.2234 1.0000    

State 
Transparency 

-0.3085 0.2472 -0.4871 0.0077 0.1769 -0.1459 1.0000   

Municipal 
Transparency 

0.0000 0.2970 -0.3106 -0.0099 -0.0872 -0.2448 0.4117 1.0000  

School 
Enrollment 

0.1979 0.3775 -0.3745 0.0034 
 

0.1768 
-0.0495 0.1772 0.2145 1.0000 

 

Author’s estimates 

 

Model II – Determinants of Local Transparency  

The second aim of this thesis is to improve our understanding of the determinants 

of transparency. To this end, I use a multiple regression model, employing standard OLS 

estimation methods in order to explain the level of transparency in Mexican 

municipalities. The dependent variable is CIMTRA’s transparency grade at the municipal 

level which was discussed above.  

 

Several of the independent variables in Model I also help explain the level of local 

transparency in Mexican municipalities. Therefore four independent variables from 

Model I are also included in this model. These are: political engagement; a dummy for 

political affiliation; state transparency; and NGOs that participate in government’s 

infrastructure investment decision-making bodies. In the previous model, population 
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density was included; whereas in this model population density in the city or town center 

(Cabecera Municipal) is included on the presumption that with higher density in the 

Cabecera, the pressure on local authorities to provide information increases. I also 

include a variable, the municipal literacy rate, to control for human development.  

 

In addition, Model II includes other independent variables that mostly measure 

the institutional capacity of the local government. The logic behind including these 

variables is that they define the constraints and opportunities for governments to conduct 

corrupt activities. I include a variable for state corruption8 based on information from the 

Mexican chapter of Transparency International. We can expect a “neighborhood effect” 

in the sense that municipalities that are part of more corrupt states will be less 

transparent.  

 

 I also include a number of institutional variables that are expected to have a direct 

impact on local transparency. As Tanzi (1998) points out, higher levels of expenditure 

can increase corruption. Thus we expect to have lower levels of transparency as total 

expenditure increase. A similar relation is expected to exist for taxes (Tanzi, 1998). 

Therefore, using data from the National System of Municipal Information (SNIM), I 

control for the proportion of tax revenue in total municipal income. In addition, it is 

widely acknowledged that one of the mechanisms the PRI used to reinforce its power and 

presence in subnational governments was by offering jobs at all levels of the government 

bureaucracy (Morris, 1992). Therefore, to account for this effect, I include a variable for 

                                                 
8 There is no information about municipal corruption. 
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the total cost of maintaining local bureaucracies. However, it is not clear if larger 

bureaucracies are necessarily less transparent. 

 

Finally, in a study about the dynamics of local politics in Mexico and its 

decentralization process, Grindle (2007) showed that the skills and entrepreneurial 

character of certain mayors (Presidente Municipal) was fundamental in designing and 

implementing innovative policies that can enhance the development of municipalities and 

the quality of governance. The professionalism of local officials is a key element of 

modernization. Municipal mayors, Grindle claims, are the most important source of 

change in local governments because they have the opportunity to set public agendas and 

use public resources (2007, 170-172). Consequently, a cariable to account for this effect 

was included. The expectation is that as a mayor’s skills improve (measured in terms of 

postgraduate education) transparency will be promoted.  
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A summary of all Model II variables, their definitions and the sources of the data 

are presented in Table 4.  

Table 4: Definition of Variables 
 

Variable: Definition Source 
 

Dependent Variable 
 

  

Municipal Transparency 
 

Transparency at the municipal level. Aggregate 
grade (0-100) –see explanation above. 

 
CIMTRA (2009) 

 

Independent Variables 
 

  

Municipal Literacy Rate Percentage of population that is literate. PNUD (2005) 

State Corruption Corruption in the state of each municipality.  
Transparencia Mexico 
(2005) 

Municipal Political 
Engagement 

Percentage of registered voters that voted in the 
2006 presidential election. 
 

IFE (2007) 

Popultion Density of 
Cabecera Municipal 

 Inhabitants per square kilometer that live in the  
 town-hall center of the municipality. 
 

CONAPO (2005) & 
SNIM (2005) 

Log Total Municipal 
Expenditure  

 Total expenditure of the municipality, including 
federal and state funds. 
 

SNIM (2005) 

Municipal Political 
Majority 

Party affiliation of Mayor and majority in Local 
Congress, where 1= PRI. 
 

SNIM (2005) 

Municipal Civil 
Engagement 

Number of NGOs that Participate in municipal 
decision-making bodies (COPLADEMUN). 
 

INDESOL (2000) 

State Transparency 

Aggregate grade (0-100) of state access to   
information and transparency laws, regulations,   
and practices.  
 

ARegional (2008) 

Municipal Financial 
Autonomy  

Local tax revenue as a percentage of total municipal    
 Income.  

INAFED, Indicadores 
financieros municipales 
(2005) 

Cost of Municipal 
Bureaucracy 

Expenditure on local administration as a proportion 
of total expenditure. 

INAFED, Indicadores 
financieros municipales 
(2005) 

Professional Skills of 
Mayor 

Skills of Mayor, where college degree = 1 SNIM (2005) 

 

Table 5 below shows the correlation matrix for the 10 independent variables. As 

can be seen, there is a low degree of correlation among the variables. Also, as expected, 



 
 

32

the correlation among state corruption and state transparency is negative and the 

correlation among the literacy rate and state transparency is positive. However, other 

correlations such as that between municipal total expenditure and civic engagement do 

not follow what some explanations would lead us to expect. 

Table 5: Correlations Among Independent Variables 
 

  
Literacy 
Rate 

Log 
Cabecera 
Density 

Municipal 
Political 
 engagement 

Municipal 
Civic  
Engagement 

Total 
Expenditure Skills 

Bureaucratic 
Cost 

Financial 
Autonomy 

State 
Corruption 

Political 
Majority 

State 
Transparency 

Literacy Rate  1.000                     

Log 
Cabecera 
Density  0.5220  1.000                   

Municipal 
Political 
Engagement  0.0269 0. 0347  1.000                 

Municipal 
Civic 
Engagement  0.2793  -0.0386  0.0116 1.000                

Log Municipal 
Total 
Expenditure  0.5179  0.4058  -0.0444  -0.0012  1.000             

Skills  0.1717  0.0809  -0.1714  -0.1357  0.3323 1.000            
Log 
Bureaucratic 
Cost  0.4859  0.2746  0.0931  0.0629  0.4212 0.1047 1.000          

Financial 
Autonomy  0.2779  0.2242  -0.3741  -0.0038  0.4494  0.3019 0.2248 1.000        

State 
Corruption  0.1127  0.0563  0.0820  0.2502  -0.0131  -0.2536 -0.1350 -0. 0922 1.000      

Political 
Majority - 0.0782 - 0.0840  0.0876  -0.2181  -0.1467  -0.0200 -0.1113  -0.1297 -0.0284 1.000    

State 
Transparency 0. 3615  0.2474 -0. 3057  0.1814 0. 2535  -0.1260 0.3048   0.3448  -0.1922 -0. 1350 1.000  
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Chapter VI- Results  
 

Model I – Transparency and Local Service Provision  

The OLS regression for the provision of local public services – percentage of 

households without access to clean water and sewerage- are shown in Table 6 below.  

 

Table 6: OLS Regressions on Rates of Water and Sewer without Coverage 
 

                             Water        Sewerage 

VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) 

  

(4) (5) (6) 
              
School Enrollment -0.0577* -0.0558 -0.0502 -0.0656** -0.0648** -0.0569** 
  (0.0343) (0.0336) (0.0329) (0.0289) (0.0289) (0.0267) 
Political Engagement -0.0572** -0.0664*** -0.0629*** -0.00579 -0.00954 -0.00455 
  (0.0220) (0.0220) (0.0215) (0.0185) (0.0189) (0.0175) 
LnPopulation Density -0.106 -0.0944 -0.0600 -0.387*** -0.382*** -0.334*** 
  (0.0861) (0.0845) (0.0838) (0.0726) (0.0727) (0.0682) 
LnSocial Expenditure 0.503* 0.306 0.262 0.334 0.253 0.192 
  (0.264) (0.276) (0.270) (0.223) (0.238) (0.219) 
Indigenous 0.0891** 0.0939** 0.0917** 0.108*** 0.110*** 0.107*** 
  (0.0398) (0.0390) (0.0381) (0.0335) (0.0336) (0.0310) 
Civic Engagement 0.240* 0.270* 0.175 0.0867 0.0988 -0.0332 
  (0.140) (0.137) (0.141) (0.118) (0.118) (0.114) 
Political Majority 0.227 0.186 0.0412 0.0460 0.0294 -0.174 
  (0.282) (0.277) (0.278) (0.238) (0.239) (0.226) 
State Transparency   -0.0143** -0.00893   -0.00581 0.00170 
    (0.00688) (0.00713)   (0.00592) (0.00580) 
Municipal Transparency     -0.0163**     -0.0229*** 
      (0.00735)     (0.00598) 
Constant 5.746** 8.253*** 8.000*** 5.703** 6.723** 6.368** 
  (2.870) (3.060) (2.986) (2.420) (2.635) (2.430) 
Observations 86 86 86 86 86 86 
R-squared 0.307 0.344 0.384 0.530 0.536 0.611 

       Standard errors are in parentheses. Statistical significance is noted with the conventional  
       *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

The most important and original finding of the first empirical model is the 

positive and significant effect of local transparency on the provision of both clean water 

and sewerage. Even after controlling for numerous social, political, economic, and 

geographical factors, municipal transparency emerges as an important determinant of the 
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coverage of basic local services such as water and sewerage, which directly impacts local 

development. This result holds for all the specifications and for state transparency in the 

provision of clean water. At the same time, it should be noted that even though the 

empirical analysis indicates that transparency has an effect in the coverage of water and 

sewerage, the magnitude of the impact is relatively small. According to the results, a 10 

point increase in local transparency, measured by CIMTRA’s scale, is expected to 

translate into a 1.6% increase in water coverage and 2.2% in sewerage coverage. In short, 

the policy relevance of such findings is not in dispute and adds importance to the question 

of what determines the level of local transparency in Mexico. 

 

The results are also consistent with previous studies that underscore the relevance 

of school enrollment (measure of development), electoral turnover (political 

engagement), and population density in service provision in Mexico (Silva-Ochoa, 2009; 

Clearly, 2007; Adida & Girod, 2010). Additionally, the results show that, in four of the 

six model specifications, school enrollment has a positive and relevant impact on the 

provision of local services. At the same time, there is no evidence that supports the 

hypothesis that political majority affects the provision of either clean water or sewerage. 

In the case of access to clean water, political engagement is positive and highly 

significant whereas in the provision of sewerage, it does not play a significant role. These 

finding are similar to those of both Adida & Girod (2010) and Silva-Ochoa (2009). The 

opposite occurs with respect to population density, which is highly significant in 

accounting for access to sewerage but insignificant in increasing clean water coverage.  
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In addition, there are three other interesting findings. First, the social expenditure 

variable is not statistically significant in any of the model specifications. This may be 

explained by a problem of reporting incorrect data or by the fact that local government’s 

social priorities are not necessarily clean water and sewerage. Second, the coefficient for 

the variable civic engagement is statistically significant in two of the six models but it has 

a positive sign. This unexpected result may be due to strong presence of civil society 

organizations in poorer municipalities or the fact that these organizations may have been 

captured by local elites. Third, the results show that municipalities that have a higher 

proportion of indigenous populations have the least coverage; this reflects the state of 

marginalization in which these communities live. These interesting findings go well 

beyond the scope of this study and could provide the basis for further research. 
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Model II – Determinants of Local Transparency  

The regression results for the determinants of local transparency in Mexican 

municipalities are shown in Table 7 below.  

 
  

Table 7: OLS Regressions on the Determinants of Local Transparency 
 

VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) 
        
Literacy Rate 0.622 0.743 0.490 
  (0.468) (0.461) (0.456) 
Population Density - CBD 0.214*** 0.200** 0.184** 
  (0.0777) (0.0762) (0.0739) 
Political Engagement -0.128 -0.0888 0.133 
  (0.260) (0.255) (0.261) 
Civic Engagement -0.900 -1.829 -2.488 
  (1.758) (1.769) (1.729) 
Ln Total Expenditure 4.374*** 4.092*** 3.875*** 
  (1.269) (1.246) (1.207) 
Skills 2.491 2.523 6.402* 
  (3.706) (3.619) (3.816) 
Ln Bureaucracy Cost 7.798 6.631 4.631 
  (7.021) (6.878) (6.690) 
Financial Autonomy -8.29e-09 -9.96e-09 -1.83e-08 
  (1.89e-08) (1.84e-08) (1.81e-08) 
State Corruption -2.052*** -2.052*** -1.497** 
  (0.640) (0.625) (0.642) 
Political Majority   -7.232** -6.969** 
    (3.326) (3.214) 
State Transparency     0.228** 
      (0.0898) 
        
Constant -127.8*** -127.1*** -125.3*** 
  (37.87) (36.98) (35.73) 
        
Observations 87 87 87 
R-squared 0.544 0.570 0.604 

  Standard errors are in parentheses. Statistical significance is noted with the conventional  
    *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
In general the analysis supports the theoretical framework presented in Chapter IV 

- that government action and institutions have a greater impact than socio-economic 
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factors. However, the influence of the latter is unexpectedly unimportant. Surprisingly the 

socio-economic factors -literacy rate; political engagement; and civic engagement- play 

no significant role in determining the level of local transparency. This finding contradicts 

conventional theory which suggests that higher levels of literacy and citizen engagement 

in public affairs will result in more transparency. Even though in the three specifications 

the sign of literacy rate is positive as expected, the signs of the coefficients for political 

engagement vary, making it difficult to draw definitive conclusions.  

 

In the case of civic engagement, the sign predicts that the more civil society is 

engaged in policy processes the less transparent the local government. This result poses a 

number of questions. The lack of significance could be explained by the fact that a 

positive influence of civil society organizations is not necessarily dependent on quantity – 

e.g. the number of NGOs that participate in decision making bodies- but rather on the 

quality of the civil society organizations. In other words, it is more important to know 

who sits on the negotiations table rather than the number of participants. Finally, 

according to the results, the only socio-economic variable that plays a significant and 

positive role in determining the level of local transparency is the population density in the 

Cabecera (Population CBD). 

  

 The results also show that several institutional factors play a significant role in 

determining the level of local transparency. Municipal governments with larger 

expenditure are more transparent. However, municipal financial autonomy and 

bureaucratic cost are not statistically significant. Furthermore, three institutional variables 
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that are statistically significant and consistent with the theoretical framework shed some 

light on what determines the level of local transparency in Mexico. First, in the two 

specifications that use Political Majority (where 1= PRI) the results show that 

municipalities that are governed by the PRI tend to be less transparent than those 

governed by other political parties. Second, there are significant “neighborhood effects”. 

In other words, the level of corruption in the state in which the municipality is located is a 

significant determinant of the level of transparency in Mexican municipalities. If 

corruption permeates a state, it will most definitely have negative effects at the municipal 

level, and similarly if a state promotes transparency, this will have a substantial positive 

impact on municipal transparency. 
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Chapter VII- Conclusions and Policy Recommendations  
 

Three general conclusions can be drawn from the study’s empirical analysis. First, 

transparency has a positive and significant impact on the provision of local services in 

Mexico. Second, government institutional factors –e.g. expenditures, bureaucratic skills, 

state corruption, and state transparency- are critical in determining the level of local 

transparency. Third, contrary to conventional theory, in the case of Mexico, civil 

society’s participation in the decision-making process seems to have little or no impact on 

either service delivery or level of municipal transparency.  

 

Even though it is worrisome that Mexican municipalities are perceived as the 

most corrupt government institutions in the country (KPMG, 2008), particularly at a time 

when their expenditure and revenue responsibilities are increasing, the good news is that 

the three general conclusions from this study reveal windows of opportunity for policy 

change that can result in more accountability and overall development. Based on these 

conclusions, I propose three sets of policy measures that if put into place have the 

potential to increase good governance in Mexico and particularly its municipalities.  

 

Increasing Transparency 

According to Kauffman and Bellver (2005), Mexico spends more than any other 

country on access to information. In addition, most of Mexico’s related laws and 

regulations are among the world’s most sophisticated (Global Integrity, 2009). However, 

two main adjustments are necessary to promote transparency at the local level: 
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• Provide Homogeneous Information: In order for transparency to become an effective 

and efficient instrument of good governance, relevant and reliable information has to 

be timely, accurate, and accessible to all stakeholders. In this respect, the federal 

government, through its agency in charge of decentralization (INAFED) and in 

collaboration with the 32 state Access to Information Institutes, should elaborate 

guidelines to make information available in timely and accessible formats.  

 

• Enforce Existing Regulations: The Mexican Constitution states that all municipalities 

with a population over 70,000 must publish government information on the internet. 

However, many have not done this (Aregional, 2008). The federal and state 

governments should provide the necessary assistance so that this may be 

accomplished.  

 

Improving Institutions 

The Global Integrity Report Scorecard for Mexico in 2009 notes that Public Access to 

Information and Civil Society Organizations in Mexico is strong (the highest available 

grade). Nonetheless, Mexico’s scores for Oversight and Regulation and Anti-Corruption 

and Rule of Law are moderate, and its measures for both Government Accountability and 

Administration and Civil service are weak. Five steps are needed to improve these 

measures: 

 

• Enhance Bureaucratic Professionalism: The results from this empirical study show 

that, in accordance with theory, municipalities governed by mayors with college 
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degrees are in general more transparent. This finding suggests that innovative policies 

are partly a result of better training. Therefore, more resources should be devoted to 

the professionalization of local bureaucracies. In this respect, Grindle (2007) suggests 

that state and federal governments should provide more courses for public 

administration modernization since most municipal officials that have improved their 

managerial skills did so by demanding training. In other words, most of the public 

sector modernization was largely demand-driven, mostly by mayors that had already 

had a certain degree of instruction, rather than supply-driven. Hence higher levels of 

government should make an effort to offer more and better training. This could be 

done by incentives such as increased salary or extra day(s) of vacation if a course is 

completed successfully. 

 

• Enhance State Transparency: The results also show that states that are more 

transparent tend to have more transparent municipalities. This positive “spillover” 

effect demonstrates the synergies among levels of government and reveals the 

influence of state over local governments. In this respect, the federal government and 

Congress should enact laws that reduce the vast discretionary spending powers of 

state governors as well as of mayors. At the same time, incentives must be provided 

to subnational governments to disclose more information on revenues and 

expenditures. For example, those states that follow certain procedures could be 

eligible to apply for more international credit with the federal government as the 

guarantor. 
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• Reduce State Corruption: Corruption at the state level has a negative “spillover” 

effect on municipalities. In this respect, new efforts to reduce corruption must be 

discussed and implemented across all levels of government. This is beyond the scope 

of this study; however, a critical issue stands out as fundamental for reducing 

corruption in Mexico, namely facilitating electoral, legal, and administrative 

mechanisms of punishment. 

 

• Improve Audits: This study showed that municipalities that have greater financial 

autonomy tend to be less transparent. While it is difficult to establish a system where 

over 2,400 municipalities are thoroughly audited, there are other innovative 

mechanisms that could be implemented in addition to the regular audits supervised by 

Congress. For example, in Brazil a recent anti-corruption program that randomly 

audits the federally-transferred expenditures of 60 municipalities per month has had 

positive results in increasing accountability and public awareness (Ferraz & Finnan, 

2008). 

 

• Improve Municipal Data Collection: NGOs such as CIMTRA have done an 

extraordinary job in designing objective measures of transparency at the local level 

and trying to collect as much data as possible. However, a continuous national effort 

must be undertaken in order to gather more precise information. The federal and state 

governments must fund data collection and analysis such as that undertaken by 

CIMTRA. Moreover, CIMTRA personnel acknowledged that when several 

municipalities learned about their study, they started a “race to the top” and 
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implemented transparency measures in order to improve their ranking. At the same 

time, the impact of transparency requires that the design of policy measures be based 

on reliable and objective information and not entirely on perception based indexes. 

 

Revising the Role of Civil Society 

Contrary to conventional theory, the results of this empirical analysis show that civic 

engagement (measured by the number of civil society groups that participate in municipal 

decision-making bodies) did not play a significant or positive role either in the delivery of 

public services or in determining the level of local transparency. This is both surprising 

and worrisome. In the first place, it is surprising since it has been well documented that in 

Mexico local citizens create organizations in order to influence the allocation of public 

resources (Grindle, 2007). The evidence of this study, however, suggests that in poor 

municipalities such groups have not necessarily been effective. Second, it is worrisome 

because it confirms that many civil society groups are “primarily concerned about 

particular benefits, not about the more abstract idea of good governance as a right that 

could be demanded by citizens” (Grindle, 139; 2007). Two initiatives may help to 

enhance the role of civil society in good governance: 

 

• Promote Good Governance: The main source of the problem with groups organizing 

only to access benefits instead of promoting good governance is that the Mexican 

political system is still based on patronage. In other words, interest groups that are 

able to organize continue to receive benefits from all levels of government. A change 

of incentives and rules of the system is beyond the scope of these recommendations. 
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Nonetheless, all levels of government, particularly state and federal, and especially 

civil society groups already working on governance issues should promote the idea of 

good governance among civil society and bureaucrats. If civil society groups become 

aware of the positive impact of transparency they can exercise pressure on local 

governments so that these become more accountable. 

  

• Revise Terms of Engagement: The findings of this analysis show that even though 

civil society groups are already participating in the decision-making bodies 

(COPLADES) and processes, these groups have no significant or positive impact on 

either local service provision or the level of transparency. This calls for an immediate 

revision of the terms of engagement between civil society and local governments. 

While it is difficult to assure representation of all local civil society groups, the 

decision regarding which groups should participate in the decision-making process 

has to be made more transparent. This could be achieved by forcing civil society 

groups that wish to participate in this process to disclose donor information. In 

addition, measures to avoid actual or perceived conflicts of interest should be 

implemented in order to avoid mismanagement of public resources. 

 

In conclusion, this study has demonstrated that local transparency plays an important 

role in promoting good governance and development through increasing access to local 

public services such as clean water and sewerage. In addition, it sheds light on our 

understanding of the determinants of local transparency in Mexico, showing that 

institutional factors are critical and that measures can be put in place to increase 
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transparency. The evidence also reminds us of the urgent need to implement policies that 

can foster accountability throughout all levels of government, particularly because 

decentralization that gives subnational governments more responsibilities and resources is 

proceeding rapidly. Finally, it must not be forgotten that the timely availability and 

accessibility of relevant and reliable information about the functioning of government for 

all important stakeholders will only increase accountability if accompanied by effective 

and efficient electoral, legal, and administrative mechanisms of punishment. 
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