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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

This report analyzes the legal environment that Mexican CSOs navigate with the objective of identifying the 

elements in the normative framework that help to promote the activities of CSOs, as well as those elements that 

represent barriers for the development of the sector.  

This research incorporates the local systems framework by carefully analyzing the systemic elements that have 

shaped the norms that regulate CSOs and how the roles, rules, resources and relationships within the system 

have to change in order to modify the inefficiencies caused by the way the sector is currently regulated.  

The last twenty-five years have been an important transition period for organized civil society in Mexico. The 

profile, composition, and sources of funding of the sector, as well as the causes that organized civil society 

supports, have been in constant evolution to adapt to the changing reality of the country. This transition has been 

accompanied by changes in the relationship that the CSO sector has with the Government of Mexico (GoM), 

which is reflected in the laws that regulate the sector and in the manner in which such laws are implemented. 

The legal framework for CSOs in Mexico has two, sometimes contradictory, purposes. This ambiguity is the 

result of the different moments in history in which these laws were drafted and the different views on the role 

of civil society that usually collide within the government at any given time. 

Therefore, we have a normative framework with elements that recognize the value of the CSOs and promote 

their activities and advocacy efforts by, for example, establishing participation mechanisms and public funds for 

that purpose. At the same time, however, the normative framework contains dispositions that seek to exercise 

more control and that put a disproportionate burden on the sector. The conflicting views that coexist in the 

current legislation can be best illustrated by the contrast between the Federal Law for the Promotion of the 

Activities of Civil Society Organizations, a law that  emerged from civil society itself and that stresses the rights 

of organizations, as well as the need to protect their autonomy and support their public-benefit activities, and 

the Income Tax Law, which establishes dispositions that seek to regulate internal aspects of the organizations 

and that limit the growth and professionalization of the sector.  

In order to better understand the normative framework for CSOs, and the challenges it poses for the daily 

activities of CSOs in Mexico, this research relied on different sources of information and expertise. The first was 

the revision of existing literature on the organized civil society sector in Mexico. Given that the landscape of the 

sector and its legal framework are considerably different from what they were up until very recently, the literature 

review focused primarily on studies generated over the past 10 years, including academic analysis of the 

development of the sector and the systemic elements that have influenced legislation. To complement this analysis 

and to provide a more thorough insight into how the regulation that affects CSOs has evolved, the CSA team 

approached experts that have studied the subject and that in many occasions helped to shape CSOsõ agenda on 

legal reform. The incorporation of their perspective and their feedback was essential to understand the subtler 

elements of the context that have influenced the sector and the legislation.  

Although CSOs experience the consequences of the legal framework on their activities on a daily basis, given the 

complexity of the subject, CSOs are oftentimes reluctant to get involved in the discussion on the necessary 

reforms to improve it. This task then tends to fall on a relatively small group of organizations and experts, who 

are both aware of the importance of reforming it and have access to decision-makers to try to do so. For that 
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reason, while gathering information from experts was essential to this report, this research made a conscious 

effort to also incorporate the point of view of regular CSOs from around the country. To do this, CSA designed 

and applied a survey to assess the legal environment in which CSOs in all 32 states of Mexico operate.   

The key findings from the research are summarized below.  

 

KEY FINDINGS  

 

¶ Considerable progress has been made in the past years to improve the legal framework that regulates 

organized civil society in Mexico. New regulations and public policies have been put in place to advance 

the rights of civil society organizations and to recognize their valuable contribution to national 

development. However, there are still measures to be taken in order to have a coherent and unified 

public policy on civil society organizations that effectively promotes their growtht, professionalization 

and sustainability. One of the first measures to achieve this, is to promote greater harmony between 

federal and local laws, and to address gaps and contradictions that still exists among federal laws.  

¶ Civil society organizations compose a diverse sector, with varying levels of institutionalization, working 

in numerous causes and with various intervention models. Different laws apply to different CSOs 

depending on factors as the degree of formalization, amounts and sources of funding of the organization, 

or the sphere in which the organization wishes to make an impact.  

¶ Citizens that decide to organize themselves to pursue a lawful purpose are protected by free association 

rights in the Mexican Constitution and international Human Rights treaties, and are not legally required 

to formalize or to subscribe to any registry. However, to acquire certain rights and prerogatives 

necessary for day-to-day operations and the sustainability of the organization, CSOs are subjected to 

various registration requirements and obligations. 

¶ Despite the existence of several local and federal laws aimed at promoting the activities of the sector, 

in practice much of this effect is offset by the elements of the legal framework focused on asserting 

more control over organizations.  

¶ The Federal Law for the Promotion of the Activities of Organized Civil Society, while an important a 

cornerstone for civil society in Mexico, is insufficient to truly promote the sector nationwide. In order 

to achieve its purpose, it should be accompanied by the establishment of clear operation rules that 

guarantee transparency and enable equal opportunities for CSOs to obtain public funds, as well as an 

enlargement of public funds to promote the sector. 

¶ The regulation of the CSO sector at a local level tends to be directed at their specific activities and not 

on the promotion of the sector as a whole. Additionally, there are only 17 States that have specific laws 

for the promotion of CSOs activities, leaving 15 States without a local normative framework for the 

promotion of the sector.  

¶ One key gap is the fiscal treatment of the sector. The Income Tax Law currently grants tax exemptions 

exclusively to those organizations that have the authorized donee status, which is available to only a 

fraction of CSOs. This is inconsistent with what is established in the Federal Law for the Promotion of 

the Activities of CSOs. 

¶ Obtaining authorized donee status (ADS) is essential for many organizations, as it is the means by which 

they can access larger national and international donations. However, obtaining and maintaining this 

status is not easy, and CSOs have to invest a significant amount of time and money in the process. This 
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can be attributed to a lack of coordination between GoM institutions, a lack of understanding of the 

requirements in the law both by organizations and by many professionals (including lawyers, 

accountants, and notaries) and unclear (sometimes arbitrary) additional processes determined by the 

fiscal authority, both at the local and federal level. An example of this is the process to obtain the so 

called òaccreditation letter.ó 

¶ Once an organization has achieved authorized donee status, they face an entirely new challenge: 

complying with the regulations the Income Tax Law imposes on them. For example, regardless of the 

policies of the donors (who in general, already impose limits on overhead), these regulations limit the 

resources an authorized donee can spend on òadministrative expensesó to 5% (a percentage that was 

determined with no basis and without taking into account best practices). Regulations also limit the 

percentage of their income that they can get from economic activities, or òactivities different from the 

organizations legal purpose.ó In both cases interpretation may vary. 

¶ For CSOs that do not have authorized donee status either because they decided not to seek the status 

due to the costs and burdensome obligations it entails, or because they havenõt been able to obtain it, 

their fiscal regime remains uncertain. Despite their non-for-profit nature, Article 79 (fraction XXV 

under Title III) of the Income Tax Law establishes being an authorized donee as a prerequisite for tax 

exemption. This has very serious implications for the sector, as it corners organizations into becoming 

ADS even if they do not wish to provide tax-deductible receipts, or if they do not receive donations at 

all. It also places many organizations at risk, as the interpretation of this disposition has not been 

consistent throughout time, and many organizations are unaware of the implications for them. 

¶ Aside from tax regulations being a source of concern for CSOs, other regulations and registries involve 

additional costs and obligations. More troubling is the fact that many organizations fail to fully 

understand these obligations and are not even aware of their failure to comply.  

¶ The advocacy efforts of organized civil society to improve their own legal framework have varied in 

their degree of success. Efforts tend to be divergent, often without a clear strategy or careful planning. 

Frequently, it has taken a clear threat to the sector in the shape of a new and more restrictive legal 

disposition to unify the sector and rally organizations around a common agenda. 

¶ Some of the advocacy efforts to improve legal framework for CSOs have taken long periods of time to 

payoff, only to face new setbacks shortly after. Also, its success has often heavily relied on the influence 

of a few powerful actors and their access to decision-makers. 

¶ In order to advance reforms to generate a more enabling environment for CSOs, organizations must 

learn from effective advocacy experiences in Mexico that have been successful in the past, both on this 

topic and for other causes, involving more actors, using diverse tools and strategies, and seizing 

opportunities opened by changes in political context and public opinion. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK THAT  REGULATES CSOs IN ME XICO REPRESENTS A BARRIER FOR THE 

STRENGT HENING OF  THE SECTOR AS A WHO LE, STRESSING A SPIRIT OF CONTROL OVER 

PROMOTION.  

 

Legal framework has an enormous impact on the development of civil society. It sets the tone for the relationship 

between government institutions and civil society organizations. It can drive CSOs to engage in productive 

dialogue or collaboration with government and foster alliances with other sectors or perpetuate distrust and 

separation from the government and other sectors. 

The legal framework can incentivize or disincentivize organizations to formalize, become more transparent and 

accountable, professionalize their activities and have long term planning. It affects the ability of organizations to 

recruit and retain qualified staff, diversify their sources of funding and innovate on their practices.  

Even when not fully enforced, laws influence organizationsõ decisions and actions, their ability to increase their 

impact, and even their ability to survive.  

For these reasons, in order to help civil society organizations in Mexico to thrive and effectively carry out their 

activities for the public benefit, we must address the legal barriers that inhibit their growth, formalization, 

sustainability and efficiency. The present study aims to identify such barriers and analyze how they affect civil 

society organizations. It also intends to be a tool for advocacy and reform, providing recommendations on how 

to move forward. 

The document is structured in eight sections. The first section puts Mexican legislation in perspective by providing 

a brief overview of the instruments of International Law that apply to civil society organizations, and how the 

recognition and exercise of association rights around the world illustrates the relationship between States and 

CSOs and the level of democratic maturity of a country. The second section of this research analyzes the local 

legal framework that regulates CSOs, highlighting the systemic elements that have influenced the relationship 

between the State and CSOs by reviewing Mexicoõs most recent history. The third section of this research 

reviews the laws that regulate CSOs in the country, both at a national and local level, and the impact that these 

have over the development of the sector.  

The fourth section analyzes the legal framework through a magnifying glass, with the intention of identifying 

specific aspects that either help to promote the activities of CSOs or that thwart them by prioritizing 

governmental control over the sector. This analysis will take into account the direct experience of CSOs 

nationwide regarding the normative framework that regulates them. 

The fifth section presents the most important elements for CSOs to obtain the different registrations and comply 

with the obligations those registrations entail, both essential for CSOs to navigate the legal framework that 

regulates them. This section highlights the elements that create barriers for CSOs on each of the legal dispositions 

for registration. The experience of CSOs with registration and compliance will be discussed in this section to 

illustrate how the legal environment affects CSOs across the country. The sixth section is dedicated to the 

analysis of the Income Tax Law, because of the important influence this law imposes over CSOs. 
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The seventh section will analyze how civil society organizations can successfully advocate to improve the legal 

environment that regulates them. Two relevant cases in recent history that showcase how civil society promoted 

new legislation or reforms will be analyzed. First, the Federal Law for the Promotion of the Activities of Civil 

Society Organizations and the collective and personal efforts that were directed towards the promotion of this 

law will be examined. Systemic elements for advocacy will be highlighted as lessons learned in this process. 

Additionally, the reforms to the Income Tax Law that were advocated by civil society actors in 2012, 2014 and 

2016 will be presented and analyzed to illustrate the evolving nature of the relationship between the State and 

CSOs given the state of fiscal law. Finally, the last section will present a set of conclusions and recommendations. 

1. METHODOLOGY 

 
GENERAL OBJECTIVE OF  THE RESEARCH:  

The objective of this study is to identify the legal barriers, both new and long-standing, that hamper the activities 

of civil society organizations in the country. 

SPECIFIC OBJECTIVE:  

This study is expected to identify the major barriers in the legal framework that regulates CSOs and the 

experience of organizations facing these obstacles. It will also highlight the opportunities for improvement, 

identifying how organizations themselves can contribute to improving the rules that govern them. Additionally, a 

road map of organizations, public officials, academics and experts seeking to improve the legal framework will be 

included, to identify the diverse parties that construct the system. Both elements seek to support the work of 

organized civil society in the country. 

SOURCES OF INFORMATI ON : 

This research draws from an extensive review of literature, both from international best practices and studies 

on Mexican civil society and its legal framework. It also incorporates the expert opinions of key actors and 

organizations, and the experience that regular CSOs have had with the legal system in all 32 Mexican states. 

DATA COLLECTION  

Online survey questionnaire for CSOs referred to as Legal Environment Survey (LES): This tool was developed 

by the Mexican lawyer, Óscar de los Reyes, who is currently head of the department of Legal Studies and 

International Relations in the Instituto Tecnológico de Monterrey in Mexico City. With a strong background as 

a researcher of civil society, De los Reyes designed the methodology to collect information from CSOs 

nationwide. The overall methodology has the following criteria: 

¶ In order to have a sample that includes different profiles of organizations (subscribed to different 

registries, and with different legal types), the researchers developed a unified database that includes all 

civil society organizations that have registered under the Federal Registry of CSOs (that maintain 

òactiveó status) and organizations that have been granted authorized donee status by the tax authorities. 

¶ The data-gathering methodology takes into account common challenges for these kinds of exercises, 

such as out-of-date or imprecise information contained on government registries used to build the 

database, and low response rates due to reticence of respondents to share sensitive information about 

their organizations. 

 

The following table depicts the expected sample collection and the actual collected sample: 
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Collected Sample per federal entity under the 200 -feasible scenario  
 Population (N) Percentage Sample to collect (n) Collected Sample Difference 

Aguascalientes 293 1.1 2 3 -1 

Baja California 881 3.3 7 4 3 

Baja California Sur 193 0.7 1 4 -3 

Campeche 150 0.6 1 3 -2 

Coahuila 542 2 4 1 3 

Colima 218 0.8 2 1 1 

Chiapas 1093 4 8 8 0 

Chihuahua 794 2.9 6 3 3 

Distrito Federal 6030 22.3 45 24 21 

Durango 587 2.2 4 3 1 

Guanajuato 742 2.7 5 6 -1 

Guerrero 557 2.1 4 3 1 

Hidalgo 577 2.1 4 1 3 

Jalisco 1177 4.3 9 5 4 

México 2331 8.6 17 9 8 

Michoacán 977 3.6 7 4 3 

Morelos 653 2.4 5 2 3 

Nayarit 230 0.8 2 2 0 

Nuevo León 769 2.8 6 3 3 

Oaxaca 1702 6.3 13 5 8 

Puebla 1056 3.9 8 1 7 

Querétaro 454 1.7 3 2 1 

Quintana Roo 279 1 2 4 -2 

San Luis Potosí 360 1.3 3 3 0 
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Collected Sample per federal entity under the 200 -feasible scenario  
 Population (N) Percentage Sample to collect (n) Collected Sample Difference 

Sinaloa 473 1.7 3 4 -1 

Sonora 572 2.1 4 5 -1 

Tabasco 309 1.1 2 4 -2 

Tamaulipas 368 1.4 3 2 1 

Tlaxcala 247 0.9 2 2 0 

Veracruz 1678 6.2 12 9 3 

Yucatán 533 2 4 11 -7 

Zacatecas 260 1 2 6 -4 

Total 27085 100 200 147 53 

(SOURCE: DEVELOPED FOR THE PURPOSE OF THIS RESEARCH) 

 

 

 

 

OPEN SOURCE ONLINE P LATFORM: The LES was designed on an online platform called Kobo Toolbox. This 

platform allows the user to prepare questions and upload them into their system, so that respondents are able 

to access it online. All the submissions are registered in the online profile and are available for analysis at any 

point. 
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COMMUNICATION CAMPAI GN:  The culture of distrust in Mexico in general, and amongst CSOs in particular, 

makes members of organizations highly wary of giving out information (online, or even in person) to individuals 

or institutions they don't have a longstanding relationship with (low levels of trust in Mexico have been 

documented in national and international surveys, like òLatinobarómetroó or ENCUP)1. The low levels of trust 

have become more acute in recent years due to the activities of organized crime. Furthermore, previous surveys 

directed at CSOs (including CSAõs rapid assessment conducted from December 2016 to February 2017) have 

showed organizationsõ reluctance to answer online questionnaires, especially when they have to share sensitive 

information. To overcome this challenge, a communication campaign was designed to inform CSOs of the 

purpose of the survey, the use to of their information, and the relevance of research on the legal environment 

for CSOs to understand the sector and improving the legal framework that affects them. The campaign included 

a video that was sent to the new database and reached over 25,000 CSOs. 

LAUNCH O F SURVEY: Following the communication campaign, the CSA team sent the survey to a randomized 

selection of CSOs and put together a task force to give individual follow-up through phone calls and emails to 

the organizations, in order to ensure the maximum response rate. 

DATES:  The survey was firstly distributed in the second week of April 2017. Responses were received from the 

third week of April up to the second week of September, having sent and received the LES for 21 weeks. 

KEY INFORMANT INTERV IEW S (KII).  

Two members of the CSA team conducted personal interviews (KII). The information collected in the interviews 

was deployed and registered using Google forms and then aggregated into a data collection/analysis instrument. 

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format to recover all the information that experts 

could/would share. 

INTERVIEWED EXPERTS (KEY INFORMANT INTER VIEWEES)  Alfonso Poiré (Advisor for Save the 

Children and CSO expert) , Ángeles Anaya (Director of Fortalece Legal A.C), Carlos Zarco (Mexico Program 

Manager, LINC), Consuelo Castro (Founder and Director of the Latin American Center for Non-Profit Law), 

Lorena Cortés (Director at Gestión Social y Cooperación, GESOC) , María Magdalena López (CSO specialist at 

Convergencia A.C) , Pilar Parás (Directive Council at Fundación Merced), Sergio García (Advisor at Center for 

Urban security and Prevention), Miguel de la Vega (Director at Sustenta Ciudadanía A.C), María Elena Moreira 

(President at Causa en Común), Manuel Tron (Lawyer and specialist in fiscal regulation for CSOs). 

 

GROUP DISCUSSIONS WI TH  CSOs THAT ATTENDED TRAIN ING SESSIONS  ON LEGAL 

FRAMEWORK . 

During the course of the first semester of 2017, CSA provided trainings on the basic legal framework for CSOs. 

The trainings have been administered to 391 participants each representing a CSO. During those sessions a set 

of questions were asked to determine the awareness of the CSOs about their legal obligations as well as their 

capacity of compliance in terms of the existing difficulties that they might identify.  

  

                                                

1 See: Corporaci·n Latinobar·metro. òInforme 2016ó, in: http://www.latinobarometro.org/latContents.jsp; and INEGI. Encuesta Nacional sobre Cultura 
Política y Prácticas Ciudadanas (ENCUP) 2012, in: http://www.beta.inegi.org.mx/proyectos/enchogares/historicas/encup/ 

http://www.latinobarometro.org/latContents.jsp
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DESK REVIEW OF DOCUM ENTS: EXISTING LITERATURE AND PUBLIC DATA  

Summary of data collection methods: 

DATA COLLECTION METH OD  NO. OF RESPONDANTS  

ONLINE SURVEY 

KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS 

MEMBERS OF CSOs PARTICIPATING IN LEGAL TRAININGS 

DESK REVIEW 

153 CSOs 

13 

391 

Please revise the chapter of Bibliography for further reference. 

LIMITATIONS  

The limitations for this study are the following:  

The online survey captures only the organizations that have been able to obtain at least one type 

of registry. As previously stated, the sample of CSOs that were invited to participate in the online survey was 

selected from a database that includes organizations that are either registered in the Federal Registry of CSOs, 

have Authorized Donee status, or both. Therefore, the sample does not capture the experience and perceptions 

of CSOs that have not been able to obtain either registry or that have chosen not to pursue them. 

The decision to design the sample in this way was derived for methodological and logistical reasons: there is no 

public nationwide database that could help identify organizations that are not in the Federal Registry and donõt 

have Authorized Donee status. Without knowing what the universe of unregistered organizations is and how 

theyõre distributed geographically, it would be extremely challenging to construct a randomized sample that could 

be statistically representative of those organizations. Additionally, identifying and locating unregistered 

organizations one by one (without having a database or registry as a point of departure) would be complex, owing 

largely to the fact that these organizations tend to limit their activities to their local communities or to specific 

and sporadic actions, which limits their visibility. Selecting unregistered organizations would also mean that the 

researchers would require access to detailed information on the structure, financing and goals of each 

organization, in order to determine case-by-case if it fits the definition of CSO established by Law and used for 

the purposes of this study. 

Possible selection bias due to lack of trust and/or lack of updated contact information.  As mentioned 

before, there is a generalized culture of mistrust and a reticence from CSOs to provide information to outsiders. 

This means that, even in a randomized sample, there is bound to be a certain self-selection bias; those 

organizations that are more distrusting and hermetic will be under-represented, as they will not be willing to 

answer the survey. To address this risk, the team implemented two measures: (a) an information campaign, prior 

to the launch of the survey; and (b) follow-up procedures for each organization, reaching out to those that initially 

didnõt answer to reassure them their information would be properly protected and handled.  

In the same vein, there is a selection bias since an important percentage of organizations do not update their 

contact information in the Federal Registry of CSOs (this is less of an issue with the information in the directory 

of Authorized Donee). That means that CSOs in the Registry that have not updated their data are more difficult 

to contact, and therefore, less likely to receive and answer the survey. To address this challenge, the research 

team exhausted all possible ways to contact the CSOs in the sample when it encountered outdated information 

in the database, including searching for websites, Facebook pages or other public information through Internet 

searches. In many cases, when an organization couldnõt be located, it meant that it had already been dissolved or 

ceased operations.  
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WILLINGNESS TO RESPO ND : It is important to consider that this research has found a degree of reluctance 

of the CSO sector to provide information regarding their internal structure and their experience when interacting 

within the legal environment in Mexico. Even amongst those CSO that decided to participate and answer the 

Legal Environment Survey (Legal Environment Survey, 2017), it is possible to find contradictory information or 

information that is inconsistent. This depends on the person that answers the LES and how each question is 

interpreted.  
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I. INTERNATIONAL CON TEXT OF THE LEGAL 

FRAMEWORK FOR CIVIL SOCIETY 

ORGANIZATIONS IN MEX ICO  

THE INTERNATIONAL AN D NATIONAL GUARANTEE S FOR THE FREEDOM OF  ASSOCIATION AND 

THE SYSTEMIC ELEMENT S THAT ALLOW THE DEV ELOPMENT OF ORGANIZE D CIVIL SOCIETY.  

 

Starting from a broad international perspective, the international legal framework that enables the development 

of Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) is introduced to establish a legal foundation upon which the sector can 

thrive. This research aims to highlight the systemic elements that influence the adoption of the international legal 

framework and contribute to the design and application of local legislation for CSOs in Mexico. Additionally, 

there are some systemic elements that are considered essential to understand the ability and intent of civil society 

to organize and consolidate as an effective counterweight and complement to the government and private sector. 

The fundamental right to freedom of association requires the promotion and guarantee from states, which are 

ultimately responsible for ensuring a legal environment that guarantees such freedom. A healthy organized civil 

society requires commitment to the rule of law and basic democratic processes. This implements the design and 

operation of a system that promotes the development of civil society by passing, reviewing and improving laws 

and regulations that balance the privileges these organizations are granted and the responsibilities they are 

expected to comply with.  Excessive restrictions can undermine the freedom that civil society organizations might 

enjoy, just as the lack of legal safeguards can undermine the public trust on what these organizations can 

contribute to society (ICNL, 2005).  

Article 22 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights establishes that every person has the right 

to freely associate with others. This right is only subject to the restrictions set forth in the law, which are 

considered necessary to preserve a democratic society, in the interest of national security, public safety, public 

order and to protect the rights and freedoms of others (OHCHR, Article 22). In the same spirit, Article 15 of 

the American Convention on Human Rights recognizes the freedom of association, emphasizing that no 

restrictions may be placed other than those in conformity with law (American Convention on Human Rights, 

1969).   Moreover, there are over 11 international obligations and standards that recognize the right of 

association as a fundamental freedom that has to be guaranteed by States worldwide (ICNL, 2017).  
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IMAGE 1. INTERNATION AL LAW: INTERNATIONA L COVENANT ON CIVIL AND POLITICAL 

RIGHTS AND THE AMERI CAN  CONVENTION ON HUMAN RIGHTS  

 

(IMAGE MADE FOR THE PURPOSE OF THIS RESEARCH, 2017.) 

 

The legal framework developed by every state for the promotion and/or regulation of organized civil society 

varies between countries and is built upon a cultural perception of how civil society is conceived. It is also heavily 

influenced by the political, economic and social context of each country (ICNL,2011). How civil society is 

perceived ultimately determines how it is regulated, which arguably reflects the democratic maturity of a country. 

In this sense, the institutional arrangements that enable and regulate organized civil society can be an indicator 

of the relationship between the sector and the government. The ability of a state to foster a strong and organized 

civil society and the means to achieve such a strong and organized civil society can differ greatly from one country 

to another (Muñoz Grandé, 2014).2 

 

WHAT IS THE RELATION SHIP BETWEEN ORGANIZ ED CIVIL SOCIETY AND  

DEMOCRACY AND WHY IS  THIS IMPORTANT TO C ONSIDER?   

 

As argued by the United Nations Program for Development (UNDP) report òOur Democracy,ó there has been 

a transition as to how civil society is perceived and understood, beyond the right to vote or be voted, but rather 

as the ability to participate in the design of a more equal society, where citizens can hold their government 

accountable and civic rights are fulfilled. In Latin America, the discussion on democracy has evolved to 

contemplate not just its existence, but rather the quality of democracy. The measure of democracy is not only 

the electoral act itself, but the environment in which citizenship is substantiated through active participation 

(UNDP, 2010).  

In this sense, the presence of a strong organized civil society in any given context indicates that citizens are 

encouraged to participate in the decisions that affect their lives. However, it is essential to consider that organized 

                                                

2 This analysis is a general overview of the Latin American region as a whole. It does not consider that within each country, organized civil society might 
evolve differently from the regional trend.  
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civil society coexists in a complex system with multiple interconnected actors and institutions. Still, the sector 

plays a role in the evolution of society given that it is constantly shaped and redefined by political regime and 

sociopolitical context, is regulated by a legal framework that follows political and institutional incentives and has 

a place in the complex economic system. Overall, organized civil society is both a cause and a consequence of 

the context in which it exists.  

 

DOES A PARTICULAR CO NTEXT AFFECT HOW ORG ANIZED CIVIL SOCIETY  IS SHAPED AND 

REGULATED ? HOW DOES THE RELAT IONSHIP BETWEEN THE GOVERNMENT AND CSOs AFFECT 

THE SECTO R AS A WHOLE IN DIFF ERENT COUNTRIES?  

 

Within Latin America, organized civil society has similar historical origins that have influenced the way in which 

citizens relate to the government. This relationship can arguably be attributed to religious historic background 

and political regimes that have characterized the region (Muñoz Grandé, 2014). It has been argued that there is 

a relationship between the political regime and the growth and development of the sector (Helmut Anheier in 

Muñoz Grandé, 2014). Such relationship can be seen in Table 1. 

TABLE 1.  

ALTERNATIVE SCHEMES OF RELATIONSHIP BETW EEN THE POLITICAL RE GIME AND 

ORGANIZED CIVIL SOCI ETY  

 

POLITICAL REGIME ORGANIZED CIVIL SOCIETY EXAMPLE 

Corporate Governance 
Organizations work with the state to complement public 

policy through social demands. 

France and Germany 

Statist Governance The state uses the sector as a mechanism of control. 
Argentina under 

Per·nõs regime 

Liberal Governance 
Organizations might react to the expansion of the state 

and offer alternatives for public goods and services. 

USA 

Socio Democratic 

Governance 

Governments invest heavily on social welfare, so 

organizations focus on advocacy activities. 

Sweaden 

(MUÑOZ GRANDÉ, 2014) 

 

In many Latin American countries, such as Argentina, Chile and Mexico, the government has implemented a 

specific regulatory framework that functions as a mechanism that enables dialogue between the government and 

the sector. Ideally, this would activate a principle of shared responsibility regarding the future of governance and 

democracy (Ablanedo, 2009).  

However, this process is not linear or finished. The role of organized civil society is in constant transformation 

and is highly influenced by the complexity of the system as a whole. In Latin America, the sector moves within a 

threshold that ranges from voicing social demands and assisting basic needs to articulating a public agenda that 

aims to solve urgent problems in social development. What follows is the construction of a collective awareness 

on human rights, mainly political, that may result in the empowerment of society to define, implement and 

evaluate public decisions (Muñoz Grandé, 2014).  
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Over the past 25 years, organized civil society in Mexico has been through a significant process of change to 

adapt to the development of the country. To understand how organized civil society has emerged and transitioned 

through the various phases in recent history, it is important to highlight some of the most general characteristics 

of the country. The following table illustrates Mexico on a snapshot, with the demographic, economic and 

geographic considerations that enable this research to establish the context in which CSOs emerge, develop and 

aim to consolidate.  

TABLE 2.  

MEXICO IN A SNAPSHOT  

Population  

Number of st ates  

119,938, 473 (2015) 

32 

Top five states in terms of number of population:  Estado de México: 16, 225, 400 

Ciudad de México: 8,985,339 

Veracruz: 8,112,505 

Jalisco: 7,880,539 

Puebla: 6,183, 320 

% of the population nationwide,  that considers 

themselves as part of an indigenous group  

21.50% (2015) 

Population that considers themselves as part of the 

Catholic Religion  

84,217, 138 (2015) 

% of the population that are economically  active  50.3% (2015) 

Entities with the highest percentage of economically  

acti ve population  

Quintana Roo: 59% 

Baja California Sur: 58.3% 

Colima: 56.9% 

Ciudad de México: 56% 

Baja California: 56% 

% of the population that is not economically  active 

(over 12 years old)  

49.4% (2015) 
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States with the highest percentage of economically  

inactive population  

Zacatecas: 57.8% 

Oaxaca: 55.8% 

Guerrero: 55.4% 

Chiapas: 55.3% 

Durango: 53.9% 

Literacy rate  92.4% (2015) 

Entities with the highest literacy rate  Ciudad de México: 97% 

Coahuila: 96.6% 

Baja California: 96.3% 

Sonora: 96.3% 

Aguascalientes: 96.2% 

Number of people living in conditions of poverty  53,418, 151(43.6%) (2016) 

Number of people living in conditions  of extreme 

poverty  

9,375,581 (7.6%) (2016) 

Number of people with educational lag  21.3 million (17.4%) (2016) 

Number of people wi thout access to health services  19.1 million (15.5%) (2016) 

Number of people without access to social security  68.4 million (55.8%) (2016) 

Number of people with poor housing and living 

conditions  

14.8 million (12%) (2016) 

Number of people without access  to basic services  23.7 million (19.3%) (2016) 

Number of people with food insecurity  24.6 million (20.1%) (2016) 

(TABLE MADE WITH DATA FROM INEGI, 2015 AND CONEVAL, 2016.) 

 

 

Without representing a complete historical evolution of Organized Civil Society in Mexico, Image 1 aims to 

illustrate some of the most important historic benchmarks for the sector. The 1850-1919 period was 

characterized by a colonial period in which charitable activity emerged promoted by the Catholic Church. 

Organized or collective activities were led by the Church and were aimed at providing basic need assistance (or 

aid in modern terms) to those in need. Following the Revolution, the political regime established by the 

Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI, for its Spanish acronym) centralized all aspects of public life and social 

development activities. As such, for decades, organized or collective actions were connected to patronage or 
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political intent (Muñoz-Trejo, 2014). The PRI regime crafted a paternalistic and client state, characterized by a 

dualism in its relationship with civil society: on the one hand, co-opting all autonomous attempts from citizens to 

participate in the public sphere, and on the other, repressing those who wouldnõt fall in line. (Ablanedo, 2009).  

IMAGE 2. 

TRANSITION OF ORGANIZED  CIVIL SOCIETY IN ME XICO  

 

(IMAGE DESIGNED FOR THE PURPOSE OF THIS RESEARCH WITH INFORMATION FROM MUÑOZ GRANDÉ 2014 AND ABLANEDO 2009.) 

 

Organized civil society emerged slowly as an independent and lively sector both as a cause and an effect of the 

democratic transition in Mexico. This was a long and complex process, in which certain historic events were 

important tipping points for organized civil society: most notably, the 1968 studentõs movement, the 1985 

earthquake in Mexico City and the Zapatista rebellion of 1994. According to citizens who were advocating for 
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the recognition of the sector between 1994 and 20003, the time following was the first time the government 

recognized the size and the importance of the sector, accepting the need for formal legislation (Miguel de la Vega, 

Key Informant Interview, 2017). At the same time, the international framework for the recognition and respect 

for human rights became a strong influence for organizations that voiced support for human rights issues and 

demanded a stronger national recognition of them from the Mexican government (Carlos Zarco, KII 2017).  

After the democratic transition, with the National Action Party (Partido Acción Nacional or PAN) in power, 

CSOs became more confident in their ability to establish dialogue with authorities and to demand the institutional 

backing to formalize citizen participation in public affairs. In this context, organized civil society transitioned 

towards becoming a counterweight for the government. The enactment of the Federal Law for the Promotion 

of the Activities of Civil Society Organizations was the benchmark that represented a new relationship between 

CSOs and the state (De la Vega and Enríquez, 2014).  

INFLUENCE OF LOCAL C OMPONENTS IN THE LEG AL  FRAMEWORK OF CIVIL SOCIETY 

ORGANIZATIONS IN MEX ICO  

 

Keeping in mind the analysis of the previous section, it is important to visualize the historical background of 

organized civil society in Mexico in order to incorporate the components of the system that are present to this 

day. There are important relationships that are worth highlighting in order to understand how the nonprofit 

sector is perceived today and where the motivation and incentives to regulate it come from.  

Image 2 aims to highlight two of the most important systemic elements that have influenced organized civil society 

ð the Catholic Church and the Political Regime. The green arrow illustrates how both elements have shaped 

public perception. Each element will be further explored in the following section. 

IMAGE 3 . 

INFLUENCE ENTRY POIN TS FOR ORGANIZED CIV IL SOCIETY IN MEXICO :  

 

 

(IMAGE DESIGNED FOR THE PURPOSE OF THIS RESEARCH WITH INFORMATION FROM MUÑOZ GRANDÉ 2014 AND ABLANEDO 2009) 

 

                                                

3 Some of the involved citizens for the promotion of the CSO sector and members of advocacy groups for the enactment of a Law were the following 

organizations: CEMEFI, Fundación Miguel Alemán, Foro de Apoyo Mutuo, Convergencia de organismos civiles por la democracia (KII, Miguel de la Vega, 
2017). 
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THE CATHOLIC CHURCH  

 

Historically, the Catholic Church has had a profound impact in the shaping of organized civil society. In the second 

half of the 19th century, the first formally recognized associations where those linked to the Catholic Church as 

philanthropic institutions or private charities. These organizations were some of the first forms of organized 

social action after Mexico earned its independence. After the recognition of individual guarantees in the 1857 

Constitution, charity organizations proliferated because the role of the Church was limited by the 1857 Reforms 

(Mu¶oz Grand®, 2014). The nonprofit sector, mainly made up of charities (known as òprivate beneficence 

institutionsó), took on the task of providing social welfare to the most vulnerable, effectively filling in for the state, 

which was unable to tend to all social needs. Following the 1910 Revolution, the relationship between the Catholic 

Church and organized civil society evolved as the state took on a more prominent role, incorporating functions 

previously carried out by charities into the government functions, co-opting citizen organizations into the political 

establishment and attempting to exclude the Church from the public sphere as much as possible.  

In the late sixties, a progressive movement within the Catholic Church, known as the Liberation Theology led to 

a re-examination of its role in helping to combat social injustices and inequalities. Numerous Ecclesial Base 

Communities (EBCs) (associations meant to serve as the òmotors of liberationó) emerged around the country. 

By 1999, there were 3,317 EBCs with 44,461 members. The EBCs adopted as one of their main tasks the 

promotion of the awareness and participation of citizens in order to strengthen civil society. They did so by 

supporting social movements that promoted justice, democracy, the defense and promotion of human rights, the 

fight against corruption, and solidarity-based economic initiatives to fight poverty (García Ruiz, 2015). The 

Liberation Theology was highly influential in the Zapatista Movement of 1994, the movement for the defense of 

migrant rights and, more recently, the movement of the families of those missing. It is estimated that nowadays 

there are over one hundred human rights organizations in Mexico that were inspired by the Theology (Mendoza-

Álvarez, 2014), including some of the most prominent in the field: Centro de Derechos Humanos fray Francisco 

de Vitoria, O.P; Centro de Derechos Humanos Miguel Agustín Pro Juárez; Centro de Derechos Humanos Fray 

Bartolomé de Las Casas; Centro Diocesano para los Derechos Humanos òFray Juan de Lariosó; Centro de 

Derechos Humanos Fray Matías de Córdova A.C.; Centro de Derechos Humanos Juan Gerardi, Centro de 

Estudios Ecuménicos, among many others.  

Given the role of the Church in shaping civil society in Mexico, it is no surprise that there is a still a strong 

perception among the general public that civil society organizations are connected to the Catholic Church. This 

percentage can be seen as an underlying reason for some regulations (both old and new), which assume that the 

activities of these kind of organizations should rely exclusively on the work of selfless individuals, and that 

expecting decent salaries is unethical, and as a result other expenses that would be normal in any professional 

institution are frowned upon. 

Finally, it must be said that while there are many social organizations that function under religious dogma,4 and 

many of the leading CSOs in the country were inspired by religious beliefs, organized civil society in Mexico is 

largely comprised of organizations unaffiliated with religious organizations. The modern definition of òcivil society 

organization,ó put forward by the Federal Law for the Promotion of the Activities of Civil Society Organizations, 

actually excludes explicitly those organizations that carry out any kind of religious proselytism. 

                                                

4 There are 8,908 religious organizations in Mexico (SEGOB, 2017). 
http://www.asociacionesreligiosas.gob.mx/work/models/AsociacionesReligiosas/pdf/Numeralia/AR_por_EF_concentrado.pdf 

http://www.asociacionesreligiosas.gob.mx/work/models/AsociacionesReligiosas/pdf/Numeralia/AR_por_EF_concentrado.pdf
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POLITICAL REGIME  

 

The post-revolutionary regime in Mexico established a political system that greatly influenced the relationship 

between the State and civil society. In the years that followed the 1910 Revolution, the Institutional Revolutionary 

Party established a political regime that functioned as a channel to centralize all public and social demands for 

over 70 years (1929-2000). That governance model was an institutional arrangement (more than just a political 

party) that set a specific modus operandi on how the State related to specific actors within civil society, namely 

through the promotion of specific political agendas that were beneficial to private/citizen elite.  

Civil society in Mexico lacked the institutional channels to participate in public matters, as these were centralized 

by the political party in power. There was an absence of truly autonomous participatory mechanisms, which 

limited the ability of society to be part of decision-making processes. This lack of effective citizen participation 

was the consequence of a fraudulent spurious democratic model, where even if there was normative recognition 

of citizen rights, the enactment of them was dependent on the authorityõs selective interpretation of these rights 

(Merino, 2010).  

Civil society effectively began to participate in public affairs not because of the consolidation of a real democratic 

model, but by its involvement in decisive moments, such as the student movement of 1968, the 1985 earthquake 

or the Zapatista Movement. These events are considered a turning point in terms of citizen-led organized 

movements, regardless of the political environment of the time, which followed the consolidation of organized 

civil society over the next two decades. (For more on the evolution of the relationship between the government 

and civil society from 1968 to 2000, see Isunza & Hevia òRelaciones sociedad civil-Estado en México. Un ensayo 

de interpretación.ó)  

 

HOW HAVE THESE SYSTE MIC COMPONENTS INFLU ENCED SOCIAL  

PERCEPTION OF ORGANI ZED CIVIL SOCIETY?  

 

As mentioned before, both the Catholic Church and the political regime established by the PRI have greatly 

influenced how organized civil society became involved in public matters and how society perceives CSOs. These 

two forces have also shaped the laws that regulate civil society in Mexico. On the one hand, the vision that all 

CSOs should function as charities, mostly with volunteers and minimum resources, seems to be reflected in 

regulations that limit the ability of CSOs to spend resources on capacity-development for themselves (the so call 

ò5% limit on administrative expensesó) or the prohibition by law to carry out activities for òself-benefitó (that is, 

activities of the organization that use public funds to benefit their members or their relatives until the fourth 

degree ð even if they are in need). On the other hand, the tradition left by the PRI regime that favored the 

centralization of all public demands through the party and the government meant that civil society organizations 

are seen as political adversaries and not legitimate, non-political entities that deserve a space in the public sphere. 

Perceptions on CSOs, their prominence and the way they relate with the government and the private sector 

vary in different states in Mexico. This is clear if we examine how organizations with Authorized Donee status 

(that rely on private donations for their funding, and tend to be closer to the profile of more traditional charities) 
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distribute in comparison with organizations that have CLUNI (meaning that they rely more on public funding).5 

Similarly, southern States that have a strong historical background of social insurgence, like Oaxaca, Guerrero 

and Chiapas, have had a tendency to cultivate organizations that demand recognition for Human Rights which are 

generally perceived as òanti-governmentó collective or social movements.  

In summary, as a result of how society perceives CSOs, the government of Mexico has conceived and enacted 

laws that regulate organized civil society. But these laws also have the potential to influence how society perceives 

the legitimacy of CSOs.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

The international legal framework guarantees the freedom of association that is the base for the activities of 

CSOs. Additionally, in Mexico there have been other systemic elements, such as the political regime and religion, 

that have shaped how society perceives and understands CSOs and their development. The systemic components 

highlighted in this section serve as a foundation to the following sections as they provide an overview of the 

factors that have influenced the construction of the legal framework governing CSOs. The following section 

further describes the elements of CSOs in Mexico. 

 

KEY FINDINGS  

 

¶ The fundamental right to freedom of association requires the promotion and guarantee from States, 

who are ultimately responsible for ensuring and enabling a legal environment that guarantees such 

freedom. However, how civil society is perceived ultimately determines how it is regulated, arguably 

reflecting the level of democratic maturity of the country. 

¶ Over the past 25 years, organized civil socity in Mexico has been through a significant process of 

evolution and adaptation to changes in society, government and the international sphere.  

¶ The Catholic Church has had a lot of influence on civil society, both through the creation of 

philanthropic institutions for charity puposes andinspiring progressive movements that claim for social 

justice and the respect for Human Rights. Catholic morality and the self-sacrifice it preaches seem to 

also be quite inlfuential in terms of how the sector thinks of itself, how it is perceived, and how itõs 

treated by the law. Even when not explicitly (or even consciously) mentioned, many regulations seem 

to assume that CSOs should be sustained by selfless volunteers and operate with minimum resources, 

without getting too involved in political or controversial issues. 

                                                

5 The Civil Society Activity (USAID) was able to testify the differences between the profiles of organizations first-hand, through the trainings on Legal 
Framework for CSOs that it carried out in 12 States in Mexico as a result of an alliance with Indesol. 
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¶ The PRI regime in Mexico (1929-2000) set a distinct governance model that dictated how the State 

related to specific actors within civil society. In this model, CSOs in Mexico had few channels for 

autonomous participation in the public sphere and were either assimilated  and absorbed into the ruling 

party or suffocated and repressed when the regime deemed it necessary. 

¶ Civil society effectively began to participate more in public issues not because of the consolidation of a 

real democratic model, but by its involvement in decisive moments, such as the student movement of 

1968 or the 1985 earthquake and the Zapatista Movement. 
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II. LOCAL CONTEXT FO R CIVIL SOCIETY 

ORGANIZATIONS IN MEX ICO  

In Mexico, the recognition of civil society organizations and their regulatory environment is supported by 

international Covenants and Human Right frameworks, as well as a strong national legal base that is meant to 

support and promote a strong and dynamic civil society. However, there seems to be a gap between what those 

regulations suggest and reality. Despite the fact that there is favorable legislation that supports freedom of 

association and the promotion of civil society activities, many experts have pointed out that Mexicoõs organized 

civil society is still an underdeveloped sector, lagging well behind other countries with similar characteristics.  

For example, the John Hopkins Civil Society Index ranks Mexico in the 32nd position, out of 34 countries. This 

ranking considers capacity (size, effort and activities), sustainability (how the sector is able to sustain over time 

legally, financially and socially) and impact (the contribution of the sector to economic, political and social life) 

(John Hopkins University, 2011).  

There is no single explanation for why Mexican organized civil society ranks so low in the index. The previous 

section highlighted how religion, politics and general social perception have influenced the development of 

organized civil society and how the regulation of the nonprofit sector can be related to such elements. 

 

ARE THERE OTHER SYST EMIC ELEMENTS THAT C AN EXPLAIN WHY MEXIC O 

RANKS SO LOW I N THE CIVIL SOCIETY INDEX?  

SIZE OF THE SECTOR 

 

Although the size of the sector in Mexico is hard to determine, particularly if we take into account organizations 

that haven´t legally registered, some numbers can help us gauge the size of the sector. 

The National Institute of Geography and Statistics (INEGI) in Mexico has developed in recent years a òSatellite 

Accountó for non-profit institutions, which have helped to generate information that is more accurate and 

comparable with data generated in other countries, as it follows UN recommendations and international 

standards. It must be noted, however, that the concept of ònon-profit sectoró is not equivalent to the concept 

of òcivil society organizations,ó which is why we use a sub-group, private non-profit organizations. Still, it is likely 

that a good portion of the 60,205 private non-profit organizations identified by INEGI do not fall (at least not 

under the current legislation) into what Mexican Law considers to be a civil society organization and would not 

be eligible for either the Federal Registry or the Authorized Donee status.  

According to the Federal Law for the Promotion of the Activities of Civil Society Organizations, a CSO must be 

non-for-profit, without religious or political proselytism purposes, and carry out public benefit activities 

(excluding their own members). Only 37,852 CSOs that fit that definition have obtained their registry and, from 

those, only 23, 276 have continued to comply with their obligations and remain active. An even smaller number 

have been able to obtain the Authorized Donee status: 9,136. 
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TABLE 3.  

NON -PROFIT PRIVATE S ECTOR IN MEXICO AND CONTRIBUTION TO THE ECONOMY  

Number of organizations within the Non -profit private 

sector (2014):  

60,205 non-profit private 

organizations nationwide 

GDP Non -Profit Private Sector  232, 495 (millions MXN) 

1.4% of national GDP (46.3% 

corresponds to volunteer work) 

Volunteers in the Non -profit Private Sector  1,674, 202 (millions of people) 

47.7% are woman 

52.3% are men 

Economic value of v olunteer work in the non -profit Private 

Sector  

107,536 (millions MXN) 

Number of CSOs registered  at the Federal Registry of Civil 

Society Organizations (also known as CLUNI) (2017)  

37,852 CSOs (23,276 of them with 

òactiveó status) 

Number of CSOs with Auth orized Donee Status (2017) 

Registry of CSOs with International Authorized Donee 

Status (2017)  

9,136 CSOs 

3,341 CSOs 

(INEGI, REPORT ON NON-LUCRATIVE ORGANIZATIONS, 2014, INDESOL 2017, SHCP 2017.) 

 

INFORMALITY AND LOW LEVELS OF INSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

Although there are many organizations that operate without having gone through a process of formal registration 

(CSOs can choose whether to adopt a legal personality and register with GoM authorities or not), registering 

can indicate a certain degree of professionalism, and it can be an important element for sustainability, since it 

gives access to funds and incentives. 

Informality is not exclusive of organized civil society. INEGI estimates that nearly 60% of the countryõs active 

economic population is part of the informal economy (Mendoza-Trejo, 2014). The complications and costs 

derived of dealing with permits, paperwork, and paying taxes disincentives people for seeking formalization. The 

World Bank òDoing Businessó report, ranks Mexico 114th worldwide in terms of the ease to pay taxes (World 

Bank, 2017). If this is true for entities that are for-profit, it seems to be even more pertinent for non-for-profit 

organizations that have less resources and staff to dedicate full time to these tasks. 

Informality, however, is not only due to a lack of capacity to deal with the costs and burdens of the paperwork 

and obligations necessary for obtaining formal status. It is also due to a lack of trust on behalf of many 

organizations, which do not wish to establish any link with the government, particularly if that entails being subject 

to their supervision. (Mendoza- Trejo, 2014) 
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Beyond choosing whether to register or not, institutional development and sustainability are hard to achieve for 

CSOs. Researchers have found that the life span of CSOs in Mexico can be very short. For example, a study by 

the Metropolitan Autonomous University (UAM) found that almost 7,000 organizations disappeared every year, 

while about 8,500 were created annually (Calvillo & Favela, 2004). The International Center for Nonprofit Law 

has highlighted that CSOs are in many cases under-resourced and lack the necessary tools to operate successfully 

and sustainably (ICNL, 2012). Some of the elements of low institutional capacity present in Mexican organizations 

are:6 

¶ Limited staff and informality in labor schemes/conditions within organizations.  

¶ Lack of resources to comply with their administrative and legal obligations. 

¶ Inability to attract highly qualified personnel due to lack of funding/financial resources.  

¶ Lack of investment (due, largely, to the fact that few donors are willing to fund this). (Mendoza Trejo, 

2014).  

¶ Strong tendency to focus on aid or assistance activities inspired by specific groups or individuals, who 

sometimes lack the technical capacity to establish goals, strategic planning, impact evaluation among 

other necessary tools (Mendoza Trejo, 2014). 

¶ Lack of long-term vision and planning beyond a specific project with allocated funding.7 (Red ExpoSocial, 

2016).   

 

FUNDING SOURCES 

Finding the right sources of funding for their activities is key for CSOs. For an organization to be able to plan and 

carry out their activities in an effective manner, it needs some degree of certainty of a continual flow of resources 

it can count on for a period of time. However, it also needs to strike the right balance between building stable 

relationships with certain funders and retaining its identity and autonomy. An organization that relies too heavily 

on a single source of funding can be particularly vulnerable. For example, Mendoza Trejo argues that while the 

contribution of international donors to the sustainability of the CSO sector is important (particularly in the case 

of the so-called òexpressive organizationsó, i.e. organizations that promote rights), CSOs often become subject 

to shifting donor dynamics and decisions, which can lead them to sacrifice their original purpose and true agenda 

in order to adapt to these shifts (Mendoza-Trejo, 2014). 

For this reason, it is important for organizations to consider their options in terms of funding schemes, depending 

on their goals, the geographical region in which they work, the type of relationship they want to establish with 

the private sector and the government, the legal restrictions and reporting requirements theyõll have in each case, 

among other factors. 

A recent study that analyzes the donations of time, talent and money that sustain civil society organizations in 

Mexico argues that CSOs that have legally registered and that have gone through the process of obtaining the 

Authorized Donee status are likely to have more access to national and international donors, whereas those 

                                                

6 In an effort to further understand the legal barriers that CSOs encounter,  Section 4 of this research will analyze CSOs institutional or internal capacity 
through professionalism indicators such as employment formality, access to legal and accounting assessment, budget allocation in operational and 
administration schemes.   
7 Evidence supports the notion that some projects are designed only to access available public funding, and organizations are formed only to obtain and 
implement these funds, and subsequently dissapear. 
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CSOs that have not obtained the authorized donee status or have not formally registered are less likely to receive 

financial support. However, even for organizations that have the Authorized Donee status, the main source of 

income is through sources other than donations, which represent only a fifth of their total income (Layton, 

Rosales et al, 2017).  

Access to private donations is also dependent on the location of the CSO. Only four states (Mexico City, Nuevo 

Le·n, Estado de Mexico and Jalisco) count for 51% of all the Authorized Donee and (whatõs more shocking) 

76.7% of all donations in the country. The inequalities are not only geographical. The first three deciles of 

Authorized Donee (equivalent to 1,971 CSOs) concentrate 97% of all income. While the average income of 

CSOs in the first three deciles is 56 million pesos ($2,908,568 USD), the average income in the last seven deciles 

is 850,000 pesos ($44.151 USD) (Layton, Rosales et al, 2017). 

On the other hand, public funds for civil society organizations are hard to access and unevenly distributed. 

According to official data, in 2016 only 2,979 CSOs nationwide received federal funds (SHCP, 2016). The problem, 

however, was not only the percentage of CSOs that received funding, but the way these funds were allocated. 

From a total of $6,983,449,858 MXN pesos ($ 364,866,741 USD) granted by the different federal government 

institutions, at least $1,739,336,588 pesos ($90,342.745 USD) were allocated to entities that are not technically 

civil society organizations, but institutions created by the GoM to channel funds (for example, for the education 

of adults, or promotion of professional sports). This would mean that, optimistically, the average amount of public 

funding received by those organizations that were lucky enough to get federal funds in 2016 was $1,806,446.18 

MXN ($ 94,362 USD).  In 2009, an analysis commissioned by the GoM found an enormous concentration of 

resources, 47% of all public funds were concentrated in 3% of registered CSOs (Ocejo, et al., 2009). Posterior 

analysis has suggested that the average amount of public funds that registered CSOs receive (if we take away 

organizations that function as operative arms of government) is $635,100 MXN ($33,008 USD) (Verduzco, 2015). 

A 2016 study on organizations with òactiveó status in the Federal Registry of CSOs8 found that recovery fees are 

a significant source of funding for registered CSOs, and that 57% of active organizations charge them. The study 

argues that this is a wise decision for CSOs in terms of finding alternatives for their financial sustainability, but 

also points out that fees can be taboo among CSOs, given that there is a social perception that the work 

performed by civil society organizations should be non-reimbursed (RedExpo Social, 2016). 

This study, as the others, also suggests that the disparities in access to funding are rather severe. Using 

information from a sample of active CSOs, it found that 40% of them had obtained annual financing for 100,000 

to 400,000 MXN ($5,225 USD to $20,898 USD) in the past 3 years, while only 8.6% had raised funds for more 

than 6 million pesos ($313,474 USD). (RedExpo Social, 2016) 

All this data is particularly relevant if we consider that, according to CIVICUS, civil society organizations with 

annual budgets of $50,000 USD (a little less than a million pesos) tend to have more paid staff, are more likely to 

have a governing body and to form alliances with other organizations and networks. In sum, they are more likely 

to have the institutional base for more sustainable work (Cortés, Sánchez, Ruesga et al., 2011). 

  

                                                

8 The Federal Registry of CSOs classifies registered organizations in òactiveó and òinactiveó to indicate that the CSO is up to date with its reporting 

obligations. Those that have failed to present their annual report fall into an òinactiveó status (even if they might still be carrying out activities) because 
the Law prevents them from accessing federal funds. 
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CONCLUSION 

The context in Mexico for civil society organizations is quite complex. The sector is characterized by lack of 

formality and limited institutional development, with little access to funds, all within a context in which most 

resources are concentrated in a very small group of organizations. 

 

KEY FINDINGS  

¶ The John Hopkins Civil Society Index indicates that Mexico has an underdeveloped CSO sector 

considering its capacity (size, effort and activities), sustainability (how the sector is able to sustain over 

time legally, financially and socially) and impact (the contribution of the sector to economic, political 

and social life). 

¶ According to the Federal Law for the Promotion of the Activities of Civil Society Organizations, a CSO 

must be non-for-profit, without religious or political proseliysm purposes, and carry out public benefit 

activities (excluding their own members). 37, 852 CSOs that fit that definition have obtained their 

registry at the Federal Registry of CSOs. From those, 23,276 have continued to comply with their 

obligations and remain with an òactiveó status.  

¶ An even smaller number of organizations has been able to obtain the Authorized Donee status ð  9,136 

organizations. 

¶ The complications and costs derived of dealing with permits, paperwork, and paying taxes 

disincentivises people in Mexico from seeking formalization. This is true both for profit and non-profit 

organizations, but is particularly relevant for CSOs, given that they often lack the resources or staff to 

deal with this burden. Another reason is a lack of trust on behalf of many organizations, who do not 

wish to establish any link with the government, particularly if that entails being subject to their 

supervision. 

¶ Institutional development and sustainability are hard to achieve for CSOs, which leads many of them to 

dissapear before achieving them. Thousands of organizations dissappear every year.  

¶ Studies have found that some elements that hinder institutional development and consolidation are: 

o Inability to attract highly qualified human resources due to scarcity of funding/financial resources; 

o Limited staff and informality in labor schemes. This leads the sector to survive on a self-exploiting 

work-force, trying to do more with less, which at some point leads to burn out or defection of 

their members in favor of the for-profit sector. 

o Insufficient resources to comply with their administrative and legal obligations. 

o Scarce investment on organizational capacity (due, largely, to the fact that few donors are willing 

to fund this) 

o Need for a more long-term vision and planning beyond a specific project, given that many 

organizations form exclusively around a project and to pursue a funding opportunity, without 

long term planning. 
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¶ Finding the right sources of funding for their activities is key for CSOs. For an organization to be able 

to plan and carry out their activities in an effective manner, it needs some degree of certainty and 

continuity in the resources they can count on for a period of time. However, it also needs to strike the 

right balance between building a stable relationship with certain funders, and retaining its identity and 

autonomy, so the organization does not abandon its goals in order to bend to funders priorities. 

¶ Additional to the scarcity of funding, a challenge is the concentration of resources in a few states and 

organizations:  

o Only four states (Mexico City, Nuevo León, Estado de Mexico and Jalisco) make up 51% of all 

the Authorized Donees and 76.7% of all donations in the country. 

o The 3 first deciles of Authorized Donees (equivalent to 1,971 CSOs) account for  97% of all 

income. 

o Approximately 47% of all public funds are concentrated in 3% of registered CSOs. 

¶ Recovery fees are a significant source of funding for registered CSOs, and 57% of active organizations 

charge them. While this is a wise decision for CSOs in terms of finding alternatives for their financial 

sustainability, fees can be taboo among CSOs, given that there is a social perception that the work 

performed by civil society organizations should be non-reimbursed. 
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III. LEGAL FRAMEWORK  THAT REGULATES 

ORGANIZED CIVI L SOCIETY IN MEXICO  

The purpose of this chapter is to present a comprehensive overview of the normative framework for civil society 

in Mexico, analyzing the systemic elements that have shaped how CSOs are perceived and how these perceptions 

have influenced the issuance of laws at the federal and local level. This chapter will also highlight the duality that 

exists in the legal framework by arguing that while the Mexican legislation has implemented laws that promote 

the activities of CSOs, the ability of these laws to fulfill that objective is limited by other laws that stress the need 

for control of the sector.  

 

WHAT ARE THE SYSTEMI C ELEMENTS THAT HAVE  SHAPED THE REGULATI ON 

OF CSOs IN MEXICO?  

 

I. There are 3 main visions of the role of CSOs in Mexican laws: the first group of laws recognizes 

CSOs for the contribution they make to general welfare through their activities (the Federal Law 

for the Promotion of the Activities of Civil Society Organizations is a good example); the second 

group of laws recognizes organizations themselves (for their role and value in society) and considers 

them of public interest (the Social Welfare Law, or Ley de Asistencia Social); the third group of 

laws does not recognize explicitly the value of organizations or their activities, and sees them as 

marginal actors or exclusively as subjects of regulations and obligations (Ablanedo, 2009).  

II. CSOs have occupied a contested space within the system. The political context has influenced how 

civil society organizations are treated as subjects of the law and how they are understood by 

government authorities. This means that CSOs are sometimes envisioned by the law as passive 

entities, that will be consulted or summoned when the authorities deem it prudent (for example, 

in the Ley de Planeación, or Law of National Planning), and sometimes they are considered crucial 

actors in the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of public policies (for example, in 

the Ley General de Desarollo Social, or the General Law for Social Development). 

 

The following table depicts a few of the most relevant federal laws that regulate CSOs and the different 

understandings of the sector that are reflected on each one.  
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FEDERAL REGULATION O F CSOs IN MEXICO  

TABLE 4.  FEDERAL LAWS THAT RE GULATE CSOs: 

LAW  RESPONSIBLE AUTHORITY  

DEFINITION OF CSOs 

(SUBJECT OF THE LAW)  

Income Tax Law (Ley de 

Impuesto Sobre la Renta- 

LISR) 

Ministry of Finance (Secretaría de 

Hacienda y Crédito Público or 

SHCP) 

Charities authorized by the Private 

Assistance Institutions Laws and/or the 

Social Welfare Law, mainly or nonprofit 

civil associations that have Authorized 

Donee Status (ADS).  

These are CSOs that carry out activities 

that are established and approved by the 

Income Tax Law, and that have 

requested and obtained Authorized 

Donne status, which requires obtaining 

an endorsement by the òpertinent 

authorityó. 

Federal Law for the 

Promotion of the Activities 

of Civil Society 

Organizations (Ley Federal 

de Fomento para las 

Actividades Realizadas por 

Organizaciones de la 

Sociedad Civil, or 

LFFAROSC) 

The Commission for the 

Promotion of CSOs Activities, 

which is made up of 

representatives of: 

the Ministry of Social 

Development (SEDESOL, 

represented by INDESOL, which 

heads the Commission); the 

Ministry of Interior (SEGOB), the  

Ministry of Finance (SHCP) and 

the Ministry of Foreign Relations 

(SRE). 

Mexican organizations that are legally 

incorporated, non-for-profit, without 

political or religious aims and that carry 

out the activities that are specified in the 

law. These organizations also must 

include certain specific clauses in their 

bylaws and not pursue any òself-benefitó 

for their members or their relatives. 

Social Assistance Law (Ley 

de Asistencia Social) 

National System for the Integral 

Development of Families (Sistema 

Nacional para el Desarrollo 

Integral de la Familia, DIF). 

Charities that are legally incorporated as 

òprivate social welfare institutionsó 

(òinstituciones de privadas de asistencia 

socialó).  The institutions must register in 

the National Directory of Social Welfare 

Institutions, comply with the Mexican 

Official Standards issued by the 

authorities, and coordinate with the DIF. 
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LAW  RESPONSIBLE AUTHORITY  

DEFINITION OF CSOs 

(SUBJECT OF THE LAW)  

Federal Law for the 

Prevention and 

Identification of Operations 

with Resources Derived 

from Illicit Sources (also 

known as the òanti- money 

laundering lawó) (Ley 

Federal para la Prevención e 

Identificación de 

Operaciones con Recursos 

de Procedencia Ilícita) 

Ministry of Finance (Secretaría de 

Hacienda y Crédito Público) 

Nonprofit Organizations that receive 

private donations above a certain 

threshold.  

General Law for Social 

Development (Ley General 

de Desarrollo Social) 

Ministry of Social Development 

(SEDESOL)  

Civil or social organizations that are 

legally incorporated, formed by people 

or groups that wish to participate for the 

purpose of conducting activities related 

to social development.  

Federal Civil Code 
Civil Tribunals, Notaries, Public 

Registry. 

òCivil Associationsó (Asociaciones 

Civiles) defined as òWhen several 

individuals come together in a way that is 

not entirely provisional, to pursue a 

common goal that is not prohibited by 

the law and that does not have a 

predominantly economic characteró.  

òCivil Societiesó (Sociedades Civiles), 

which are formed by a contract in which 

the members mutually obligate 

themselves to combine their resources 

or efforts in order to realize a common 

purpose of a predominantly economic 

character. The goal of the society must 

not, however, constitute commercial 

speculation. 

 

Federal Labor Law 

Ministry of Labor and Social Care 

(Secretaría del Trabajo y Previsión 

Social) 

Does not make a specific distinction of 

CSOs, it regulates generally all corporate 

entities as employers. The employer is 

the person or company that hires the 

services of one or many workers.   




