POLICIES AND ISSUES

Mexican government and politics has changed dramatically since the 1980s. Today Mexico has taken seri-
ous steps toward becoming a democracy, but the economy that had shown signs of improvement since the
collapse of 1982 took a nosedive after the global economic crisis in 2008. The country is trying to move
from regional vulnerability to global reliability, but those connections to other parts of the world made the
Mexican economy responsive to the contraction of the U.S. economy. Stubborn problems remain, both
economic and political. PRI has been entangled with the government so long that creating branches that
operate independently is a huge task. The gap between the rich and poor is still wide in Mexico, despite the
growth of the middle class in the north. And Calderén faces a big challenge in shaping Mexico’s relation-
ship with the United States and in controlling the escalating violence associated with the drug trade. How
does Mexico retain the benefits of trade and cooperation with its neighbor to the north, and yet steer its own
independent course?

THE ECONOMY

Mexico’s economic development has had a significant impact on social conditions in the country. Overall,
despite the economic downtown of 2008, the standard of living has improved greatly since the 1940s. Rates
of infant mortality, literacy, and life expectancy have steadily improved. Health and education services have
expanded, despite severe cutbacks after the economic crisis of 1982.

“THE MEXICAN MIRACLE”

Between 1940 and 1960 Mexico’s economy grew as a whole by more than 6% a year. Industrial production
rose even faster, averaging nearly 9% for most of the 1960s. Agriculture’s share of total production dropped
from 25% to 11%, while that of manufacturing rose from 25% to 34%. All this growth occurred without
much of the inflation that has plagued many other Latin American economies.

Problems

e Agrowing gap between the rich and the poor was a major consequence of rapid economic growth.
Relatively little attention was paid to the issues of equality and social justice that had led to the revo-
lutions in the first place. Social services programs were limited at best. From 1940 to 1980 Mexico’s
income distribution was among the most unequal of all the LDCs, with the bottom 40% of the popu-
lation never earning more than 11% of total wages. Today inequality has lessened slightly, but it is
still an important issue.

« Rapid and unplanned urbanization accompanied the growth. The Federal District, Guadalajara,
and other major cities became urban nightmares, with millions of people living in huge shantytowns
with no electricity, running water, or sewers. Poor highway planning and no mass transit meant that
traffic congestion was among the worst in the world. Pollution from cars and factories make Mexico
City’s air so dirty that it is unsafe to breathe.






