1 Introduction

The search for ways to eradicate poverty has occu- T e
pied the minds and efforts of policymakers and
practitioners in developed and developing coun-
tries for decades. During this time, different ideolo-

gies have shaped the design of strategies and ( || Ial Ig]_l lg

policies to deal with this problem, yet the number
of poor people in the world continues to increase.

®

In the late 1970s, neo-liberalism became the dom- Antl_

inant ideology guiding economic and social policy

design in developed countries. Since then, interna-

tional conventional wisdom on anti-poverty policy

has been shaped by the overarching influence of Overty
neo-liberal principles, which has influenced policy-

making throughout the developing world and pro-

vided continuity over the past two decades. A gzenda

However, the strategies endorsed by conventional
wisdom have also experienced important changes

during this time, which reflect its ability to respond What Can t}
to critigues and evidence of its limitations. Three 1€

broad phases can be identified: the support for a M : C 5 T ”
radical roll-back of the state from economic and exican ase €
social policy: the endorsement of compensatory U Pl

programmes for poverty alleviation; and the pro- S:

posal of the New Poverty Agenda (NPA) (see Tove, i _

in this Bulletin). During the 1990s, the NPA Iliana Yaschine

emerged as the new conventional wisdom and 1ts

strategy has underpinned the design of many anti-

poverty programmes.

The focus of this article is to show how the con-
ventional wisdom is transferred into the design of
natonal anti-poverty policies and programmes
within specific country settings. For this purpose,
the Mexican government's anti-poverty policy since
1982 will be analysed. Mexico makes an interesting
case study because: the government has been
implementing anti-poverty programmes since the
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arly 1970s (longer than many other deveioping
sountries); the federal governments anti-poverty
dolicy since the 1980s has shared strong parallels
with the three phases described above, culminating
in the introduction of the NPA as a basis for strategy
design, which is best represented by PROGRESA,
the current governments key anti-poverty pro-
gramme, and it also presents unique features. The
Mexican case calls atiention 1o the distinct national
historical, economic. political and social factors that
come nto play as the strategics designed by inter-
national policymakers are put into practice in
developing countrics. It shows that the conven-
tional wisdom should not be scen as a model which
Is always imposed on developing country govern-
ments, as is often assumed, and that it will certainly
take different shapes under different settings. This
analvsis will serve as an example of how NPA-based
programmes are put in practice, what factors influ-
ence their country-speci:ic design, and their poten-
tial and limitations for leviating and reducing
poverty. N |

2 The Introduction of Neo-
Liberalism in Mexico: A Partial
Retreat of the State (1982-88)

In 1982, the admmstration of President de la
Madrid inherited « country sunk deep in economic
crisis The large f=cal o fat and increasing deb:
service. coupled with the unavailability of foreign
lending or other sources of financing, left Mexico
lacing a balance of payments crisis with ‘far-reach-
Ing consequences (Friedman et al. 1995). As had
been the case with developed countries and other
developing countrics confronting economic down-
lall, the government acknowledged the need to
restructure the economy. It contracted policy-based
loans with the IMF and the World Bank and started
implementing stabilisation policies (initially) and
adjustment policies (since the mid-1980s).

The de la Madrid administration put in practice a
harsh orthodox reform package focused on demand
restraint and a retreat of the state from its previously
active economic role, including such mcasures as:
the reduction of public expenchture, price liberali-
sation, restriction of credit, privausation of state

enterprises, trade and financial liberalisation, deval-
uation and wage reduction (see Lustig 1992).
Although this overhaul of the economy took place
within the context of borrowing from the IMF and
World Bank, it cannot be seen as an imposed pack-
age. The crisis coincided with the start of an admin-
istration led by the first in the line of technocratic
presidents that have governed Mexico until today.
This meant that the perception of the need to
implement orthodox economic policies was shared
by Mexico’s new technocratic elite. “

The change 10 a neo-liberal economic model had
implications for social policy in Mexico. The gov-
crnments social policy since the 1940s had been
characterised by an incremental provision of social
services to the population, though guided to a great
extent by corporatist and clientelist patterns which
privileged some sectors of the population (e.g.
urban workers) Furthermore, in the 1970s two
anti-poverty programmes (PMIDER and COPLANAR®
were created to benelit the population (mostiv
rural) that had been left out from the gencral soci.dl
policy.?

The reduction of public investment from 10.8% of
GDP in 1982 10 4.9% in 1989 was the initial factor
lcading to a drastic change of the social policy
model. There was a 6.29% annual contraction in
social expenditure from 1933 to 1988. The eduii-
vonand health sectors were disproportionately hit,
sulfering reductions of 30 and 23% respectively
while GDP per capita fell by 15% from 1982-88.
Initiatives directed at the poor were especially hard
hit, such as basic education and health programmes
within COPLAMAR and other rural and regional
development programmes. Most consumer and
producer subsidies were eliminated and expendi-
tures on general food subsidies fell from 1.25% of
GDP in 1983 10 0.37% in 1988. Universal subsidies
were substituted by targeted ones in order to main-
tain coherence with the new fiscal situation and the
ideological approach guiding the economic model
(Friecaman ¢t ul. 1995).

Therefore, both general social policy and interven-
tions directed specifically to the poor suffered dur-
ing this period. The new economic model was

These two programmes were not very successful in
terms of their impact on poverty. but are relevant as
predecessors of the anti-poverty efforts which followed
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