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As part of its work of permanently evaluating the 

country’s pulse, the Vital Signals Executive Commit-

tee considered it appropriate to analyze in detail, in 

two reports, what is happening in these regions of 

the country. The first report, presented now, refers 

to the Southern part of Mexico, which includes some 

of the states in the country’s center. In a future re-

port, Vital Signals will make an equivalent analysis of 

the Northern part of Mexico, considering the central 

states that were not included in this report. 

A constant remark among analysts, academics, 

and observers of the national reality is the grow-

ing divergence between those areas located to the 

Northern of the country and those located to the 

South. Although these differences are in part a histor-

ical legacy from pre–Columbian times, over the years 

and specifically in the most recent decades, these 

differences have been accentuated, largely due to 

the enforcement of the Northern American Free Trade 

Agreement and the globalization phenomenon. 
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are Campeche, Chiapas, Guerrero, Hidalgo, Morelos, 

Oaxaca, Puebla, Quintana Roo, Tabasco, Tlaxcala, 

Veracruz and Yucatan.

Due to the high specific weight of the Metropolitan 

Area of the Valley of Mexico in the national context, 

in order not to bias this analysis and for comparative 

references, we have considered Mexico City and the 

State of Mexico as a separate “region,” hereafter re-

ferred to as the Metropolitan Area. We start from the 

The complexity involved in dividing the country into 

regions is exceptionally high. Each of the entities has 

its own reality, and, in turn, each municipality or lo-

cality has endemic characteristics that are difficult to 

find even in neighboring territories. In order to have a 

better overview of what is happening in the country’s 

South, this report has considered twelve entities 

that geoGraphally make up this region and that, al-

though they share similar social characteristics, they 

also have many differences. The considered entities 

METROPOLITAN AREA  
OF THE VALLEY OF MEXICO

SOUTHERN REGION

NORTHERN REGION

THE COUNTRY IS DIVIDED INTO THREE REGIONS 
TO FACILITATE THE ANALYSIS
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Thus, the Southern region comprised of the 12 

states mentioned above has a total population of 

41,769,700 million people (INEGI, National Institute 

of Statistics and Geography for its acronym in Span-

ish, 2020b), which represents a third of the country’s 

total (33.2%, INEGI, 2020b), and comprises 25.1% 

of the national territory, equivalent to almost half a 

million square kilometers (493,751 Km2, INEGI, s.f.a). 

In addition, the Metropolitan Area has a total pop-

ulation of 26,202,362 million people, representing 

20.7% of the country’s total (INEGI, 2020b), and com-

prises 1.2% of the national territory, equivalent to 

23,846 Km2 (INEGI, s.f.a).

principle that this exercise responds to a somewhat 

discretional regional division; however, the purpose 

of this and the following report on the country’s 

Northern region is precisely to highlight the different 

characteristics and the growing gaps that have been 

developing between them for years.

The report is divided into three main axes: Gover-

nance, which includes issues such as democratic de-

velopment, militarism, security, and the rule of law. 

The Social axis considers poverty, education, vulner-

able populations, health, science, and technology. 

Finally, the third axis of Economy and Environment 

includes long–term economic growth, private con-

sumption, income and remittances, public finances, 

labor market, energy, current environmental condi-

tions, and environmental normativity performance 

and compliance.

The objective of the report is to contribute to under-

standing how the Vital Signals of Southern Mexico 

are doing. This will allow us to visualize with clarity 

and evidence, based on hard data, the most press-

ing challenges and the actions needed to strength-

en what has improved and start rebuilding what has 

lagged or deteriorated even further during the cur-

rent administration. 

IN DEMOCRACY:
THE LOWEST–RANKED STATES IN THE AREA.  

OF THE 12 SOUTHERN MEXICAN STATES, FIVE ARE 
CONSIDERED TO HAVE MINIMAL DEMOCRATIC 
DEVELOPMENT.

The objective is to contribute 
to understanding how the Vistal Signs of 
Sourthern Mexico are doing.     
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Although each region has its peculiarities, its positive 

and negative points, it is generally known that the 

Southern region of the country has been punished in 

almost all relevant aspects. In terms of democracy, 

this region is home to the lowest–ranked states in 

the area. As has been the case in the last six editions 

of the Index of Democratic Development in Mexico, 

Guerrero is the state with the least democratic devel-

opment in the country, followed by Puebla, Chiapas, 

and Tabasco. Of the 12 Southern Mexican states, five 

are considered to have minimal democratic develop-

ment. The average evaluation in Southern Mexico in 

2021 was 3.61 on a scale of ten, a figure below the 4.1 

national average. 

Regarding the rule of law, the country’s Southern re-

gion is not well regarded either. The last installment 

of the Rule of Law performed by the World Justice 

Project shows a dismal 0.41 grade on a 0 to 1 rank, 

where 1 implies maximum compliance to the rule of 

law. The Southern states averaged below that figure 

having a .39 grade. Besides, the 2021 Estate Index of 

Prosecutors and Procuracies shows that in 2020, the 

crime reporting and solved probability in the South 

of Mexico was lower than 1%. 

IMPUNITY LEVELS:
• 22.6% OF THE REPORTED ALLEGED CRIMES 

IN THE COUNTRY
• PUEBLA & VERACRUZ: CRIME INCIDENCE 

ABOVE THE NATIONAL AVERAGE.

In Rule of Law, the Southern states 
were graded below national average.
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These levels of impunity are present in a country 

strongly affected by crime incidence. Simply from 

January to April 2022, the Executive Secretariat of 

the National Public Security System (SESNSP, for its 

acronym in Spanish) recorded 687 thousand 882 al-

leged crimes, from which 22.6%, 155 thousand 679 

crimes, were reported in the country’s Southern re-

gion. It’s worth mentioning that just Puebla and Ve-

racruz are the Southern states presenting a crime 

incidence above the national average, situated in 21 

thousand 496 crimes per entity. 

According to the Espinosa Yglesias Study Center Re-

gional Classification Criteria (CEEY, for its acronym 

in Spanish), the Southern region presents low social 

mobility for the poorest segment and strong region-

al disparities. A Mexican born in an impoverished 

household in the Northern has 3.5 times more pos-

sibilities of getting out of poverty than one born in 

the same situation in the South, where at least 45% 

of economic inequality is due to opportunity imbal-

ance (Orozco et al., 2019). Low labor income is one 

of the main determinants of poverty in Mexico. In the 

country’s Southern region, seven out of ten people 

(70.4%) do not have enough income to buy even the 

basic food basket for a family of two; while in the rest 

of the country, it is “only” three out of ten (27%) (Ac-

ción Ciudadana Frente a la Pobreza, n.d.)

The Southern estates report a monthly income below 

the national average ($10,702) as the fruit of their la-

bor. Even Chiapas, Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Veracruz 

are found below the average reported by the South-

ern region (8,398 pesos per month per household) 

(INEGI, s.f.). The indigenous population also earns 

lower incomes. According to INEGI (s.f.), a 3,407 pe-

sos monthly income was reported for an indigenous–

speaking household, and, on top of that, indigenous 

women earn practically half a month (2,463 pesos) 

compared to what indigenous language–speaking 

men earn ($4,240). These disparities are more relat-

ed to the ethnic origin of the population than the re-

gion of origin. 

IN THE SOUTHERN REGION, 
45% OF ECONOMIC INEQUALITY IS DUE    
TO OPPORTUNITY IMBALANCE.
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Considering that the population is found in pover-

ty (quintile I and II of the population distribution) in 

the Metropolitan Area, almost 68 of each 100 people 

born under the poverty line remain poor for the rest 

of their lives. In the South, this portion increases to 

81 out of 100 people (CEEY, 2017). One of the chal-

lenges facing the Southern part of the country stems 

from the average number of years of schooling peo-

ple attain during their lifetime. In Mexico, by 2020, 

according to the Household and Population Census 

2020, the Southern region presents a lower educa-

tion level (9.2 average years) than the national aver-

age (9.7 average years), which limits their options for 

future work and income. Meanwhile, the schooling 

years for the Metropolitan Area are higher than the 

national average (10.8 average years) (INEGI, 2020).

The Social Rights Information System (SIDS, for its 

acronym in Spanish) shows that the population with 

income below the poverty line attending public edu-

cation and also receiving a scholarship has been de-

creasing since 2016 nationally (2.5 percentual points 

decrease). Such decrease is greater in the Southern 

region, 6.9 percentage points less from 2018 to 2020 

(Coneval, Council for the Evaluation of Social De-

velopment Policy for its acronym in Spanish, n.d.a). 

School dropout rates in all the states in the Southern 

region are above the national average (11.3%), where 

the scholarship number has been insufficient to stop 

school attrition. Such is the case of Morelos (15.6% 

dropout rate), Oaxaca (13.7%), Campeche (12.5%) 

and Puebla (12.1%). Also, Mexico City and the State 

of Mexico have high percentages of impoverished 

people who attend public school and received schol-

arships for 2020. (60.2% and 11.7% respectively), 

showed high school attrition rates (13.5% and 12.1%, 

respectively) for the 2021–2022 cycle (SEP, The Sec-

retariat of Public Education for its acronym in Span-

ish, s.f.).

Nationally, it is highlighted that the country’s South 

shows the highest proportion of households with 

moderate and severe food insecurity. (27.6%), in 

comparison with the national average (20.6%). The 

Metropolitan Area and the rest of the country present 

lower ratios (19.5% and 17.2%, respectively) (Shama 

et al.,2021). higher Food expenditure is observed 
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in the Metropolitan Area with $1,733 per capita on 

household average, and the rest of the country with 

1,698 pesos above the national average when com-

paring the geoGraphal region expenditure—con-

trasting those figures with the expenditure in house-

holds located on the Southern region of the country 

with $1,331 per capita. On top of that, the health 

service access scarcity has increased since 2016. Ac-

cording to the figures published by Coneval (s.f. b), 

said scarcity has increased in strength (even above 

the national average of 28.2%) in states like (37.1%), 

Oaxaca (36.9%), Guerrero (33.5), Puebla (32%), Mo-

relos (31.8) and Veracruz (31%) (Coneval, s.f.b), not 

to mention those are the entities with higher levels of 

extreme poverty and poverty in the country. 

In terms of science and technology, the results of the 

IMCO’s Innovation Sub–Index reveal that 92% of the 

states belonging to the Southern region of the coun-

try have a low or medium–low innovation sub–in-

dex, and Puebla contributes the remaining 8% with 

a “medium–high” rating. The worst positions are for 

Oaxaca (position 29), Tabasco (position 30), Chiapas 

(position 31), and Guerrero (position 32), which have 

the lowest levels of innovation (IMCO, Public Policy 

Research Center for its acronym in Spanish,2022)

92% OF THE STATES BELONGING TO THE 

SOUTHERN REGION OF THE COUNTRY HAVE A LOW 

OR MEDIUM–LOW INNOVATION SUB–INDEX, AND 

PUEBLA CONTRIBUTES THE REMAINING 8% WITH 

A “MEDIUM–HIGH” RATING.

In Science & Technology,   
the South is in the lowest ranking.

THE SOUTHERN 

REGION SHOWS 

THE HIGHEST 

PROPORTION OF 

HOUSEHOLDS 

WITH MODERATE 

AND SEVERE FOOD 

INSECURITY. 
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On the other hand, the Metropolitan Area presents 

high and medium–low positions, respectively. At 

the state level, all entities worsened in the sub–in-

dex indicators. However, the worst–rated entities in 

terms of productivity, research centers, or the num-

ber of patents belong to the country’s Southern re-

gion (Guerrero, Chiapas, and Quintana Roo), while 

the best rated are Mexico City, Jalisco, and Nuevo 

Leon (IMCO, 2022). The affront to science in Mexi-

co ranges from adherence to budgetary austerity to 

the disappearance of funds and trusts (Vital Signals, 

2021c) and career disincentives for researchers and 

students, to the point of trying to discredit science 

with open attacks on academics and institutions. All 

this jeopardizes the country’s knowledge, competi-

tiveness, and innovation. 

The Southern economy has shown some dynamism 

on the demand side (private consumption), although 

it’s still left behind –1.4% compared to pre–pan-

demic levels (CNBV, National Banking, and Secu-

rities Commission for its acronym in Spanish, sf.) 

This dynamism is mainly due to transfers received 

by households, such as remittances, which accel-

erated their growth in the midst of the health crisis 

(annual growth of 11.4% in 2020). In 2021 the South 

captured 29% of the total remittances the country re-

ceived (51.6 mmdd, billions of dollars for its acronym 

in Spanish). This rapid increase of remittances bene-

fits even more, a subset of the Southern economies: 

Guerrero, Hidalgo, Morelos, and Oaxaca, which pres-

ent higher transfers per habitant than the rest of the 

country (404.2 dollars per capita) (Banxico, Mexican 

Bank for its acronym in Spanish, 2022a). The acceler-

ated growth rate of remittances compensated for the 

work income fragility, which barely grew 0.8% com-

pared to pre–pandemic levels (Coneval, 2022). These 

remittances are about to match the wage bill of the 

South (302.8 billion pesos vs. 309.2 billion pesos). 

(Coneval, 2022). 

But this dynamism is insufficient to close the gap be-

tween Northern and South. The growth trajectories 

of both regions diverge instead of converging; while 

the Northern grows at an average quarterly rate of 

0.56%, the South grows at a rate of only 0.14% (IN-

EGI, 2022d; Banxico, n.d.). If long–term growth rates 

are maintained, within seven years, the Northern 

$ IN 2021 THE SOUTH 

CAPTURED 29% OF THE 

TOTAL REMITTANCES THE 

COUNTRY RECEIVED.
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will double the production of the South and will be 

almost equivalent to the sum of the South and Metro-

politan Area (INEGI, 2022d) (Banxico, n.d.), given the 

collapse of the economy of the latter region since the 

end of 2018 (–6.3% below the third quarter of 2018) 

(INEGI, 2022d) (Banxico, n.d.) (Banxico, n.d.).

The slow economic reactivation has been accompa-

nied by a weak improvement in employment (1.4% in 

the South vs. 2.3% at the national level compared to 

the pre–pandemic level). In addition, now, 33 out of 

every 100 employees in the South have incomes of 

up to one minimum wage, when this figure was al-

most 28 out of every 100 employed prior to the con-

finement (INEGI, 2022b). Wage insecurity is higher 

among women, with 11 out of 100 receiving no income 

for their work. The number of workers who cannot en-

joy health rights is 76 out of every 100 and remains at 

the same level as before the health crisis. Thus, 13.5 

million workers are in this condition (INEGI, 2022b)

The governments’ weight is still considerable in the 

job market since 35 out of 100 formal employees are 

generated by the health, education, and government 

sector, and the three country’s poorest entities, also 

located in the South (Chiapas, Guerrero, and Oaxa-

ca) the ratio is of at least 50 out of each 100 (INEGI, 

2022b).

In turn, the payrolls of these sectors (plus public se-

curity) put pressure on the budgets of the Southern 

states (54.6% of total budgets), which reduces the 

room for maneuver to carry out infrastructure proj-

ects (1.9% of spending vs. 3% at the national level) 

(INEGI, 2022c). Public and private investment scarci-

ty undermines the region’s economic development. 

Under the administration of Andrés Manuel López 

Obrador, in 2021, the value of the public investment 

in construction was 50.8% lower than the histor-

ic high of 2012 (–49.1 billion pesos) (INEGI, 2022a). 

Public investment is heavily concentrated in hydro-

carbons at the national level: for every peso invested 

WHILE THE NORTHERN GROWS AT AN AVERAGE QUARTERLY 

RATE OF 0.56%, THE SOUTH GROWS AT A RATE OF ONLY 0.14%.

33 OUT OF EVERY 100 EMPLOYEES IN THE SOUTH HAVE 

INCOMES OF UP TO ONE MINIMUM WAGE.

The slow economic reactivation has been 
accompanied by a weak improvement in employment: 
1.4% in the South vs. 2.3% at the national level.



in education, health, and communication infrastruc-

ture, 4.5 pesos are invested in hydrocarbons (SHCP, 

2022). It also discourages capital formation in areas 

where the South has competitive advantages over 

the rest of the territory, such as wind energy, which 

is a lost opportunity for the region. The private sec-

tor, national and foreign, is investing less and less in 

construction, –47.2% in the last two years, a drop of 

almost double that of the national level (–26.7%) (IN-

EGI, 2022a). The South depends more and more on 

external factors than its resources.

Finally, the environmental deterioration in the South, 

as in most of the country, it’s a mining factor in devel-

opment. In general terms, the great cities like Mex-

ico City, Toluca, Puebla, Cuernavaca, Xalapa, and 

Veracruz, amongst others, have at least 40% of their 

water basins polluted. Likewise, Tabasco, Tlaxcala, 

Veracruz, Yucatan, Chiapas, Guerrero, Hidalgo, Oax-

aca, Puebla and Quintana Roo have above 40% soil 

degradation.  

The same scenario is presented in air pollution, 

where the Metropolitan Area is the most affected, 

with more than 270 days of the year registering up to 

three different pollutants. Entities such as Morelos, 

Hidalgo, Puebla, and Veracruz registered cities for up 

to 160 days with at least two types of pollutants.

The Southern region has a precarious quality in terms 

of care and protection of the environment, in addition 

to the few and precarious institutional capacities it 

must face present and future challenges. 

The report’s look at Southern Mexico allows us to 

understand not only the immediate challenges and 

needs of a country that lacks direction but also pro-

vides information to build recovery alternatives that 

the country will need in the near future. 

The report’s look at Southern Mexico 
allows us to understand not only the 
immediate challenges and needs 
of a country that lacks direction 
but also provides information to 
build recovery alternatives that the 
country will need in the near future.
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