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MEXICO: 

Engaging Subnational  
Levels in the SDG Process
THE FIFTH LARGEST COUNTRY IN THE AMERICAS HAS BEEN  
SUCCESSFUL IN CREATING CONSIDERABLE MOMENTUM FOR SDG  
IMPLEMENTATION AND REVIEW AT THE SUBNATIONAL LEVELS.  
EXPERIENCE SHOWS THAT SUCCESS IS AS MUCH ABOUT STRUCTURES 
AS IT IS ABOUT COMMUNICATION AND MOTIVATION.
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Mexico is a federal republic 
with clearly defined powers 
for the different administra-

tive levels. Each of the 32 federal 
entities (31 states and Mexico City) 
has its own constitution, laws, etc. 
Any cooperation between the na-
tional and subnational levels has to 
respect this division of powers.

At the federal level, the National 
Council is the highest decision-mak-
ing body for implementing the 
2030 Agenda. It is chaired by the 
President and composed of a broad 
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range of national stakeholders and 
institutions. State governors are not 
regular members but are invited to 
attend the meetings. The National 
Strategy was also developed at fed-
eral level, and the states were invited 
to comment on the draft. Mexico’s 
2018 VNR is based on this strate-
gy. Again, although a federal-level 
product, the draft VNR was sent to 
all states for comments, and good 
practice examples from various sub-
national levels, including the states, 
were featured in the report. 

For Adolfo Ayuso-Audry, Director 
General for the 2030 Agenda at the 
President’s Office, involving subna-
tional levels in the Mexican SDG 
process prompts the question: ‘How 
can we use our existing structures to 
introduce the ideas of the 2030 Agen-
da and accelerate transformation?’ 

Transmitting the spirit  
of the Agenda

The established forum for coordi-
nation with and among the federal 
states is the National Governors’ 
Conference (CONAGO). All 32 
governors are part of CONAGO, 

irrespective of political affiliation, 
and its work is organised through 
over 30 thematic commissions. ‘It is 
important for us to speak with the gov-
ernors and explain the benefits of im-
plementing the SDGs,’ Ayuso-Audry 
points out. ‘So we went to CONAGO 
and said: “Look, here is something 
new; it has nothing to do with politi-
cal parties. This Agenda was adopted 
by 193 nations. Let’s look at it and see 
how you can use these SDGs in your 
state development plans.”’

As part of the subsequent process, 
one governor was invited to lead 
an initiative to establish state-level 
multi-stakeholder councils for the 
2030 Agenda that would serve as 
platforms for dialogue among state 
governments, municipalities, civil 
society, the private sector and aca-
demia. To date, 31 of the 32 federal 
entities have made commitments. 
Some have established a council; 
others have included a mandate in 
their legal framework. Some munic-
ipalities have also installed similar 
mechanisms.

UNDP supported the coun-
cils in setting up work plans, 
making diagnostics, work-

ADOLFO AYUSO-AUDRY

‘ The P4R network has been a very 

useful tool for Mexico to adapt good 

practices on how to implement the 

2030 Agenda at the local level.’  
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ing with the national 
statistical institute 
and establishing plans 
with clear targets. The 

President’s Office published a guide 
for municipalities to align their 
plans with the SDGs and recently 
started a dialogue with the Institute 
for Municipal Development. ‘All of 
this is just the beginning,’ says Ayu-
so-Audry. ‘These things take time and 
a lot of commitment from the highest 
political level.’ 

In his view, the exchange with the 
governors and the state councils has 
been an enriching experience that 
is helping transmit the true spirit 
of the 2030 Agenda. For example, 
some states in the interior of the 
country initially felt that SDG 14 
(Life below water) did not apply 
to them. But after discussing issues 
such as plastic consumption and the 
extractive industries, they saw the 
interconnectedness of the problems 
and understood how they too can 
contribute to this SDG.

For other states, the Agenda pro-
vided a framework to establish 
their own targets. For example, 
the state of Coahuila found that 
it had already reached the targets 
in primary education. Therefore, 

they decided to focus on universal 
secondary education, aiming to 
ensure that by 2030 all students in 
the state finished high school. The 
capital of Nuevo León, Monterrey, 
decided they wanted to become the 
first city in the country to complete-
ly eradicate extreme poverty. The 
SDGs helped the city to assess where 
it stands compared to others and to 
make pledges and plans for its own 
administration.

Ayuso-Audry is convinced that the 
process will keep gaining momen-
tum: ‘The national sustainability 
strategy we are now developing will 
be a great reference for the states to 
see where the country is with regard 
to each SDG. For example, how is 
Mexico doing in health? What is the 

target, what is the national diagnosis? 
And where is my state compared to the 
other states and the country?’ An idea 
he is contemplating in this context 
is to replicate the VNR presenta-
tion format in CONAGO in order 
to promote further exchange of 
experiences and dialogue among the 
states on progress towards achieving 
the SDGs.

Obstacles along the way

According to Ayuso-Audry, one 
challenge in transmitting the spirit 
of the 2030 Agenda from the global 
to the subnational level is that 
international meetings are mostly 
attended by officials from national 
ministries. His team has therefore 
been making explicit efforts to 
take people from the state level 
to international SDG fora. ‘Last 
year, six state secretaries attended the 
HLPF in New York, and they got 
quite motivated by what they saw,’ he 
remarks.

>>
©

Go
bi

er
no

 d
el

 E
st

ad
o 

de
 P

ue
bl

a

©
Go

bi
er

no
 d

el
 E

st
ad

o 
de

 T
la

xc
al

a

‘The SDG circle should 

become as well known 

as the Olympic rings.’ 

ADOLFO AYUSO-AUDRY
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However, this led to another prob-
lem: many people in Mexico do 
not speak English, which can make 
it difficult for state representatives 
to benefit from attending these 
meetings. Ayuso-Audry has two 
solutions for this: (i) translating – 
literally and figuratively – by con-
tinuously explaining and debriefing 
the international discussions; and 
(ii) taking people to regional meet-
ings, for example, the Economic 
Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean, where the SDGs are 
discussed in Spanish.

Another challenge he sees is the 
high mobility of subnational 
officials. ‘Resources are spent, they 
get excited … and then three months 
later, they move to another posi-
tion,’ Ayuso-Audry remarks. This 
observation leads him back to the 
structures: weaving the SDGs into 
laws, having all the information on 
a single website and establishing 
clear processes are just some of his 
ideas for addressing this challenge, 
so that ‘no matter who sits at the 
desk, we can structure and institu-
tionalise this.’ 

Further challenges include resourc-
es and communication. So far, the 
President’s Office has no specific 
budget for the SDG process. One 
solution Ayuso-Audry sees is to 
integrate existing institutions that 
already have human and financial 
resources. Mexico has many coun-
cils and commissions on specific 
issues that are all part of the SDGs. 
If some of these could be integrat-
ed into, for example, a National 
Council for Sustainable Develop-
ment with a budget or a Ministry 
of Social Development, more 
resources might become available 
for the SDG process.

The lack of resources has also put 
limitations on communication. ‘You 
need experts to develop and implement 
a communication strategy,’ he says. 
‘We will soon publish 17 infographics 
to explain the SDGs, but that’s not 
a communication strategy. Sustaina-
bility needs to be introduced into the 
popular culture, in soap operas, etc. 
The SDG circle should become as well 
known as the Olympic rings.’ 

‘The P4R network has been a very 
useful tool for Mexico to adapt good 
practices on how to implement the 
2030 Agenda at the local level,’ 
explains Ayuso-Audry. For instance, 
experiences in terms of communi-
cating the Agenda using fictional 
characters from Brazil, led to the 
idea in Mexico to start an initia-
tive to develop a communication 
strategy based on the characters of 
Cri-Cri, a very popular songwriter 
from the 1940-50s.

Asked about recommendations, 
Ayuso-Audry first mentions that 
having the lead for the SDGs at 
the highest political level was a 
key to success: ‘Had we come from 
some line ministry rather than the 
President’s Office, the governors 
probably would not have listened to 
us as much as they did.’ Second, en-
gaging in permanent dialogue and 
translating the spirit of the Agenda 
to everyone’s realities is essential 
‘to involving not only the subnation-
al levels, but also the private sector 
and academia.’ Third, he reiterates 
the importance of a solid commu-
nication strategy and the need to 
have a budget and hire experts for 
it: ‘We need communication cam-
paigns that speak to people’s hearts 
and that everybody understands,’ he 
concludes.
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THIS MIGHT ALSO BE INTERESTING FOR YOU

from such diverse organisations 
was a new experience. In the past, 
the PSA had worked mainly with 
government and selected business 
data. Now the boundaries of the 
new data ecosystem were extended 
to explore data from all kinds of 
sources – and quality became a con-
cern that required special attention. 
For instance, most of the CGD were 
found to be generated only once as 
part of project outputs of the CSOs. 
In order for these CGD to be useful 
for SDG monitoring and to perhaps 
complement data generated from of-
ficial statistics, however, CGD must 
be released on a periodic basis (e.g. 
annually or biennially) and should 
provide data on specific sectoral 
groups or at sub-national level. 

One issue involved the questionnaire 
itself. Although great effort had gone 
into developing an easily under-
standable form, the replies revealed 
some misunderstandings about the 
statistical concepts used. This made 
follow-up necessary to validate and 
complement the information. The 
other issue concerned the diversity 
of methods and tools that CSOs 
apply. Assessing each of the data 
holdings showed that the organisa-
tions use a variety of approaches to 
collect and process data. A special 
task force was established to address 
these issues.

AN INNOVATIVE TASK FORCE TO 
DEFINE THE QUALITY ASSUR-
ANCE FRAMEWORK

The mandate of the interagency Task 
Force (TF) on CGD for Official 
Reporting is to discuss and agree on 
the CGD quality assurance frame-
work and help institutionalise the 
efforts and recommendations of 
the PSA-PARIS21 project. The TF 

includes represent-
atives from three 
government agen-
cies and the Univer-
sity of the Philip-
pines. Unusually, 
apart from these 
four entities, the 
majority of mem-
bers are CSOs. As 
San Buenaventura 
explains, “This is a 
landmark committee, 
because it is the first 
time that the Philip-
pines has an interagency TF composed 
mainly of CSOs.” The quality assur-
ance framework was used to assess 
CSO data holdings in terms of (a) 
relevance of the data, (b) credibility 
of the source, (c) timeliness and 
punctuality of releases, (d) docu-
mentation of methods used and (e) 
accessibility of aggregate data. Based 
on this analysis, a score allocation 
matrix was subsequently applied to 
identify which CSO data holdings 
have the potential to be used as 
inputs for SDG monitoring.

FINALISING THE PROJECT AND 
MOVING INTO THE FUTURE

In October 2019, the PSA organized 
the national CGD Dissemination 
Forum and several local forums to 
share the preliminary assessment 
with all CSOs that had returned the 
questionnaire. This gave them the 
opportunity to understand which 
quality dimensions of the delivered 
data require improvement. At the 
same time, the organisations were 
able to comment on and help refine 
the quality assurance framework. 
“The dissemination forum was also a 
way to recognise the CSOs for their in-
puts,” says San Buenaventura. “Their 
active participation was essential for 

us to complete this project.” The final 
project report will be released in the 
first half of 2020.

Looking to the future, all eyes are 
now on ensuring sustainability. After 
obtaining a commitment from the 
National Statistician (the head of the 
PSA) to continue, a roadmap was 
agreed to institutionalise CGD use 
in the Philippines. Some elements of 
this roadmap are:

•  Simplifying the questionnaire to 
make it easier for CSOs to under-
stand the questions and provide 
reliable information.

•  Building on the existing inventory 
of CGD and evaluating further 
high-potential data holdings 
through technical reviews and 
dialogue with CSOs and related 
government agencies.

•  Capacity building of CSOs, with 
customised information on statisti-
cal concepts and procedures. In the 
course of the project, many CSOs 
expressed interest in learning how 
the PSA carries out surveys, uses 
estimation techniques, etc. to ena-
ble them to implement best prac-
tices in their own organisations.
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However, this led to another prob-
lem: many people in Mexico do 
not speak English, which can make 
it difficult for state representatives 
to benefit from attending these 
meetings. Ayuso-Audry has two 
solutions for this: (i) translating – 
literally and figuratively – by con-
tinuously explaining and debriefing 
the international discussions; and 
(ii) taking people to regional meet-
ings, for example, the Economic 
Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean, where the SDGs are 
discussed in Spanish.

Another challenge he sees is the 
high mobility of subnational 
officials. ‘Resources are spent, they 
get excited … and then three months 
later, they move to another posi-
tion,’ Ayuso-Audry remarks. This 
observation leads him back to the 
structures: weaving the SDGs into 
laws, having all the information on 
a single website and establishing 
clear processes are just some of his 
ideas for addressing this challenge, 
so that ‘no matter who sits at the 
desk, we can structure and institu-
tionalise this.’ 

Further challenges include resourc-
es and communication. So far, the 
President’s Office has no specific 
budget for the SDG process. One 
solution Ayuso-Audry sees is to 
integrate existing institutions that 
already have human and financial 
resources. Mexico has many coun-
cils and commissions on specific 
issues that are all part of the SDGs. 
If some of these could be integrat-
ed into, for example, a National 
Council for Sustainable Develop-
ment with a budget or a Ministry 
of Social Development, more 
resources might become available 
for the SDG process.

The lack of resources has also put 
limitations on communication. ‘You 
need experts to develop and implement 
a communication strategy,’ he says. 
‘We will soon publish 17 infographics 
to explain the SDGs, but that’s not 
a communication strategy. Sustaina-
bility needs to be introduced into the 
popular culture, in soap operas, etc. 
The SDG circle should become as well 
known as the Olympic rings.’ 

‘The P4R network has been a very 
useful tool for Mexico to adapt good 
practices on how to implement the 
2030 Agenda at the local level,’ 
explains Ayuso-Audry. For instance, 
experiences in terms of communi-
cating the Agenda using fictional 
characters from Brazil, led to the 
idea in Mexico to start an initia-
tive to develop a communication 
strategy based on the characters of 
Cri-Cri, a very popular songwriter 
from the 1940-50s.

Asked about recommendations, 
Ayuso-Audry first mentions that 
having the lead for the SDGs at 
the highest political level was a 
key to success: ‘Had we come from 
some line ministry rather than the 
President’s Office, the governors 
probably would not have listened to 
us as much as they did.’ Second, en-
gaging in permanent dialogue and 
translating the spirit of the Agenda 
to everyone’s realities is essential 
‘to involving not only the subnation-
al levels, but also the private sector 
and academia.’ Third, he reiterates 
the importance of a solid commu-
nication strategy and the need to 
have a budget and hire experts for 
it: ‘We need communication cam-
paigns that speak to people’s hearts 
and that everybody understands,’ he 
concludes.
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2018 VNR Mexico: 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/memberstates/mexico

The Whole of Government Approach: Initial lessons (P4R, 2019): 
https://www.partners-for-review.de/whole-of-government/

What happens after the VNR? Lessons learned and policy recommendations (P4R et al., 2019): 
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Documentation-pa-
per_ECLAC-Side-Event_EN.pdf

Reports from local authorities: 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg11/local
 
Online VLR Lab: 
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/projects/vlr 

SDGs Learning Module 3 ‘Reporting to national & local reviews’ (UCLG et al., 2019):
https://www.learning.uclg.org/module-3 (log-in required)

Towards the localization of the SDGs (UCLG, 2019): 
https://www.uclg.org/sites/default/files/towards_the_localization_of_the_sdgs_0.pdf

Video: Attaining governmental coherence for SDG review
https://www.partners-for-review.de/resources/

The following links are for members of the P4R Community only. If you interested in 
becoming a member, please apply at: partnersforreview@giz.de

Berlin interview with Junko Ota, IGES
https://partners-for-review.net/p/Interviews

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/memberstates/mexico
https://www.partners-for-review.de/whole-of-government/
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Documentation-paper_ECLAC-Side-Event_EN.pdf
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Documentation-paper_ECLAC-Side-Event_EN.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg11/local
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/projects/vlr
https://www.learning.uclg.org/module-3
https://www.uclg.org/sites/default/files/towards_the_localization_of_the_sdgs_0.pdf
https://www.partners-for-review.de/resources/
https://partners-for-review.net/p/Interviews

