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Mexico: 
Balancing the G20’s Global Impact



G20

Low physical impacts driven by poverty, self sufficiency and 
NAFTA: Mexico’s physical impacts are driven by three factors: 
poverty and thus low per capita consumption, moderate self 
sufficiency and integration within NAFTA, the North American 
Free Trade Association. Impacts vary from 50 to 80% of the G20 
average (see radar diagram on left), gross dependence on imports 
is one third of final consumption and over the last two decades, 
impacts have risen by one half for emissions and material usage 
and one fifth for water scarcity and land footprint. Mexico’s per 
capita impacts rank in the G20’s bottom quarter.
For the one third of impacts that are imported, USA leads in 
emissions (30%), scarce water (50%), land footprint (74%) threats 
to animal species and material usage (each 25%). The NAFTA 
relationships advantage Mexico considerably, particularly in staple 
food products where the scale of Canadian and United States grain 
farming dwarf Mexico’s capability, limited by geography and climate.

Most threats to animal species are within the domestic economy 
and due primarily to cropping, forestry and grazing but less so 
from pollution and climate change. Threats from USA dominate 
imports with lesser contributions from tropical countries such as 
Madagascar, Costa Rica and Guatemala. Scarce water imports 
are also dominated by USA for grains, cotton and vegetables with 
lesser amounts from Syria, India and Pakistan. Cropping products 
dominate the land footprint with significant imports from NAFTA 
trading partners USA and Canada.

Inequality declining but the challenge is immense: The gini 
measure of inequality ranks Mexico as the fifth most unequal 
country in the G20, where the top tenth of the population receive 
41% of the income. Inequality has declined since the year 2000 
driven by increasing jobs for skilled workers and the government’s 
Progressa/Oportunidades transfer programs targeting the bottom 
one fifth of households. 

The rapid decrease in birth rates, combined with education reforms, 
have increased the country’s capacity to generate increasing 
numbers of skilled workers and, in the tertiary sector, surges in 
sectors such as engineering.
Mexico’s employment footprint shows one third of one full time 
equivalent per citizen delivers the current bundle of consumption 
goods and services. This is one half the job intensity of NAFTA 
trading partners, Canada and the USA, and highlights that 
development could provide jobs for women and youth, provided that 
most of the global value chains are retained within Mexico. GDP per 
capita ranks twelfth in the G20 and although measures such as PPP 
(purchasing power parity) can elevate the nominal dollar value, the 
ranking remains similar. Net international debt is ranked seventh of 
the G20’s thirteen indebted countries

A young population with entrenched poverty: Mexico’s independence from Spain in 1810 saw a population of 6.4 million with a 
life expectancy of 27 years. Today’s population of nearly 120 million will grow to around 150 million in 2050, while the median age 
increases from 28 to 42 years. Unemployment hovers around 5% (youth 9%) while an average participation rate of 60% is skewed 
by high male (77%) and low female (44%) rates. Working age population will exceed 80 million out to 2050. Organised crime 
compounds problems with the underground economy (one sixth of total) and more than half of all Mexicans live below the poverty 
line.

Most of Mexico’s electricity is fossil (83%) fuelled equally from oil, gas and coal. Hydro (11%) and one nuclear plant (3%) are the 
main low carbon sources with minor production from geothermal and biomass (1% each). A large wind resource is currently tapped 
by 2,000 MW of turbines while the low 38 MW installation of solar belies Mexico’s high solar resource and business attractiveness. 
Oil reserves are declining with ten years remaining at current consumption and export rates. Current energy reforms aim to 
stimulate investment into deepwater oil resources. Conventional gas has seven years of consumption cover remaining, but 200 
years of shale and tight gas adjoining Texas is slowly developing, constrained by geological complexity and concerns about Mexico’s 
fragile water situation.

Energy assets and manufacturing will reduce inequality
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Mexico needs to employ its own people: 
Currently, most of Mexico’s jobs work within 
the domestic economy (87%) with 5.4 million 
in external global value chains (see pie 
diagram on left). Targeting female and youth 
jobs (participation rates of 44% and 56% 
respectively) with the current reform agenda 
could reduce inequality and poverty. Unfocused 
growth will increase external jobs in China, India 
and Indonesia unless increased consumption 
targets domestic value chains.

Growth and equity might trump greenhouse 
mitigation: Shoring up Mexico’s declining oil 
production and revenue, and developing buoyant 
shale gas reserves. lead legislative reform 
and industry strategies. The government’s 
General Law for Climate Change aims for one 
third renewable energy by 2024. However 
equitable development requires a doubling 
of energy supply by 2050. Analysis suggests 
that decarbonisation is possible by 2050. 
Components include equal electricity supply 
from gas turbines (with CCS) and solar PV. 
Mass transit and private cars need to be 
electrified, with freight changing to electric 
trains or gas and biodiesel trucks.

Water the greatest asset and risk: In the Aztec 
city of Tenochtitlan, now Mexico City, drought 
and flood disasters were already critical by 
1400. Extremes still prevail with nine northern 
water divisions dominant in population and 
economic production, having one seventh the 
per capita water resources of four south eastern 
divisions. Ground water resources are depleted 
in many regions and climate change projections 
are severe. Centralised political power clashes 
with the need for civil society in each water 
region to own, manage and allocate its own 
water.

Rich in biodiversity but bearing the scars 
of millennia: Mexico is one of five foremost 
‘megadiverse’ countries with over one tenth of 
the world species on one hundredth of its area. 
Primary forest covers one fifth of the total area 
and one tenth is reserved for conservation. 
However over 2,000 assessed species are at 
risk with amphibians (30% of total), mammals 
(60%) and reptiles (50%) being classes of 
highest concern. Recovery plans focus on 
forty priority species while national and state 
conservation plans include payments for 
maintaining ecosystem services.

External jobs serving Mexico: 5.4 million full time equivalents

Consumption indicators for Mexico: per capita values and rankings

INDICATOR PER CAPITA VALUE PER CAPITA RANK ABSOLUTE VALUE

CO2-e: tonnes 5.8 17 663 m

Scarce water use: litres 212,230 16 24,362 GL

Species threats: per million 
people

6.4 12 637

Land footprint: globally-       
averaged hectares 

1.3 14 150 m

Material usage: tonnes 10.5 16 1,158 m

Inequality (Gini) -- -- 0.45 (rank 5)

Jobs: worker full time        
-equivalents 

0.31 15 42.4 m

Net Debt USD (nominal) 3,920 7 (of13) 474 bn

GDP constant USD (2005) 8,520 12 1,030 bn

 Mexico’s lower birth rates, improving education, young skilled workforce and  
 a recent surge in manufacturing acumen provide a strong base to overcome  
 large challenges of poverty and entrenched inequality. Mexico’s reform agenda  
 faces formidable risks. These include declining oil production and revenue,  
 a high foreign ownership of Mexican assets leading to a potential for financial  
 contagion, and civil unrest and corruption due to organised crime.



Interpreting a Radar Diagram

A radar (or spider-web) diagram is used to display data from a 
wide range of sources and allow complex interactions to be simply 
displayed. This G20 study explores the tension between of economic 
production, social returns and environmental impact through reporting 
on global value chains and personal consumption (i.e. what a country’s 
citizens actually consume rather than its territorial production). There are 
five environmental indicators (emissions, water, endangered species, land 
footprint and material flow). These are balanced by two economic indicators 
(gross domestic product and net international debt) and two social indicators 
(employment footprint and the Gini coefficient or inequality footprint). All data 
are on a per-capita basis apart from the Gini coefficient which reports on 
income distribution nationally.

Two phases of data normalisation are used in this G20 study. Firstly, a 
‘simple mean’ or average for all G20 countries is computed for each of the 
nine indicators. Secondly, each country’s value is divided by that mean to 
give a ratio number. In the radar diagram the G20 average (equals 1.0 by 
definition) is shown by the red dashed line equidistant from the centre of 
the web. The blue solid line shows how much each country’s indicator is 
bigger or smaller than the G20 average. The overall pattern or signature 
of each country is important. There is no inherent right or wrong in being 
inside or outside the G20 average as each country has its own set of special 
circumstances.

Thus for the Mexican example above, most of the indicator set are below the 
G20 average. These below-average indicators report good and less-good 
outcomes. Below average indicators for scarce water use, emissions and 
animal threats point to moderate impacts on ecosystems in per capita terms, 
but economic development will grow them. A higher than average Gini 
coefficient reflects high inequality and much policy effort still required. The 
below average GDP suggests further economic development is required 
while low jobs suggests more employment generation is needed.
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Rationale for Indicators
Greenhouse Emissions (CO2-e): The 
emissions footprint for each person’s 
consumption leading to heat gain in 
the atmosphere and oceans and thus 
increasing climate disruption (due to 
accounting uncertainties, the indicator 
excludes land use . land use change 
and biomass burning). Measure: 
Tonnes of CO2 equivalents per capita 
excluding land use change, forestry 
and biomass burning Year 2011, 
Source- Eora Global Database  http://
worldmrio.com/

Scarce Water Use: The scarce 
water use footprint. Over- extraction 
increases threats to human water 
security and river biodiversity in 30 of 
the globe’s 47 most volumetric river 
basins. This scarce water is eventually 
consumed as clothes, food and 
beverages. Measure: litres of scarcity-
weighted water use per capita. Year 
2011. Source-Eora Global Database 
http://worldmrio.com

Endangered Animal Species (Species 
threats): Land clearing and over-
fishing are two of 15 or more drivers 
of accelerated rates of biodiversity 
endangerment. This species threat 
footprint traces endangered animal 
species from the IUCNs ‘Red List’ to 
complex trade networks of threatening 
production activities. Measure: number 
of endangered animal species (species 
threats) per one million of human 
population. Year 2000. Source- Eora 
Global Database http://worldmrio.com/

Land Footprint (Land): The land 
footprint in trade corrected terms or 
consumption terms required for built 
infrastructure, crops, forest, fishing and 
grazing. Same accounting principle as 
the ‘ecological footprint’ but excludes 
energy/carbon land as the emissions 
indicator specifically accounts for that 
impact. Expressed in ‘globally-average 

hectares’ adjusted for productivity 
potential. Measure: Land area in 
globally-average hectares required to 
underpin consumption footprint. Year 
2011 Source- Eora Global Database 
http://worldmrio.com/

Material Footprint (Material usage): 
The material use footprint. Increasing 
material use by developed and 
developing economies poses long term 
threats to sustainability at both ends. 
Limits to resource quality of virgin 
materials and a faster consumption 
lifecycle suggest issues for disposal 
and recycling. Measure: total material 
flow in tonnes per capita. Year 2008. 
Source- Eora Global Database http://
worldmrio.com/

Inequality (Gini coefficient): The 
footprint or production chain measure 
of the distribution or spread of wages 
within a country, across the population. 
A smaller rich elite and a large working 
poor gives a higher Gini coefficient 
while a more equal country has a 
lower value (e.g. South Africa 0.59, 
USA 0.38, Japan 0.29). Measure: Time 
series of Gini footprints computed 
as part of Eora employment studies. 
Data not yet available as part of Eora 
Database. Year 2011

Employment Footprint (Jobs): 
A social indicator measuring the 
domestic and outside workforce 
required to maintain domestic 
consumption and lifestyle. A cascade of 
lower paid workers delivers goods and 
services through complex production 
chains to more affluent consumers. 
Measure: Full time equivalent workers 
(domestically and out-of-country) per 
capita of domestic population. Year 
2011 Source- Eora Global Database 
http://worldmrio.com/

Net Debt (Debt): The extent to which 
a domestic economy is indebted to 
overseas financial loans for productive 

investment and lifestyle consumption. 
Measure: Nominal (not deflated) US 
dollars per capita of IIP or NIIP (Net 
International Investment Position) 
from IMF data repository. Year 2012 
http://elibrary-data.imf.org/public/
FrameReport. aspx?v=3&c=20840396

Gross Domestic Product (GDP): A 
conventional and widely accepted 
economic measure of development 
and progress in each country. This 
is not a footprint or production chain 
measure. Measure: GDP per capita in 
deflated 2005 US dollars from United 
Nations data depository Year 2012 
Source- GDP by Type of Expenditure 
at constant (2005) prices: http://data.
un.org
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