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Hermann Habermann

Hermann Habermann interviews Mario Palma on his
new book Why INEGI? The Saga of a Mexican Institu-
tion in Search of the Truth [1], raising some interesting
topics on official statistics.?

HH: Good morning. Mario your book comes out at
a critical time. While a belief in the importance of un-
biased, objective information from National Statistical
Offices (NSOs) is a corner stone of official statistics

3This interview took place through a series of zoom sessions
recorded and transcribed by Victoria Bonilla who revised the several
drafts with HH and MP.
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it is clear that this is ever more important today. We
operate in a time when many statistical offices are under
assault from various segments of society. In that sense,
although your book focuses on Mexican culture and
legal system, it also deals with fundamental messages
that are applicable all over the world. And it is those
fundamental messages that I think we’d like to empha-
sise. I would like to start with the title of your book.
In your title you use the word “truth”. In English, truth
is a very big word. It can be a controversial word and
people are often suspicious of those who claim to know
the truth. In place of logical arguments sometimes peo-
ple insist on the correctness of their position because
they know the “truth” regardless of existing evidence.
In what sense do you use the word “truth” in your title?

MP: Good morning, too. It is a very good question,
Hermann. Thank you for the opportunity to clarify a
bit on this particular terminology. Of course, it is not
used in the purely abstract sense. I agree, I would also
be suspicious of anyone claiming to know the truth and
I don’t think any statistical office will claim that either.
The objectives are much more humble if you want to use
that word. The way I used it was more in the sense that
Yuval Noah Harari interprets it in the quote I actually
put at the beginning of the book: “the most important
secular commitment is to the truth, which is based on
observation and evidence rather on mere faith” [2]. This
conception of truth I think gets closer to the statistical
remit. It is also used in the context of the general public
in Mexico, one of the main groups of people the book
is addressed to. The principal objective of the book is
to explain the role of the National Institute of Statistics
and Geography of Mexico (INEGI), which is the role of
statistical and geographic public institutions all over the
world and how they should produce quality information,
as well as why their professional independence has to
be preserved. It is definitely used as a contrast or as an
opposite to the other extreme that are plain lies, and it
is also used in the context of this phenomena, which is
happening now in Mexico and all over the world, of the
use of fake news and non-methodologically-sound data.
That’s the sense the book tries to convey, that’s why I
used this word, but definitely not in the abstract sense.

HH: Two other important and big words that are
prominent in your book are “independence” and “au-
tonomy”. These are subjects that every national statis-
tics office is concerned with today. The word auton-
omy is used in many Mexican institutions. There are
autonomous universities in Mexico for example. Would
you please discuss the breadth and depth of autonomy
that you and your colleagues sought and what in fact

you achieved? What was it about the situation in Mexico
that made this struggle for autonomy so important and
how much of this struggle is common to other national
statistical offices?

MP: It is a very interesting set of questions. One has
to be a bit careful with the use of the terminology and
also with what we mean by autonomy, and why we
did pursue it. Ultimately, the important thing is that the
State has an obligation to provide information to all the
public. This is a fundamental universal right actually
recognized as such by the United Nations. In the case of
statistical information, this obligation is fulfilled by the
State through the National Statistical Offices (NSOs).
The point would be, and this has to do with the place
in society of the NSOs and why we need them, how
we achieve this in a way that the public trusts their
work. There are, in my opinion, two steps for doing it.
One is to undertake the statistical programmes properly,
which is to measure correctly through following the
proper methodology and the Fundamental Principles of
Official Statistics. NSOs have to establish a reputation
for doing these things. But then, how do you guarantee
against something that is not theoretical, it happens all
over the world probably every day and it has happened
for centuries, which is the intervention in particular
of governments against the public’s right to receive
information following all these principles. The second
very important step is that the public has to perceive
that the statistical office is doing its work without the
intervention of any other actor that can affect the quality
of this information in whatever way, and it could be
governments, private actors or any other. That brings us
to the situation of how to guarantee the independence
of the NSO, which in Mexico has taken the legal term
of autonomy.

HH: Let me go back to something you just said.
There seems to be a little bit of a paradox. On the one
hand, if I heard you correctly, you are saying that the
State has an obligation to ensure unbiased, objective
information. But now you are saying that the only way
to do that, is to make sure that the NSO is independent
from the State. So, on the one hand, the State seems
to have an obligation but, on the other hand, you are
saying but the only way we can do that is to ensure that
the National Statistical Office has autonomy from the
State. Is that what you are saying?

MP: It is an obligation of the State to provide the
information and the official statistical agency will nec-
essarily remain a part of the State. What it is needed
is independence from administrative and political pro-
cesses of the State in relation to other actors of the same
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State. For that you establish a series of checks and bal-
ances as you do for the interaction between different
powers. All powers -the Judicial, the Legislative and
the Executive- are independent between themselves but
they are part of the same State. And that’s what is meant
in this case. They are part of the same State, not of the
same executive branch of government, and independent
in the technical part from all other powers of the State.

HH: Let’s talk about this a little. I don’t think you
mean that INEGI will be completely independent of the
government. So, if they are not completely independent,
what kinds of independence?

MP: You are right in qualifying that. I would say
complete independence cannot happen in a vacuum.
Providing information is a State obligation and the sta-
tistical agency is part of the State and the agent with the
remit to do it. Complete independence, you cannot go
to another planet and be totally out of any influence of
any type, specially budgets and that kind of things. The
statistical office has to interact with other powers, but
this interaction has to be resolved in a way that the law
protects its professional independence.

HH: Exactly what kinds of independence were you
looking for? And what did you achieve?

MP: Well, the kind of independence we achieved,
is what went into the Constitution and into the Law
on the National System of Statistical and Geographical
Information (LSNIEG). It is a system in which, first,
this professional independence and the non-intervention
of the Executive and the other powers is established
legally. It means that INEGI is not hierarchically de-
pendent on a ministry. INEGI makes most decisions
—definitely all of the technical ones, but also many fi-
nancial and administrative— without having to get the
approval of a Minister.

Another feature is that the nomination of the Presi-
dent of the Institute and of the Board of Governors has
to pass through a process in which more than one power
of the State is involved, in this case the Executive and
the Legislative. This is the situation of balances that
I mention. An important feature is that INEGI while
autonomous, becomes the coordinator of the National
System of Statistical and Geographic Information. This
means that INEGI interacts and works together with
all public institutions that produce statistics (including
agencies of the public administration, the Legislative
and the Judicial).

The reason we use the word “autonomy”, which
maybe you can use it as synonym of “independence”, is
that it is a legal term used in Mexico. It’s a purely Mexi-
can thing. There is a reason for the concept. You have to

put it in the context of the political history and circum-
stances of the country, especially during the long period
of 70 years in which we had very autocratic regimes in
Mexico in the twentieth century. In the 1920’s a move-
ment for autonomous universities started to allow self-
government in the main public universities against the
direct intervention of governments. Not all universities
got it, but the main one — the National Autonomous
University of Mexico (UNAM), did.

The Mexican political system at the time character-
ized itself for several things, among them its style which
was not the standard autocratic system, some people
have called it a “soft dictatorship” some other people
have called it a “perfect dictatorship”, which are terms
that may help to explain its success for so many years,
even longer than the Soviet regime in Russia. It was
successful at least at the beginning in some economic
and political aspects but flawed in the long term. While
the system was authoritarian, it worked in very subtle
ways, let’s put it on those terms. It could occasionally
be repressive, but that was exceptional. Things were
arranged in a way that pressure and influences were
exerted in a discrete but effective manner. In the cen-
ter of it all was that the President of the country who
concentrated an extreme amount of power.

The democratization process in Mexico, which took
a long time but mostly was concentrated in the 1990’s
and the beginning of 2000s, prioritised the need for bal-
ancing this power by separating some important func-
tions from the sphere of the Executive branch. One con-
sequence of this is that several institutions became au-
tonomous under Mexican Law. The first of them was
the Central Bank of Mexico, another was the Electoral
Institute that used to be headed by the Minister of the
Interior —who belonged always to the party in power—.
So, you can imagine the situation when people com-
plained about the legality and fairness of elections and
that sort of things. Another example was the Human
Rights Commission, and then INEGI as the provider of
information to the public and all actors in society.

HH: I would like to pose a hypothetical situation. We
have all seen situations where the political leadership
is perhaps not interested in discovering, for example,
the depth of poverty for particular minority groups.
And so, the President might suggest to the head of the
statistics office that maybe they did not need to perform
a particular survey or did not need to oversample in
a particular study. What would prevent that kind of
activity under what you and your colleagues have done
in Mexico? What would prevent the President from
having an unofficial phone call with the head of INEGI
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to accomplish the actions I have described. What are
the limits for independence and autonomy in practice?

MP: Ok, well. It’s a very good hypothetical question
and I am very glad not to have received that kind of call
almost never in my life. There was one, but not really so
clear and not from a President which is subtly narrated
in the book and it involves the then head of national se-
curity. But this hypothetical situation, to stop someone
from doing something, well it would be difficult. The
thing is to stop someone from get something out of such
an attempt. Maybe just to have the law and the reputa-
tion helps for anyone to think twice before doing it, but
it is not guaranteed it will not happen as we have seen all
kinds of Presidents, even in very democratic countries,
not hesitating on trying to interfere in the work of the
NSO. What protects from that? INEGI has an Annual
Working Programme which is written with a previous
consensus on it, in which practically all government
ministries participate. Actually, the final approval of the
Annual Programme is not a decision by the President
of INEGI but by the Board of Governors and in it there
are all the statistical projects that are to be carried out
in the year. The programme is published in the Official
Gazette of the Federation and becomes obligatory for
all administrative units of the State. The continuity of
the statistical projects is established through this An-
nual Programme accordingly to the statistical needs of
the country.

And something very important, there is a calendar
for the publication of the results of the statistical pro-
grammes which is published and made available to all
the public in advance every year and it can only be mod-
ified by the Board of Governors. But any modifications
have to be discussed and there has to be a very good
reason for any change, which again has to be informed
to the public months in advance. It’s a calendar which is
established and there is a responsibility for the officials
at INEGI to fulfill it.

Besides there is a final barrier of protection to the
Institute’s work and that is all the people who work
on each statistical project. They are well aware of the
methodology and the data, and especially of what I
have called the ethos or the prevailing philosophy of the
institution. All of them may have affinities or not with
different political parties and they are the final auditors
of what is done.

HH: If I understand correctly then, you have trans-
parency of your programme of work in that INEGI has a
yearly calendar of what is going to be done. If anything
is changed that will be transparent to all. All your pro-
gramme is available for public inspection. More than

this, if I understand correctly, not only the technical de-
cisions on how surveys are operated but also the content
of your programme — which surveys are to be fielded is
within the scope of INEGI’s authority. Do I understand
this correctly?

MP: Yes, it works in two ways really within INEGI.
The actual approval and big revisions of programmes
belongs in the field of the Board of Governors. The
president of INEGI is both the Head of the Board of
Governors, but also the administrative head of INEGI.
That means that the Board of Governors is separated
from the actual work. Once a survey or a census is
undertaken, their results —different to Central Banks—
won’t be taken for discussion to the Board of Gover-
nors. That doesn’t happen. In an independent Central
Bank, there is a discussion there of the interest rates for
example and there would be opinions. In this case, it
works in completely technical way and the results are
published under the responsibility of the president of
INEGI. They won’t pass to any type of consultation to
the Board of Governors. It’s a responsibility of the Pres-
ident, as head of all the technical people who developed
the programme. That’s how it works according to the
Law.

HH: In your book you have an interesting section on
the crime statistics programme and the role that inde-
pendence played in undertaking that survey. Perhaps
you could discuss what INEGI did with respect to the
crime statistics programme and how it used its indepen-
dence in that area.

MP: The crime statistics programme was the first big
new programme initiated in 2009 just after autonomy
was officially declared and that’s an interesting thing.
The programme developed from the security situation
that the country was suffering at the time, even if we
had had some high levels of criminality before, this was
an unprecedented crime wave, and it was obvious that
we didn’t have good information. A decision was taken
to create a new subsystem of information: the Subsys-
tem of Government, Public Security and Justice Statis-
tics. There were before a few statistics on these subjects
collected from Public Attorney’s Offices and from legal
courts but obviously insufficient. Now the Subsystem
has several surveys (on victimization, corruption, police
forces, etc.) and censuses (on government, prosecution,
human rights, transparency, judicial statistics, etc.), but
the programme that was really the key for the devel-
opment of the Subsystem, and I would say became the
reference to it was the National Survey on Victimization
and Perception of Public Safety, which we developed
with the help of the United Nations Office on Drugs and
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Crime (UNODC), our friend Angela Me* and her team
there helped us a lot because we really had to learn a
few things on crime and victimization measurement.
Actually, some of them no other country knew at the
time, only UNODC could be a source of know-how.
From then on, we started to develop together some new
projects like a joint Center of Excellence for Statisti-
cal Information on Government, Public Security, Vic-
timization and Justice; the promotion of the Interna-
tional Classification of Crime for Statistical Purposes
(approved by the United Nations Statistical Commis-
sion - UNSC) and of two roadmaps, one for Improving
Crime Statistics at the National and International Level
(unanimously endorsed by the UNSC and the UN Com-
mission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice) and
a second one to Improve Drug Statistics (also adopted
by the UNSC and in this case the UN Commission on
Narcotic Drugs), among other projects.

This is an interesting case because it demonstrates
independence working in a real situation, in a very sen-
sitive subject for the country because of what was hap-
pening. We had a criminal wave, but we didn’t know
exactly what was happening and governments, espe-
cially state governments were very touchy on the sub-
ject. Previously, there was in particular one private sur-
vey that had a history of trying to measure crime with
the characteristic that they were fond of ranking the
states as to which ones had the worst criminal problem.
This was touchy just because it happened, but it is re-
ally something that experience has shown us it is not
advisable to do because of the impossibility to compare
different crimes across different situations and popu-
lations. There are states in Mexico characterized for
high homicides rates and drug activities where the in-
cidence of kidnappings, extortions and petty crime are
very low. This happens when a very powerful criminal
organization in a state restrains from other crimes to
avoid unnecessary attention to its main (drug related)
activities. But you can also have the opposite, there are
places with a high rate of spare-car-parts stealing and
other petty crimes which may amount to a lot in total
numbers, while having a low incidence of homicides.
That is why is not advisable to make this kind of com-
parisons. It provoked that each time the results of this
private survey were published the state governors and
the federal government really reacted in a very bad way,

4 Angela Me is Chief of the Research and Trend Analysis Branch
at the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) where
she oversees global, regional and national research in the areas of
drugs and crime.

they didn’t accept the information which was actually
having the wrong effect in the sense that it was not used
and only triggered political reactions.

At the time when we decided to develop a compre-
hensive victimization survey, I would say people in
the government were obviously afraid of what was to
come out from INEGI while the people who were doing
the private survey were vocally suspicious that INEGI
may even help the governments with the figures. That
brought even a discussion in the press but in the end the
INEGI survey was accepted by the Federal and state
governments as the point of reference. When the results
came of the first survey, a thing that would be ironic,
were it not so tragic, happened. The results showed
double the amount of crime than the ones published
in the private survey. That took care of the worries of
the people behind the private survey. INEGI came with
results that were not nice to the ears of any government
but were accepted because of the quality of the infor-
mation that it was informed to them, and one particular
aspect, we didn’t rank them. I think that really helped. It
was not a question of attacking the government, it was a
question of providing information for the governments’
policies. So they could do things that they were not
doing before from statistics they trusted.

HH: If I understand what you are saying, INEGI saw
an information gap in the way information about crime
was being developed and presented and INEGI made
the decision to close that gap in a highly technical and
professional way. Suppose we look at the situation from
a different angle. Let me suggest to you none of the of-
ficials at INEGI are elected. Where does INEGI get the
authority and mandate to decide for the country what
information gaps are necessary to be filled. Should not
this be the province of elected officials to decide what
information is needed or not needed? Is this decision
that INEGI took on crime statistics an example of the
tension that can develop between an autonomous na-
tional statistical office and the elected officials? INEGI
saw an information gap and decided that this needed to
be filled. INEGI is appointed, they are not elected, they
have no apparent mandate from the public to develop
better crime statistics. How does INEGI ensure that is
not usurping the province of the elected officials? How
does INEGI ensure that it obtains the input of elected
officials in a way that doesn’t compromise INEGI’s
independence?

MP: Yes, that’s a very good point. That’s very impor-
tant and something I have mentioned before, becoming
independent doesn’t mean you are not going to deal
with the government and that there will necessarily be
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confrontations. It really means you are going to work
with the government very closely. Actually, legally IN-
EGI became the coordinator of the National System
of Statistical and Geographic Information. There is a
structure which is arranged in a way that elected and
non-elected officials participate in the decisions, be-
sides private sector and users from the academia. It is a
system that works in different levels besides the consul-
tation to all the public —which includes governments—
for each particularly big survey or census. In the legal
structure of how INEGI works there are three levels of
councils of consultation for the participation of people
from outside the Institute. The most important one is
the National Consultative Council which is formed by
the president of INEGI and representatives from each
ministry of the Federal Public Administration, the Ju-
dicial Power, the Chambers of Deputies and Senators,
besides five representatives from state governments. It
also includes a representative from the Central Bank
and other public institutions. Among its functions, all
the programmes of INEGI have to be presented to them
and they have the power to give opinions on them, as
well as they can propose subjects, themes, surveys and
indicators to be used.

There are two other levels of formal external partici-
pation. Besides government and crime, there are three
other subsystems of information: Demographic statis-
tics, Economic statistics, and Geography. Each one has
several Specialized Technical Committees, normally
chaired by the federal public institution in charge of a
subject or its main user. Here is where new programmes
are examined, needs and proposals by all government
agencies are presented, changes to methodology are
discussed. There are 58 of these committees. At the
next level, within each subsystem there is an Executive
Committee that discusses the results of the Specialized
Technical Committees and in turn is a channel to bring
subjects to the Board of Governors and the National
Consultative Council. That’s how the consultative sys-
tem works.

HH: What I am hearing is that you and your col-
leagues recognized the importance of not confusing in-
dependence with arrogance. To ensure that the decisions
made by INEGI were done in a consultative manner
you created a network of committees and institutions
that consulted with INEGI and participated in the de-
cisions. Would it be correct to say that by listening to
this network INEGI provides legitimacy for the types
of decisions that we have been discussing here. While
INEGI did have technical independence and certain lev-
els of budgetary and administrative independence you

recognized that without the support and without the
network that you built, your mandate could disappear
rather quickly. Is that a fair statement?

MP: Yes, it is. I would even add something, if a
statistical or geographic agency wants to get a budget
it first has to show the people in charge of deciding
the budgets that what they provide is a good product
for them, that they can use it for themselves. I would
say that’s the best recipe for a budget negotiation, now
or in the future. That’s the part the statistical office
has to work on its own: quality of statistics, but their
usefulness has to be transmitted to the people in power.

HH: Let us continue with our discussion with the
concept of independence and autonomy. As we have
discussed, I believe INEGI has a much broader con-
cept of independence than just technical independence.
Some would suggest that if the State can grant auton-
omy and independence it can take them away. In the
final analysis the State still has final control. However,
while the INEGI of today may not be completely au-
tonomous, it possesses measures of decision making
which are significantly more extensive than in most
national statistical offices.

MP: What it was achieved in the case of INEGI’s au-
tonomy is a solid governance system that provides the
institution with instruments to undertake its work based
on technical considerations with a good margin of free-
dom as to administrative and/or political constraints.
Certainly any legislative process can be reversed, but
as this governance system is the result of a constitu-
tional reform that to be changed will require a qualified
majority in both Chambers of Congress, the political
consequences of doing it or attempting to do it provide
a good barrier of contention. This is the advantage of
being guaranteed by a legal and institutional framework
at the constitutional level.

We in Mexico use the term of autonomy, first, be-
cause it is used in the legal system. Secondly, we were
in the middle of a process of democratization that was
seen as such both by the people in power and by the
opposition. The latter included INEGI’s autonomy as
an item in its democratization agenda.

HH: In your book you describe how, at the same time
you and your colleagues were thinking of transforming
INEGI into an autonomous institution you experienced
an earthquake that destroyed your office with a tragic
loss of lives. As a result, you had to move the entire
office to another town and build a completely new phys-
ical office while you were trying to construct this au-
tonomous institution. Could you discuss the impact the
earthquake and the physical movement of the office had
and how these challenges were overcome?
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MP: It was part of the problems, but it was part of
the solutions too. At the beginning, as I said we had
the challenges of any new institution. We didn’t have
the ideal budgets for sure, but we started. The president
at the time was Pedro Aspe who implemented the first
measures. One important step was to establish regional
and, in each state, local offices of INEGI which was
something that didn’t previously exist and their absence
meant that the national population census in particu-
lar or the big surveys depended on the help of the lo-
cal governments or other federal institutions, like the
Ministry of Education to recruit teachers to carry out
censuses. That really was a problem for INEGI as the
quality and completeness of the technical work didn’t
depend on its own resources. This problem was one of
the first aspects to be addressed and it was approached
in a way that was different from the normal way of
managing things for the states’ governments when they
dealt with the federal government. Normally, what par-
ticularly happened when one party dominated federal
and the local governments, was that the delegates or
the representatives of the federal government were ac-
tually people from the team of the local governor who
considered them as part of his hierarchical structure.
INEGI broke on that with a scheme that made them
representatives to the region and not to the state. In this
way nominations were kept completely professional.

Then this big earthquake that you mentioned oc-
curred. The earthquake was something catastrophic for
the country in general and for Mexico City in particular.
In the case of INEGI we lost completely one building
with the loss of lives and another building was severely
damaged and unable to be used. So, we had no choice
but to move. There were not places to rent in Mexico
City because it was not only us who had suffered losses.
More than ten thousand people were killed and many
buildings destroyed. There was not much option to dis-
cuss about going out of Mexico City, the problem was
to find where and the conditions, and I tell the story in
the book. Finally, we were very fortunate to find a local
government in Aguascalientes that was very helpful
and we moved there. And that brought many advan-
tages in physical infrastructure and social conditions
for our workers. Among them, it put the central offices
of INEGI outside the capital and the center of power
in Mexico, being the biggest public institution ever to
move out of the city. Also from the human point of
view, we had to move 3,000 families to Aguascalientes
and that meant building new houses and providing cred-
its for buying them, besides lots of other things, even
schools had to be built. At the same time it created what

you would call esprit de corps, people suffering many
problems together in a new environment and working
together to solve them. At the same time INEGI was
building against all these complications its reputation in
the country, but specially in government, undertaking
three national censuses (economic, population and agri-
cultural). That was crucial because in the end became
the most important factor to get the funds for the future
and to improve the institutional capacity to be able to
start new projects.

I would also say that we were very fortunate that in
those years (late 1980’s and early 1990’s) there were at
least two Presidents of the country that understood the
importance of statistics and several influential ministers
who were very supportive of the Institute’s work, one
was a former president of INEGI, Pedro Aspe —by then
Minister of Finance—, and that really helped as we had
something to sell, but at the same time we had some-
body to listen to us and with a good disposition to give
us the necessary budgets.

And then INEGI was asked to participate in projects
that were not typical statistical or geographic. This is
when the Institution had established a reputation for the
quality of its work and its capacity to organize national
field operations. The first one was the measurement of
all the land plots in the country for the 1992 Agrarian
Reform that was one of the largest programmes of land
privatization in the world ever, in which the Institute
was responsible for measuring and producing almost 9
million maps. In 1995, INEGI was also invited to coor-
dinate the new National Development Plan, which in-
volved the organisation of forums throughout the coun-
try with all sectors of society; the coordination with all
ministries and agencies of the Federal Public Admin-
istration, the Legislative and Judicial powers, the state
governments and the private sector; the compilation of
proposals and the final drafting of the plan.

HH: It is usual in a bureaucracy that whenever one
wants to make substantial changes, opposition may ap-
pear from many different quarters. You mention in your
book that such opposition did in fact occur. How did
you win over their opposition?

MP: That was not easy really because even if I have
said that at the very top we had a friendly reception to
most of our ideas and programmes, there were many
bureaucrats in the middle and a few in relatively high
places that were against it. That’s why, even if the idea
of autonomy had approval at the very highest places,
it took still sixteen years to get it which is more or
less a long time. I would say the forces against it were
sometimes only the typical bureaucratic oppositions to
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new proposals to change paradigms that have been there
for a long time. But then, there was political opposition
due, in my opinion, to the fear of losing control over the
area of official statistics. A funny thing happened and I
mention it in the book. Normally when a political party
was in power, they would find ways not to promote the
autonomy subject while the opposition would like it;
and when these people in power changed and became
opposition they started liking the idea and so on. In
the end, there was a moment of consensus among all
the opposition in the Legislative that was joined by the
political party in power when autonomy was finally
approved in 2006.

HH: What if anything, as you look back, would have
done differently? There was a sixteen-year process to
create an autonomous INEGI and what, if anything, do
you think should have been done differently?

MP: I wasn’t the whole time in the process. Of these
sixteen years, quite a few of them I was not at INEGI
but I followed the whole process. I was very glad to
return to INEGI after autonomy was obtained and being
able to help in its implementation. You may be surprised
about what I’'m going to tell you, but if I had known
better the many options and subtleties of this political
system even when it became democratic, I would have
been even more careful of some aspects of autonomy
and especially how it works. Because the balances are
there, as I mentioned, between the Executive and the
Legislative and the two of them are in different roles
taking decisions on a particular matter (for instance in
nominations to INEGI’s Board of Governors), but this
doesn’t work so clear when the same political party
that is in the Executive dominates the Legislative. I am
not talking of any particular regime; it happens in more
than one. There is not a clear way of avoiding a situa-
tion of this type, I mention in the book one instance in
Mexico in which other autonomous institutions (among
them INEGI) participate, along with the Executive and
the Legislative, in the selection process of nominees
for another autonomous institution. Further analysis is
needed on the implementation of mechanisms such as
this.

HH: The development of the Fundamental Principles
of Official Statistics is considered by many to be the
most important international effort to support national
statistical offices. Interestingly enough, although they
are implied in several of the principles, independence
and autonomy are not explicitly mentioned in the Fun-
damental Principles. Your book, in a very readable way,
gives an authoritative view of the struggles that ensued
to obtain an autonomous institution. My question is,

did the Fundamental Principles, in any way, play a role
during this process? Did you depend upon them? Did
you use them to convince people? Were they effective
or just a kind of window dressing?

MP: I think they were very helpful in the argument
for independence in general. I must tell you that the
very first drafts of the future Law (LSNIEG) included
in order the ten Fundamental Principles as they were
approved in 1994. Intentionally, we took care of putting
them as they were presented at the United Nations. They
helped to build the fundamentals for the discussion. And
because if you think of it, besides the implied mention
of independence, what the Principles are saying is how
you provide this information properly to society. It is
really the objective of the Principles, to have something
agreed internationally for this purpose, and that’s why
we put them there. In the final version of the Law, even
though they are not listed in the same order as in the
UN document, all of them are there.

In relation to the subject of independence what the
Fundamental Principles do is to establish that statistical
agencies have to act accordingly to strictly professional
considerations and that this has to be guaranteed by
legal and institutional frameworks and respected at all
political levels. In this sense, they are addressed both
to statistical agencies and to all State powers. And in
this way they were approved unanimously by all coun-
tries represented at the United Nations in the General
Assembly in 2014.This is the basis for the concept of
professional independence. What we did in Mexico was
to take it to the highest possible level, according to our
legal system, in what we call “autonomy”.

HH: In building strong independent offices how im-
portant is building international networks and how does
one build these international networks? How impor-
tant are institutions like the United Nations Statistical
Commission and others such as the IAOS?

MP: I would say it’s very important. Some people I
have met in Mexico and in some other countries don’t
believe it, and they think to engage on international
relations is a waste of time and money. I would say it’s
just the opposite. It’s as important maybe as the internal
network. Why? For several reasons and some are tech-
nical, and some are political. Technical, it’s easy to see,
I mean both statistics and geography are very dynamic
disciplines that are moving all the time with technol-
ogy, with new developments and methodologies. It’s
not something static and the only way to keep abreast of
developments is to be part of an international network
and participate in the discussions wherever they take
place, I mean the ISI, the IAOS, the United Nations, the
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OECD of course, UNODC in the case crime. For in-
stance, we couldn’t have developed the crime system of
information in Mexico without the help of the UNODC.
You know very well, on censuses there is a permanent
discussion on how they should be undertaken, and sur-
veys of course, geography is almost purely technical
and developments go by the day. And that’s a fact on
the technical side, but also on the political side. The
international multilateral forums are important and also
the bilateral relations, and each country will need some.
I mention in the book all the bilateral programmes that
we had with the United States, and then with Canada.
The world-multilateral is crucial too for technical rea-
sons and also for political ones. The “union” of all the
countries working in statistics is very important even to
protest against the injustices exerted against a statistical
office or a statistical director in countries that I may not
mention the names in polite company. But there are also
many other aspects which takes me to the next point:
the future of statistics.

One issue is already becoming quite clear and that
is the role of and the relationship with the big transna-
tional producers of information, all these big compa-
nies that are powers in themselves and that produce
statistics. It’s not only the political side that will have
to be regulated by governments at some points, but the
role of statistical agencies in the future will have to
be addressed. Personally, I don’t see a way this can be
solved bilateral or unilaterally by any one country. This
is something that, even for the most powerful countries,
will need an international agreement, preceded by ne-
cessity by an international conference. This may be a
novelty as it could be the first big international conven-
tion that will have to include countries and the private
sector. And for that conference and negotiation, I would
say the statistical profession —official and non-official—
has the potential to play an important role in which
the key player could be the United Nations Statistical
Commission.

HH: Let us continue to talk about the future. Where
does INEGI go now? How secure are the gains that have
been made over the years? How secure are the networks
which I believe provide, the transparency? What are
going to be the big problems that INEGI is going to
have to look at in the next three, four or five years?

MP: Well, it’s this kind of battle that will never end
and you can never say we have secured the future. Of
course, what’s to be done in the future? I would say it’s
practically some of the same things that we are now

doing. INEGI will have to keep measuring properly and
maintain its reputation. It will have to keep providing a
service to the country and to the public administration
that they value as useful. Those are the main points, but
still one has to negotiate budgets. This must be done
with a vision of the challenges coming and some are
very clear. As I mentioned before it is already clear
that the future will have a discussion on the role of
the statistical offices and the role of other producers of
statistics and INEGI will have to be prepared and to
establish a role for the future for the institution, that’s
one important challenge.

Another one will come from the fact that there will
always be a technological revolution going on and that
will be costly. This is something that will require from
the Institution lots of efforts and resources, among them
expensive technologies and equipment, as well as tal-
ented people who would still need to be trained and
paid accordingly. NSOs will have to plan sometimes
years in advance and would require a permanent effort.
It will be one of their main challenges, really.

HH: Mario you will have the last word but I would
like to thank you for participating in this question and
answer session about your book. I would also like to
thank you for writing the book. It shows us how a na-
tional statistical office can be transformed into a major
institution in its country with far reaching levels of in-
dependent decision making. The book provides us the
opportunity to ponder important concepts like auton-
omy and independence: what they mean and how far an
NSO can go in obtaining them.

MP: Many thanks, Hermann. Writing this book on
the history of INEGI brought of necessity a revisiting of
practically the whole range of topics related to official
statistics, which in one way or another are common to
all official statistical agencies worldwide. I would like
to thank you for your time and help in sharing these
thoughts with the international statistical community. I
highly appreciate it.
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