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ABSTRACT 

The development of tourism destinations worldwide has been portrayed as an 

effective vehicle to achieve development goals. The economic potential of 

tourism-related activities has captured the attention of several governments 

generating a special interest to obtain all its benefits for the local contexts in 

which tourists resorts are built. However, the experience has shown that tourism 

has failed -especially in developing countries- to contribute to development ends 

(Gamble, 1989; Richter, 1989; Sharpley and Telfer, 2002). This paper will examine 

the implementation of tourism policy in Mexico in the early 1970s. This policy 
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included the planning and construction of tourist resorts throughout the Mexican 

coasts with the aim to transform these places into development poles. Cancun, 

one of the planned resorts, has become the most important Mexican destination 

contributing with approximately 35% of the Mexico’s total receipts by tourism-

related activities (FONATUR, 2005). Its international fame derived from its 

explosive growth and massive marketing has historically eclipsed the social and 

political implications of the government’s intervention in this place. The lack of 

attention to these processes has produced an information gap that this paper 

wishes to address. This work utilises Hall’s (1994) model to examine tourism policy 

processes. Special consideration will be paid to some of the political and social 

consequences that this policy has produced over time. The main conclusion of this 

paper is that the design, implementation and subsequent changes of this policy in 

Cancun has had direct effects in the unequal distribution of benefits from tourism-

related activities, privileging the interests of powerful groups -national and 

foreign- of the tourism industry over local interests on economic, social, 

environmental, political, or cultural development.   

Key words: Tourism, Development, Cancun, Policy process, Politics. 

 

INTRODUCTION  

The mainstream of tourism research has either ignored or neglected the political 

dimension of the allocation of tourism resources, the generation of tourism policy 

and the politics of tourism development (Hall, 1994: 2). Promoting a further study 

of these dimensions in specific contexts can stimulate a better understanding of 

how tourism destinations appear and evolve historically but, perhaps more 

importantly, to provide some explanations about why tourism is chosen by 

governments as a primary development strategy. The expansion of tourism-

related activities has been promoted, especially in developing countries, as a 

strategy to overcome the problems associated with the so-called 

underdevelopment; the discourse has been built upon tourism’s potential to 

generate foreign exchange, jobs and above all, regional development. However, 

as Richter (1989) pointed out, it is unclear to what extent these tourism-related 

policies have contributed to the developmental goals for which they were 

created.  
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The aim of this article is to discuss the introduction of a public policy (Centros 

Integralmente Planeados, State Planned Tourism Destinations) for the creation of 

tourism resorts throughout the Mexican territory in the late 1960s. The design 

and implementation process of this policy became crucial to determine the 

orientation, form and scale that tourism development would follow in the 

subsequent years in Mexico. Hall’s (1994: 50) model will be adopted to study the 

policy processes related to the implementation of this policy. The structure of this 

work is divided in four main sections. Section one will present the social, 

economic, and political context of Mexico in the 1960s. The aim is to provide a 

general panorama of the surrounding environment of the tourism policy paying 

special attention to institutional and political arrangements in which it was 

implemented. Section two will describe the particularities of the policy and the 

design and implementation processes. The attention in this section will be focused 

on the policy arena and related policy issues; that is, tourism institutions, 

significant individuals, interest groups, institutional leadership, decisions and 

outcomes. Section three will explore the creation of Cancun as one of the projects 

considered within the policy. The historical evolution of this destination will briefly 

be analysed in order to gain a better understanding of the outcomes derived from 

the implementation in a local context. The final section will explain some of the 

social and political implications of the introduction of the policy in Cancun. The 

major transformations of the local social dynamics as well as the appearance of 

power struggles to control the benefits from tourism will be discussed.     

Finally, two considerations should be taken into account for the information that 

will be presented in this article: the sources and limitations of the information. 

Firstly, the information is derived from primary and secondary sources; the 

collection of data was done through a literature review and a fieldwork period 

carried out from 2007-2009. Primary sources include semi-structured interviews 

with key informants related to the policy processes. Secondary sources include 

archival research and a review of documents related to the subject. Secondly, the 

information presented in this article has inherent limitations due to its selective 

nature. The main criteria for selecting the information for this article were the 

implications –economic, social, and political- of the introduction of this policy in 

Mexico.  
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1. Mexican Context in the 1960s  
 
The economic, social and political circumstances prevailing in Mexico during the 
1960s had profound implications upon the adoption of tourism as a development 
strategy. The economic model -Import Substitution Industrialisation- followed 
until then by Mexican government since the 1940s, was presenting a favourable 
landscape reporting low inflation rates and a sustained macroeconomic growth 
(Cárdenas, 1996). However, the deepening of the urbanisation process, the 
abandonment of the investment of basic sectors such as agriculture and mining 
(Cárdenas, 2000) and an increasing social discontent in some sectors of the 
population derived from the unequal conditions in the distribution of wealth 
(Espinosa, 2004) were posing serious threats to the economic and political 
stability in the short term. During these years, tourism was considered by the 
Mexican government as a vehicle of peace, a means of understanding between 
nations, a promoter of a national identity and, above all, a complementary 
instrument for the national economy (Jiménez, 1992). It can be said that the 
political circumstances of tension in the international context largely determined 
this vision; for example, the ongoing situation of the Cold War and, the US-Cuban 
conflict generating the radicalisation of political postures within the region. 
Generally speaking, Latin America and especially Mexico obtained important 
benefits from the temporal closure of Cuba as a tourism destination; it reported a 
substantial increase in the numbers of tourists’ arrivals mainly due to the 
prohibition for US citizens from its government to travel to Cuba after the Castro’s 
revolution (see Merrill, 2009). The regional ideological campaign of the US clearly 
attempted to embed a political agenda with an anti-communist orientation 
building discourses of ‘material progress’ and ‘freedom’ as the main ingredients to 
overcome the underdevelopment issue affecting Latin American countries 
(Escobar, 1995). The alignment to this doctrine implied a wider commitment to 
the capital and market system as well as a willingness to engage in a pervasive 
scheme of financial external aid designed to give an impulse to key economic 
areas -including tourism- in the quest of development.  
 
Under these circumstances, tourism was portrayed as a crucial mechanism for 
underdeveloped countries to achieve developmental ends (Clancy, 2001b; 
Gamble, 1989; Jiménez, 1992). This idea was supported by a discursive trend 
about its potential contribution to the national economies in terms of revenues, 
creation of jobs and a multiplier effect for other productive sectors. However, for 
the particular case of Mexico, the task to consolidate the tourism industry 
presented a complex landscape. Firstly, the organisation of this sector had 
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proceeded historically in a slow and non-systematic fashion (Collins, 1979). The 
role of the State, until then, was circumscribed to some efforts in the international 
promotion of Mexico as a tourism destination and, to some extent, as a co-
financer of lodging ventures with the private sector (Berger, 2006). Secondly, the 
concentration of tourism-related activities in specific points of the country such as 
the renowned port of Acapulco, Mexico City, and in border towns such as Tijuana 
and Ciudad Juarez constrained its expansion in other parts of the country. 
Although the continuous government’s investment on infrastructure and basic 
services -roads, energy, sewage, water supply, etc- in previous decades somehow 
helped to consider other areas for tourism development, the lack of interest of 
the private sector prevented the appearance of new projects. Lastly, the 
structural and social problems associated with the growth of the existent tourism 
destinations -uncontrolled migration, lack of infrastructure and basic services, 
housing problems, proliferation of illegal activities, slums creation, prices inflation, 
land speculation, pollution etc- created a negative perception of this activity 
making necessary a profound evaluation of the social, cultural, environmental, 
economic and political costs that tourism demanded. Consequently, the Mexican 
government carried out a reassessment of the role played by the State until then 
suggesting a further intervention over its growth and development under a more 
comprehensive public planning scheme. The main challenges, however, would 
rely in how to make a clear distinction of the public and private interests and, 
more importantly, how to distribute the economic benefits derived from tourism.    
 
The decision of Mexico to pursue tourism development during the 1960s 
coincided with the expansion of the tourist industry internationally. Travelling 
activities were being transformed by the introduction of the jet travel, the 
specialisation of tour operators, the development of more affordable 
transportation systems, and a substantial increment in the disposable time and 
income for travelling (Keyser, 2002). Moreover, the government strategies for the 
expansion of tourism- related activities in coastal zones in countries like Spain (see 
Ivars, 2003), Thailand (see Elliot, 1983), Tunisia, Egypt and Kenya (see Gamble, 
1989) led to the exponential growth of tourism worldwide initiating the 
phenomenon of ‘mass’ tourism that would have a profound effect in the form, 
function and scale of the tourism industry in the next decades. It was clear that 
the Mexican government desired to obtain a larger share in the growing world 
tourism market but, in order to achieve this, a profound transformation of the 
relations between the State and the tourism industry should take place; an 
expansion of the role of the State was under way and the main justification for 
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this political move relied on the imperious need to overcome this so-called 
underdevelopment.            
 
 

2. The State Planned Tourism Destinations policy, a ticket to development?  
 
The development of a policy to organise the tourism industry in the Mexican 
context did not take place until the first half of the decade of 1960s (Castillo, 
2005). The elaboration of the first National Plan for Tourism Development (PNDT) 
in 1962 showed the State’s desire to have more control over an economic sector 
that historically had been a more market-driven activity rather than a government 
planned strategy (Clancy, 1999). The objectives considered in the PNDT were “to 
establish the bases to develop basic infrastructure and build new tourist 
centres…to carry out specialised studies to evaluate potential tourist centres and, 
to condition the development of these areas supporting the production of 
handcrafts and any artistic and cultural manifestation” (SECTUR, Plan Nacional de 
Turismo, 2001: 25; my translation). The main strategies for the consecution of 
these objectives according to Jiménez (1992: 73-74) were the expansion of the 
national road network, the extension and improvement of basic services (energy, 
water, drainage, etc) in tourism destinations, the restoration of historical sites 
such as archaeological sites and colonial buildings and, a tax exemption scheme in 
combination with a plan to channel private loans for tourism-related businesses. 
In addition to this plan, the consolidation of an institutional framework for 
tourism was needed. The main institutions responsible to oversee the 
development of this industry at the time were the Tourism Guarantee and 
Promotion Fund (FOGATUR), the Department of Tourism -subsidiary of the 
Minister of the Interior-, and the National Tourism Council (CNT). The FOGATUR 
was responsible to promote the development of tourism enterprises through 
finance mechanisms (Castillo, 2005), the Department of Tourism was in charge to 
study and develop new tourism centres (Jiménez, 1992) whereas the CNT was 
created to promote Mexico as a tourism destination internationally. Despite the 
apparent specialisation of the government in tourism affairs, there was no 
evidence of the existence of a common agenda or coordinated actions among 
these institutions (Espinosa, 2004). Nonetheless, the work made by these 
institutions during this period helped substantially to identify the necessity to 
elaborate a more comprehensive long-term policy for the development of tourism 
in Mexico. 
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The long-term strategy devised by the Mexican government to develop the 
tourism industry nationally consisted in the creation of new tourist centres 
throughout the territory within a specific planning approach. This policy was 
named Centros Integralmente Planeados (State Planned Tourism Destinations, 
CIPs acronym in Spanish), and the main premise was to turn these resorts into 
development poles in order to improve the conditions of economically 
disadvantaged areas. The following section will provide a more detailed account 
about the surrounding processes of CIPs policy-making. The discussion will be 
focused in two broad areas of analysis: policy arena and policy issues. The 
information will be presented in a single narrative with the objective to provide a 
version that can stimulate the thinking about the complex nature of the CIPs 
policy processes and its surrounding issues. 
       

CIPs Policy Process 
 
‘Policy’ according to Keeley and Scoones (2003: 5) is “a set of decisions in…a given 
policy area…taking the form of statements…and…executed by the bureaucracy”. 
The formulation of a public policy, plan, or program supposes a certain degree of 
intervention from the State in a specific area with the aim to control its 
development. The study of the processes surrounding the policy-making activity 
necessarily implies the exploration of related decisions and the pattern of action 
of them over time. It involves a description of how the policy is brought to life, 
who dominates the decision-making table and, more importantly, the motivations 
and interests behind these decisions. It is important to note that tourism, unlike 
other sectors of the economy, has not been historically considered as a necessary 
area for policy appeal due to the apparent lack of demands or conflicts justifying 
the policy-making process (Richter, 1983). The development of a policy for 
tourism development in a particular country should be understood then as a 
policy area that is chosen by the bureaucracy defining its form, scale and 
orientation. That was the case of Mexico with the CIPs policy. 
 
The basic premise of the CIPs policy was the creation of new tourist centres in 
coastal zones under a rigorous planning methodology. The main objectives of this 
policy were: the generation of foreign exchange, the creation of a source of 
employment and, the stimulation of an economic multiplier effect within the 
regions where the centres would be constructed (FONATUR, 1982). The task of 
designing and elaborating the CIPs policy was adopted by the Central Bank of 
Mexico in 1966 (Molina, 2007). In spite of the existent institutional framework for 
tourism based in three government bodies -FOGATUR, Department of Tourism, 
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and CNT-, the Bank of Mexico assumed the leadership excluding these institutions 
from this process. This decision should be interpreted as the weakness of the 
existent framework in tourism affairs, showing an institutional fragmentation that 
resulted in the incapability to undertake a project of this scale. Moreover, the 
Bank of Mexico had consolidated a reputation in the implementation of economic 
policies due to the macroeconomic success of the stabilisation program 
implemented in the decade of the 1950s (Cárdenas, 2000). The relative autonomy 
of the Bank of Mexico during this period permitted the expansion of its normal 
functions of currency regulation and interest rates toward the full involvement of 
this institution in developmental tasks. In line with the development objectives, 
the Bank of Mexico created a number of trusts to encourage the expansion of 
economic activities in the country such as agriculture, construction, exports, 
industrial equipment, commercial development and tourism (Jiménez, 1992). The 
implementation of these measures reflected the exhaustion of the economic 
model followed until then -Import Substitution Industrialisation- (Anglade & 
Fortin, 1985) leading the government, and the Bank of Mexico in particular, to 
search for alternative strategies and give an impulse to the economy. Tourism 
seemed to fit within this plan due to its economic potential to generate foreign 
exchange. 
 
Under these circumstances, the first investigations for the selection of the areas 
where the new tourist resorts should be constructed started in 1966 (Martí, 
1985). The selection of the places should have met the following criteria: the 
resorts should contemplate manageable implementation costs; the resorts should 
contain exceptional natural assets, and; the resorts should be built within 
economically disadvantaged areas with a low rate of economic development 
(Clancy, 1999; Torres & Momsen, 2005a). After a considerable number of travels 
throughout the coastal zones of the country, five places were selected in the end: 
Cancun (located in the Caribbean Coast), Ixtapa and Huatulco (both located in the 
Pacific Coast) and, Loreto and Los Cabos (both located on the Cortés Sea). The 
selection process implied an exhaustive exploration of the geographical, access 
and social conditions of the areas to be developed; in that sense, a substantial 
number of preliminary studies were carried out in order to evaluate the feasibility 
of constructing the resorts. The preliminary investigations were carried out by a 
reduced group of economists, lawyers, architects and engineers -12 in total-, all of 
them members the technical office of the Bank of Mexico projects (Interview with 
a former Bank of Mexico officer, November 2008). The direction of the CIPs 
project was assigned to Antonio Enríquez Savignac, a Mexican economist 
graduated in Harvard who previously had worked for the Inter American 
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Development Bank (IADB), by the influential figure of the sub-Director of the Bank 
of Mexico, Ernesto Fernández Hurtado.  
 
In order to consolidate the CIPs proposal, the Bank of Mexico created a subsidiary 
office in 1968: the Tourism Infrastructure and Development Bank office 
(INFRATUR). This new body received the necessary budget and legal means for the 
elaboration of the Master Plans and execution of the preliminary works in the 
selected areas. Torres and Momsen (2005b) point out that the methodology to 
construct tourism resorts under a Master Plan was a popular trend in the 1960s in 
developing countries such as Egypt, Sri-Lanka, Indonesia, Turkey, Malaysia among 
many others.  The Master Plan, in essence, consisted of defining of the physical 
characteristics of the resorts -urban, touristic, infrastructure areas- and the 
projections for their growth.  
 
The first important decision that the INFRATUR office made was the selection of 
the first area to develop: the first tourism resort derived from the CIPs policy 
would be Cancun. This political move has allowed different interpretations by 
different authors; for example, Espinosa (2004) considers that the decision 
obeyed to a security rationale under the prevailing regional context of tension 
against communism. He argues that the proximity of Cancun to Cuba was 
perceived as a threat to the national security for the possibility of the proliferation 
of dissident groups against the Mexican regime in an unpopulated territory with a 
minor presence of the State at the time. In contrast, Brenner (2005), Clancy (1999, 
2001a, 2001b), and Jiménez (1992) said that this decision was rather based on an 
evaluation of trends of the international tourism and the competence in the 
market within the Caribbean Region. They argued that the exceptional natural 
beauty of Cancun, weather and location were the main arguments to support the 
decision of developing this area in the first place. Lastly, a former member of the 
INFRATUR office (Interview, December 2008) commented, that the decision was 
mainly based in the fact that Cancun presented an unproblematic land-ownership 
panorama that would make easier the implementation process in the short term. 
Moreover, he pointed out the possibility that this resort could become an 
important touristic and commercial link between North Central, and South 
America. 
 
Once the decision of developing Cancun was made, the next task of the INFRATUR 
office was to obtain the necessary funds to carry out the preliminary 
infrastructure works in the area. Ernesto Fernández Hurtado, representing the 
Bank of Mexico and Antonio Ortiz Mena representing the Secretary of the 
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Treasure (SHCP) presented the CIPs project to the president Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, 
who possessed the decision-making powers -granted by the structure of the 
Mexican political system- to support or dismiss the proposal. Lehoucq et al (2005: 
3) point out in this regard that the policy-making processes in Mexico from 1950-
1982 had proceeded in a highly secretive fashion and that decision-making 
powers were centralised around the presidency. In that sense, the approval from 
the president and close collaborators was crucial for the continuation of the CIPs 
policy in the short term. The outcome of this negotiation was the presidential and 
financial support to CIPs policy with the condition to search technical and financial 
assistance from international development institutions. The INFRATUR office 
sought the financial support of institutions such as the World Bank (WB) and the 
Inter American Development Bank (IADB) presenting the preliminary Master Plans 
of Cancun and Ixtapa. The main requirements from these institutions to provide 
the loans were a technical evaluation of the Master plans and a physical 
inspection of the areas where the projects should be developed. The IADB 
decided to support the initial phase of Cancun project granting a loan to the 
Mexican government for 47.1 million dollars whereas the WB opted to support 
the initial phase of the Ixtapa project granting a credit for 22 million dollars 
(Clancy, 2001b: 52). It has to be noted that the involvement of these actors during 
this process played a crucial role in the specialisation of the INFRATUR officials. 
The personnel involved in the elaboration of the Master Plans were not 
familiarised neither with the tourism industry nor with development of tourism 
resorts (Interview with a former Bank of Mexico officer, February 2009). For that 
reason the training process for the team formed by Antonio Enríquez Savignac 
consisted in studying and visiting consolidated tourism resorts -such as Hawai, 
Nassau, St. Thomas, Miami, Spanish Coasts, French Coasts, Acapulco, etc- in order 
to decipher the functioning of the tourism industry in real contexts. Moreover, the 
specialisation process was reinforced when Enriquez Savignac refused the 
intervention of international consultants for the elaboration of the Master plans.  
The INFRATUR team designed the tourism development model considered in the 
CIPs policy according to the Mexican context without any external assistance 
(Interview with a former FONATUR officer, December, 2008).                   
 
The formal announcement of the implementation of CIPs policy to the public was 
made at the end of the decade of 1960s by the president Díaz Ordaz declaring the 
following “we will create tourist centers in Quintana Roo [Cancun] and many 
other parts of the country. We have a special interest in fostering the 
development of tourism for two fundamental reasons. One…we can help…our 
fellow Mexicans to achieve a better standard of living and to obtain a job…and 
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two, because tourism…brings back…a rapid return…on the investments that we 
may make to promote it” (FONATUR, 1988: 12). This statement clearly reflected 
the decision to expand the tourism industry in the years to come: on the one 
hand, it was expected that tourism should bring an important number of jobs with 
a relatively minor investment of the State compared with other sectors whereas, 
on the other hand, the government conceived tourism as a potential activity to 
stimulate the economy in the short term. Tourism, in the end, was seen as a short 
term and financially viable solution to the problems of the exhaustion of the 
Mexican economic model; it was time for a reassessment of the economic 
orientation that implied the adoption of export-oriented measures such as 
tourism.  
 
Due to the political process of the presidential succession (1969-1970) the works 
in Cancun did not start until 1970 and Ixtapa until 1972 (Brenner, 2005). The new 
presidential administration under Luis Echeverría Alvarez had doubts to support 
the CIPs policy (Martí, 1985), however after an exhaustive evaluation of the 
projects -especially in Cancun- he was decided to give his approval and the 
financial backing of the State. The works in Cancun were resumed and it was 
projected to open the resort to the tourists in four years. The next section will 
briefly describe the processes surrounding the creation and subsequent evolution 
of Cancun in order to get a better understanding of the CIPs policy 
implementation in a local context as well as its impact over the development of 
the tourism industry in Mexico.        
     

3. Cancun, a brief history of a planned paradise  
 
Cancun is located in the Yucatán Peninsula in the north part of the State of 
Quintana Roo. The first phase of construction took place between 1970-1976 
including the provision of the necessary infrastructure and public services to 
operate as an international tourism destination. The original Master Plan 
established three areas to be developed: 1) the touristic area; 2) the urban area, 
and 3) the international airport (FONATUR, 1988: 29). The touristic area 
considered the construction of two golf courses, marinas, shopping centres, a 
residential area and the definition of the plots for hotel development. The urban 
area consisted in the construction of blocks, avenues and streets of the city as 
well as the definition of housing plots and an industrial area. Public services 
included the construction of drainage and sewage systems for both areas, 
touristic and urban, the provision of electricity and a communication system as 
well as the construction of an airport with international capacity. It has to be 
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noted that the original design of Cancun’s Master Plan established a physical 
division between the urban and touristic zone. This strategy, according to the 
planners, would prevent the problems related with an uncontrolled growth and 
disorganisation reported in non-planned Mexican destinations such as Acapulco 
(Collins, 1979).  
 
Two historical events were relevant during the construction phase of Cancun. 
First, The INFRATUR office was transformed into an independent government 
agency absorbing the FOGATUR functions in 1974. This new agency was called 
National Tourism Development Fund (FONATUR) and would be responsible to 
continue the execution of the CIPs policy and to become a financing channel for 
the creation of tourism-related business in the country. Second, in the same year 
the former Department of Tourism was upgraded to a cabinet level giving birth to 
the Tourism Secretariat (SECTUR). This Secretary would be responsible for the 
definition of the tourism policy at the national level having the assistance of 
FONATUR and the CNT. The reformulation of the institutional framework gave 
strength to CIPs policy revealing the importance that tourism was acquiring within 
the national agenda. The role of FONATUR in the formation of a business network 
in Cancun became crucial since this office had the attribution to invite and select 
potential investors to participate in the project as well as to take part in joint 
ventures with the private sector in tourism-related activities. In this way, 
FONATUR expanded its decision powers having absolute independence of action 
in the beginning of the projects considered within the CIPs policy (Interview with a 
former FONATUR officer, December, 2008).     
 
After the inaugurations of the first three hotels -Playa Blanca, Bojorquez, and 
Cancun Caribe- in 1974 and the international airport in 1975 (Martí, 1985), 
Cancun started to experience an impressive growth in tourism activities. It 
received almost 100,000 visitors and more than 1000 flights by the year 1975 
(FONATUR, 2007). These figures were remarkable at the time considering that 
Cancun was a city constructed from zero (Cordoba & García, 2003). The dimension 
of the growth can be better understood reviewing the numbers of the first census 
carried out by INFRATUR in the late 1960s: the report stated that only 117 
inhabitants were living in the zone being fishing the main economic activity at the 
time (FONATUR, 1988: 24). By 1975, this number had dramatically increased up to 
10, 000 inhabitants (INEGI, 2007). It was clear that the political and social 
organisation of Cancun was going to be largely determined by the pace of growth 
of the ongoing tourism development.  
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The 17th annual reunion of the IADB celebrated in 1976 had a profound 
promotional impact of Cancun internationally. The organisation of this reunion 
was a clear message to the markets and tourists that Cancun was ready to operate 
as a destination of international scale. During the second half of the 1970s, 
Cancun maintained a stable growth reaching almost 60 hotels operating in 1980s 
(FONATUR, 2007). The economic crisis that Mexico experienced in1982 affected 
the CIPs policy forecasts in Cancun favouring the explosive expansion of tourism-
related activities due to the currency devaluation effect and a massive 
privatisation scheme for the assets owned by the government in that area, 
especially hotels (Clancy, 2001b). During the 1980s the number of hotels was 
doubled -120 in total- and the foreign investment reported a substantial increase. 
However, the growth of Cancun was suddenly blocked by the destructive 
hurricane Gilbert in 1988. This event produced a reconfiguration of the 
development model in Cancun, relaxing the planning restrictions considered in 
the original Master Plan and leaving the future of its development in the hands of 
the private initiative. The new model adopted in Cancun during the 1990s is 
known as “All-inclusive”. This model has produced large resort enclaves affecting 
the local economy. Moreover, the appearance of a non-planned destination 
within a relatively short distance -Playa del Carmen, 60 km to the South- 
constituted an unexpected competition in terms of tourists and revenue that 
considerably reduced the pace of growth of Cancun. Despite this, Cancun became 
the most successful tourism destination in Mexico (Brenner, 2005; Torres and 
Momsem, 2005a, 2005b) receiving 35% of the total international tourists in the 
country (FONATUR, 2005) contributing with 7.7% in the GDP and 80% in Quintana 
Roo’s GDP (Palafox & Segrado, 2008: 162).   
 
This destination, as many other in the world, has historically produced a number 
of impacts -positive and negative- that moulded the local dynamics of the host 
society. The following section will discuss some of the social and political 
implications of the implementation of the CIPs policy in Cancun having a direct 
effect over the distribution of the benefits derived from the tourism development.  
      

4. Social and political implications of CIPs policy in Cancun  
 
The implementation of the CIPs policy has had profound effects upon the social 
and political configuration of Cancun over time. Dachary and Arnaiz (1992: 109-
112) examined the demographic impacts of the introduction of tourism in the 
zone. They argued that Cancun has historically attracted a great number of 
immigrants -Mayan population of Quintana Roo, meztizo peasants and people 
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from other urban settlements in the country- generating an explosive growth in 
the urban area. This immigration phenomenon, was indeed considered within the 
original Master Plan according to a former FONATUR officer (Interview, April 
2009), however even the most extreme estimations were surpassed. The 
proliferation of irregular settlements in non-planned areas -slums and 
shantytowns- were the direct result of this massive uncontrolled immigration 
phenomenon. The configuration of the urban area suffered a process of social 
polarisation that evidenced the profound differences of social classes and income 
spatially (Torres & Momsen, 2005a). On the one hand, the economically 
disadvantaged people opted to settle in non-planned areas suffering the total 
absence of housing and public services whereas, on the other hand, the middle 
and upper classes opted to settle in the FONATUR’s planned area taking 
advantage of the semi-urban context. The construction jobs available during the 
implementation phase attracted a considerable number people, especially from 
rural areas. The massive migration to Cancun transformed the livelihoods of the 
rural areas of Quintana Roo that traditionally were based on subsistence 
activities; the predominance of tourism activities helped to create a working class 
dependent on this activity. The progressive abandonment of primary activities 
towards tourism-related ones changed the productive and social dynamics of the 
rural contexts of Quintana Roo under the supposed promise of tourism to 
improve the living conditions of the migrants (Murray, 2007). Nonetheless, one of 
the main problems that the new incomers encountered was their integration to 
tourism labour force. The low education level and language skills of the 
immigrants were the main constraints to participate within the tourism industry 
(Interview with a former FONATUR officer, November, 2009). Therefore, most of 
the people coming from rural and poor contexts often obtained low paid jobs 
performing activities such as gardening, cleaning, maintenance and the like. 
Moreover, the seasonal nature of the tourism industry and the low profile in 
social security of the tourism jobs produced a further search for income 
alternatives due to the high cost of living in the area. In this sense, a proliferation 
of economic activities in the informal sector took place progressively in the urban 
area transforming both, the planned and non-planned urban landscapes.   

Jiménez and Sosa (2005) and Torres and Momsen (2005b) pointed out the lack of 

a cultural identity as one of the main social impacts in the host society derived 

from the introduction of CIPs policy in the Cancun. They argue that the CIPs policy 

did not consider a mechanism for the integration of incoming people with 

different cultural backgrounds. The lack of a cohesive instrument in this 

multicultural encounter has historically prevented the formation of a participative 
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community; instead, this situation has promoted the apathy of the local society 

and the absence of a sense of belonging to the city. Moreover, the gradual 

transformation within the system of values and customs in the host society 

derived from a deep acculturation process has motivated the underestimation of 

the national culture and an overestimation of the transitory stage of hedonism 

that is experienced through tourism (Jiménez & Sosa, 2005: 21). Additionally, the 

consolidation of tourism as the main economic activity produced an economic 

polarisation of Quintana Roo geographically (Murray, 2007). The high dependency 

and concentration of tourism-related activities in the northern part of the State 

has marginalised the investment and the possibilities of economic development in 

the south. Although this phenomenon has encouraged the appearance of diverse 

tourism projects in the southern part of Quintana Roo attempting to reverse the 

unfavourable conditions, the expansion of tourism-related activities in this 

geographical area has been rather modest so far. Likewise, Cancun has presented 

a number social problems associated with tourism development similar to other 

destinations in the world, such as sexually transmitted diseases, drug trafficking, 

the drug abuse, alcoholism, in prostitution activities, white-slave trade, illegal 

immigration, high rates of criminality, more family violence and disassociation, 

high inflation rates, etc. (Brenner, 2005). The occurrence of these problems has 

been historically accentuated for the incapacity -or unwillingness- of the local 

government to prevent its incidence.  

The political organisation of Cancun can be traced back to 1974, when the 

formation of a government body -a municipality- took place (Martí, 1985). The 

municipality of Benito Juárez was created with the aim to provide the nascent 

community with the administrative and legal powers to continue the tourism 

project contained in the CIPs policy. In the first years of Cancun, it was in 

FONATUR’s interests to maintain the administrative and decision-making control 

over the planned zones. In that sense, FONATUR appointed a former FONATUR 

officer -Alfonso Alarcón, responsible for the social development of the 

community- to be the first major of the city in 1975. The political move apparently 

guaranteed FONATUR’s free operation from any opposing manifestation to 

Cancun’s touristic project. Nonetheless, the struggles to control the distribution of 

the economic benefits of tourism increased once Cancun obtained the 

international recognition as tourism destination and large investments were 
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made. The configuration of the local political class progressively advanced 

because there were growing interests to get more access to the economic 

benefits of tourism, to control the decision-making table as well as to diminish 

progressively the political and decision-making presence of FONATUR in local 

affairs. The formation of civil associations, NGOs, and a local entrepreneurial class 

also helped to open the local political arena incorporating more interests into the 

distributional agenda. Thus, in a relatively short period of time -less than six years- 

the municipality office was ‘colonised’ by external interests of the FONATUR’s 

agenda, and its powers were relegated exclusively to the touristic zone. Not 

surprisingly several conflicts have arisen between these two institutions to 

maintain the control of access of the project and the revenues derived from 

permits, taxes, public services in both, the urban area and the tourist zone. 

Moreover, the millionaire investments in the touristic zone -public and private- 

became an important source of wealth for the personal enrichment projects of 

some members of the local and national political class. Corruption practices in the 

concession of tourism and real estate businesses have been constant in the 

history of Cancun (Interview with NGO representative, April 2009).  

The control over the tourism development in Cancun after the 1990s was 

gradually handed over the private interests -national and foreign- reducing the 

participation of the federal and local government in decision-making for the 

expansion of tourism-related activities and affecting the public interests of the 

local economy. It was calculated by Simon (1997) for instance, that much of the 

profit earned by the Cancun's hotel industry –between seventy and ninety cents 

on each dollar- is sent out of the community (Simon, 1997; quoted by Murray, 

2007: 346). In this context, the economic benefits from tourism development are 

increasingly being captured by the private sector marginalising the local 

opportunities of economic development and establishing a new order of decision-

making for the expansion of tourism in the region. 

 

CONCLUSION 
  
This article has attempted to present a discussion on the introduction of a tourism 
policy as a development strategy in the context of Mexico. The focus of this paper 
was on the formulation and implementation processes of CIPs policy as well as the 
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social and political implications in the particular context of Cancun, Mexico. The 
chosen framework to describe the CIPs surrounding processes was the Hall’s 
(1994) model which concentrates on analysis in the policy environment, the policy 
arena and the final policy decisions. The decision to use this model was due to its 
explicative potential in establishing the points of reference to discuss the 
processes related to policy-making activity. The elements suggested in the model, 
are useful to construct a comprehensive version of the tourism policy-related 
processes avoiding a misrepresentation of the necessary elements to understand 
its complexity. However, the wideness of the proposed concepts within the model 
can represent a serious limitation mainly because they can be subjected to 
multiple interpretations according to the interests of the analysts. In this sense, 
without a predefined conceptual base, the user of this model might 
overemphasise or underestimate the value of some concepts and the outcome 
derived from the analytical exercise can present important variations for the same 
case. 

This document has discussed the apparent contradiction to consider the adoption 

of tourism policies in developing countries as developmental strategies. It can be 

said that the organisation and private-regarding nature of the international 

tourism industry has represented historically an important constraint for the 

achievement of development goals in developing countries. In this sense, the 

question that remains unanswered is to what extent the introduction of tourism 

as a dominant economic activity in Cancun has helped to achieve the 

developmental objectives considered within the CIPs policy. Although García 

(1979) established prematurely that the developmental objectives contained 

within the CIPs policy had not been achieved, such a question does not admit easy 

answers and the proof of the last is that this subject has produced an unfinished 

academic debate over time. The prevailing unequal socioeconomic conditions 

surrounding the development of this resort can shed some light about the 

possible answers to the proposed question. Despite the initial planning efforts of 

CIPs policy destinations, tourism resorts such as Cancun have developed those 

problems reported in non-planned destinations such as Acapulco. Therefore, the 

effectiveness of the CIPs policy has been questioned historically since its creation; 

nevertheless CIPs methodology has reported minor changes since its conception.  

The evolution of the political organisation of Cancun has moulded the access to 

the decision-making table in tourism development in the local context. Decision-
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making powers have been progressively lost by the government allowing the 

private sector to control the distribution of the economic benefits of tourism 

according to their interests and networks as well as to decide the future 

expansion of this economic activity within the region. This situation poses a 

dilemma for a new intervention of the State, making that the public interests can 

prevail over the private ones. Finally, there is no doubt that Cancun has been 

consolidated as one of the best tourism destinations in the world; its apparent 

success and impressive growth has inspired the design of other strategies to 

develop more tourism resorts nationally and internationally. The CIPs 

methodology has played a crucial role for the last and overall for the expansion of 

the tourism industry in Mexico. It is still unclear however, to what extent this 

policy has produced the developmental goals for which it was conceived.       
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