
 
 

THE PROVIDA CASE STUDY: DEVELOPING AN ADVOCACY STRATEGY: STEP BY STEP 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In December 2002, the Mexican Congress approved an increase of 600 million pesos for women’s health 

in the federal budget. The president of the Budget Committee provided detailed instructions to the 

Ministry of Health for the distribution of these additional resources; the BudCom president also gave 

instructions that 30 million pesos should be earmarked for 10 Centers to Assist Women. Angry 

legislators, involved in the approval of the supplement of 600 million pesos called civil society 

organizations to denounce allocation of the 30 million pesos for the Centers to Assist Women – the total 

allocation was intended for HIV treatment and prevention, and that Centers to Assist Women were not 

part of the approval.  

A coalition of six CSOs came together to investigate the case: Equidad de Género, Ciudadanía, Familia y 

Trabajo; Grupo de Información en Reproducción Elegida (GIRE); Consorcio para la Equidad y el Diálogo 

Parlamentario; Salud Integral para la Mujer (SIPAM); Letra S, Salud, Sexualidad y SIDA; and Fundar, 

Centro de Análisis e Investigación.  

Drawing on Mexico’s new transparency law, they learned that the Centers to Assist Women were a front 

for Provida, a right-wing pro-life organization that campaigns against abortion and against the use of 

condoms, running counter to the Mexican government’s policies in the field of HIV/AIDS and population. 

The investigations also revealed that the 30 million pesos received by Provida represented 51 percent of 

the funds channeled through to NGOs in 2003, and was 120 times the amount that any single 

organization was legally sanctioned to receive. As time went by, information was sought on how the 

money was used by Provida. Copies of all the documents and receipts handed in by Provida to the 

Ministry of Health were requested and a full audit of the expenditure was conducted. It was found that 

90 percent of the funds allocated to Provida had been blatantly misused.  

A targeted media campaign was launched, after a request for a meeting with the health minister to 

discuss the issue was refused. An exclusive front page story in a leading Mexican newspaper gave rise to 

a persistent stream of articles and cartoons for more two months. A broader coalition of civil society 

groups was brought into the case: more than one thousand groups demanded government action. 

The government’s internal controller conducted its own audit, which not only confirmed all of the 

coalition’s conclusions, but found additional administrative lapses. The Ministry of Health demanded the 

return of the money, and the internal controller imposed a fine of 13 million pesos on Provida. The 

external auditor reconfirmed the findings.  Provida was asked to return the original funds, pay the fine 

and it was barred from receiving public funds for a period of 15 years. Provida did not pay the fine, and 

the case moved to the courts, where it continues to linger — testifying to the inadequacy of the judicial 

process in Mexico. 

 

THE PROBLEM 

 



Each year a group of Mexican civil society organizations works with legislators in order to improve 

budget allocations for women’s programs and particular health issues. After successfully increasing the 

budget for women and health for fiscal year 2003, 30 million pesos was taken from it, and given to an 

ultraconservative organization that works against public health policies and objectives. This entailed 

several problems: 

• Unlawful allocation of resources, by the President of the Budget Committee (given that the Plenary 

of Congress had decided differently). 

• Unlawful allocation of resources to an NGO by the Ministry of Health: NGOs have to submit 

proposals in an open process, not be allocated resources directly. 

• Wrongful application of the legal framework to give out money to NGOs, by the Ministry of Health: 

NGOs are allocated a maximum of 250,000 pesos — Provida got 30 million pesos. 

• Opposition between public health policies and Provida’s programs. 

 

INITIAL COALITION 

 

A coalition of six CSOs came together to discuss the allocation of 30 million to Provida, as well as 

possible actions. There was a strategic reason for these 6 groups to work together: 

• Equidad de Género, Ciudadanía, Familia y Trabajo was interested in strengthening a gender 

perspective in the budget, and advocate for more funds for women’s programs;  

• Grupo de Información en Reproducción Elegida (GIRE) had a long trajectory advocating for 

reproductive rights in Mexico, including abortion; 

• Consorcio para la Equidad y el Diálogo Parlamentario works with Congress on gender issues; 

• Salud Integral para la Mujer (SIPAM) works on women’s health; 

• Letra S, Salud, Sexualidad y SIDA works on HIV/AIDS;  

• Fundar, Centro de Análisis e Investigación works on budget issues, including women’s health and 

HIV/AIDS.  

All of these CSOs one objective: to reverse the wrongful allocation of 30 million pesos to Provida. 

  

GOALS OF THE COALITION 

 

Short term objective: To reverse the unlawful allocation of 30 million pesos to Provida immediately. 

Medium term objective:  To address and correct the loopholes in the legal framework — regarding the 

budget discussion and approval process, and regarding the disbursement of funds by the Ministry of 

Health. 

Long term goal: To increase the resources allocated to women’s health and HIV/AIDS.  

 

ACCESSING RELEVANT BUDGET INFORMATION 

 

Initial phase 

• The approved budget, which was not disaggregated sufficiently to identify the 30 million pesos.  

• The document wherein 600 million pesos were approved by Congress, in addition to the resources 

already allocated to women’s health and HIV programs. 

• The letter by the President of the Budget Committee to the Minister of Health, where 30 million 

pesos for Provida appear for the first time. 

The coalition then proceeded to request information directly from the Ministry of Health, regarding 

the 30 million pesos. This information was denied until it was possible to use Mexico’s new Access to 

Information Law, which allowed the coalition to confirm that this money had already been disbursed to 



Provida. Further requests illustrated that another 30 million pesos was going to be disbursed in 2004, 

and another 30 million in 2005, all to Provida.  This encouraged the CSOs to request more information 

on: 

• The legal framework that regulates the Ministry of Health regarding disbursement of funds to 

NGOs; 

• The maximum amount that can be allocated to one group; 

• The groups that had been benefiting from allocations during 2003 and before. 

 

Intermediate phase 

Once fiscal year 2003 reached its end, the coalition requested:  

• A copy of the contract or agreement signed between Provida and the Ministry of Health; 

• A copy of the financial report submitted by Provida to the Ministry of Health; 

• The complete financial file of Provida, consisting of more than 6,500 copies of vouchers, invoices 

and others accounting for all expenditures. 

Since the amount of money that was being tracked was a small portion of bigger departments, it did 

not appear disaggregated in any public document. As a result, the only way to have access to this 

information was through formal information requests. Having this information allowed the coalition to 

make a thorough audit on the way Provida spent the 30 million pesos, and launch a comprehensive 

public campaign. 

 

Final phase 

Letters to the legislature, the auditor, the internal controller and the Ministry of Health requesting 

information regarding their own procedures around the Provida case, once the misuse of public funds 

was established. 

 

MESSAGE AND MESSAGE DELIVERY 

 

The first year and a half of the coalition’s work was dedicated to understand what had happened, and to 

request and obtain the information that was needed to do so. Several actions around the legislature, as 

the place where the irregular allocation happened, took place. The impact was minimal. Almost no 

legislator was interested in fixing a problem that worked in their favor. The lack of clarity regarding how 

additional resources should be specified, and how they would be negotiated, left them ample room for 

political give and take. However, there were a reduced number of members of the legislature who were 

interested in the case, and continued to support the case. 

It was only until the citizen’s audit of Provida’s use of the 30 million pesos shed light on major 

irregularities, that a break-through into public opinion was possible. The misuse of funds was so blatant, 

and corruption was so evident, that a whole range of actions were planned: 

a. Building a broader coalition 

b. A well-developed media strategy 

c. Meetings with the Ministry of Health 

d. Meetings with the legislature 

e. Meetings with the Internal Controller 

f. Meetings with the Superior Auditing Institute 

g. Public follow-up actions, some of them symbolic    

Throughout all of these actions, the main messages remained the same:  

• Provida misused public funds and had to be penalized for this 



• The 30 million pesos had to be re-integrated to HIV/AIDS funds    

• The government had to proceed according to law— both regarding Provida and the initial irregular 

allocation of funds in Congress. 

The messengers changed according to the audience, and the specific contribution the coalition asked 

from each audience varied. If we look at each individual action, this becomes clear. 

a. Building a broader coalition 

Given that Provida is an ultra-conservative group, which had been favored with an important 

amount of money by a conservative government, the coalition deemed it important to have wider 

support to face the government. After a year and a half of pushing the case without results, 

confrontation seemed to be the only option. The results of the audit gave the coalition enough 

proof for direct confrontation. A meeting was convened to share some general results with other 

CSOs and request their support for a “citizen’s demand for transparency and accountability”.  

Once it was clear that many groups were offended by the findings of the coalition —for many 

different reasons, ranging from transparency to the hypocrisy of a group that defines itself as being 

on the moral high ground— it was possible to go even further. In less than one week the coalition 

had the support of 1,000 CSOs around Mexico. Over the next month, that support exceeded 2,000 

groups.  

 

b. A well-developed media strategy 

In order to reach public opinion, and turn the case into an ineludible issue for the government, 

mainstream media had to be won over. The coalition discussed in depth the options, and decided to 

target the story, as an exclusive, to three different kinds of media: a leading newspaper, a leading 

radio news program, and a leading TV news program. 

The leading newspaper was a center right, at the time quite conservative newspaper, Reforma, 

which was firmly committed to the topic of transparency. Instead of going with a leftist newspaper 

—a natural ally to the cause— the first one was privileged because of a strategic reasoning: if 

Reforma published the case on front page, everybody else would have to pick it up. Proof of misuse 

of funds (invoices and vouchers of the purchase of expensive Mont Blanc pens, and other 

irregularities) were handed to the newspaper ahead of time, in order for them to conduct additional 

research. The radio and the TV news programs were also contacted before the date that had been 

established for releasing the news, in order to allow for filmed interviews, additional research and a 

well-prepared coverage. All released the case the same day. 

The following day, the coalition called for a press conference, which was attended by all major news 

reporters (TV, radio and newspapers), whose interest had already been stirred up the previous day. 

At the press conference, CDs with a PowerPoint presentation prepared by the coalition, including 

scanned versions of the documents that proved irregularities, were distributed. As a result, every 

single reporter had all the information and documents, in order to pull out whatever example they 

liked. A week later, a paid insert was published, signed by 1,000 organizations, demanding expedient 

actions regarding the case, framed in the terms of the main messages defined by the coalition.  

In only ten days, the citizen’s audit achieved the following media coverage: more than 110 articles 

were published in the main newspapers; the topic was covered more than 100 times in radio news 

programs, and appeared more than 30 times in national TV news programs. 

 

c. Meetings with the Ministry of Health 

Before releasing the story in the media, a meeting with the Minister of Health was formally 

requested. The coalition obtained no answer, not even a request to wait until his filled up agenda 



could offer some space. As a result the public release of the case was scheduled. Once it happened, 

the Ministry was eager to have a meeting.  

Before this meeting, with the Minister and Deputy Ministers, the coalition reconvened in order to 

clarify the messages, define who would speak, and what would be discussed. A memo was put 

together after the meeting and responsibilities were assigned in order to follow up the agreements. 

The Ministry of Health announced that a meeting had been hold, and also announced that further 

disbursements to Provida had been cancelled. They also demanded the devolution of the already 

spent 30 million pesos.  

 

d. Meetings with the legislature 

In a similar way, legislators were suddenly very interested in learning about the case and finding 

solutions to it. Several meetings happened with Congress people in the week following the public 

release of the information. Congress demanded actions on part of the Supreme Audit Institution, 

called the Minister of Health for a hearing, and approved the creation of a special commission to 

look into the case.  

 

Once again, the coalition chose the strongest partners for addressing Congress, built on their 

capacities for developing arguments, and for supporting the meeting Congress would have with the 

Ministry of Health. The special commission was dismissed a month later, due to the decision of a 

handful of legislators — some of whom were “allies” of the initiative. In the end, the same problem 

than at the beginning appeared: the legislature didn’t want to investigate into the loopholes that 

work in their favor. 

 

e. Meetings with the Internal Controller 

The Internal Controller took the initiative in approaching the coalition. A meeting was scheduled 

and, as in other cases, the arguments were refined, speakers defined, and documents integrated. 

Irregularities were explained and dealt with in detail, in order to illustrate what the coalition found, 

and to express the interest in having the Internal Controller officially confirm these findings. Once 

the official audit finished, and the findings were confirmed and further extended with administrative 

irregularities, subsequent meetings took place. Again, a record was kept, follow up responsibilities 

were distributed among the members of the coalition, and work continued. The Internal Controller 

imposed a 13 million fine on Provida and barred them from receiving public funds in 15 years.  

 

f. Meetings with the Superior Audit Institute 

Once the Superior Audit Institute finished the external audit, and reconfirmed the coalition’s initial 

findings, a meeting was convened with the auditors of the case. Findings were discussed at length, 

actions were commented, and follow up activities were initiated. This happened already eight 

months after the public release of the information, and exemplifies the length of a normal budget 

process. The coalition had started working on the topic at the beginning of 2003, and by this time it 

was 2005. 

 

g. Public follow-up actions, some of them symbolic 

Throughout this time, it was important to keep the issue as a relevant topic in public opinion, in 

order to maintain the interest and pressure. To achieve this, the coalition followed one basic rule: 

after each meeting with high-ranking public officials, the coalition would hold another press 

conference, explaining what was discussed in the meeting and what agreements had been reached. 



This was crucial in two ways: first, to make clear that the coalition was not willing to negotiate 

agreements behind closed doors; second, to keep the issue current. 

In addition, some symbolic activities were developed. For instance, every year a public vigil for the 

persons that have died of HIV/AIDS takes place. HIV/ AIDS organizations have public stands and 

distribute information. The coalition carried a stand on the case, demanding official clarification and 

the devolution of the 30 million pesos for HIV/AIDS programs. A year later, while the legal process 

was still pending, a “citizen’s tribunal” on the case was put together, to talk about the actions the 

government should have taken, and that were still pending. 


