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Mr. Oscar Ocampo is an energy coordinator at the
Mexican Institute for Competiveness (IMCO), a non-profit,
non-partisan research center that researches and acts on
evidence to solve the most important challenges in Mexico.
Prior to IMCO, he worked as an advisor to the independent
directors of the Board of Directors of the Federal Electricity
Commission (CFE). He was also a consultant in public
affairs at De la Calle, Madrazo, Mancera, SC, where he
participated in the design and evaluation of public policies,
regulation, legislative reforms, sectoral studies, matters
related to international trade and the North American Free
Trade Agreement, as well as in the review of international
best practices for various industrial and service sectors. He
studied Political Science at the Universität Hamburg and
has a Master’s degree in Public Policy from the London
School of Economics and Political Science.

Editor’s note: This interview was conducted in Spanish and
translated by the author.

Science Policy Review: From your perspective, how
do you see the priority level of getting to ‘net-zero’ in
Mexico?

Oscar Ocampo: I would tell you that since 2019 it has
been non-existent. Non-existent due to all public policy around
the energy sector. For example, if we think that more or
less 40% of emissions come in 20% from transport and
the other 20% from electricity generation, and if we see
how the entire incentive system that existed, imperfect if
you like but that existed, around the expansion of renewable
technology, has been dismantled - long-term auctions, clean
energy certificates and, even further, the closure of renewable
energy permits by the Energy Regulatory Commission (CRE),
permits to interconnect renewable power plants by CENACE
[National Energy Control Center] [1]. I would even say that
the policy has been quite the opposite, not to mention the
energy reform initiative, and by this I do not mean that
the Mexican Government has the objective of reversing the
energy transition, but what I do mean is that this aversion to
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Figure 1: Oscar Ocampo.

competition and this dirigiste vision of the economy in which
the Federal Commission of Electricity and Mexican Petroleum,
in the idea of this administration, they must have monopolies
in the energy sector, it leads us to the commitment of the
Mexican State to climate change and the energy transition to
become non-existent. Suppose the initiative currently under
debate by the Chamber of Deputies is approved [2]. In
that case, it will become virtually impossible, beyond carbon
neutrality, to meet even the most basic requirements: the 35%
of clean energy generation by 2024, to which we committed
in Paris, is something that will not happen [2, 3].

SPR: Is this a pause or a setback?

OO: I would tell you that it is a pause, [but] at the risk
of sounding contradictory, it is also a setback. It is a pause
in the sense that at some point, sooner rather than later, the
incentives, the openness to green energies, will have to be
resumed because climate change is simply not going to wait
for political swings. On the other hand, it is a setback for the
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attacks against the rule of law in the last three years. From
regulatory absurdities to the bills that have been presented -
from the electricity industry reform bill of February last year
to the constitutional initiative - all this has generated tension
in terms of legal certainty. Therefore, the rule of law in the
energy sector is a thing that is currently debatable whether
it exists or not. There is damage there, coupled with the
dismantling that the regulatory bodies of the energy sector
have experienced. As much as in 2, 3, or 5 years we want to
resume the commitment to energy transformation and green
energies, there is damage done, and that will take much
longer to recover: from the institutional scaffolding, the career
public service, to the appetite of investors to participate on the
Mexican market. All this if it leads us to a setback.

SPR: Is it problematic to communicate this to the
public?

OO: It becomes problematic, and here there is a fault of
those who talk about this in the energy sector because we
make it seem like something much more complex than it really
should be. The official narrative in the current administration
makes it difficult to make the opposite argument. The
argument with data and evidence probably does not have
the visibility that the speeches at the arena of morning
conferences [from Mexican President Andrés Manuel López
Obrador] do, for example [2].

SPR: More specifically from the government, how
is the technology around clean energy explained and
communicated to the public?

OO: I would tell you that somewhat Manichean arguments
have been used to talk about renewable energies, for example
arguing that they are variables, that they are intermittent. I
prefer the term variability because it is true that not all day
there is sunlight, nor all day there is wind, well, no, but it
can be predicted. It is that the risk that this represents for
the reliability of the system has been overstated, the costs
of renewable generation have been underestimated and in
this sense, although right now the government is betting on a
solar park in Sonora with 1 GW of installed capacity in Puerto
Peñasco, the reality is that the public discourse of recent years
in terms of energy generation has been confrontational with
renewable energies. I think there has not been a serious, open
bet to expand renewable capacity in the last 3 years, that
would tell you that it has not existed.

SPR: And, from the Mexican Institute for
Competitiveness (IMCO), do you do the function of
communicating, or do you exclusively do public policy
technical analysis?

OO: We do technical analysis of public policy. But a
technical analysis of public policy that we cannot communicate
is a technical analysis of public policy that does not work.
So, our main challenge is communication. Provide data and
evidence, but display them well, so anyone, any Mexican
interested in understanding how the Mexican electricity system
works, for example, can open an IMCO report and have good
data, understandable, and be well informed.

SPR: What are the channels you use to communicate?

OO: Mainly our social networks: Twitter, Facebook. We
send our products to the media: to newspapers, the written
press, radio, television, and, of course, our website, where
the repository is where you can find all our research.

SPR: What are the criteria for designating an energy
project as "clean"? Are these criteria generally accepted?

OO: No system is innocuous. Unfortunately, there is
nothing we can say has a zero carbon footprint. Do the
blades of wind farms have a high carbon footprint? Yes.
But I would tell you that the practical rule that I use to
designate if something is clean or not, in electrical matters,
is straightforward: if the Law of the Electrical Industry [4]
contemplates it as clean or not, that is my criterion. It also
means to base ourselves on the government’s criteria. It’s not
your word against mine; it’s what the law says.

SPR: Do you think the law is correct in this regard?
Is it enough for the current Mexican moment?

OO: I would tell you that we can always go further. We
can always have a conversation about whether hydroelectric
plants are clean or not clean, for example, but I think right
now in Mexico, in 2022, it’s an appropriate standard.

SPR: Are these criteria generally accepted in our
country? Aren’t they under discussion?

OO: Yes, they are, although there was an attempt last
year to make the criteria for obtaining clean energy certificates
more flexible (which have a slightly more dubious definition),
which was in PRODESEN 2020 [5] [National Electric System
Development Program] if I am not mistaken. Still, I believe
that today the criteria established in the Law of the Electrical
Industry are not the subject of a great debate.

SPR: What is the balancing relationship between
the impact on potentially fragile environments, such
as forests and wetlands, versus reducing widespread
dependence on fossil fuels?

OO: I think the process of decarbonizing the economy, as
I said, is not innocuous. Oil is always going to be extracted
and refined. There will always be petrochemicals. The uses
will probably change, and there will be less dependence on
transport and mobility, but there will always be a demand,
from plastics to pharmaceuticals. Perhaps what will happen
is a reduction in this demand and, without a doubt, the
decarbonization of the economy and the expansion of the
renewable energy grid is something that nobody will stop.
Does this grid have environmental impacts? The answer
is yes. It has them in terms of deforestation, of what I
mentioned a moment ago about the hydroelectric plants, of the
carbon footprint in the production of those panels and those
wind farms. However, I think that the advantages it brings
are still overwhelmingly more significant than its footprint,
undoubtedly.

SPR: Is this balancing relationship between
environmental impact and electricity delivery understood
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in these debates?

OO: I would say no, because, and here I could also
include myself, many times we talk about renewable and
green energies as if they did not have a carbon footprint and
there it is an impact. What must be communicated is that
this impact is minute compared to the advantages, with the
savings that there are for the barrel of oil not burned, for
example. So I would tell you that there is a margin to become
much more aware, communicate the impact of renewable
energies much better, and why it is essential to bet on them.
On the other hand, in the current administration, I insist they
have demonized, to a certain extent, renewable energies,
which is simply absurd. The problem with public debate in
Mexico is that it is very ideologized and very politicized, and
that does not help to have a discussion based on data and
evidence.

SPR: When facing an administration change, what
does the public need to understand to make informed
decisions in the future?

OO: Without exaggeration, I would tell you that a good
part of the country’s competitiveness is at stake in the years
to come in the energy sector. Not only by the environmental
route, that should be enough, but to avoid facing taxation
by carbon adjustments in the European Union or the United
States, or commercial retaliation within treaties such as
the T-MEC[6] [or USMCA (United States, Mexico, Canada
Agreement)], the TIPAT [or CPTPP (Comprehensive and
Progressive Treaty of Trans-Pacific Partnership)] [2], or the
pact with Europe, Mexico has to bet on the energy transition.
With this, we all win. The public finances win because it
is cheaper. The country’s competitiveness wins, and the
environment wins, of course, so we have to understand it is
not trivial. It is not trivial to bet on the energy transition and
Mexico being a responsible world citizen. To point out that
we only produce less than 2% of global emissions is part
of a shortsighted discourse that should not take place. The
message has to be that climate change is a reality and that
the energy transition must be taken seriously, not only for what
you can win but for what you can lose if you don’t.

SPR: There is a lot of talk about electricity reform in
Mexico. What are the pros and cons of it?

OO: First of all, the pressure on public finances would
be tremendous. If this reform is approved, CFE [2] [Federal
Electricity Commission] would have a massive loss because
it would have to absorb higher generation costs. After
all, CFE produces much more expensive energy than its
private counterparts. That is a cost that we will absorb
all Mexicans, either with higher rates or higher subsidies;
here, the discussion is binary. In any case, we will have
higher costs. Secondly, this represents a public finance risk
because the Ministry of Finance will have to support the
CFE with more significant subsidies in a segment where
the private sector is willing to take these plants’ financial
and operational risk. There are also environmental issues;
because CFE does not have renewable plants, even if it

does have approximately 10% of hydroelectric generation. But
beyond that, the Government is now talking about the solar
park in Puerto Peñasco. Well, that solar park is 1 GW in
its fourth stage, which would be ready in 2028, while only
between 2015 and 2017, with the long-term auctions, the
country committed investments of 7 GW. So, to think that
building a 1 GW solar park in 6 years is enough is a frightening
mediocrity. Then, there is the rule of law issue. When Mexico
entered NAFTA [North American Free Trade Agreement] 28
years ago, the Mexican State committed itself to the rule of
law for the first time to respect a series of rigorous disciplines
in the exportation part of its economy; this is what made
Mexico successful, not necessarily the reduction of tariffs.
Today, 28 years later, the message we would be sending is
that the Mexican State is not committed to the rule of law and
can change regulations at its discretion. This legal volatility
configures in indirect expropriation, in terms of foreign trade.
By changing all the regulatory legal frames, the operation
of the assets installed in Mexico becomes simply unviable.
These would be the third and fourth implications: violations
of international treaties and, in general terms, the message
that the Mexican State is not committed to the rule of law. For
these four reasons, I would tell you that the costs of approving
this reform are very high.

SPR: [You] don’t see any benefit?

OO: Absolutely none, that is, this initiative is a risk for the
country.

SPR: From your point of view, is there a debate about
it? Is it being discussed in the correct terms?

OO: I would tell you that there is a debate. In the Open
Parliament, for example, there were forums whose discussion
was much less substantial and much more ad hominem in the
argument, and there were forums where there was a serious
debate. In my personal experience, I can tell the discussion
where I participated was a civilized debate with technique and
data. Yes, I would say that there is a debate, perhaps reduced
to certain circles, no doubt, but yes, I would tell you that there
is a debate.

SPR: Is it being discussed in the correct terms? Is it
framed correctly?

OO: No, it is not. Because it is a highly politicized debate
in which the technical argument occupies a secondary place.

SPR: How does the increase or decrease in clean
energy production affect the country?

OO: It affects us in different ways. The first, which is
the most obvious, is because of the issue of cost. If we go
to the data of 2020 because the CRE has not published
those of December 2021, CFE had in 2020 an average
cost of $1,413.00 MXP per megawatt hour (MWh), when the
long-term auctions (photovoltaic and wind energy) had costs
of $401.00 MXP per MWh, this is 72% below the average
cost of the CFE. These numbers do not contemplate CFE
plants that are not currently dispatching energy, but if the
reform is approved, they would be delivering energy with costs
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well above $2,000.00 per MWh. Then, the competitiveness
part. For Mexico, its paradigmatic success in trade opening
is the automotive industry. If we can not offer a significant
percentage of clean energy, if we do not guarantee that the
supply is clean, then the investments will not arrive.

The automotive industry is just one example, but it is the
same for almost everything. All these companies have green
commitments, which are not whims; they are guidelines at
the Board of Directors level, which do not allow you to invest
in places where your electricity supply is not green. Then,
I’m going to link again to point number one, the issue of
costs. Suppose we increase the costs of electrical energy.
In that case, there is an inflationary effect and a wage impact
because electrical energy is an input or is an indispensable
precursor for all types of manufacturing activity. That is
another of the big problems. And the third, which also has
to do with the exporting part of the economy, is the reprisals
that we may face in the shape of taxes for carbon adjustments
in the United States and Europe. And finally, investment
funds, private capital, [and] asset management all have green
commitments, commitments to green portfolios, which have
more and more weight. Think of the ESG [Environmental,
Social and Governance] [7] indicators and other commitments
that make Mexico lose attractiveness for investment not in the
energy sector but the Mexican economy. That also has a very
tangible impact on the country’s competitiveness.

SPR: How does this affect the citizen as an individual?

OO: Mexicans would be affected as citizens and as
consumers. We would be affected as consumers because
the energy we are consuming would be dirtier and
more expensive. That increase might not be relevant for
low-consumption users because they benefit from more
extensive subsidies. Still, they are impacted negatively as
citizens because that money goes to the subsidies, instead
of going, if we stay in the electricity sector, for example, to
electricity transmission. All because of a reform bill with no
foundations. There is another risk. We risk blackouts because
we have underinvested in the national transmission network
for years. If we are going to put all the investment on electricity
generation, we are leaving aside the electric transmission. And
beyond that, it is worth asking if that money would not have
better uses in health, education, security, and all the priority
areas of the Mexican State, beyond a market where there
are multiple actors with desires to assume the financial and
operational risk of carrying out these investments.

SPR: How does this affect Mexico’s relationship with
the U.S. and Canada?

OO: Very important. In the first place, there is the violation
of the USMCA’s chapter 14 of investment; chapter 8, which
speaks of hydrocarbons, does not talk about electricity, but
that we would even be violating [8]. Also, chapter 24 of
the environment, chapter 22 of State-owned enterprises,
obliges State-owned companies to operate under commercial
considerations and an independent regulator that does not
artificially benefit the participants of the State, something

that would not happen with this reform. Finally, chapter 15
of cross-border trade in services [8]. I mean, the USMCA
is being violated in a thousand ways, but beyond that, the
reform will not break the USMCA. The United States will not
denounce the treaty if this reform is approved, but there is
damage done. On the one hand, Mexico loses negotiating
cards. For example, at the moment, Mexico argues that the
United States has a misinterpretation of the rules of origin
of the automotive sector. Mexico is probably right, but when
Mexico sits down with Ambassador Katherine Tai, U.S. Trade
Representative, and tells her "Hey Ambassador Tai, you are
misinterpreting the rules of origin," she would answer "Hey,
Mexico, you are violating all these provisions by your energy
reform." So, Mexico loses a significant negotiating power with
the United States. Opportunities for greater integration are
also lost, and beyond that, we would lose the chance to have
a super competitive energy market.

Mexico, Canada, and the United States complement each
other very well in the energy part, from renewable generation,
even pipeline networks, even the exploitation of hydrocarbons,
are tremendously complementary countries. We should be
discussing more grid integration, more interconnections in
transmission networks, more pipeline interconnections. We
are losing the opportunity to have this conversation to the
extent of having this reform initiative in the Chamber of
Deputies, not to mention the case they approved it. Beyond
that, we can miss the opportunity to take advantage of the
USMCA’s potential. For the USMCA to be truly successful,
you need a competitive North American energy market. We
are already seeing the importance of that for the United States
with the visit of Special Envoy [John] Kerry [United States
Special Presidential Envoy for the Climate] [9], the visit of
Secretary [Jennifer M.] Granholm [Secretary, U.S. Department
of Energy] [10], the statement of the Undersecretary for
Western Hemisphere Affairs Brian Nichols also denouncing
the reform. In the same way, as Ambassador [Ken] Salazar
[United States Ambassador to Mexico] has been very forceful
about his rejection of this reform [11], there is undoubtedly
real damage to the bilateral relationship between Mexico and
the United States and the relationship at the North American
level also with Canada.

Authors’ note: On Sunday, April 17, the Mexican
Chamber of Deputies rejected the Electricity Industry Reform
Bill presented by President Andrés Manuel López Obrador.
Citizens played a role when they put some pressure on their
deputies, asking them for a public commitment to rejecting
this reform bill and contributing to unifying the opposition. As
a result, The president’s party did not get enough support
to achieve a qualified majority of two-thirds of the seats.
The debate lasted almost 13 hours and was loaded with
disqualifications and crossed accusations of "betrayal of
Mexico" resulting in 223 against and 275 votes in favor,
compared to the 334 necessaries [12].
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