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When Communities Take
Control
Six Case Studies of Mexican Municipalities That Gained
Independence

Their reasons, their process, and what changed afterward.

A research document examining six real communities across Mexico that separated from their original

municipality over the past forty years — and the outcomes that followed.

Los Cabos, BCS · 1981 Loreto, BCS · 1992

Playa del Carmen, Q. Roo · 1993 Tulum, Q. Roo · 2008

Bacalar, Q. Roo · 2011 San Quintin, BC · 2020

"The pattern is clear: when a community controls its own resources, outcomes

improve."

Prepared by Para Todos · 2025 · paratodosbcs.mx A community conversation about the Southern Pacific of BCS



Executive Summary

This document examines six Mexican communities that made the decision to separate from their

original municipality over the past forty years. Each story shares a common origin: communities

generating significant economic, cultural, or tourism value — yet receiving insufficient attention and

resources from a distant municipal government.

The findings are consistent across all six cases. When a community gains control of its own

governance and resources, local investment increases, services improve, and the community gains the

ability to shape its own future.

Cases Analyzed

Los Cabos, BCS Separated from La Paz in 1981

Loreto, BCS Separated from Comondú in 1992

Solidaridad / Playa
del Carmen

Separated from Cozumel in 1993

Tulum, Q. Roo Separated from Solidaridad in 2008

Bacalar, Q. Roo Separated from Othón P. Blanco in 2011

San Quintín, BC Separated from Ensenada in 2020



Case 1 · Los Cabos, Baja California Sur

1981
Year of separation

La Paz
Separated from

351K+
Population 2024

2M+
Visitors/year

THE CONTEXT

In the 1970s, the southern tip of the Baja California Peninsula was remote and sparsely populated —

artisanal fishermen and a handful of wealthy visitors arriving by private yacht. All this changed when the

Mexican federal government, through FONATUR, identified the area as a world-class tourism

destination. The problem: all administration was in La Paz, over 200 km away. The construction of Los

Cabos International Airport in 1977 multiplied local demand for services that a distant government

could not efficiently provide.

THE PROCESS

In 1981, by official decree, the municipality of Los Cabos was created from the southern territory of the

municipality of La Paz. San José del Cabo was designated the municipal seat. The creation was driven

by federal tourism investment and the recognition that the region needed its own government to reach

its potential.

THE RESULTS

· Population grew from approximately 5,000 inhabitants in 1981 to over 351,000 in 2024

· Tourism became the dominant economic engine — over 2 million international visitors per year

· Los Cabos' economy represents 70% of the state of Baja California Sur's entire tourism GDP

· Today one of Mexico's top three tourist destinations alongside Cancún and Puerto Vallarta

"None of this would have been possible without a local government focused on the

region's specific needs."



Case 2 · Loreto, Baja California Sur

1992
Year of separation

Comondú
Separated from

18,052
Population 2020

1697
Founded

THE CONTEXT

Loreto, founded in 1697 by Jesuits, was the first colonial capital of the Californias. Its mission — the

oldest in Baja California — still stands. Despite this extraordinary historical and cultural heritage, Loreto

was part of the municipality of Comondú, whose seat in Ciudad Insurgentes was oriented toward

agriculture with very different priorities. FONATUR had identified Loreto as a priority tourism

development zone since the 1970s, but Comondú could not manage those needs from a distance.

THE PROCESS

In 1992, the Baja California Sur state congress approved the creation of the municipality of Loreto,

separated from Comondú. The first municipal president took office in 1993. The process was supported

by state and federal interest in developing Gulf of California tourism.

THE RESULTS

· Loreto developed its own tourism identity: ecotourism, sport fishing, and missionary history

· Loreto Bay National Park was established in 1996 with active municipal participation

· The municipality developed its international airport with direct connections to California

· Loreto chose a low-impact, high-quality tourism model — a decision only possible with local
governance



Case 3 · Solidaridad (Playa del Carmen), Quintana
Roo

1993
Year of separation

Cozumel
Separated from

304,942
Population 2020

900%+
Growth 1995–2020

THE CONTEXT

In the 1980s, Playa del Carmen was barely a fishing village. A small wooden dock was the only

departure point for tourists heading to Cozumel. Administratively it depended on the municipality of

Cozumel — an island in the Caribbean Sea. Local residents were already investing in what is today

Fifth Avenue, but decisions about their community were made on an island they had to reach by boat.

THE PROCESS

On July 28, 1993, through Decree Number 19 of the Quintana Roo Congress, the municipality of

Solidaridad was officially created with Playa del Carmen as the municipal seat. In 2025, the municipality

officially changed its name to Playa del Carmen.

THE RESULTS

· Population: from 28,747 inhabitants in 1995 to over 304,942 in 2020 — growth of more than 900%

· The Riviera Maya became Mexico's most important tourism corridor, with 5 million annual visitors

· TripAdvisor recognized Playa del Carmen as one of the world's top 25 destinations

· The municipality grew so much it eventually divided itself — giving rise to Tulum in 2008

"In less than 30 years, Playa del Carmen went from a wooden dock to one of the

world's most recognized tourist destinations. Self-governance was the catalyst."



Case 4 · Tulum, Quintana Roo

2008
Year of separation

Solidaridad
Separated from

65%
Growth 2010–2020

Eco / Luxury
Tourism type

THE CONTEXT

Tulum presents a unique case: a community that separated from a municipality that had itself been

born from a previous separation. By 2008, Solidaridad was so large and dynamic that its southern

communities — with Maya archaeology, cenotes, and a completely distinct ecological identity — were

not receiving the attention they needed. Decisions made in Playa del Carmen did not reflect the

realities of Tulum.

THE PROCESS

On March 13, 2008, the Quintana Roo Congress approved the creation of the municipality of Tulum,

separated from Solidaridad. It became the state's ninth municipality. The process centered on

environmental protection debates and the distinct needs of the southern Maya zone.

THE RESULTS

· Population grew 65.3% between 2010 and 2020, driven by luxury and ecotourism

· Tulum positioned itself as a world-class international destination with a defined identity

· The municipality manages its own environmental policy for the national park and cenotes

· Tulum's lesson: self-governance doesn't guarantee perfect results, but ensures decisions are
made by those who know the place



Case 5 · Bacalar, Quintana Roo

2011
Year of separation

Othón P.
Blanco
Separated from

41,754
Population 2020

10 years
Community process

THE CONTEXT

Bacalar — known as the "Lake of Seven Colors" — was part of the enormous municipality of Othón P.

Blanco, one of Mexico's largest by territory, with Chetumal as its seat. Bacalar was the municipality's

second-largest city but received minimal attention. Lake Bacalar is one of the most extraordinary

ecosystems in the Mexican Caribbean, and the growing community needed a government that

understood its specific needs. The community began organizing in 2001.

THE PROCESS

On June 26, 2007, the Othón P. Blanco council elevated Bacalar to city status. On February 2, 2011 —

ten years after the first community organizing effort — the Quintana Roo Congress unanimously

approved the creation of the municipality of Bacalar, receiving approximately 40% of the territory that

previously belonged to Othón P. Blanco.

THE RESULTS

· Bacalar became one of the most popular ecotourism destinations in the Mexican Caribbean

· The municipality directly manages protection of the lagoon and its adjacent cenotes

· Environmental regulations previously impossible from Chetumal are now local reality

· Tourism has grown significantly, with greater local control over the type and pace of development



Case 6 · San Quintín, Baja California

2003
First committee

2020
Official separation

17 years
Process duration

117,568
Population 2020

THE CONTEXT

San Quintín is the most recent case — and perhaps the most relevant parallel to communities like ours.

The San Quintín Valley is one of Mexico's most productive agricultural zones, generating significant

export revenue in strawberries, tomatoes, and other crops. Yet it was part of the enormous municipality

of Ensenada, headquartered more than 200 km to the north. Residents could take up to six hours to

reach the municipal seat for any paperwork or service.

THE PROCESS

The first formal pro-municipality committee organized in October 2003. In 2012, a citizen consultation

failed to reach the required participation threshold, due in part to organized resistance from Ensenada

business groups. The 2015 agricultural strike — in which farmworkers blockaded the Transpeninsular

Highway — brought the movement to national attention. On February 12, 2020 — 17 years after the

first committee — the Baja California Congress approved the creation of the municipality of San Quintín

by a unanimous vote of 22 to 0.

THE RESULTS

· San Quintín now manages its own resources — for the first time in its history

· Residents can hold their own authorities directly accountable

· The process was not perfect — but the community now has a voice it never had before

· San Quintín's lesson: organized opposition can slow the process significantly, but cannot stop it
permanently



Lessons Learned

The common cause In all six cases, the primary problem was physical and administrative distance.
Money arrived from the state and federal government but was managed far away, by
people who didn't live in the community.

The process Separation requires a decree from the state Congress. It can take anywhere from 3
to 17 years. It does not always require a popular vote — political will and community
organizing are the key ingredients.

The results In every single case, separation was followed by greater local investment, improved
services, and more responsive governance. The money that previously left started
staying.

The challenges No new municipality is perfect from the start. San Quintín faces governance
challenges; Tulum faces environmental pressure. The point is that now these are
challenges the community can face directly.

The timeline Fast cases (Los Cabos, Loreto, Playa del Carmen, Tulum) took 3 years with political
tailwinds. Community-led cases (Bacalar, San Quintín) took 10–17 years. Both paths
worked.

"Mexico has 2,469 municipalities. Every single one of them began as a community that

decided it deserved its own government."



Relevance for Our Region

The communities of the Southern Pacific of BCS share notable characteristics with each of the six

cases documented in this report.

Like Los Cabos A growing tourism zone that generates significant economic value but depends
administratively on La Paz — over 70 km away — for decisions about local roads,
services, and infrastructure.

Like Loreto A region with its own distinct cultural, geographic, and ecological identity — quite
different from the urban profile of La Paz and its priorities.

Like Playa del
Carmen

A community already investing and building, but without the municipal representation
that would maximize and direct those efforts locally.

Like Bacalar A unique natural ecosystem — the Pacific, the sierras, the desert — that requires
specific environmental policies that a distant government is not positioned to provide.

Like San Quintín A community that has already begun to organize and ask questions. The path may
be long, but the first step is always information.

"The question is not whether it is possible. History shows it is. The question is whether

we are ready to inform ourselves, organize, and take the necessary steps — together."

Para Todos · paratodosbcs.mx · Southern Pacific · Baja California Sur, Mexico · 2025 A community conversation


