Mexico Briefing 28 January 2014

Government signs deal with Tierra Caliente vigilantes 

The federal government, state government and vigilante leaders from the Tierra Caliente in Michoacán signed an agreement on January 27 that foresees the transformation of the vigilante groups into “Cuerpos de Defensa Rurales” for an unspecified temporary period.   The figure of “rural guards,” that function as offshoots of the military, has existed for well over 100 years, though they rarely make the news. 

The eight points of the agreement require vigilante leaders to provide the army with a full list of the members of the groups they lead,  as well as to register all their weapons.  The agreement commits the government to providing them with what they need for communication and transport as rural guards as well as mentions that they could go on to form part of the municipal police.

The agreement in Tierra Caliente repeatedly talks about “institutionalizing” the groups but essentially amounts to a temporary legalization of the vigilantes and at least some of their weapons (many of them of dubious origin) that flies in the face of the government's insistence at the start of its offensive in Tierra Caliente two weeks ago that they should stand down and disarm.   At the signing ceremony Alfredo Castillo, the presidential commissioner for Michoacán, underlined this dramatic change by describing the vigilantes as “brave” and referring to their cause as “legitimate”.   In interviews the following morning Castillo suggested that the agreement in the Tierra Caliente could serve as a model for restoring peace to other parts of the country in situations of institutional breakdown, as well as for harnessing citizen activism, and intelligence. 

There remain many questions surrounding the agreement and its implementation, particularly issues of timing, chains of command and exactly what weapons the new rural guards will be allowed to keep and how to enforce this.   On the weapons issue, Castillo has said that the vigilantes will not be able to carry assault weapons and other guns whose use is legally restricted.  It is nevertheless clear both that these kind of weapons make up the  bulk of the vigilante arsenals and that they will be very loath to part with them.

Michoacán governor Fausto Vallejo also signed the deal, although his role in efforts to resolve the current crisis remain at the level of protocol.  This reflects both his obvious ill health and the widespread de facto acceptance of allegations that his government is riddled with high officials in the pay of the Caballeros.  These were given a new angle this week with revelations suggesting local government support given to the singing careers of the children of cartel leader Enrique Plancarte. 

The formalization of the existing de facto tolerance of vigilantes, obvious as soon as the initial efforts to disarm them at the start of the current offensive failed, raises obvious concerns about their potential to develop into the kind of paramilitary forces seen in the past elsewhere in Latin America, as pointed out by Insight Crime.  Nevertheless, general coverage of the development in the Mexican media has been largely favorable,  in notable contrast to the clamor for zero tolerance of the vigilantes evident in the media  before the offensive. The National Human Rights Commission President Raul Plascencia welcomed the agreement he said would help sort out just and criminal causes.  

Mexican security experts seem to be taking a little time to react in detail.   Jorge Fernández Menéndez used his column in Excelsior to argue that the government had no choice but to incorporate the vigilantes into its strategy in Tierra Caliente in the short term.  Alejandro Hope posted that it was “a good idea” on his Facebook page with a link to a story from 2013 quoting him suggesting a similar scheme.  He later drew attention to a story from 2011 in which defensas rurales from Chihuahua, Zacatecas and Puebla sought court injunctions to block an effort by the army to disarm them, as well as the regulations for rural guards that would restrict members to stakeholders in the ejido collective land owning system that has little relevance in the Tierra Caliente. Ernesto López Portillo posted from the start that he had too many doubts to come up with a considered reaction yet.

Meanwhile, there are several reports that agreement or no agreement the Michoacán self defense groups are continuing to expand within the state.    There are also reports of similar new groups setting up in others states, particularly in Guerrero, but also Morelos, Puebla, and Sinaloa.   In Guerrero one newly formed group reportedly resisted an army effort to disarm them on the same day the government signed its agreement in Tierra Caliente.  

Also this week, Animal Politico published the second part of an analysis of the officially reported homicide rate in Michoacan which suggests that, contrary to generally help opinion, municipalities where vigilante groups have formed in 2013 were relatively peaceful before that date and relatively violent after it. it.


Important Caballeros' leader arrested

The agreement in Tierra Caliente was signed on the same day that the government announced the capture of Dionisio Loya Plancarte, one of the most important leaders of the Caballeros Templarios cartel.  The arrest is a genuine blow to the Caballeros as Loya Plancarte is frequently cited as one of the top four leaders of the cartel.  The 58-year-old reportedly rose to prominence within La Familia and went on to become a key figure in the establishment of protection networks within local authorities.  He is also described as key to controlling operations in the state capital Morelia as well as in propaganda distribution.  He is, however, probably most famous for a youtube video challenging a vigilante leader to “a duel to the death.”  

Loya Plancarte goes by the nickname El Tío, reportedly because he is the uncle of the cartel's reputedly top leader Enrique Plancarte.  His capture is by far the most important detention since the beginning of the federal offensive in the Tierra Caliente that up until the weekend had led to 110 arrests.  It also looked very much like an offering to the vigilante groups whose leaders have always said they will not even consider disarming until the top five (some say seven) leaders of the cartel are arrested.  

Oscar Naranjo goes back to Colombia

The day before the Vigilante agreement was signed, the Mexican Interior Minister announced that former Colombian police chief Oscar Naranjo is giving up his role as a security advisor to Peña Nieto in order to join President Juan Manuel Santos's reelection campaign in Colombia.  The announcement comes at a time when Naranjo's role in Mexico (which has never been fully publicly explained) was generating increasing controversy given the many comparisons being drawn between the situation in Michoacán and Colombia.

Government announces new anti-kidnapping strategy

On 28 January the government presented its “National Anti-Kidnapping Strategy.”
The move comes over a year into the administration of President Enrique Peña Nieto who, as a candidate, differentiated his promised security strategy from President Felipe Calderón's blinkered determination to go after the cartels with little attention to the impact of the violence, by pledging much more focus on reducing high impact crimes.  But while official statistics have since shown a drop off in the murder rate reported kidnappings have risen by about 20% nationwide.

The new strategy underlines the government's commitment to the idea that improving cooperation between different security forces and levels of government, primarily through centralization, is the key to turning around almost all security problems.  To this end it revolves around the naming of a national Anti-Kidnapping Coordinator, as well as the strengthening of  anti-kidnapping units in the 10 most affected states, and plans to unify legal criteria.    The 10 points of the strategy also promises to increase the role of intelligence in kidnapping investigations, hold kidnappers in special prison units and improve attention to victims. 

The new coordinator, Renato Salas Heredia, has already had a long (off and on) career in high positions in the Attorney General's Office under different administrations.  

A new “Citizens's Committee” has been filled with the “usual suspects” of the more government friendly representatives of Mexican anti-crime activism.  These include María Elena Morera (from Causa en Común), Isabel Miranda de Wallace (from Alto al Secuestro) and Alejandro Martí (from SOS Mexico).  All three had a reputation for being rather soft on the government of President Felipe Calderón and now appear to be embracing the status on “official” voices of civil society in the Peña Nieto administration.  Morera was invited to represent civil society at the signing of the Tierra Caliente vigilante agreement. 

Amnesty demands investigation into protestors death

Amnesty International released a statement  demanding a “full and impartial” investigation into the death of Juan Francisco Kuykendall and “all the other abuses” associated with the police operation to contain protests against President Enrique Peña Nieto's inauguration on 1 December 2012.   Kuykendall was hit by a projectile that activists, and left leaning media, have always claimed was a rubber bullet, though the police have denied this.  He was in a critical condition from then until he died on 25 January this year.  Amnesty also pointed to its concern for “the rise in police abuse against protestors in Mexico over the last 18 months.”

National Human Rights Commission President Raul Plascencia told reporters that its own investigation had failed to establish that Kuykendall was hit by a rubber bullet or any other projectile coming from the police.

Chihuahua reveals officials being investigated in relation to case of murdered activist Marisela Escobedo

The chief prosecutor of the state of Chihuahua has revealed that his office is investigating four former officials for negligence related to the death of activist Marisela Escobedo.  Escobedo was killed by a lone gunmen in 2010 while she was camped out in front of the governor's offices in the state capital to protest the release of the man she was convinced that killed her daughter.   The case had been closed after he died in a shootout. The new investigations partially fulfill a recommendation from the National Human Rights Commission rooted in its own investigation that highlighted multiple problems with work of police, investigators and prosecutors.  The Commission also recommended a public apology to the remaining family that has yet to take place. 

Article 19 concerned about regulations of right to reply and political control of public sector media

Artículo 19 published a number of specific concerns it has about about the regulations of the right to reply, already approved by the federal Congress and heading for the Senate.  The group primarily points to lack of clarity and precision in the text it says could lead to restrictions of freedom of speech.  


The head of the organization, Dario Ramírez, also sounded the alarm about greater political control over public sector broadcasting in an opinion piece on Sin Embargo.  

