Mexico Briefing 11 July 2014
Central American child migrants
There is a lot of new reporting of the child migrant story focused on the migrants en route through Mexico, as in this IPS story based on interviews in shelters.  Others have highlighted the situation in their home countries, as in this New York Times story from the barrios in San Pedro Sula.  Many rely primarily on the stories of deportees, as in The Guardian.  
The coverage generally adds weight to the calls for the migrants to be treated as refugees, including from the UNHCR, in a context of growing pressure in the other direction in the US.  There is also some evidence that Mexico is stepping up deportations seen, for example, in the number of busses filled with families and unaccompanied children being repatriated, at least to Honduras.
The Mexican response

Mexican civil society has been present in the debate, but not in a particularly active way.  Activist priest Alejandro Solalinde, supported by Amnesty International, led small protests outside Central American embassies in Mexico City to demand Central American countries take more responsibility for what is happening, and has been highly critical of both Obama and Pena Nieto as well.  The organization IMIMI (Instituto para las Mujeres en la Migracion) released a diagnostic and list of recommendations for all the countries involved.  
A number of Op Ed writers have highlighted the increased dangers faced by migrants due to Mexican policies that are still infused with a national security ethic, as  Ernesto Lopez Portillo of INSYDE underlined in his column in El Universal.  Well known migration expert (currently attached to the UNAM) Mauricio Farah, called for Mexico to take a leading regional role promoting some kind of development-focused regional migration agreement from Central America to the US.  Jessica Zarkin has an interesting blog in Animal Politico with comparative figures of unaccompanied child migrants since 2008, and highlighting the largely ignore phenomenon on Mexican children apprehended at the border and deported. 

Until recently, few Mexican officials appeared willing to directly address Mexico’s role in the child migration crisis, but this is now changing.  In Guatemala for a meeting with Guatemalan and US officials, Interior Minister Miguel Angel Osorio Chong stressed that Mexico is combating people smugglers exploiting the migrants and organized criminal networks preying on them.  He also insisted that Mexico provides child migrants with special attention and accompaniment after they are detained.

President Enrique Pena Nieto launched the Programa Frontera Sur on 7 July, accompanied by Guatemalan President Otto Perez Molina.  The Program is being pushed as an effort to ensure more ordered migration across the border, as well as the protection of the rights of migrants in transit.

The Program includes the creation, within the Interior Ministry, of the Coordinador para la Atencion Integral de la Migracion en la Frontera Sur which is to become responsible for coordinating the different federal institutions in the border region, and seeking agreements with state and municipal level authorities to do the same.  The Program, the full details of which have yet to be published, also promises the creation of five Centers for “Integrated Attention” for migrants in transit, with adequate spaces for unaccompanied child migrants awaiting repatriation. 

In addition, the Program promises improved border posts, and easier and less expensive access to temporary visitor permits for people from Belize and Guatemala allowing them to remain legally within the four states of the border area, although this still requires legislative changes.   In an interview in Universal the National Institute of Migration said it would  be promoting changes that allowed holders to stay for ten days, rather than the current three. 

The US Embassy welcomed the new Program in a short and non-specific statement that highlighted the shared responsibility for “protecting those crossing our borders – especially the most vulnerable.”  There was little immediate reaction from civil society.

The Programa Frontera Sur appears to be in line with the new Programa Especial de Migracion 2014 a 2018, released in April, and elaborated after extensive consultations with civil society.  On 7 July, Sonja Wolf of INSYDE published an analysis of the PEM in Animal Politico that welcomes the ambitious program.  However, she also raises serious doubts about whether it can be implemented by existing institutions, and points out the contradiction between the promise of a change of paradigm to one of human security and the national security priorities still included in the important parts of the related legislation. 
Charismatic loose cannon vigilante leader arrested in Michoacan
Michoacan’s most charismatic and problematic vigilante leader,  Jose Manuel Mireles, was arrested by federal and state forces on 27 June along with 82 others in a town near the port city of Lazaro Cardenas where they were seeking to set up a new self-defense group. Presidential Commissioner for Michoacan, Alfredo Castillo, initially said Mireles was detained in possession of unregistered firearms and envelopes of drugs.  Mireles’s lawyer said the arrest was filled with irregularities, beginning with the planting of the guns and drugs.  Mireles has since been charged with the federal offence of the unauthorized possession of firearms.  There is also a drugs charge, though government statements no longer mention this.  He is being held in a high security jail far from Michoacan.

Mireles has long been the most radical voice in the vigilante movement in the Tierra Caliente region of the state.  He has become more isolated over time because of his critical comments about the agreement reached in May between the movement’s collective leadership and Presidential Commissioner Alfredo Castillo that led to the formation of a new Rural Police, under government control, and the demobilization of most of the vigilante groups.  
Mireles’s arrest caused a storm among his supporters, particularly on social media.  There were also some demonstrations, primarily in Michoacan, and messages of support from public figures such as the activist priest Alejandro Solalinde who called him a “political prisoner.”   Many activists are rather more wary of Mireles, given his attachment to armed solutions.  There has been little support from vigilantes who have integrated into the Rural Police such as Hipolito Mora, who joined after being temporarily imprisoned himself on charges of murder that were later dropped.  Mora said Mireles was suffering the consequences of failing to respect the May agreement.

Sanjuana Martinez, a well known investigative journalist who tends to take up causes, published a long and largely sympathetic profile of Mireles in the magazine Nexos this month that is quite a read. 
Eduardo Guerrero published a clear analysis of the context of the arrest of Mireles in his column in Reforma, highlighting the vigilante leader’s “thirst for justice or revenge” that outlived the government’s partial disarticulation of the conflict between the Caballeros Templarios cartel and the vigilantes.  He stresses that problems could resurface if the government fails to follow through with its promises to completely obliterate the Templarios,  and if the suspicions of irregularities in the arrest of Mireles turn him into “the next Cassez.” 

Military expert Jorge Luis Serra has an unusual opinion piece in El Universal linking the vigilantes in Michoacan to counterinsurgency strategies in the state dating back 17 years. 

Paramilitaries in Tamaulipas

Global Post has a very interesting piece by Ioan Grillo providing some of the first direct reporting on paramilitary groups in Tamaulipas.  It focuses on the town of Hidalgo where a secretive group called the Pedro Mendez Column has been operating since 2010 but, according to the local mayor who approves of the group, has grown fast in recent months.  The group defines itself as anti-Zeta and the mayor admits it may be receiving weapons from the rival Gulf Cartel, though he insists it is independent and motivated only by the need to improve public security.
More Tamaulipas
The monthly magazine Nexos has a very interesting series of articles on the security crisis in Tamaulipas.  
Eduardo Guerrero provides a well written historical background to organized crime in the state along with specific characteristics of the dynamics of the violence.  These include the relatively little attention the cartels there give to creating a social base and greater dependence on generating fear, the particular weakness of civil society, near total control of the media, and tendency for extreme violence to come in waves.   He predicts the current wave of open violence will ebb, but that more are inevitable if the problems are not addressed at a root level. 

  Alejandro Hope describes Tamaulipas as the “most obvious manifestation “ of the tendency to centralize responsibility for providing security in the federal government which is already overstretched, while state level authorities have little incentive to act.  He concludes that the only answer is to put a time limit on federal intervention.  Hector de Mauleon explores the conflict between the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas in considerable detail. 

Killing of mayors indicates local political interests of cartels
Insight Crime has a report and analysis of the continued trend of assassinations of local mayors and security chiefs.  The organization concludes that this shows the importance many criminal groups give to influencing local political decisions that provide these groups with guaranteed spaces in which to operate.  Insight Crime also notes that killing local officials attracts relatively little attention from the federal authorities, which means it does not tend to trigger a major backlash from law enforcement.
Atrocities mapped
Global post has a graphic of the worst atrocities of the drug wars.

El Pais published a chronicle of the March 2011 Zeta vengeance assault on the town of Allende, in Coahuila that left hundreds missing.  Long silenced, the state government began an investigation six months ago, though there is little to show as yet, beyond the discovery of 300 body parts at a ranch. 
Questions around 22 dead in “shootout” with the army
The Associated Press has a report from the town of San Pedro Limon, in the State of Mexico, where the army reported killing 22 gunmen in a shootout on 30 June that suggests the official version may be false. The AP cites the absence of evidence of a sustained gun battle and signs that the dead were shot inside a warehouse close to the wall to imply extrajudicial assassination. The town is near the borders of Michoacan and Guerrero, and is said to be where a criminal group called Guerrero Unido is engaged with a turf war with the remnants of the La Familia cartel.  

 Alejandro Hope used his column in El Universal to point out that such incidents are not new and inevitably raise questions about possible serious human rights violations, or at least lack of clear rules of engagement.  He calls for a full investigation of what happened in Tlatlaya to liberate the army and navy of suspicion of human rights violations, 
Torture
The Mexican government has been exposed for lying to the UN Committee Against Torture about how many officials have been convicted for torture, according to information obtained by the Centro-PRO.   The government told the Committee in February that 119 had been sentenced in federal courts since 2005, but the Centro-PRO looked into the figures with the federal judicial authority and discovered that that the 119 refers only to indictments, and there have actually only been four convictions.

Boom in “observatarios” having little impact
Alejandro Espriu of Insyde published a column in Animal Politico on the boom in “observatorios” processing and analysis data on security and justice in Mexico that argues most are having very little impact.  The assertion comes from an IDB-supported project to map the phenomenon across Latin America.  In Mexico, the investigation found there are now 72 observatorios associated with security issues around the country, but that these as hampered by limited access to, among other things, limited access to good data, political responses that are largely limited to PR, and restricted technical capacities.  The organization proposes the creation of a national network of obervatorios as a way of starting to address the problems.
Official security discourse and figures inadequate
Sin Embargo published a long article citing numerous experts criticizing the federal government’s upbeat discourse, confusing figures and mixing of the concepts of public and national security that, they charge, is hiding the gravity of what is really going on.  The experts cited include Ernesto Lopez Portillo of Insyde who emphasizes that independent groups providing stats are ensuring that the obfuscation strategy cannot work very well. 

Expansion of drug courts in Mexico questioned
Animal Politico has an interesting article by Tania Ramirez, of CIDE’s drug politicy program, on what she calls the potential “perverse effects” of the programmed expansion of drug courts in Mexico in tandem with the implementation of the 2008 constitutional judicial reform.  She highlights, among other things, the fact that they still represent a judicial solution to a health problem, ties failure to fulfil treatment to time in jail, involves considerable financial commitments, encourages alleged criminals to claim to be addicts using up treatment resources. 

Anti legalization front in Jalisco supported by private sector, church and government officials
Businessmen, churchmen and some government officials argued against decriminalizing marijuana consumption during a panel on 3 July held at the Expo Guadalajara.  The panel included state government officials and Carmen Fernandez, national director of the government addiction treatment centers known as Centros de Integracion Juvenil. Fernandez argued that legalization would necessarily increase consumption. 

Mexican group launches branch of global anti-criminalization campaign “Support Don’t Punish”

The Mexican youth activist group Espolea launched the Mexican branch of the global anti-criminalization of drug consumption campaign Support, Don’t Punish on 26 June, accompanied by some of the legislators behind the moves to relax restrictions on marijuana consumption in the capital.   The launch received some limited coverage in the Mexican media.  Genaro Lozano, who teaches at the Ibero University in Mexico City also had a syndicated column supporting the campaign in Reforma. 
All Soro’s fault

According to Benjamin Castro, columnist of the Monterrey paper El Regio, the migrant crisis in the US should be traced back to legalization policies in the US promoted by George Soros.   The logic isn’t quite clear. 

Freedom House seminar on journalists at risk
Freedom house held a seminar titled “Best Practices in Support of Journalists and Communicators in Situations of Risk” on 10 and 11 July in Mexico City.  
During the inauguration of the workshop, Mexico City Human Rights Commission President Perla Gomez highlighted the aggressions suffered by journalists covering marches in the capital. 
