Mexico Briefing 25 March 2014

Mexico accepts most UN Human Rights Council recommendations, but doesn't bend on arraigo

The Mexican government accepted most of the 176 recommendations made by the United Nations Human Rights Council following last October's Universal Periodic Review. The events in Geneva did not receive much media attention in Mexico.

Thirty four Mexico-based civil society groups released a joint statement expressing concern about about the government's partial rejection of the recommendations related to arraigo, or pre-charge detention, and forced disappearances.  Amnesty International also released a statement containing similar criticisms and underscoring concern that the broad acceptance could prove to be primarily rhetorical. 

Sin Embargo published an editorial  underlining the contradiction between the refusal to abolish pre-charge detention and the negative comments on the practice made by Attorney General Jesús Murillo Karam at the start of the administration. 

Military justice reform stuck in the Senate

Proceso has an article in its 23 March edition on the paralysis of Senate commission discussions over reforms to military justice that are supposed to bring it in line with international human rights standards.  I cannot find an open source link for the article that cites a number of specific objections to the proposed reforms, particularly the definition of what constitutes cases of “military discipline,” the magazine says were contained in a position document dated 11 March presented to the Senate by Fundar, the Centro Pro, Tlachinollan, the Comisión Mexicana de Defensa y Promoción de Derechos Humanos, and the Instituto Mexicano de Derechos Humanos y Democracia.

Families of the disappeared seek more action in Nuevo León

Families of the disappeared from the group Fuerzas Unidas por Nuestros Desaparecidos en Nuevo León issued a statement on 20 March demanding an investigation into comments made last month by the state attorney general who mentioned the discovery of 4,000 body parts from previously investigated sites.  The group wants to know where the fragments were found and what protocols were followed in their recovery.  It also wants an investigation into the “irresponsible lack of ethics and professionalism” behind the statements made to the press.

The civil society organization Ciudadanos en Apoyo de los Derechos Humanos  announced the creation of a new protocol to search for disappeared people in the state created in collaboration with local authorities and international human rights representatives.  The new protocol includes an “Urgent Search Form” it says is drawn from the Colombian experience and is designed to collect key information about a person reported missing.  It also includes the promise of the creation of a data base of the disappeared and the creation of a “Special Group for Immediate Search.”

Victims support in Guerrero

Proceso has an article in its 23 March edition about a two-year-old, and currently expanding, church project to attend to victims of the violence in Guerrero initiated by the archdiocese of Acapulco.  The project is based around so-called “Centers of Listening.”

Change of National Security Commissioner

The government confirmed rumors of the resignation of Manuel Mondragón y Kalb as National Security Commissioner on 17 March.   The resignation was widely interpreted as primarily related to both his relatively advanced age as well as reputedly tense relations with Interior Minister Miguel Angel Osorio Chong.  Some, such as Salvador Camarena writing in Sin Embargo, also pointed to mediocre results.  Animal Político cited the hangover from his role in the violent repression of demonstrators on President Enrique Peña Nieto's inauguration day on 1 December 2012, including alleged recent censorship of an associated website.  

The National Security Commissioner is a position created at the start of the government of President Peña Nieto when the Public Security Secretary was abolished within a wider reorganization designed to give the Interior Minister more control.  The Commissioner is responsible for the Federal Police.   Alejandro Hope published a summary of what he considers the job requires in Animal Político.

The government proposed Monte Alejandro Rubido García as the new Commissioner who was ratified in the post on 25 March.  The former Executive Secretary of the National System of Public Security known as the SNSP – a government body responsible for overseeing inter-institutional security agreements – has a long history in second tier security and intelligence positions.  He is particularly associated with the Mexican intelligence agency, the CISEN, and was deputy Public Security Secretary under President Felipe Calderón's controversial security strongman Genaro García Luna.  

Asked about the vigilantes in Michoacán during his appearance before Senators before his ratification on 25 March, Rubido said he would not tolerate the idea of the state giving up its monopoly of force.  However, he also urged a distinction to be made between “well intentioned citizens” and those who thought that “by changing sides they can continue committing crimes.”  Caught out in a lie about a claimed 25% drop in murders in Michoacán.

Security questions marking the 2014 agenda

Although media attention has been recently preoccupied with secondary legislation related to the constitutional reform frenzy in 2013, and the internal power struggles within the main opposition parties, the sense that security is now the main issue of 2014 despite the government's best efforts to change the narrative has now taken hold.  The point was emphasized in a Sin Embargo editorial on 19 March. 

El Universal continued its focus on kidnapping with an analysis of official data to come up with a basics profiles of the kind of people most likely to suffer a kidnapping as well as broad categories of kidnappers.

Specific questioning of government claims that homicide figures have been dropping are also emerging more clearly, such as Alejandro Hope's concise analysis of the contradictions in Animal Politico on 25 March.

Michoacan strategy still looking fragile

A judge in Morelia, the state capital of Michoacán, indicted vigilante leader Hipolito Mora for murder on 19 March.  From behind bars in the courtroom, Mora said he felt betrayed and urged vigilante movement in the Tierra Caliente region to keep their weapons and “keep struggling.”  His supporters later announced they would be holding a protest against his incarceration in Mexico City on 26 March, which would be the first time the Michoacán vigilantes have sought to make themselves felt in the capital.  They will, presumably, not dare to bring their weapons.

Meanwhile, the situation in the Tierra Caliente itself remains tense.

In Tepalcatepec, the mayor kicked out by one faction of the vigilantes and recently invited back by another, was formally removed from office by the state Congress.  Deputies said they will be removing other mayors considered not able to govern in the future.

Vigilantes from Aquila blocked a  local navy base for seven hours demanding return of weapons confiscated by the navy in previous days.   The blockade was lifted after a negotiation.  Later news reports suggested the authorities suspect the blockade had cartel backing.  

El Universal published a story on bad conditions and low moral in the Federal Police deployed in the Tierra Caliente.

The murder of the mayor of Tanhuato, a town near the border with Jalisco which is a center of rivalry between the Caballeros Templarios and the Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generación, served as a sharp reminder that the problems in Michoacán are not confined to the Tierra Caliente.  The murder of Gustavo Garibay, a mayor from the PAN opposition party, has also generated a political problem with the PAN claiming he had been denied proper security by the PRI-controlled state and federal governments. It is certainly true that he had appealed for more security.  

State of Mexico security crisis ever more difficult to ignore

The security crisis in the State of Mexico is becoming particularly difficult to brush under the carpet.  

Official figures now rank the state at the top of the lists for homicides, kidnappings, and extorsion, with the situation particularly acute in the urban areas that border the Federal District.  What happens in the State of Mexico is a particularly sensitive political issue both because of President Enrique Peña Nieto's term there as governor until 2011 and the fact that he hand picked his successor Eruviel Avila. 

In its edition of 17 March Proceso magazine published a cover feature on violence in the state based on a recent report by the Mexican intelligence agency CISEN that highlights the presence of four cartels – the Familia, the Caballeros Templarios, the Zetas and the Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generación.  

In its 23 March edition the magazine accused the government of an organized effort to reduce circulation of the edition that blames President Peña Nieto for the situation as much as current governor Eruviel Avila.  The magazine says groups of people arrived to buy up all the copies on sale at major distribution points in the State of Mexico, parts of the Federal District as well as in Guadalajara early on the day of publication, paying in cash.  The magazine has previously complained of similar operations in other states but says the the 10,000 copies bought up en masse for the State of Mexico focused edition took the strategy to new heights. 

Report rubbishes investigation into the murder of Veracruz journalist Gregorio Jiménez

A commission of journalists who were recently in Veracruz to monitor the investigations into the case of the murder of crime reporter Gregorio Jiménez killed last month released a report on 19 March that concluded the investigation behind the indictment of six people  is “gravely lacking.”  The state attorney general has insisted the murder had nothing to do with Jimenez´s work as a reporter.  Some prominent journalists groups in Mexico City appear determined not to let the case of Jiménez go the way of most other murders of provincial reporters that are typically forgotten within days. 

Article 19 annual report on freedom of expression released amid suspicious break in

Articulo 19 presented its annual report detailing attacks on the press and freedom of expression on 18 March, two days after the group's director denounced that his home had been broken into.  Dario Ramírez wrote about the incident in his column in Sin Embargo soon after, noting that his efforts to call the Interior Ministry's hotline for journalists in trouble went unanswered.

Mechanism for the Protection of Journalists and Rights Defenders in crisis

The 23 March edition of Proceso published an article based on a letter sent by disgruntled former employees of the Mechanism for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders and Journalists to Interior Minister Miguel Angel Osorio Chong.  The letter accuses deputy Minister for Human Rights, Lía Limón, of hounding employees out of their jobs if they seek to address the inadequate functioning of the office.    

On 24 March the citizen representatives on the council of the Mechanisms wrote an open letter to Limón expressing concern about the Mechanism's failures it blames on a “lack of strategic direction” and “the incapacity to generate a labor policy in the spirit of the respect for human rights.”

PAN senator presents proposal for conditioned release of inmates serving time for posession

Senator Roberto Gil, of the opposition PAN party, presented a bill that proposes the conditioned release from jail of prisoners convicted of marijuana possession.  Gil is the only high profile PAN legislator who has so far backed the other moves to relax regulations on marijuana currently in the legislature. The bill received little media coverage, but is viewed by activists and a good addition to the debate and the broader push for legalization. In an interview in El Pais published on 20 March, Gil highlights the idea that prohibitionism in Mexico looks increasing “absurd” in the context of moves towards legalization in the US.  

Central cities “least intolerant” of idea of medical marijuana use

The polling company Gabiente de Comunicación Estratégica published a survey of “tolerance” based on polls in 45 Mexican cities that labelled 13 cities, primarily in the center of the country aside from Monterrey, as the “least intolerant” of the idea of medical marijuana use.  The highest on the scale was Cuernavaca.  The cities at the other end are concentrated in the north of the country.  The same survey looked at tolerance of legalization of consumption with similar results, although it seems southern cities are less tolerant of consumption than of medical use.

