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Caballeros leader killed (again)

The second death of Caballeros Templarios leader Nazario Moreno, killed by federal forces in the Tierra Caliente of Michoacán over three years after he had already officially been declared dead, is a serious blow to the cartel which has already been obviously weakened by the rise of vigilante groups and heavy deployment of federal forces in the area.   Sin Embargo has a rambling but interesting profile of the quasi-religious philosophy Moreno preached, and the group's cult-like structure.   

There are now only two major figures of the cartel left at large, Servando Gómez Martínez, alias La Tuta, and Enrique Plancarte.  La Tuta, at least, is said to be still in the area hiding in caves.  The Caballeros have also, presumably been hurt, by greater pressure on their operations exporting iron ore mined in Michoacán and bound for China. 

The death of Moreno is also another blow to the image of former President Felipe Calderón's administration, hot on the heals of the arrest of Sinaloa cartel boss Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán.  Former government officials have insisted they had legitimate reasons to think Moreno had been killed in confrontations with the Federal Police in December 2010, and that declaring him dead without a body was merely a mistake, rather than part of a deliberate effort to blow a non-existent trumpet.  Even if true, it does appear that the government was well aware of intelligence that he was still alive at least since 2012.   

The lack of indications of active involvement of US agencies in Michoacán operations stands in notable contrast to events in Sinaloa.  Even so, the government's ability to take full credit for tracking down Moreno is questioned by vigilante leaders who insist it was all down to their information that he eventually fell, rather than any indication of improved intelligence capabilities.  Some even claim they participated in the actual operation. 

Rising tension in Tierra Caliente due to vigilante splits

The weakening of the cartel has not brought a lowering of tension in the Tierra Caliente.  As well as the possibility of a backlash from the remnants of the cartel itself when the federal forces withdraw, the potential conflicts involved in the rise of the vigilantes are becoming more evident with the allegations of abuse by vigilantes now more obviously intermingled with personal splits among leaders.

Attention is currently focused on a split in one of the original vigilante groups in the municipality of Buenavista Tomatlán pitting rancher Hipólito Mora, the most avuncular public face of the movement up until now, against a one time ally called Luis Antonio Flores, alias Simón El Americano.  This first produced an armed stand off on 10 March between the two factions amid accusations that Mora had been involved in the death of two members of El Americano's group a few days before.  Mora has since been arrested and indicted in connection to the murders, and the authorities have partially disarmed members of his group.  

The most visible other Vigilante leaders have been tepid in their support for Mora, though they have not disowned him completely.  In a video message released 12 March José Manuel Mireles, now fully back in the spotlight after his air crash, accuses the federal government of demanding impossible standards of proof to go against people they signal out as cartel members at the same time as “they arrest us after lightening fast investigations.”

All of this is taking place in the context of the federal government's lack of clarity of what its plan in the region is, beyond trying to contain conflicts on a case-by-case basis.  The Dallas Morning News has a concise run down of the government's shifting priorities in its relations with the vigilantes. 

In the mean time other tensions bubble barely beneath the surface, such as the future of people who have been accused of cartel links.  Sin Embargo has an interview with the mayor of Tepaltepec who was kicked out of the town last year by the vigilantes accused of working for the Caballeros, and has now been brought back.  He insists he was a victim of the cartel, forced to hand over parts of the public budget or be killed.

Chapo arrest produces only modest spike in approval ratings for Peña

A poll by the company Mitofsky suggests that President Enrique Peña Nieto received a modest boost to his limited popularity following the arrest of El Chapo.  This is notably less than the previous jump attributed to the arrest of infamously Maquiavelian teachers leader Elba Esther Gordillo a year ago.

Crude attempt to cover up security situation in Veracruz 

On 11 March, just a month after the murder of local journalist Gregorio Jiménez, Veracruz's governor Javier Duarte's announced that his state is now free of extortion, gun battles and kidnappings.  Even the official statistics tell a very different story.  The federal government appears to be studiously ignoring the situation in Veracruz, though a local navy commander has refuted the governor's claim of peace and tranquility.

Anti-Gang training conference held in Mexico

The US-organized second Anti-Gang Conference and Training was held in Mexico in the past week.  Funded by the Merida Initiative the conference was aimed at law enforcement officials from Mexico and Central America.

Private security firms recruit without any serious controls

El Universal has an interesting piece on the lack of regulation of the booming private security industry.  

Reporters without Borders rep in Mexico threatened.

The representative of Reporters without Borders in Mexico, Balbina Flores, has denounced receiving direct threats over the phone on 12 March. The Mexico City Human Rights Commission released a statement of its concern over the threats and called for precautionary measures. 

Press freedom most threatened by the authorities

Darío Ramírez of Article 19 Mexico, used his column in Sin Embargo to outline what he calls “the three main obstacles to freedom of expression,” in Mexico today.  He writes that these are direct attacks by the state actors, the cooptation of the media through government publicity contracts, and the lack of seriousness of the government institutions responsible for protecting press freedom.   http://www.sinembargo.mx/opinion/06-03-2014/22138
Relatives of disappeared in Tamaulipas told to keep looking

A group of relatives of people disappeared in Tamaulipas told reporters that the state Attorney General told them they should “keep looking” during a meeting set up to examine advances in their cases. 

Lower house approves modifications to Federal Police law to mention human rights

The lower house of Congress has approved modifications of the Federal Police law that explicitly mention the corporation's obligations to respect human rights and allows the commissioner to sign human rights training agreements.  The bill now goes to the Senate.

National Human Rights Commission presents 2013 report and faces criticism

On 12 March the National Human Rights Commission presented its annual report to President Peña Nieto.  The report charts a reduction in the number of complaints filed against key federal actors in the security crisis, most notably the army, and was celebrated by the president.  The report was accompanied by a press release from the Commission headlining what it termed as “actions to strengthen the culture of legality and respect for rights.” 

Veteran rights activist/intellectual Sergio Aguayo used his column (originally in Reforma) for a scathing attack on the Commission for its “lack of commitment, bureaucracy, and resistance to accountability.”  


Commission President Raúl Plascencia is expected to seek another term in the post this year, though he is also rumored to be after the job of Attorney General.  Writing in Sin Embargo, ITAN-academic, argues that the Commission can only recuperate credibility with a new president. 

Calls for more attention to violence against women 

The Observatorio Ciudadano Nacional del Feminicidio joined a campaign titled Justicia para  Mi Hermana, based around a video from Guatemala, with the release of alarming statistics on violence against women in Mexico. 

National Criminal Procedure Code signed into law

President Enrique Peña Nieto signed the new National Criminal Procedure Code into law on 4 March.  The code was widely welcomed in the media.  The Observatorio Ciudadano Nacional del Feminicidio sent a letter to the president denouncing what it says is the Code's failure to fulfill commitments in international agreements guaranteeing the rights of women, children, indigenous people and other vulnerable groups. 

Paulina Sanchez and Carlos de la Rosa, of the think tank CIDAC, published an article in Animal Político celebrating the new code as “a step in the direction” but underlining the need for states o harmonize their local legislation as well as organizational structure before it can be operated. 

Mexico City drug policy seminar for the media

On 7 March, the youth-led NGO working on drug policy, Espolea, organized a seminar for the media on the new marijuana regulation proposals currently before Mexico City's Legislative Assembly as well as the federal legislature.  The event was quite small, with few journalists attending, but both highly informative both technically and politically, given the presence of the main political figures behind the initiatives.

The size of Mexico's drug market?

Alejandro Hope used his  column in El Universal to urge for more efforts on the part of the promoters of new drug regulations in Mexico to quantify the size of the drug market in Mexico. 

More unaccompanied migrants deported from the US 

ACNUR reports rising numbers of unaccompanied and undocumented minors from Mexico and Central America deported from the US.  

Graphic on women migrants in transit 

The Instituto para las Mujeres den la Migración, IMUMI, conmemmorated 8 March with an interactive graphic highlighting the situation of women migrants in transit through Mexico. 

