Mexico Briefing 4 February 2014

Guerrero security crisis deepens

The long running security crisis in the state of Guerrero appears to be reaching a new crescendo, this time focused on events in and around the state capital of Chilpancingo.

Guerrero began grabbing attention again with the emergence of vigilante groups in towns around Chilpancingo, most notably Ocotito, coupled with anouncements that the state capital would be next.  The vigilantes in this area are linked to the Unión de Pueblos y Organizaciones del Estado de Guerrero (Union of Peoples and Organizations of the State of Guerrero), known by its acronym UPOEG and led by veteran political organizer Bruno Plácido.  

The conflictive potential of the situation was laid bare by an attack on an important state level business leader called Pioquinto Damián Huato hours after he attended a rally in Ocotito on 28 January at which he publicly backed Plácido and accused the mayor of links to organized crime.   An armed commando attacked the car in which he was returning to Chilpancingo immediately afterwards, killing his daughter in law.

While still far from cemented, the signs of a potential alliance between the business class in Guerrero, that has traditionally sorted out its problems with the authorities behind closed doors, and the combative UPOEG is a potentially major development.  Whether or not it crystalizes, the participation of the relatively wealthy in an anti-crime march in Chilpancingo two days after the attack on Huato already is. 

At first the state governor Angel Aguirre sort to downplay the crisis, insisting that Guerrero was not anywhere near requiring the kind of federal intervention now in progress in Michoacán.  He later accepted the need for “an emergency plan” after a visit from Federal Public Security Commissioner Manuel Mondragón on 31 January.  By 3 February the state government had announced that  nine people have been arrested in relation to the attack, though these were followed by accusations that the detainees are scapegoats.   

Meanwhile, talks between the UPOEG and the state and federal government, that were broken off last August following conflicts between vigilantes and the army, restarted on 4 February, mediated by church leaders.

Beyond the UPOEG, other community based vigilante groups in other parts of the state have also been mobilizing in protest against what they charge is a crackdown directed at them rather than the criminal groups operating in their communities.   Tlachinollan released a long statement accusing the authorities of going after organized civil society instead of “modifying their failed security strategy.” 

Jorge Fernandez Mendendez's column in Excelsior on 31 January succinctly sums up the security crisis in Guerrero and underlines some contrasts with Michoacán. 

Within this context the media has largely ignored an armed attack on the car carrying two members of a state level truth commission set up to investigate dirty war crimes from the 1970s.  Pilar Noriega and Nicomedes Fuentes said they survived the night time attack by managing to run into the mountains and hide out there until morning.

Federal government seeks to move Michoacán strategy to next stage

President Enrique Peña Nieto announced a major new investment strategy for Michoacán on 4 February that he presented as proof of the government's committment to ensure future peace and prosperity for the state.  The plan is a kind of second stage of an “integrated strategy” for the state, building on the government's claims to have already made significant progress pacifying the Tierra Caliente with its three-week-old offensive of federal forces in the region.  

During the highly-produced ceremony to announce the plan that was attended by most of the federal cabinet, the newly appointed presidential commissioner for the state, Alfredo Castillo, promised that the Tierra Caliente offensive will “soon end the power of criminal groups” in the region.  He backed his confidence with arrest figures and mention of the disarticulation of municipal police forces widely accepted to have been acting as appendages of the Caballeros Templarios.  Castillo also said that so far over 500 vigilantes have registered with the army to transform themselves into rural guards under the new agreement announced a week ago. 

The agreement to “institutionalize” the vigilantes, however, is already beginning to look very superficial as the groups register only a fraction of their weapons and continue to expand, albeit in a rather more cautious way than they were doing before the offensive started.   

El Pais has a long interview with Jose Manuel Mireles in which the vigilante leader calls the agreement “a piece of theatre”  Animal Politico has an unusually in depth report on the weapons carried by the vigilantes, their origin and training strategies used.  In this month's Nexos, Andres Lajjous runs through the complexity of the Michoacán vigilante groups with multiple links to further articles.  In Milenio Carlos Puig points to the tenuousness of the legal framework backing the “institutionalization” of the vigilantes. In 24-Horas Raymundo Riva Palacio stresses that however much the federal government   may claim to be taking back control of the state in a context of local institutional breakdown, recent events have demonstrated that institutional weakness is federal as well. 

The government's claims to be going after the Caballeros Templarios with absolute conviction were also damaged by a TV report broadcast on Channel 4 in the UK on 28 January which included an interview with important cartel leader Servando Martínez, alias La Tuta, carried out in Tierra Caliente.

Meanwhile, rumours are rife that the government is about to launch a legal offensive against state and municipal level political corruption in Michoacán as well as local business networks intertwined with the cartel.   Columinist Ricardo Alemán cited unnamed official sources to assert that such an offensive is imminent.  The news inevitably conjures up memories of the so-called “Michoacanazo” in which the administration of President Felipe Calderón rounded up dozens of local officials accused of links to the La Familia cartel.  All the cases were eventually dismissed for lack of evidence or, Calderón himself alleged, because of judicial corruption.

Jalisco cartel leader arrested

On 31 January the federal government announced the arrest of Rubén Oseguera Cervantes, alias “El Menchito, described as the son of the top leader of the Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generación, as well as an important figure in his own right.  The arrest took place in Zapópan, near the state capital, carried out by federal forces without the knowledge of the state authorities, presumably because of concerns about infiltration.  The move against the Jalisco cartel is particularly significant in the context of events in Michoacán given the group's declared war against the Caballeros Templarios and rumoured links to the vigilantes in Tierra Caliente.

No sign of let up wave of extreme violence in State of Mexico 

With most attention focused on Guerrero and Michoacán, the continuing wave of extreme violence in the State of Mexico is receiving little attention.  The constant stream of executions is, however, particularly significant given the leading role given to former State of Mexico officials in the federal government's efforts to bring the situation in Michoacán under control. 

The continued ambituity of the federal security strategy underlined

Ernesto López Portillo's 4 February opinion piece in El Universal lays into the federal government´s new high profile security actions in Michoacán, and last week's announcement of a new national anti-kidnapping strategy, for their apparent failure to include serious analysis of why similar efforts have failed in the past.

On 30 January Jorge Castañeda published an opinion piece, originally in Reforma, suggesting that rising rates of kidnapping and extorsion are related to the failure of the Peña Nieto government's failure to commit itself to campaign promises to refocus the security strategy away from combatting trafficking groups to containing high impact crimes.

Torture in Tijuana

The Tijuana-based weekly news magazine Zeta published a lenghty report about teenage twins who have accused the municipal police of falsly accusing them of carrying firearms and torture.  

A Tlaxcala sex trafficker tells his story

The Guardian published a rare interview with a convicted sex trafficker who learned his trade in one of the towns in the central state of Tlaxcala that are famous for producing pimps the way other towns garner reputations for producing expert artesans. The article comes in the context of the failure of a 2012 people trafficking law to trigger a national crack down on sex traffickers with actions so far largely limited to the capital and critized by some activists there for pushing voluntary sex work underground while failing to go after major trafficking networks. 

Antechamber to DF legalization proposal heats up

Mexico City's archdiocese has publicly criticized the proposal to legalize marijuana consumption that is expected to be presented before the capital's Legislative Assembly in the near future.  The archiocese laid out its position in an editorial of its publicación Desde la Fé titled “Ciudad Pacheca,” roughly translatable as “Stoned City.”  It accuses “the left” of “promoting a sick and addicted city.”

In his 30 January column in El Universal, Televisa news anchor Carlos Loret de Mola claims Mexico City mayor Miguel Angel Mancera and his predecesor Marcelo Ebrard are deeply divided over the proposal to legalize marijuana consumption in the capital.  Loret de Mola says that while Ebrard's allies have been pushing for near total legalization, Mancera has been putting on the breaks, concerned about popular opinion and relations with federal law enforcement. 

Extorsion of migrants measured

The church-run migrant shelter in Saltillo has elaborated a report that suggests extorsion of migrants by Federal Police remains a major problem, alongside abuse by organized crime and youth gangs such as the Mara Salvatrucha.  The shelter said it was intending to make the report available on its Facebook page but does not yet appear to have done so.

Migration raids on busses in central states 

The National Institute of Migration reported the detention of 245 migrants travelling on commercial busses travelling through the central states of Puebla and Queretaro.  It is tempting to speculate an increased use of busses by migrants seeking to avoid paying the quota demanded by gangs of those who ride the trains. 

There are reports of an increase in the number of migrants both passing through Puebla with evidence of a new phenomenon in which they are said to be put to work begging by gangs who retain most of what they are given.

Crackdown on abuse of migrants in Chiapas?

There have been several recent announcements by the Chiapas authorities of actions taken against groups abusing migrants in the state.  These include the claim to have dismantled an extorsion ring run by the Mara Salvatrucha, as well as the “rescue” of sex trafficking victims from bars.

Presunto Culpable wins multiple court cases

The campaigning lawyers who made the hit documentary Presunto Culpable about a young Mexico City vendor twice convicted of a murder he obviously did not commit have won a series of cases brought by people who appeared in the film who argued their right to privacy was violated and obtained injunctions preventing the film from being shown.   Promoted by much of the mainstream media, Presunto Culpable had an enormous impact in Mexico upon its release in February 201.  A poll carried out by the company Parametría in December last year concluded that over a third of Mexicans have seen the film, despite the ban on broadcast and projection.

Defenders of the documentary have always argued that the multi-pronged legal assault on Presunto Culpable was motivated by a desire to censure the documentary's exposé of the way the capital's courts systematically abuse of basic principles of fairness, as well as deter similar projects in the future. The following interview with the lawyers, Roberto Hernández and Layda Negrete, runs through the story of the film and its legal aftermath.

