Mexico Briefing 19 February 2014

Marijuana initiatives finally presented and debate begins, rather cautiously and amid confusion

While supporters of marijuana decriminalization are celebrating the presentation by PRD deputies of complementary initiatives before the Legislative Assembly in Mexico City (on 11 February) and both houses of the federal Congress (on 18 February), its chances of approval are by no means clear and the debate sparked so far is still rather dispersed. 

The initiatives are both notably moderate and complex.  They are conceived of as working in tandem, but also able to stand alone.   Neither bill deals with the issue of the illegality of production, which means they could only work with de facto federal tolerance of marijuana of illegal origin being sold or prescribed legally.   The Mexico City legislators say they cannot touch this federal issue.  The federal initiative doesn't attempt to.

The federal initiative proposes raising permitted possession from 5 grams to 30 grams, explicitly decriminalizing the medicinal prescription of marijuana and giving state level authorities greater freedom to regulate the result. 

The initiative specifically for Mexico City seeks to free consumers from the current procedures in which police are required to formally book anybody found possessing even tiny amounts of marijuana, before channelling them on to health authorities.  The idea is to reduce the room for criminalization of consumers, as well as extortion by corrupt cops.  

The new regulations would also open the way for regulated dispensaries designed to provide consumers with safe places to buy the drug, as well as obtain a certificate which would mean they should simply be allowed to go on their way if stopped in possession of permitted amounts.  Alejandro Madrazo, an academic from the CIDE who helped draw up the initiatives, says the idea would be to start slowly with a couple of dispensaries in order to check that the model chosen works before multiplying the number of outlets.  He said he did not expect that the new points of sale would begin to make any dent in the black market for a about three years at least.    

Supporters of the initiatives came out in force, though with a notably moderate tone.  Following on from the open letter from former Latin American president's last week, a group of high profile intellectuals issued their own statement supporting the reform.   

The rather cautious words chosen may reflect a desire not to frighten politicians given evidence that the initiatives cannot count on the political support they need to become law which in turn presumably reflects opinion polls showing widespread distrust of anything that sounds like encouraging consumption.  El Universal published an opinion poll carried out in Mexico City that suggested only 16% approved of the idea of increasing the amount of marijuana that can be legally held, although it also showed over half in favour of regulated dispensaries and 70% approval for the decriminalization of the drug for medical purposes.

The number of PRD legislators who have voiced opposition to the initiatives is particularly disappointing for its supporters, though they insist these positions could change as the debate develops.    They are also counting on Mexico City Mayor Miguel Angel Mancera coming out in favor of the initiatives at some point, though the farthest he has gone so far is to insist the issue should be debated from the perspective of public health.  Carlos Puig's column in Milenio outlines the sence that the initiatives are currently politically isolated particularly clearly. 

Beyond those intellectuals who have long been identified with a pro-legalization stance, and the few experts who openly support the initiatives, such as security expert Eduardo Guerrero, much of the commentary so far has pointed to particular pitfalls in the Mexican context.

Guillermo Valdes, former head of the Mexican intelligence agency CISEN under President Calderón published an opinion piece in Milenio that seeks to frame the debate as a choice between more violence or more addiction. 

Raymundo Riva Palacio used his column on the website Eje Central to argue that the context of violence in Mexico means the country is not ready for these kind of drug policies that he deems necessary in more tranquil societies.

Jorge Fernández Menéndez used his column in Excelsior to make a similar argument in a more general way, stating that the new regulations would do nothing to reduce the violence and could cause more problems. 

Perhaps the most damaging criticism came from Alejandro Hope whose column in Animal Político satirized it as a model of exactly the kind of initiative that could make reformers look and feel good, but would have little chance of approval because it is confusing, incoherent in parts, and lacking the kind of political groundwork required to make it's approval viable. In an earlier an opinion piece in El Universal Hope used Philip Seymour Hoffmann's death to tell a cautionary tale of the link between increases in heroin consumption in the US and prescription opiates to highlight the need “to make the discussion on drugs more complex” in a way that takes into account possible negative impacts of well-intentioned regulations.

Focus on gulf between Mexico's internal and external image, rhetoric and reality.

The appearance of President Enrique Peña Nieto on the cover of Time under the headline “Saving Mexico” (along with a notably uncritical story focused on last year's reform frenzy) prompted an intense backlash in Mexico, highlighting the gulf between foreign optimism and domestic skepticism about the economy.   USA today published a good run through the main points of divergence. 

Similarly the North American Leaders Summit in Toluca in the State of Mexico on 19 February underlined the increasing difficulty the Mexican administration is having sticking to its narrative of last year that the security crisis is a secondary problem overshadowed by the country's economic potential, as outlined neatly in the Dallas Morning News.

Ricardo Alemán dedicated his column in El Universal to the recent spate of the kind of high profile arrests, including the head of security of famed Sinaloa capo Ismael “El Mayo” Zambada, which, as he stresses, tend to take place just before a visit by the US president.

Amnesty International Secretary General presents memorandum to Peña Nieto demanding actions as well as words

Amnesty International's Secretary General Salil Shetty emphasized a similar need to reduce the distance between rhetoric and reality in his visit to Mexico between 15 and 18 February timed to coincide with the run up to Mexico releasing its considered response to the recommendations that came out of the UN Human Rights Council's Universal Periodic Review of Mexico last year. 

During the visit Shetty presented Peña Nieto with a memorandum highlighting crisis areas identified by the organization. In an interview he put particular emphasis on the issues of the disappeared, migrants and attacks on human rights defenders and journalists.  He said he was given “the red carpet treatment” but insisted that his organization will step up the pressure if the government does not start moving quicker.

Amnesty is planning to set up a regional office in Mexico with a staff of about 25 by October this year.

Freedom of expression groups and journalists pressure for justice in Jimenez murder

Freedom of expression groups and a small but dedicated collection of working journalists are obviously determined not to let the murder of Veracruz crime reporter Gregorio Jiménez simply fade away, as most murders of local journalists have.  At least eight different groups got together in an unusual show of unity and travelled to Veracruz to take the authorities up on an offer to show them the investigative case file that led them to assert Jiménez's death had nothing to do with his work and was, instead, the result of a personal conflict.  In the meantime, the authorities indicted the six people arrested in connection to the crime.

Animal Politico is running a series with small bios of the journalists assassinated since 2010, drawn from reports from Artículo 19 and the Committee to Protect Journalists.  

Michoacan still in limbo 

The string of arrests of relatively important figures within the Caballeros Templarios cartel continued, including the detention of the brother of Nazario Moreno, the near mythical leader of the La Familia cartel who federal forces claimed to have killed in 2010 though many in the Tierra Caliente say he is still alive.  Carlos Loret de Mola's column in El Universal suggests the government is taking the possibility that he is alive seriously. In all the government claims to have made over 500 arrests so far. 

Meanwhile, the scrapping over the nature of the vigilante groups also continues.  The now famous radical priest and vigilante enthusiast Father Gregorio López accused the mayor of Apatzingan of harbouring the cartel and organizing kidnappings.  Meanwhile, the mayor of the vigilante stronghold of Tepacaltepec, who was run out of town long ago, accused the vigilantes there of links to the Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generación. 

Milenio's long time reporter in the Tierra Caliente, Juan Pablo Becerra, published a powerful column on teenagers in the conflict. 

Guerrero still seething 

The Los Angeles Times published a run through of the tensions in and around Chilpancingo, the state capital of Guerrero, which do not seem to be simmering down.  Insight Crime published a brief analysis of the situation in Guerrero it defined as “at least as worrying” as the situation in Michoacán despite, and in part because, of the relative lack of attention it has received from the federal government.

Not just vigilantes

Sin Embargo rounds up the numerous self-protection mechanisms being deployed by different sectors of society to deal with insecurity in the face of institutional weakness.  It highlights the fact that the vigilantes in Michoacán and Guerrero are just part of a broader story.   

Mapping murder rates

Insight Crime drew attention to a study of 2010 murders in Mexico by Mathew C Ingram of the Woodrow Wilson Center, suggesting violence is associated with multiple state intersections and relative economic prosperity. 

Kidnapping strategy under scrutiny

Alejandro Hope dedicated one of his columns in El Universal to discrediting the new anti kidnapping strategy as more of the same, primarily because it appears to isolate the failures over kidnapping from the wider failures of the police and the criminal justice system.

Civilian anti crime activists sitting on the special commission on kidnapping, set up as part of the new strategy,  insist the official figures for reported kidnappings are far too low.  Isabel Miranda de Wallace of Alto al Secuestro has been particularly vocal, claiming that the figures released do not include kidnappings attended to by the federal police.   

El Universal published an interesting interview with the new anti-kidnapping tsar Renato Sales in which he identifies lack of resources for state level attorney generals' offices as the main reason for the recent rise in kidnappings.

The Attorney General's bold modernization plan on hold

Sin Embargo ran a piece on the low profile of the Attorney General's Office in the current administration and the way Attorney General Jesús Murillo Karam's initially audacious modernization plan has been put on hold. 

