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Michoacan vigilantes march on while government looks a bit lost

The consolidation of the power of semi-legalized vigilante groups in the Tierra Caliente of Michoacán continued over the past week with their incursion into the regional capital of Apatzingan on 8 February, accompanied by a federal police and army guard.  The vigilantes officially entered this long reputed bastion of the Caballeros Templarios cartel unarmed, though some accounts said they carried hand guns. 

Many of the vigilantes wore t-shirts printed with a cross and the letters CCRISTOS  distributed by radical Apatzingan priest Gregorio López who joined the vigilantes wearing a black beret, before holding mass for them in the cathedral.  López set up a group of followers he called CCRISTOS (Consejo Ciudadano Responsable de Impulsar un Sano Tejido del Orden Social) in January with the aim of supporting the vigilantes' efforts to “clean” the city of Caballeros.  The awkward backronym suggests that at least some elements of the church, and the vigilantes, see their fight against the cult-like cartel in holy war terms. 

Apatzingan residents did not provide the vigilantes with the kind of outpouring of support they have received in other towns, but their presence remains a major symbolic victory over the weakened Caballeros.  It was also accompanied by at least one significant arrest of a relative of two major cartel figures.   The vigilante move on Apatzingan triggered  warnings of imminent retaliation in which innocents would die, but this did not immediately materialize.  Beyond a steady trickle of murders, including decapitations, and the odd relatively contained shootout, the cartel has yet to put up any major resistance to the continued advance of the vigilantes in the region within the context of the month-old federal offensive.

Meanwhile, the ever more explicit coordination between the federal forces is doing little to allay fears that the current situation could easily slide into one of paramilitaries beyond control.  The political opposition has so far been rather shy about making clear pronouncements on the government strategy in Michoacán, although this may be beginning to change. PAN Senator Roberto Gil wrote a scathing opinion piece on the legalization of the vigilantes in an opinion piece in Excelsior.  Insight Crime picks up on stories suggesting that the vigilantes themselves are now also collection protection money and developing a tighter military-style command structure.  

So far government efforts to counter such fears have been largely limited to trying to control the message.  Among these the 5 February designation of Estanlislao Beltrán (nicknamed Papa Smurf) as the only official spokesman of the vigilante movement that previously contained many voices stands out. The designation of Beltrán came immediately after Juan Jose Mireles (who is still convalescing after his plane crash in January) called the legalization agreement a piece of theatre.  In an interview on MVS Radio Commissioner Castillo accepted that the appointment of official spokesman was his suggestion. 

The aura of bluff around the government's claims to be controlling the crisis in Michoacán was further underlined by images of Michoacán's federal government Commission Alfredo Castillo talking to Juan José Farías, alias “El Abuelo”,” a man who has been accused of close links to criminal groups, including the Valencia cartel and the Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generation.   Castillo has since insisted that he had no knowledge of El Abuelo's reputation, and merely listened to his petition not to be blacklisted because of a spell in jail convicted of possession of an unauthorized firearm.  Vigilantes quoted in a story in La Jornada suggest Farías was already well integrated into the movement and had been present during previous meetings between leaders and the authorities.

Guerrero vigilantes in talks with state government

The state government and vigilante groups within the Union de Pueblos y Organizaciones del Estado de Guerrero (the UPOEG) restarted talks on routes towards regularizing the movement on 10 February in the state capital Chilpancingo.  UPOEG leader Bruno Plácido reportedly ruled out a transformation into Rural Police controlled by the military, along the lines of the agreement reached with vigilantes in Michoacán.  

Vigilante movement continues to spread

Events in Michoacán and Guerrero continue to be accompanied by sporadic reports of new vigilante groups springing up in different states.  State authorities tend to play this down.  Veracruz governor Javier Duarte went so far as to deny the existence of such groups in his state he insisted was governed by solid institutions that rendered them unnecessary, despite photographs suggesting the emergence of at least one in the mountain town of Zongolíca.  

New kidnapping strategy yet to convince many 

Nestor de Buen of the crime watchdog México Evalúa published a fairly in depth analysis of the governments newly announced anti-kidnapping strategy in Animal Político that welcomes the effort but criticizes the design.  Buen suggests it betrays an incomplete understanding of the phenomenon and was presented in a way that makes progress difficult to gauge. 

AP ran a story on the particularly acute kidnapping problem in Yautepec, in the state of Morelos. 

Mass graves keep appearing

There is much confusion surrounding the reported discovery of hundreds of bodies in near the US border in the state of Coahuila originally based on statements from the deputy state attorney general responsible for the disappeared, Juan José Yuñez, but later discounted by Governor Rubén Moreira. 

Meanwhile, FUUNDEC (Fuerzas Unidas por Nuestros Desaparecidos en Coahuila), that groups relatives of the many disappeared in the state, released a statement cutting communication with the state government because of evidence of the use of mechanical diggers in excavation of the graves.

Sin Embargo published a roundup of recent mass graves discovered around the country.

Mexico City marijuana initiative imminent

The long-expected proposal to relax regulations on marijuana possession in the capital is finally expected to be presented to the Legislative Assembly this week with the backing of politicians from the governing PRD, as well as the odd member of other parties.  While the latest text of the proposal  has not been released, reports suggest it will be significantly less audacious than its highest profile promoters had previously suggested.  Reports in local media indicate it may amount to little more than an increase in the amount individuals can carry without going to jail to 35 grams.  Under existing federal legislation the amount allowed is 5 grams.  

In anticipation of the presentation of the proposal, four former Latin American presidents from Mexico, Brazil, Colombia and Chile sent a letter to Mexico City Mayor Miguel Angel Mancera congratulating him on his “commitment and leadership” in the “design of better drug policies and laws.”  The letter, singed by Ernesto Zedillo, Fernando Henrique Cardoso, César Gaviria and Ricardo Lagos (in the name of the Global Commission on Drug Policy), ignores the fact that Mancera has actually shied away from taking up a clear position on the issue, and is reportedly none to enthusiastic about it behind the scenes.  The letter also said discussion of the proposal would position Mexico City at the “forefront of a debate that is necessary throughout Latin America.”

In the mean time, PRD politicians have reportedly sought communication with the archdiocese of the capital following an editorial in its publication Desde la Fé claiming the initiative would encourage consumption. 

Crime reporter from Veracruz found dead

The body of Gregorio Jimenez de la Cruz, a crime reporter from Coatzacualcos in Veracruz, was found in a clandestine grave on 11 February, a week after he was abducted from his home by armed men.  The murder of the 46-year-old journalist who worked for Notisur, and Liberal del Sur, among other media, takes the total of journalists killed in Mexico since 2000 to 75, according to the Mexican branch of Article 19.  It is the 10th murder during the three-year-old administration of Governor Javier Duarte.  Article 19 released a statement questioning the state authorities's hurry to define the murder as the result of “a personal conflict between neighbours” and rule out the possibility that it could be linked to his work.  The organization noted that Jiménez had received threats in October related to his investigation of the kidnap of migrants in a bar.

The case would have been just one more gruesome attack on journalists and freedom of expression in a state that has already shown itself to be particularly bad in this respect were it not for the unprecedented solidarity movement it provoked.   Marches in Veracruz, echoed in Mexico City and accompanied by close coverage of the disappearance on mainstream news shows and an intense social media campaign, suggest that some kind of turning point may have been reached in the professions response to the phenomenon. 

Transparency reforms signed into law

President Enrique Peña Nieto signed into law the new transparency reforms strengthening the Federal Institute for Access to Information (the IFAI) on 7 February at a high profile ceremony. 

In an interview on CNN Miguel Pulido of FUNDAR welcomed the reform as “a message that we are taking transparency more seriously.”  He also highlighted the implicit recognition contained in the new powers of the IFAI to revise state level transparency decisions of the failure of democratic controls in many states. 

More migrants staying in Mexico

Efe published a story quoting a former Mexican government migration official saying significantly more migrants from Central America are now remaining in Mexico rather than trying to continue their journey to the US. 

