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What next after the reforms?

The government has launched an effort to promote 2014 as the year when Mexico will begin harvesting the benefits from the frenzy of reforms pushed through the legislature since President Enrique Peña Nieto took office in December 2013.  On 6 January, Foreign Minister José Antonio Meade instructed Mexican diplomats to promote the reforms as the country's ticket to becoming a “relevant world actor.” 

This comes in the context of much international enthusiasm for Mexico's so-called “moment” that has purportedly laid the ground for the country to finally fulfill its potential as a global economic force.  This includes the much-publicized concept of the MINTs (Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria and Turkey) developed by economist Jim O'Niell, inventor of the BRICs, as well as numerous gushing opinion pieces such as the one published in the Wall Street Journal by Pierpaolo Barbieri and Niall Ferguson. 

Even reform enthusiasts in Mexico, however, tend to qualify their enthusiasm with concerns over whether the secondary legislation will live up to the promise.   There have also been a growing number of commentaries pointing to the rather tepid way the education reform is being implemented, despite the fact that it is the only reform to enjoy nearly full cross-party consensus.   Analysts also tend to point to the potential impact on confidence of the continued security crisis, as well as the fact that the majority of the population cannot expect to see any direct benefit from the reforms, such as reduced energy and telephone bills, for at least 18 months.  

At the same time, last year brought a rise in radical expressions of discontent, though these are still a long way from becoming generalized.  The trend appears to be continuing into this year that has already produced a number of unusual events ranging from a molotov cocktail attack on federal government offices in the capital, to indigenous groups burning busses in Tabasco to protest against unsafe local transport.

The rise in radicalism may be associated with the current disarray of the electoral left and its reduced ability to institutionally channel discontent, exacerbated by Andrés Manuel López Obrador's heart attack a month ago.  López Obrador reappeared in public on 6 January promising a national tour “to keep the flame of hope alive,” though this appears firmly rooted in the final push towards fulfilling the stringent requirement to register his new political party Morena,.  It is hard to imagine that he can maintain anything like his normal rhythm in the year ahead.

In an opinion piece published in El Universal by political analyst Jorge Zepeda Patterson declares President Enrique Peña Nieto fundamentally unconcerned about protest movements of pretty much any kind because  “he has learned that the street barks but does not bite.”   Even so, the president's New Year video message was dominated by inclusive images of smiling members of disadvantaged sectors of the population expressing their optimism for the future that stood in stark contrast to the young and pale-skinned actors, presumably chosen to symbolize first world aspirations, who dominated the promotional publicity that accompanied the passage of the reforms last year. 

Citizen security predictions for 2014

In his predictions for the probable course of security issues in the year ahead, published on Animal Político, Alejandro Hope, suggests the murder rate will continue largely unchanged,  kidnapping will be an important issue, the situation in Michoacán will continue to deteriorate, changes in the federal security cabinet are likely, and legalization of marijuana in Colorado and Washington will begin to impact trafficking in Mexico while legalization in Uruguay will push forward some kind of relaxation of regulations regarding possession in the capital. 

A similar list published by security expert Eduardo Guerrero in Reforma joins Hope in predicting little change in the murder rate, a cabinet reshuffle and a worsening crisis in Michoacán, and throws in a suggestion that the disintegration of the Zetas with bring problems to some regions.  He also looks forward to the arrival of the Gendarmerie.

Insight Crime flags an official Mexican report that includes mention of increased presence of Central American gangs in Mexico associated with local cartels.   The group also forecasts continued growth of armed self-defense groups currently most significant in Michoacán and Guerrero.

Complicated start to 2014 in Michoacán

Michoacán began 2014 with a new outbreak of violence triggered by the expansion of the self defense movement to a new town, very near the Caballeros Templarios stronghold of Apatzingan, that triggered ambushes, road blocks and much tension.  The situation was further complicated when a light aircraft carrying José Manuel Mireles crashed in the region leaving him badly injured. Though both self defense group leaders and officials have since insisted the crash was accidental, Mireles was transferred to a hospital in Mexico City after he requested protection.   His life does not appear to be in danger.

The new wave of violence in Michoacán has prompted several promises of a change in strategy in recognition of the expanding power of the self defense groups, though exactly what this might be is still far from clear.  The state's ghost-liked governor Fausto Vallejo, long accused of presiding over a government riddled with links to the Templarios, told reporters he would be working with the federal government to  find new ways to ensure the “eradication” the self defense groups.    Meanwhile, federal Interior Minister Miguel Angel Osorio Chong gave a radio interview on 7 January in which he said the government was in talks with Mireles.    

Complicated start to 2014 in Guerrero

The year in Guerrero kicked off with a shootout inside a state jail in the city of Iguala on 3 January that killed 10 people and began when gunmen posing as guards delivering a prisoner opened fire on inmates.  Three prisoners killed in a jail in Acapulco three days later turned out to be recently transferred survivors of the Iguala attack. 

The state Public Security Secretary resigned, becoming the third person to leave the post since Governor Angel Aguirre took office in 2011.  The state government also announced a special operation to dismantle the gangs controlling prisons that inevitably sounded rather feeble. 

Security cabinet overhaul in Morelos

The governor of Morelos, Graco Ramírez, has reshuffled his security cabinet in the context of his government's failure to contain worsening high impact crime rates, particularly a ballooning kidnapping problem.  Ramírez, who took office a year ago, belongs to the PRD but has always been very willing to work closely with the federal government on security issues.  

The most notable new appointment is of Alberto Capella as Public Security Secretary.  Capella started public life as a civil society anti-corruption and anti-crime campaigner in Tijuana before being appointed as the city's police chief on two occasions.  His first period in the position began in  December 2007.  He was dismissed a year later.  He was appointed again in 2011 and lasted until the new municipal government took office at the end of last year. 

Capella is often talked about as being a genuine police reformer who played a key role in Tijuana's relative success bringing down high impact crime, when this is not credited to the more controversial hard line retired colonel Julián Leyzaola who replaced him as police chief in 2008 and later went on to occupy the same post in Ciudad Juárez.  Capella, however, has also been controversial himself, particularly given widespread suspicion that he staged an assault on his home by an armed commando that he claimed to have fought off single handedly in 2007. 

Changing trends in the murders of women in Ciudad Juárez

The 29 December edition of Proceso has an in depth article on the murders of women in Ciudad Juárez since 2008 that it alleges are associated with sex trafficking rings that, at least in the relatively recent past, operated with probable military protection.

Case of soldier accused of killing kidnap victim transferred from military to civilian jurisdiction

Proceso's website published an interesting article on 6 January on the case of a 15-year-old kidnap victim of the Zetas who was allegedly killed at point blank range by a soldier in Tamaulipas last year.  The soldier was being charged within the military courts but the case now appears to have been transferred to civil courts.  Contrasting with the position of most human rights groups with regards to the military/civilian jurisdictional issue, Proceso reports that the family is concerned that rampant corruption in civilian courts will make impunity more likely.  

Relaxation of regulations for marijuana consumption in DF? 

On 5 January, three PRD members of the DF Legislative Assembly put out a statement promising a drive to regulate marijuana usage in the capital in 2014, though giving few details of what they would be proposing.  Sin Embargo published a more in depth piece on the increased pressure to move on this issue given the new international context, and stressing proposals to create “personal consumption cooperatives” as well as “Dissuasion Committees” to review the cases of people found with between 25 and 30 grams.  The article does not give any time frame for the presentation of any such legislation before the Assembly. 

Central American migrants in focus

The Guardian has another great review of The Beast, Salvadoran journalist Oscar Martínez's powerful book about Central American migrants traveling through Mexico.  The Guardian also published a piece about the rising numbers of refugees in Mexico fleeing violence in Central America. 

The National Human Rights Commission released a report detailing numerous irregularities in the investigation of the massacre in which 72 migrants were killed died in a ranch in San Fernando in Tamaulipas.  These range from altering the scene of the crime to inadequate treatment of the bodies. The report, released in the middle of the holiday season, received little coverage in the Mexican press.

Investigative journalist Anabel Hernández forced into hiding 

Investigative journalist Anabel Hernández is in hiding with her children after an armed commando entered her home in the State of Mexico when she was not there.  Hernández is well known in Mexico and abroad for her work on narco corruption and had received numerous threats over the years.

Mexico representative of CPJ dies


Veteran war correspondent and representative in Mexico of the Committee to Protect Journalists since 2009, Mike O'Connor, died suddenly of a heart attack in his home in Mexico City on 30 December.   

