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The political winners and losers of energy reform

The political year has culminated with the controversial approval of constitutional reforms opening the energy sector to much more private investment.  The reforms are understood by almost all domestic and international observers as a sea change for Mexico, given the historic and symbolic importance of state control over the industry established with the nationalization of the oil sector in 1938.   

The fast track passage of the reform through the legislature was accompanied by many shows of passionate, if rather impotent, opposition by left wing legislators ranging from the constant chants of “traitor” to a deputy stripping at the podium.  The final vote in the lower house on 12 December saw the PRI, the PAN and small party allies obtain the necessary two thirds majority everybody already knew they would.   By Monday the reforms had already been ratified by the necessary 17 state level legislatures required to allow the president to sign them into law.  The speed of the ratification underlined both how much of a hurry the government is in, and the new discipline of primarily PRI-controlled states when faced with a federal government directive. 

In general the passage of the energy reforms is being interpreted as a major victory for the PAN, which pushed the government and the governing PRI into a much more dramatic opening of the sector than originally proposed, as well as a personal victory for President Enrique Peña Nieto's efforts to prove effectiveness in government.    

The big loser has been the political left, not just because it couldn't block the reforms, but also because its deep divisions were still on display even on an issue on which all factions agree, as was its lack of imagination and vision. 

The left's only hope to block the reforms now is the chance of securing a referendum on the reforms attached to the 2015 mid term congressional elections.  While other reforms have now made it legally possible to hold such a referendum, this is far from certain to take place given the options open to the authorities of finding a technical justification for avoiding such a vote.  The political costs of doing this would also not necessarily be very high given the general disengagement of the public with the issue (aided by a largely pro-government media).  This has helped ensure that, although opinion polls show widespread opposition to the elements of privatization contained in the reforms, street protests against them have been rather week. 

Meanwhile, with or without a referendum in 2015, the question of what the energy reforms will really mean in practice hangs on what happens during the negotiations over the many other pieces of legislation that will now be required.   There is particular concern over the need to ensure that the state institutions charged with regulating the dramatic opening will be strong enough for the task ahead, as concisely explained by journalist Carlos Puig in his column in Milenio. Political analyst Ricardo Raphael has an interestingly argued video column urging the need for a referendum as a means of increasing pressure on the political parties to respond to take such concerns seriously in the development of the secondary legislation.

The legislative year ahead

The task of bringing the grand reforms of 2013 down to earth with coherent and workable secondary legislation goes far beyond just energy reform.  The battles are expected to be particularly intense over the corrolaries to the telecommunications and political/electoral reforms, but there are also many other fronts including the transparency reform and the creation of a new anti-corruption commission.

Like the political/electoral reform, the anti-corruption commission enjoys substantial cross party consensus in the legislature but has been lambasted by the many observers.  Ricardo Raphael calls it another “Mexican Golem to add to the collection” in his column in El Universal. 

The upcoming battles over the secondary legislation are likely to be particularly hard to keep track of, even for avid observers, given the discretion with which the interest groups affected tend to activate their back room influences.  The fact that so many pieces of important legislation will be in play at the same time can also be expected to encourage the kind of political horse trading between different political parties that in Mexico often leads to bills with little internal consistency.  

Concern over proposal to heavily regulate protest marches in the capital

Two federal congressional commissions voted in favor of a proposed bill to impose strict new regulations on marches in the capital..  Civil society groups, including Artículo 19, Fundar, Centro Prodh issued a statement condemning the proposed bill as a direct attack on freedom of expression.  

The proposed bill, that will not now go before the plenary for debate until next year and would have serious problems of implementation even if it were approved, has also been criticized by the capital's authorities who insist the federal congress is overstepping its jurisdiction.  It has also been condemned by the new president of the capital's Human Rights Commission, Perla Gomez Gallardo who on 13 December presented a technical document of its own vision of how the right to march and the right to free transit should be harmonized. 

The effort to crack down on marches in the capital comes in the context of the near constant protests triggering regular traffic chaos and linked to outbreaks of violence and vandalism, as well as associated with heavy handed policing.  This week protests over a rise in the cost of metro tickets escalated to include the burning down of a Coca Cola sponsored fake Christmas tree on the city's main avenue. 

Sin Embargo has a summary of the protests that have got out of control over the past year which it claims is the main reason for the fall off in popularity of mayor Miguel Angel Mancera who is looking ever less like the saviour of the left he was once believed by many to be.

Homicides up compared to previous administration?

On 9 December the Tijuana-based weekly magazine Zeta published the latest version of its monitoring of official homicide statistics  produced by a number of different sources, covering the period up until October 2013. 

The magazine puts the number of murders in the first 11 months of the Peña Nieto administration at 19,016, which it says represents an increase of nearly 5% compared to the number registered during the last 11 months of the Calderón administration.  This rise stands in stark contrast to the federal government's claims that the number of murders has fallen significantly.  I still don't quite understand what the different sources used are.  

Zeta further stresses that its statistics only cover murders that lead to the opening of a formal investigation by the state of federal authorities, and further claims that the government is manipulating statistics by classifying deaths that would have previously been considered murders as manslaughter.  It claims this practice is particularly evident in Michoacán.  

The magazine's monitoring shows the most violent states over the last year to be Guerrero, Mexico State, Chihuahua, Michoacán, Jalisco and Sinaloa, and the most violent cities to be Acapulco, the Federal District, Tijuana, Culiacán, Ciudad Juarez, and Guadalajara.

Juarez improvement relative

The inclusion of Ciudad Juarez fairly far up the list seems somewhat surprising in the context of its new relatively tranquil image, underlined in a big New York Times piece this week.   However, while the improvement is undeniable, local media reported five dead on the day the story came out.

Michoacán still a major problem

The security crisis in Michoacán no longer grabs the media attention it did a few weeks ago,  through there is little indication of any major improvements.   The steady trickle of reported violence in the Tierra Caliente region this week included the kidnapping of a pregnant municipal official from self-defense group stronghold Buenavista Tomatlán whose case was elegantly used as paradigmatic example of government negligence by journalist Salvador Camarena in his column in La Razón.  There have also been reports of the army, navy and federal police stepping up patrols along the Michoacán/ Mexico State border in an effort to contain the conflict in the state.  

Defense Minister gave a speech in Michoacán this week in which he said the army would remain in the area for as long as it was needed.  The speech included the rather cryptic phrase that it would “continue to act with great will and reasoned tolerance.”   While Cienfuegos did not specify who would benefit from the reasoned tolerance it seems reasonable to guess he meant the self defense groups.  

In an interview published in El Universal on 10 December, the head of the Mexico office of the United Nations High Commission for Human Rights, said the government should negotiate with the self defense groups to avoid the risk of them going underground or getting into direct conflicts with state forces. .

Mexico worst in the world for kidnapping

The international security company Control Risks ranked Mexico the worst country in the world for kidnapping in its 2014 “Risk Map” at a time when kidnappings in Latin America as a whole have dropped.   In the blurb within the map the company claims that 20% of kidnappings worldwide took place in Mexico in the last year, and that police wer probably involved in  7 out of 10 of these.

Attorney General's Office prepares for upcoming reorganization

The Attorney General's office, or PGR,is reportedly preparing for a major restructuring at the start of the year with the creation of a new investigative agency centralizing a number of existing institutions.  Reforma reported that this has already brought the decision to remove all 32 regional chiefs of the current investigative police.

Attorney General's Office ordered to reveal names of captured capos

The Federal Institute for Access to Information, IFAI, has ordered the PGR to reveal the names of the 65 important criminals President Peña Nieto and other government officials have repeatedly boasted have been captured or killed, without giving details of who they are. 


Attorney General's Office evasive on legalization

Deputy Attorney General Mariana Benitez gave little away regarding the government's attitude to legalization during her participation at the Inter American Commission of the Control of Drug Abuse in Bogota this week.  While promising “openness” to analyzing new policies and strategies, she also insisted on “caution” when taking decisions.  

The legalization of marijuana production, distribution and consumption in Uruguay was widely covered in the Mexican press but, with political events at home taking up the lion's share of the attention, the coverage was not particularly intense.  Here's Alejandro Hope's take on what he likes and doesn't of the Uruguayan legislation as it currently stands.  

First victims to receive compensation in 2014

In an interview with Sin Embargo the head of the Executive Commission for Attention to Victims said the first victims of the violence in Mexico will receive compensation in 2014 as foreseen in the new law.  Maria Olga Noriega also said that the official registers of the disappeared have been revised with the total number now hovering around 20,000. 

National Human Rights Prize for group that feeds Central American migrants

On 12 December President Enrique Peña Nieto presented the National Human Rights Prize to Norma Romero who is part of a group of women called Las Patronas dedicated to feeding Central American migrants traveling north on the infamous cargo train known as La Bestia.   The prize for the group Las Patronas comes a year after activist priest Alejandro Solalinde received the same prize, although civil society groups complain that these apparent shows of support for the rights of migrants in transit are more than counter balanced by lack of institutional commitment.  Las Patronas have been handing bags of food to migrants passing through their town in Veracruz on the train since 1995.

At the ceremony President Peña Nieto claimed his government has put human rights at the center of its agenda, stressing that the number of complaints against the army has dramatically dropped over the last year.  The upbeat official discourse contrasts with the pessimistic analysis of much of civil society summarized by Darío Ramírez from Artículo 19 in an article in Sin Embargo 

Municipal budgets as opaque as ever

The Mexican Institute for Competition, IMCO, released its annual study of transparency in municipal bugets.   The organization found that only ten municipalities, in a sample of 366, met the best practices criteria it monitors.

