Mexico Briefing 9 December 2013

First anniversary polls for President Peña Nieto suggest increased polarization:

Most of the headlines stemming from a string of opinion polls timed to coincide with President Enrique Peña Nieto's first anniversary in government have focused on the generally rather slight fall off in his general approval rating and have paid scant attention to the more dramatic increases in his disapproval ratings that are all but wiping out the undecideds. 

A poll carried out by the company Mitofsky shows  approval for Peña Nieto falling from 57% in May to  50% today, with disapproval rising from 38% to 49%.  The poll appears to back the assumption made by most analysts that Peña Nieto's biggest popularity problem is the underperformance of the economy, with economic concerns returning to a clearly dominant position over security issues from the position of near equality they held two years ago.

A similar poll carried out by Parametría shows the rise in disapproval rates even more clearly from 21% in December 2012 to 42% today, with approval remaining steady at 55% (via a highpoint of 62% in April.)  Other questions posed by Parametría suggest that the rise in disapproval rates is linked to generalized distrust that the many reforms promoted by the executive over the past year will bring benefits to those polled.

As well as outlining similar trends, with approval of the president falling from 50% in April to 44% today and  disapproval rising from 30% to 48%, Reforma's poll also holds additional bad news for Peña Nieto.   Support among people classed as  “leaders” by the paper fell particularly sharply from 78% to 40% in the same period, while disapproval rose from 20% to 58%.

Former Foreign Minister Jorge Castañeda published a column, originally in Reforma, on 5 December suggesting that President Peña Nieto's popularity is also being hit by his return to the formalistic and solemn style of the old PRI that these days holds little appeal beyond core party voters.   

Political-electoral reform widely criticized:

As well as generating criticism among transparency groups for its failure to address the issue of political advertising, the political-electoral reform that was approved by the Senate last week (and is now back in the Senate for further discussion following minor modifications in the lower house), has few fans among mainstream commentators.  

The general gist of all the criticism is that the reform is an incoherent mix of measures that reflects the particular interests and resentments of different political groups rather than a concerted effort to advance Mexico's democratic transition, at the same time as it opens up new flanks of ambiguity and potential conflict.  Particular ire is directed at the fact that the urgency behind pushing through an unsatisfactory reform is rooted in the PAN's insistence that it would only support the government's  efforts to get an energy reform out if there was a political one first, as well as the PRI's willingness to bow to the pressure.  Given the openness of this conditioning of the energy reform on the political reform, the PRD's late exit from the negotiations underpinning the political reform (as well as the broader Pacto por México) in protest at the is association looks decidedly opportunistic.

Ricardo Raphael summarized the main criticisms of the reform in his column in El Universal.  Leo Zuckerman concentrates on the concerns about the new electoral framework in his column in Excelsior.   Jesús Silva Herzog Márquez uses his column, originally in Reforma, to claim that the politicking behind its genesis has produced  the “worst reform in modern Mexican history. ”  

The energy reform advances:

With the political-electoral reform now apparently en route to become law, attention has turned to energy reform – the undisputed headline act in the reform frenzy that has marked the last few weeks of the year in the legislature.  

The proposed bill revealed on 7 December, would dramatically open up the state-owned sector to private investment, going much further than the original proposal of the Peña Nieto government, relfecting the influence of the PAN in behind the scenes negotiations of the last few months.  This development has been greeted with explicit enthusiasm by industry voices making it difficult for the PAN and the PRI to sound at all convincing as they endless repeat that the bill has nothing to do with  “privatization” in the face of strident left wing opposition to any lessening of state control.

The reality is, however, that while left wing opposition has ensured a number of heated speeches from the podium inside the Senate, and kept protestors laying siege to the building outside, the PRI and the PAN together have enough votes to push the bill through as they wish.  The bill was approved in general terms by the relevant Senate commissions on 9 December with the debate over specific reservations filed by the left still pending. 

The genuine ideological objections to the reform from a leftist perspective, augmented by countless examples of badly managed privatizations in Mexico's relatively recent past, do not fully explain the vehemence of the left's opposition.  This is also associated with the fact that former presidential candidate Andrés Manuel López Obrador has staked his political future on his ability to, at the very least, emerge from the process as the leader of a heroic defeat in the battle to protect the nation's assets.  Rival leftist leaders also want to ensure he is not the only beneficiary, and there is an effort by the political left in general to increase the political costs for the PRI and the PAN.

Lopez Obrador's specific objectives, however,  have been complicated by his physical absence from the protests outside the Senate due to a cardiac crisis last week, which may help explain why they have been rather less numerous than might have been expected.  

The future of the left without López Obrador?

Political analyst Raymundo Riva Palacio published two articles on his news website 24 Horas that explore the importance of López Obrador to the left and what the panorama might look like without him on the scene, or at least in a much diminished role given his current health concerns.  The first stresses that López Obrador has long served as a non-violent channel for radical non-conformism that could get out of hand if he remains out of the picture.   The second underlines the uniqueness of López Obrador's highly personalized political appeal in Mexico that verges on the messianic.  

The new guerrilla group announced in Guerrero:

The new guerrilla group calling itself the FAR-LP that announced its presence on 2 December in Guerrero has received only passing mention in most of the media.   But while the new group  has done nothing to suggest it is capable of carrying out any major operations, and some suggest it might not even be genuine, its appearance has set some commentators insisting it is not insignificant and wondering about its roots.   

Latin America guerrilla expert Jorge Lofredo published a column in the Guerrero paper El Sur de Acapulco running through the possibilities behind its sudden appearance that include a split from an existing insurgent group, a new group emerging from new tensions, or a front to justify repression.  Raymundo Riva Palacio (who maintains good sources within Mexican intelligence circles)  suggests it is a split from the ERPI.  Televisa news anchor Carlos Loret de Mola  (who also boasts good official federal sources) says there are signs that dissident teachers are involved. 

Meanwhile, underlining the church hierarchy's new willingness to comment on such matters, Archbishop of Acapulco Carlos Garfias gave an interview to El Sur de Acapulco, in which he only tepidly condemned the FAR-LP which he described as the result of the government's insufficient efforts to encourage citizen participation.  

Other citizen security news:

El Universal published a poll on 9 December suggesting that perceptions of insecurity have gone up since Peña Nieto took office, though not dramatically.  In other questions, however, the poll suggests a dramatic increase in the proportion of people who consider the security strategy of the government has made little difference to the reality on the ground.  The poll also concludes that  61% of Mexicans believe the government spies on politicians,  56% that it spies on journalists, but a relatively small 51% that it spies on drug traffickers.  

The AP has an interesting story on the Caballeros Templarios' incursion into the sale of iron ore.  

While the security situation in Michoacán has rather fallen out of the news in the last couple of weeks, a number of events are turning attention once more to Guerrero, including the death of four Guerrero state government officials killed by the army. 

Security policy:

Eduardo Guerrero has a run through of security policy in the first year of the Peña Nieto government in Nexos.

Milenio newspaper uses figures released by the Ministry of Defense to illustrate a dramatic fall off in arrests and seizures carried out by the army in 2013 compared to the previous year. This would be consistent with long standing, if unofficial, claims by observers that the army has been given a much less prominent role in the security strategy under President Peña Nieto compared to the one it had under President Felipe Calderón.

Carlos Puig used his column in Milenio on 3 December to highlight the near absence of Attorney General Jesús Murillo Karam from public association with the government's security policy.

The head of the navy has claimed that criminal groups, particularly in Tamaulipas, have been seeking to create public pressure pushing for the withdrawal of navy security operations through the leaking of complaints of human rights abuses lodged before the National Human Rights Commission.  

Proposal to legalize marijuana consumption in the capital close to presentation:

El Universal published a story based on a draft copy of a proposal to legalize the consumption of marijuana in the capital that, it said, will be presented to the local Legislative Assembly in the near future.  The proposal reportedly includes the creation of authorized and regulated dispensaries, as well as some kind of obligation for users to work with a “Dissuasion Committee.”

UN human rights prize for the Supreme Court:

The United Nations named the Mexican Supreme Court among the six winners of its 2013 Human Rights Prize, praising the court for “promoting human rights through its interpretations and enforcement of Mexico's Constitution and its obligations under international law.”  

The announcement of the prize was greeted with reported with surprise in some Mexican media that noted the disappointment expressed by activists in September when the Supreme Court ruled that the Mexican Constitution should take precedence over full application of international treaties on human rights when contradictions emerge.   I have not seen reactions from activists to the prize. 

The sorry state of Mexican journalism:

On 5 December Artículo 19 presented a study/database analyzing the front pages of six national daily papers.  The study found that, on average, they dedicated the largest amount of space (over 35%) to single source stories, with the implication being these were primarily official sources.   The study received very litte attention in the media.  The full database is accessible on the Articulo 19 website.  Dario Ramirez, the head of the organization, published a column in Sin Embargo running through some of the main findings and describing the Mexican media as the “only actor that has not undergone some kind of democratic renovation.” 

The IFAI rules on keeping diplomatic communications on NSA spying secret:

The Federal Institute for Access to Information, the IFAI, has limited the amount of time that the Foreign Ministry can keep secret a diplomatic note sent to the US government demanding an investigation into allegations of NSA spying in Mexico.  The ministry had originally replied to a request for access to the note filed through the IFAI by an unnamed individual by saying it would be reserved for 12 years on the grounds that it is part of an ongoing dialogue.  The IFAI has now revised this period down to 12 months, or until a response is received from the US government. 

Eduardo Guerrero published a column, originally in Reforma, criticizing the limitations of the recent transparency reform.  Guerrero does not tend to write about transparency,  being far better known as a security analyst who produces estimates of the death toll in the drug wars and has periodically accepted government projects designed to prove they are taking independent experts into account in the elaboration of official statistics.

