Mexico Briefing 24 June 2014

Crisis in citizen confidence in figures

Two reports presented on 16 June have highlighted the critical level of public distrust in institutions, as well as the low level of trust and organization within civil society in general.

The Country Report on the Quality of Citizenship was commissioned by the Federal Electoral Institute, or IFE (now transformed into the National Electoral Institute, or INE, following the recent political reform) and overseen by the Colegio de Mexico.  The National Institute of Statistics and Geography, the INEGI, also published the results of its “Second National Survey of the Government Quality and Impact.” 

The INE report says the nationwide survey characterizes Mexican citizenship as rife with  “distrust of other citizens and of the authorities, especially those charged with ensuring justice, as well as the lack of articulation of social networks beyond the family, neighbors and some religious associations and disillusion with the results of democracy.”  The report contains a wealth of data to demonstrate this, much of it subdivided into regions, a selection of 10 states and some municipalities.   On a national level it found a battery of discouraging results such as only 4.4% saying they trust the police “a lot,”  only 12% believing that  “people like them” had influence over what the government does, and the 73% saying they distrusted  “most other people.”  INE President Lorenzo Córdova, gave an interesting interview on MVS Noticias radio outlining the report and highlighting the way the report demonstrates “the precariousness of democracy,” in Mexico.  

The INEGI report  provides similar indications of generalized distrust of institutions, as well as providing additional data on corruption - rated as the third most important concern of those surveyed, behind insecurity and unemployment.  The report also estimated the incidence of corruption at close to 25,000 events per 100,000 people.

The lack of public trust in government and the relatively low level of civil society organization have long been recognized as major problems in Mexico, but the extent and formality of the recent surveys adds to the pressure to find new ways of addressing the issues.

Ernesto López Portillo of INSYDE used his column in El Universal on 24 June to link the deep distrust seen in the surveys on questions related to the police with several decades of failed efforts to revert this through a series of major efforts to modernize policing.  He titled the article “Something is completely broken.”

Michoacán's governor finally resigns

Fausto Vallejo finally resigned the governorship of Michoacán on 18 June. The permanence of the PRI governor in his post had been looking like a bit of a bad joke for some time, as Carlos Puig emphasized in an opinion piece in Milenio.  

Vallejo leaves office looking like somebody who never really took power, as the time line of his administration shows. Sin Embargo published a long article running through the troubles and scandals of his administration.  

After Vallejo took office in February 2012, the long-running security crisis focused in the Tierra Caliente region of the state deepened to levels that exposed the near total collapse of institutional authority.

First the early 2013 emergence of armed vigilantes, intent on pushing the Caballeros Templarios cartel out of the region and the state, revealed the depth of the cartel’s de facto rule in the region. By the end of the year the growing movement appeared to be taking Michoacán to the verge of some kind of civil war. This situation eventually prompted the federal government to launch a major intervention of the Tierra Caliente in January 2014, under the coordination of presidential envoy Alfredo Castillo. A large number of key figures in the governor’s cabinet were also replaced by Castillo-loyalists, and Vallejo's role as governor was relegated to decoration, at best.

At the same time, long-running allegations that important figures within Vallejo's administration maintained close ties with cartel leaders gathered steam. They were seemingly confirmed by the arrest in May of the governor’s former Interior Minister Jesús Reyna.  Reyna had also served as interim governor between February and October 2013, when Vallejo took leave of absence to have a liver transplant. 

The governor announced his resignation via a tweet, citing the need to attend to his health. Although Vallejo’s health problems are undoubtedly real, as they have been from the start of his administration, it is nevertheless still hard not to link his decision to step down now to last week’s revelations of photographs of one of his sons alongside Servando Gómez Martínez, alias La Tuta, the only major Caballeros leader still at large.  According to the magazine Proceso Rodrigo Vallejo had long been known to have active links to the Caballeros stretching back to before his father became governor.  

President Enrique Peña Nieto told reporters that Vallejo's resignation, presumably coordinated with the federal administration from the start anyway, would not impact the federal operations in the state.

Following the departure of Vallejo, the Michoacán congress voted for Salvador Jara to replace him, with elections due in June 2015. The choice of Jara came as a surprise to many, given that he is an academic without party affiliation but known to be sympathetic to the left.  Prominent factions of the local PRI was reportedly decidedly unhappy with the selection.

La Tuta's son arrested

Federal forces announced the capture of Huber Gómez Patiño, a son of La Tuta, in the municipality of Arteaga.  Arteaga is currently one of his father's last remaining bastion in the Tierra Caliente.  Gómez Patiño reportedly threatened the officials who captured him with death, if they did not let him go. 

Anti-Zeta alliance in Tamaulipas 

Proceso magazine published an article based on interviews with DEA sources challenging the widespread, and officially sanctioned, interpretation of the current wave of violence in Tamaulipas as primarily sparked by divisions within the Gulf Cartel. According to the sources quoted in the article, the violence is actually rooted in an effort by the Gulf Cartel, in alliance with the Sinaloa Cartel, to push the Zetas out of the state.

Zetas legacy analyzed

Insight Crime published a general analysis of the legacy of the Zetas.  The piece focused on the decline of the group over the last couple of years with the loss of key leaders and territory, and suggests this is linked to some reductions of the murder rate in its areas of influence.  The piece nevertheless also stresses that these gains have yet to be consolidated. 

Sinaloa capo “El Azul” reportedly dead

On 8 June the Sinaloa-based investigative weekly Río Doce published a story claiming that Juan José Esparragoza Moreno, alias El Azul, had died of a heart attack and been cremated.  With the arrest of Joaquín 'El Chapo' Guzmán in February, this would leave Ismael 'El Mayo' Zambada as the only one of the triumvirate of capos that headed the Sinaloa cartel up until this year.  

Rio Doce later published the most complete profile of El Azul, famed for his long trajectory in the business, his relatively low profile, and a reputation as an able peace maker and negotiator. 

Although the Mexican government has not confirmed the death of  El Azul, and is unlikely to do so without a body, Proceso magazine published an article in 21 June based on an interview with DEA sources claiming that the DEA has no doubt the story is true. 

Last major Arellano Félix capo arrested

On 24 June the Interior Ministry announced the capture of the last high profile figure of the Tijuana-based Arellano Félix cartel. Fernando Sánchez Arellano, alias El Ingeniero, was reportedly detained in Tijuana while watching Mexico beat Croatia in the World Cup.  

At the turn of the century the cartel based in Tijuana and headed by the Sinaloa-born Arellano Felix brothers, was regularly cited as one of the three most important trafficking organizations in the country, alongside the Juarez and Gulf cartels.  Its decline began with key arrests and deaths in 2002 and has continued ever since.  El Ingeniero was one of the main protagonists in the fight for the plaza behind the surge in violence in Tijuana in 2008 reportedly prompted by internal divisions exacerbated by an attempted incursion by the Sinaloa cartel.  For the last few years, Tijuana has been relative quiet.  Local investigative weekly Zeta puts this down to El Ingeniero reestablishing full control of the organization. 

Kidnapping report shows rebound in numbers in May

The latest monthly report on kidnapping going up to May this year and produced by the anti-crime group Alto al Secuestro received widespread coverage in the mainstream media.  Almost all outlets focused on the group's claim that there has been an average of one kidnapping every three hours in the country since President Enrique Peña Nieto took office 18 months ago.   The organization's previous reports for this year had been showing a month-on-month reduction in kidnappings, though its figures for May show a slight rebound. 

Alto al Secuestro is headed by activist Isabel Miranda de Wallace.  Accusations by some investigative journalists that she faked her own son's kidnapping and murder remain unresolved. 

Disappeared numbers revised again

Interior Minister Miguel Angel Osorio Chong told reporters this week that there are about 16,000 people missing in Mexico. A few weeks ago the minister had given the figure of 8,000. Osorio Chong said that the current figure is made up of 8,000 left from the list of 27,000, inherited from the administration of President Felipe Calderón, added to about 8,000 since then.

While the explanation of the new official figure partially clears up the confusion triggered by Osorio Chong’s initial use of the 8,000 figure, does little to  attend to the more general demands for greater transparency around the disappearance issue. 

Major clandestine cemetery found in Veracruz

A collection of clandestine graves found in a ranch in Veracruz in the Papaloapan valley, close to Oaxaca, has underlined how little attention the security crisis in the state usually receives.  Reports of the numbers of bodies found the graves mostly ranged from between 30 and 40. Officials told reporters that some were killed just a few days before federal forces cordoned off the ranch.

Speculation that many of the victims could be migrants in transit passing through the area is rife, though there is also evidence of systematic disappearance of local people. Sin Embargo carried a report focused on relatives of the disappeared gathered at the morgue where the bodies were taken. 

Proceso published a story looking at violence in the area in more depth.  It includes numerous stories of extortion and kidnapping rackets directed at pretty much anybody.  The story also includes the claim by locals that, more recently, plane clothes federal forces have been rounding up local criminals who never return.

In typical fashion, Veracruz Governor Javier Duarte sought to downplay the discovery of the graves he insisted was “atypical” within a context of falling crime. 

Man who kills attacker in wealthy Mexico City neighbourhood goes free

A man walking with his family in the wealthy Polanco district of Mexico City shot dead an armed robber, gave himself up to police, and was released within hours without charge. Juan Carlos Lora, who is a brother of the front man of the rock group the Tri, was deemed to have acted in legitimate defense.

The story received little media attention, though columnist Raymundo Riva Palacio used the case to highlight the gathering force of the vigilante phenomenon far beyond rural bastions such as Tierra Caliente in Michoacán. 

102 journalists killed in Mexico since 2000

El Universal published a story on 17 June citing figures from the Attorney General's Office putting the number of journalists killed in Mexico since 2000 at 102, as well as 22 disappearances since 2005. The article cites the latest report of the Special Prosecutor for Attention to Crimes against Freedom of Expression (the FEADLE) as well as comments from Carlos Lauria of the US-based Committee to Protect Journalists.  According to the report cited,  the number of murders of journalists has gone down under President Enrique Peña Nieto. The story does not include any chronological comparison of other forms of attacks against journalists such as threats and kidnappings which, according to the latest report from  Artículo 19, have been increasing.

Journalists attacked during protest

Five journalists, mostly photographers, covering the annual march held to commemorate government repression of a student march on 10 June 1971 suffered injuries after being attacked by a small group of self-proclaimed anarchists who had joined the protest. The worst affected was AP photographer Marco Ugarte, who was attacked in the face.  

The Federal District Human Rights Commission urged the authorities to find those responsible for the latest attack. Dario Ramírez of Articulo 19 accused the Commission of being too soft on the government.  He urged it to release a full recommendation focused on the rising vulnerability of reporters to attack during demonstrations over the past 18 months encouraged, he said, by inadequate policing methods that criminalize protests. 

The violence against the journalists took almost all media attention away from the, not particularly successful, efforts by some prominent civil society voices, including Javier Sicilia and academic/activist John Ackerman, to turn the march into an expression of generalized rejection of the the Peña Nieto administration. 

City government reacts angrily to heckling of mayor at Human Rights report

The fallout from the violence in the 10 June march extended into the presentation of the Mexico City Human Rights Commission's annual report of its activities two days later.   The problems began when Mexico City Mayor Miguel Angel Mancera's speech was interrupted by a small group of noisy young protestors inside the event, prompting him to leave the room in a hurry.  The heckling focused on accusations that the mayor is repressing dissent in the capital.

Commission President Perla Gómez quickly condemned the protestors's actions, but this did not stop the city government putting out a statement accusing her of inviting “anarchists” to the presentation and putting the mayor's security at risk.  The statement was later taken off the city government website, though it was reproduced in full at the end of an opinion piece in Sin Embargo by Alejandro Páez. Darío Ramírez of Artículo 19 used his column in Sin Embargo to highlight the events and the statement he described as more worrying evidence of a tendency to “criminalize protest” in the capital. 

Child migrant crisis in the US finally gets some Mexican attention

The Mexican media is finally paying attention to the dramatic rise in the number of unaccompanied minors and families with children from Central America detained while trying to cross the US border without the proper documents,  as well as accusations that they have faced abuse at the hands of the US authorities.  

The rising number of child migrants, that has been developing over years, is most commonly attributed to the violence in Central America.  The sudden increase this year appears to be at least partially linked to the belief in the region the US authorities are releasing Central American detained at the border into the care of relatives already living in the US. This does appear to be happening in many cases, though conditioned on attendance of a court hearing. 

Stressing the co-responsibility angle, Vice President Joe Biden travelled to a multilateral meeting on the problem in Guatemala on 20 June.  The meeting was attended by the Presidents of Guatemala and El Salvador, a high government official from Honduras (the President was in Brazil at the World Cup), and Mexican Interior Minister Miguel Angel Osorio Chong.  It produced promises of US aid to help try and stem the surge of migrants as well as Central American governments pushing for improved migrant rights.  At the same time US officials have begun stressing that there will be no legal entry for almost all the minors, making deportation the most likely end of their  journey.  

Insight Crime has a piece by a Fullbright Fellow Elizabeth Kennedy stressing the desperation of those that are fleeing gang violence in El Salvador. 

The Mexican government has so far seemed rather shy of directly addressing Mexico's role in the phenomenon, although some politicians have begun making pubic statements.

On 24 June an Interior Ministry official told reporters that the government is expecting that the Mexican authorities will have intercepted around 16,000 unaccompanied minors in transit by the end of 2014, about doubling the numbers from last year.   The Foreign Ministry announced that Secretary José Antonio Meade will be visiting Texas to discuss the issue with officials there. 

PRD deputy Amalia Garcia urged the government to grant asylum to unaccompanied minors to avoid deporting them back to the violence they are fleeing. 

Peña Nieto's more open position on marijuana legalization largely ignored in Mexico 

President Peña Nieto's surprising comments criticizing the inconsistency of the growing trend of marijuana legalization and the US's continued hard line on drug trafficking, expressed in an interview in El Pais on 9 June, made few waves in Mexico.

One of the few commentators who picked them up was former Foreign Minister Jorge Castañeda, a long time proponent of legalization.  In his column in Reforma, Castañeda mixed his praise of Peña Nieto's new more open position (even if he also states his personal opposition to legalization), with a call on the Mexican government to refrain from challenging a case currently in the Supreme Court arguing that prohibition on producing marijuana is an attack on constitutionally enshrined individual rights.

