Mexico Briefing 14 January 2014

Government launches new offensive in Michoacán and cracks down on vigilantes

On 13 January Interior Minister Miguel Angel Osorio Chong announced the launch of a new concerted effort to restore order to the Tierra Caliente region of Michoacán with federal forces formally taking over control of all security tasks.  The announcement came after several months of mounting tension  between self defense groups and the Caballeros Templarios cartel that has appeared to be inching the region ever closer to some kind of civil war despite an already substantial presence of federal forces deployed since May.  

 Osorio Chong's speech during the launch event held in the state capital Morelia was uncharacteristically open about admitting the complete breakdown of the social and institutional fabric in the region.  Most importantly, however, he insisted that members of self defense groups should immediately disarm and return to their normal lives, at the same time as inviting them to apply to become police officers. 

The drive to disarm the self defence groups began almost immediately, headed by the army and resisted by the vigilante leaders who insisted that they would not give up their weapons until the government has dismantled organized crime in the area.  At least on the first night it ended with reports of clashes and deaths, including 4 civilians reportedly shot by soldiers.

On 14 January large, if still undefined, numbers of federal police and soldiers were deployed throughout the region, particularly along major roads and in regional capital Apatzingan where they disarmed the municipal police.   

The new hardline regarding the self defense groups stands in sharp contrast to the tacit support the federal forces had been giving to  the recent expansion of the self defence groups to new towns that, particularly since the start of this year, looked like an effort to surround the regional capital Apatzingán, long considered a Templar stronghold.  Reporters on the ground had the impression that there was some kind of back groom deal in which the federal forces promised to help the self defense movement take Apatzingán in return for a commitment not to go in armed.

The situation now, however, is riven with confusion as well as tension as it is far from clear how the self defense groups will respond in the medium term to the crackdown.  Anthropologist Salvador Maldonado published a textured analysis of the self defense groups stressing the multiple interests involved in the magazine Nexos.

We also have yet to learn what was behind two contradictory messages from the prominent self defense leader José Manuel Mireles.  Mireles left the DF hospital where he was taken after being severely injured in a small plane crash earlier in the month on 13 January.  That same night, the Televisa network broadcast a videotaped interview with Mireles in which he appeared to welcome the new government offensive in Tierra Caliente and accept disarmament.  At almost exactly the same time, however, he told a small group of journalists, who had been smuggled into the secret location where he is staying in the capital under heavy police protection, that there would be no disarmament until the Templarios are dismantled.

In the mean time reporters in Apatzingán say schools and shops have been closed since several businesses and the municipal palace was set on fire late last week.  On 13 January there was an anti-self defense march on the local army base presumably organized by supporters of the Templarios which, unusually, was dispersed by the army.  The march ended with a crew from Milenio TV losing their camera at gunpoint.

In political terms, the situation in the Tierra Caliente is now firmly established as potentially a make or break moment for the government's efforts to convince Mexicans and the world that it can begin bringing the country's security crisis under control.  The political importance of what happens in Michoacán for the government was underlined by the quantity of opinion pieces and editorials published on the issue on 14 January. So far, things are not going so well.  Among other things the botched disarmament efforts put the government under increasing pressure to begin arresting important leaders of the Templarios.  

New kidnapping strategy to be announced this week

The government is due to announce a new anti-kidnapping strategy this week in an obvious effort to address a problem it has been forced to admit has grown over the last year.  Some hints of what it will contain have already been leaked to the papers.  El Universal published an interesting article about the difficulties pinning down statistics for kidnapping in Mexico.

Canadian anarchists in Mexico? 

Two Canadian citizens are among three people being investigated for allegedly throwing fire bombs at a federal government building in the capital earlier this month widely attributed to growing activity of radical anarchist groups in Mexico. .  

Call for caution on possible partial legalization of marijuana consumption in the DF

Alejandro Hope published an opinion piece in El Universal calling for caution as members of the capital's Legislative Assembly prepare to present a proposal to partially legalize marijuana consumption.  He argues that running into things without exhaustive analysis of potential problems could generate a backlash that would make full legalization in the future more difficult. 

IFAI orders revelation of results of secret negotiations with dissident teachers 

On 11 January the Federal Institute for Access to Information, IFAI, ordered the Interior Ministry to release documents listing the results of closed door negotiations with dissident teachers held last September.  The negotiations contributed to the teachers' willingness to radically tone down the intensity of their protests against the education reform.   Critics charge that the government agreed to all but dismantle implementation of the reform in states where the dissident teachers are strong, which it has denied.

Jacqueline Peschard leaves IFAI amid much praise

On 9 January the IFAI's highest profile commissioner, Jacqueline Peschard left the institution after seven years.  Her departure was accompanied by any glowing commentaries of her periods in the position, such as the video column on Sin Embargo by political analyst Ricardo Raphael. 

Transparency index exposes state level institutions

Article 19 and México Infórmate released their National Index of government transparency guarantees which adds up to a damning report card for the vast majority of state level institutions.

Scandal over publicity spending of Chiapas governor rumbles on 

The scandal over blanket self-promotion of Chiapas governor Manuel Velasco around the time of his first annual report last December continues to rumble on.  The criticism has largely focused on the quantity of money spent in such a poor state, the refusal of the state government to release details of the contracts involved.  Velasco's dubious publicity drive serves as a reminder of the twisted relationship of the political elite and the media that did so much to help build Enrique Peña Nieto's presidential bid, as well as the ease with which 2007 reforms that promised to straighten things out are circumvented and the failure of the current administration to fulfill pledges of new efforts to control the phenomenon.  Velasco's case is also particularly attractive for critics because his soap opera leadership style is so similar to the one pioneered by the current president before teh 2012 election.  

Mobile localization without prior judicial authorization ruled constitutional

On 14 January the Supreme Court voted against a case promoted by the National Human Rights Commission seeking to get the localization of suspects through their mobile phones by federal police and investigators without prior authorization by a judge declared unconstitutional.  The police are given similar powers in the recently approved national criminal procedural code that is due to be implemented at state and federal level over the next couple of years. 

The PAN leadership battle getting dirty

The imminent leadership battle to head the PAN is already bringing the party's deep splits to the surface. On 14 January Senator Ernesto Cordero, a former finance minister and the highest profile representative of the party faction allied to former president Felipe Calderón, filed a case at the Attorney General's office following the release of illegally taped conversions in which he appeared to plot with a deputy on ways to “sink” current leader Gustavo Madero with accusations of corruption. http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/nacion-mexico/2014/impreso/preocupa-al-pan-su-crisis-interna-212228.html
