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Demobilization of vigilantes in the Tierra Caliente begins

Vigilantes began to register their weapons with the army on 28 April in three towns in the Tierra Caliente of Michoacán, kicking off a demobilization process that should, in theory, be completed by 10 May.  According to the rules laid out in a government statement a few days earlier, the vigilantes who register their weapons will receive possession permits, but will not be allowed to carry them in public.  

The registration process is running parallel to recruitment for the new rural police that is supposed to be launched on 11 May.  Presidential commissioner Alfredo Castillo said the new force, entirely made up of former vigilantes, would number around 1,500. 

The demobilization was originally announced in an agreement reached on 14 April that all the major vigilante leaders subscribed to, and also includes commitments to move members of the movement who were detained in several actions last year (and mostly charged with illegal possession of weapons) to the prison in the regional capital Apatzingán.   

Given past experience it still seems rather unlikely that this really is the beginning of the end of the vigilante movement, which might help explain the scant media coverage of the start of the registration process.  For one thing the rules laid out for registration of weapons rather confusingly include a requirement of “proof of purchase.”   Vigilantes have long openly admitted that their weapons were mostly obtained on the black market or recovered from cartel members.  It is also not clear whether the government made additional unwritten commitments, as some vigilante leaders claim, such as a promise to release imprisoned leader Hipólito Mora, who was indicted for murder last month.  Presidential Commissioner Castillo has denied this. 

Cases of “fake” vigilantes get more attention

The past few weeks have seen a growth in attention to the presence of allegedly “fake” vigilantes in the Tierra Caliente.  

The highest profile case involved the arrest of 44 alleged cartel members dressed in vigilante t-shirts, following a shootout with the real thing  in the town of Huetamo on 21 April.  Presidential Commissioner Castillo subsequently announced special operations to detect criminals pretending to be part of the recognized movement. 

La Tuta cornered

Vigilante leaders and government officials alike have announced that they are very close to bringing down Servando Gómez Mártinez, alias La Tuta, the last remaining important leader of the Caballeros Templarios cartel since federal forces killed Enrique Plancarte Solís at the end of March in the state of Querétaro.  

La Tuta is believed to be hiding somewhere near his home town of Arteaga in the Tierra Caliente. Armed vigilantes have been active participants in the man hunt which appears at odds with the official moves towards demobilization. 

The fall of La Tuta would all but seal the demise of the Caballeros Templarios as an organization in the Tierra Caliente at least, though this leaves the problem of what do do about lower level operatives who could begin to consolidate smaller criminal gangs.

Important political arrests in Michoacán 

Michoacán's Interior Minister Jesus Reyna was arrested and remanded for 40 days pre-charge detention at the start of April because of suspected links to the Caballeros Templarios. Reyna had long been accused of cartel associations by the vigilantes.  His arrest inevitably raises suspicions about governor Fausto Vallejo, who had previously defended Reyna from these accusations.  Reyna filled in for Vallejo for six months in 2013 when the latter had a liver transplant. 

The arrest of Reyna sparked both praise for the move and questions about why it had taken so long given the mounting suspicions of his links to the cartel.  Alejandro Hope used his column in El Universal to list questions raised by the arrest, concluding that Reyna's case already reveals the existence of  “negligence and complicity” and that the government is now obliged to investigate this. 

Other important important politicians arrested in the state include the mayor of Apatzingan, the capital of the Tierra Caliente, and the mayor of the port city of Lázaro Cárdenas. 

The government is under considerable pressure to put together watertight cases that will not follow the same fate of President Felipe Calderón's so-called Michoacanazo in which over 30 officials from the state were charged with links to the La Familia cartel, only to be later released by judges for lack of evidence.

Nexos dedicates issue to Michoacán

The April issue of the monthly magazine Nexos is largely dedicated to Michoacan.  It includes an out-of-date but comprehensive chronicle of the rise and developments of the vigilantes by journalist Denise Maerker and a detailed historical narrative on the wider drug wars in the state by security expert Eduardo Guerrero Gutiérrez. 

In the same issue political and security analyst Viridiana Ríos argues extensively against the institutionalization of the vigilante movement, though she doesn't outline an alternative in any detail.  She does, however, made an interesting contrast between the “long and tortuous” strategy routes taken by the Calderón administration and the “short and easy” ones preferred by President Enrique Peña Nieto. 

Anthropologist Salvador Maldonado also has an interesting analysis piece on the vigilante movement and its different sources of support (from the general population, the business sector, the church and, to a certain extent the army, and how these have become more complex and conflictive) at the same time as internal leadership disputes have grown.   The piece also highlights the problems created by infiltration of cartel members into the movement, 

Security situation in Tamaulipas degenerates

A sharp increase in high impact violence in Tamaulipas this month has been attributed to splits in the Gulf Cartel and renewed willing of the Zetas to take them on, within the context of a drop in support of the Gulf from the Sinaloa cartel since the capture of Chapo Guzmán. Eduardo Guerrero Gutierrez rounded up the situation in the State of Mexico in his column in Reforma.

State of Mexico security crisis turns political 

The security crisis in the State of Mexico continues to draw media attention with Governor Eruviel Avila beginning to look shaky after the start of a special federal security operation to deal with the crisis.  In Sin Embargo Jenaro Villamíl runs through the rumours circulating through political corridors on possible moves by the federal government to remove Avila from President Peña Nieto's home state. Avila refuted that he was anywhere near leaving his post in an interview with Radio Formula on 27 April, announcing that he was on the point of setting up a new special state level police force with 2,000 officers who would receive special training and relative good wages. 

Security strategy still highly centralized

Mario Amparo Casar has an interesting column in Excelsior highlighting continuation of extreme centralist control in the government's security strategy, suggesting that the absence of a clear role for state authorities is a major weakness in the strategy.  She points to the relative peacefulness of Nuevo León and Querétaro, two states that have bucked this trend by developing local level strategies with the participation of civil society and the private sector.

Plea bargain deal for El Mayo Zambada's son announced in Chicago

The son of Ismael “El Mayo” Zambada, the most important leader of the Sinaloa cartel still at large, has made a plea bargain deal in Chicago.  Vicente Zambada, who was been obviously groomed to replace his father, was arrested in 2009, shortly after meeting with DEA agents in a Mexico City hotel, and extradited the following year.  His lawyers initially claimed that Zambada had an immunity arrangement with the DEA in exchange for passing information.  Now they are not saying anything.  The plea bargain deal has inevitably fueled speculation of a link to the capture earlier this year of Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán, his father's even more famous associate. 

Mexico to draw up money laundering black lists

The Mexican government has announced that it is drawing up money laundering black lists inhibiting businesses included from carrying out operations within the Mexican financial system.  The lists will be similar to the ones periodically released by the US Treasury Department, except they will not be made public.  

Homicide figures questioned

The government has updated its official homicide figures for the first trimester of 2014. The figures, which show a 12% drop compared to the same period in 2013, are available online.  

In an interview on Radio Formula, Alejandro Hope said that while he believes it is “probably true” that there has indeed been a drop in homicides, the data remains unreliable as it depends on the figures submitted by the authorities of each state.  This point is most dramatically illustrated by the sudden inclusion this month of 299 homicides for the state of Veracruz for 2013.  The homicides had not been counted in previous figures for that year. 

The figures also suggest a 53% increase in the number of murders in Michoacán that indicates that the major deployment of federal forces in the Tierra Caliente region since January has not calmed things down as claimed.   They also show a significant 28% rise in the State of Mexico. 

Kidnappings show a 7% rise in the year-on-year comparison, though it is harder to gauge the significance of this, given the fact that reported kidnappings are always a fraction of the total number. 

UN Special Rapporteur on Torture visits 

The UN Special Rapporteur on Torture, Juan Méndez, began a visit on Mexico on 21 April due to conclude 2 May.  As well as meetings in Mexico City, Méndez is due to visit Nuevo León, Chiapas, and Baja California with an agenda that includes visits to prisons, police stations, psychiatric hospitals, and migrant detention centers.  The Special Rapporteur told reporters at the start of his visit that his brief includes evaluation of the implementation of the judicial reform, the use of torture to extract confessions, and pre-charge detention. 

Civil society groups who met with Méndez denounced a multiplication in cases of torture under the administration of President Felipe Calderón and a continuation of the problem into the current government of President Enrique Peña Nieto.  In stark contrast, the President of the National Human Rights Commission, Raúl Plascencia, stressed that there had been a 30% fall in the number of complaints about torture between 2012 and 2013 thanks to the National Mechanism for the Prevention of Torture in Mexico. 

Poor record in identification of bodies in clandestine graves

Information obtained through the Federal Institute for the Access to Information (IFAI) has revealed the sorry state of efforts to identify bodies found in clandestine graves.  The  Attorney General's Office (PGR) was active in efforts to identify 1,273 bodies found in clandestine graves around the country between 2006 and 2013.  It was only able to positively identify 11% of these.

Military jurisdiction reform approved by Senate

On 24  April the Senate voted unanimously to approve reforms to several different laws that collectively now mean soldiers accused of crimes against civilians will always be  tried in civilian courts.   This modification of military jurisdiction means Mexico has finally complied with a 2009 ruling by the Inter American Court of Human Rights in a 2009 ruling related to a 1974 forced disappearance case.  

Tlachinollan, the Centro Prodh, Fundar and the Instituto Mexicano de Derechos Humanos y Democracia responded with a joint statement partially welcoming the reforms and urging the Lower House to approve them quickly.  The statement also lamented the absence of additional reforms to remove from military jurisdiction the prosecution of soldiers accused of violating the human rights of soldiers.  

Anti-corruption initiative criticized as misguided

Fundar published an opinion piece in Sin Embargo describing the current presidential initiative in the legislature to create an autonomous anti-corruption body as “like trying to combat naivety with an anti-naivety body.” The article cited a recent meeting of the Red de Rendición de Cuentas or Network for Accountability, with other civil society organizations, academics and legislators to develop proposals for an alternative reform that focus on the need to establish inter-institutional mechanisms for correcting systematic failures.

Protection system for journalists criticized as worse than nothing

The Los Angeles Times highlighted the failure of the Mechanism for the Protection of Journalists and Human Rights Defenders in an article on 17 April citing the experiences of two journalists within the system who believe they are worse off now than they were before they sought its help. 

Dario Ramírez of Artículo 19 used his column on in Sin Embargo on 27 March to run through the main problems underlying the mechanism's failure, including a current personnel crisis, and argue that it actually makes journalists more vulnerable than they were before it existed.  Two weeks later Ramírez used the same space to argue that the mechanism's ineffectiveness helped explain the dramatic rise in threats against journalists registered in the group's latest annual report on threats to freedom of expression.  He said the fall in murders might also be related to this phenomenon, suggesting that the failure of government protection means that threats are often enough to ensure journalists censor their work. 

The column also addressed criticism that Artículo 19 had overreacted by releasing  an alert over a social media smear campaign directed at high profile political analyst Denise Dresser after she published an article recalling an old case of alleged drug links involving a prominent PRI politician. Ramírez argued that the forms of threats are changing requiring the responses to change with them.

Telecoms proposals spark controversy and protests

The secondary legislation to go with last year's much-praised telecommunications and broadcasting reform is now in the legislature and facing rising opposition. 

At the start of April this focused on claims that the presidential proposal, and the legislative derivatives that have followed, break the spirit of the reform by protecting particular business interests as well as raising the prospect of government censorship of content.  

By the middle of the month, attention was more focused on the parts of the proposal that would allow the blockage of internet connections during protests and the geolocalization of mobiles without a judicial order.  This triggered protests on social media as well as a march in Mexico City on 22 April that ended in violence that was obviously provoked by police.  Another demonstration held four days later brought together prominent public figures from across the political spectrum.   

Dario Ramírez of Artículo 19 used his column in Sin Embargo to describe the initiatives as “an insult to Mexican society” and accuse most of the media of complicity through the relatively little coverage given to either these or the protests against them. Even so, the protests lead to heavy hints of an imminent climb down on the internet related aspects from prominent legislators.

Mexico City Human Rights Commission gets active on freedom of expression

Following the 22 April anti-telecoms reform march, the Mexico City Human Rights Commission released a statement accusing the police of pushing and hitting protestors unprovoked, as well as of “encapsulating” personnel from the Commission in order to stop them monitoring the situation.  The Commission's concern was underlined when Commission President, Perla Gómez, personally joined the monitoring team attending the next demonstration a few days later. 

Concern over proposed criteria for allowing states of emergency

The Frente por la Libertad de Expresión y La Protesta Social (which includes 10 organizations including Artículo 19, Fundar, and the Centro Prodh), released a statement on 26 April expressing concern about the presidential initiative currently in the legislature to define the conditions required to allow the state to declare a state of emergency.    The statement says the wording of the proposal is worryingly broad and could be easily used to suspend civil rights without real justification.

A few days earlier the same Frente presented a report titled Control of Public Space that details a series of legislative initiatives to regulate marches both federally and in a number of states that it claims add up to a concerted effort under this government to criminalize social protest. 

More child migrants

The National Institute of Migration said that during the course of one week at the end of March it “rescued” 370 child migrants in transit in 14 different states, almost half of whom were traveling alone. 

The AP report quoted the director of a refuge in Chiapas saying he is seeing increasing number of children making the journey.  

Disabled migrants seek support from Mexican government

A group of Honduran migrants missing limbs because of accidents during their journey through Mexico, primarily related to the freight train that many migrants use, travelled to Mexico City to lobby for transit visas that would make the journey safer for future generations.  They failed to get the meeting they wanted with President Peña Nieto, but they did meet with legislators, get special visas for themselves, and receive a lot of local sympathetic coverage.

Migrant Vía Crucis

A Chiapas-based group Voces Mesoamericanos began a Migrant Via Crucis beginning on the Guatemalan border on 16 April and inviting activists to follow one of the routes typically taken by migrants in transit through Mexico with the aim of drawing attention to the dangers faced.  The caravan  had reportedly swelled to over 1,000 members by the time one group took a detour to Mexico City in a doomed effort to meet with President Enrique Peña Nieto, accompanied by priest activist Alejandro Solalinde.  It then continued north.  The government has provided some members of the caravan with 30 day visas. 

The caravan coincided with reports that four migrants were killed in a gang attack on the infamous train in Oaxaca.  

Less marijuana and more poppies

According to a Washington Post story published on 6 April, farmers in the sierra in Sinaloa are growing ever less marijuana crops because of falling prices and ever more opium poppies.  The story says the price falls are associated with decriminalization legislation in the US. 

More drug regulation proposals in the DF

On 27 April a local PRD deputy in the capital's Legislative Assembly announced he will be presenting a collection of regulatory proposals related to to tobacco, alcohol, solvents and marijuana.  Eduardo Santillán opposes the initiatives presented by other members of his party that seek to relax restrictions on marijuana consumption and sale in the capital.  Instead, he appears to be proposing scaled system of sanctions for possession dependent on the amount of the drug held. 

Supreme Court to debate marijuana case 

The Supreme Court is reportedly getting ready to debate a case stemming from an effort by a pro-legalization group to get prohibitionist laws on marijuana ruled unconstitutional on the grounds that they constitute attacks on guaranteed individual freedoms.  The Sociedad Mexicana de Autoconsumo Responsable y Tolerance (SMART) began the case in the DF in 2013.  

 

