Mexico Briefing 3 March 2014

The Chapo Guzmán arrest and its fallout

The arrest on 22 February of Sinaloa cartel boss Joaquín 'El Chapo” Guzmán is the most important detention of a Mexican drug lord for many years.  It broke the the aura of untouchability that had enveloped him throughout the drug wars, laced with suspicion that he and his organization enjoyed a degree of official tolerance, if not outright favoratism, when compared to the other groups like the Zetas.  Insight Crime has a good summary of his importance. 

The arrest itself raised many questions, beginning with the controversial presence of US agents on the ground.  The Mexican government has said US cooperation was limited to intelligence, but this seems unlikely given that the news was broken within a couple of hours of the detention by DEA leaks to US media in Washington, complete with photographs, and six hours before it was confirmed by the Mexican authorities.  Whatever the fine details, the close US involvement in the operation , headed in Mexico by the navy, also questions how serious the government was a year ago when it insisted it would be taking more control of US security cooperation, unless political columnist Raymundo Riva Palacio is right to claim that the navy ignored the directive.  

According to the official version of events, Chapo's detention in a fourth floor flat in the resort city of Mazatlán in Sinaloa followed a narrow escape five days earlier from a safe house in the state capital Culiacán via an elaborate tunnel system linked to the rainwater drainage. While much has been made of the technological tracking used throughout the hunt for the capo, the fact that he would choose to go to Mazatlan when he could have headed for the protection of the sierra has sparked much speculation that there was some kind of deal negotiated.   Alma Guillermoprieto explored the contradictions in the New York Review of Books. 

The authorities have got close to Chapo before, but something has always got in the way as chronicled by local investigative weekly Río Doce.  Speculation over why the determination to get him may have increased includes the possibility that the US raised the pressure in response to the release of veteran Sinaloa trafficker Rafael Caro Quintero, who had been convicted of the 1985 killing of DEA agent Enrique Camarena.

Deal or no deal and whatever the US role, the arrest of Chapo undoubtedly constitutes a major public relations victory for President Enrique Peña Nieto, but its significance beyond that is still in question.  Much will depend on whether it is followed up by a concerted effort to dismantle the political corruption networks that protected the capo and his allies for so long, as well as their money laundering networks and general interconnections with the legal economy – points particularly identified with academic/activist Edgardo Buscaglia, interviewed this week in Sin Embargo.   If the government is indeed now committed to going after the Sinaloa cartel, then it will also need to face the possibility that this could trigger a major spike in violence from bloody internal power struggles or efforts by rivals to invade the territories it controls, as Alejandro Hope stresses in this video interview.  Insight Crime published a clear run through of possible flash points by Dudley Althaus. If the take down stops at Chapo, the organization may well be strong enough to absorb the blow and carry on pretty much as normal. 

All this puts the issue of Chapo's possible extradition to the US at the fore with opinions in Mexico divided. Former foreign minister Jorge Castañeda lays out the pros and cons in his column, originally in Reforma, but comes out against extradition on the grounds that Mexico should not admit it is not capable of managing the trial itself.   Alejandro Hope used his column in El Universal to argue in favor of extradition on the grounds that this would open the possibility of greater transparency in his trial, as well as the knowledge that it is what the capo himself fears most.  This is presumably because he has more leeway in a Mexican jail to negotiate the terms of information he releases, as well enjoy a certain degree of comfort and maintain communication with his organization, even if a repeat of his 2001 escape seems unlikely. 

The point has been underlined by a series of pro-Chapo protests in Sinaloa with the issue of extradition at their core.  For the moment, however, it seems to me that the most striking thing about the mood in the state has less to do with the capo's status among some as a folk hero and the cartel's strategy to use that as a means of pressuring against extradition, than the wider uncomfortable calm that currently reigns in the state.  Locals, whatever they think of Chapo, seem to be finding it both hard to accept that the arrest will significantly affect the operations of such a powerful organization at the same time as they worry what will happen if it does.  The memory of the extreme violence in the state in 2008 remains fresh,  along with concerns that extradition would cut off Chapo's ability to help maintain stability from inside jail.

Much of the reporting on Chapo's arrest gives the impression that his close allies Ismael “El Mayo” Zambada and José Esparragoza, “El Azul” are likely to take over his role. This is misleading as each of these major leaders has always headed their own structures that, while they work closely together, operate independently.  Insight Crime has a good run through of the specific characteristics of the Sinaloa cartel and why it is less likely to fragment than other cartels in the response to the loss of top leaders.  The main problem, according to sources in Sinaloa, is that Chapo does not have any obvious successors of weight within his own organization.  Ismael Bojórquez, editor of the local investigative weekly Río Doce, believes the most likely solution they find is to set up some kind of council in which figures like El Mayo and El Azul (and perhaps even Caro Quintero who is assumed to be hiding in the Sinaloan sierra) hold the fort while Chapo's sons gain experience. 

Meanwhile, the US is keeping up the pressure.  Insight Crime highlighted the US Treasuries addition of businesses owned by a Mexican/Colombian family allegedly linked to the Sinaloa cartel, this time the branch headed by El Azul. 

Michoacan vigilantes push the limits of their deal with the government

The Tierra Caliente vigilantes are looking ever less controllable as they continue to expand their areas of influence with the federal forces able to do little more than try and limit the speed of the advance.  The groups are establishing a greater permanent presence in Apatzingán, have gone into the major city of Uruapan, and seem determined to head for the state capital Morelia at some point. A report in Animal Político suggested the army is now actively following a policy to do nothing about vigilante weapons beyond asking them politely to be discrete.  

The fading relevance of last month's agreement to institutionalize the vigilante groups by converting them into “rural police” under the tutelage of the army was underlined by a new agreement reached on 28 February at a meeting with the federal Commissioner for Michoacán, Alfredo Castillo.  The agreement appears to commit the vigilantes to refrain from going into major cities, specifically Morelia, and only make new advances in  coordination with federal forces.  It also quietly widens the role of spokesman of the movement to leaders – Hipólito Mora, Estanislao Beltrán and José Manuel Mireles – another blow to the government that previously celebrated its reduction to one. 

The first anniversary of the first Tierra Caliente vigilante uprising in La Ruana on 24 February 2013 was used by the media as an excuse to sum up the story so far.  The best of these included a series in Milenio newspaper beginning with an overview and focus on La Ruana leader, Hipólito Mora, and reports of forced contributions to the movement.  This was followed by a piece on the vigilantes in Tepaltepec and signs of links to the Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generación, and finally the lesser known situation in Coalcomán.   Sin Embargo carried profiles of the major vigilante leaders as well as one of radical Apatzingán priest Gregorio López, or Padre Goyo.  


The New York Times's anniversary story highlighted the concerns about the vigilantes beginning to abuse their power, with interesting new material on their fund raising methods and arms purchases, as well as the integration of low level Caballeros operatives within their ranks. 

Afredo Corchado of the Dallas Morning News published a piece comparing support for vigilantes by Mexican immigrants to Irish immigrant support for the IRA.

Federal Police take over security in Guerrero capital as state-wide crisis continues

Federal Police took over control of security in the state capital of Guerrero, Chilpancingo, on 2 March.  Sin Embargo summarizes the lead up to the move and the resistance of Governor Angel Aguirre to recognizing the security crisis in the state that goes far beyond the city. 

Reports of a massacre killing 20 in the remote town of Linda Vista in the Tierra Caliente region of Guerrero on 21 February were rather left in the air as media attention turned to Chapo.  There is still considerable confusion over what actually happened.

State of Mexico violence getting harder to ignore

A new wave of killings in the State of Mexico over the last week, including a body hung from a walkway, has highlighted rising insecurity in the state that lies in a horse shoe formation around the Federal District.  The situation has been obviously worsening over the past year but the authorities have largely ignored the issue in public and the media has paid little attention.  Now, however, it is getting harder to ignore.   

El Pais carried an article in 1 March suggesting that the main reasons lie in spill over violence from bordering states such as Michoacán.  However, the most dramatic rises in murder rates are taking place within are close to the metropolitan area itself.  The phenomenon is widely attributed to struggles to control crimes such as drug dealing and car jacking involving the remnants of a number of cartels that have footholds in the area.

New report on extortion over the years

The National Citizen Observatory of Crime, Justice and Legality released a report on extortion in Mexico since 1997.  It charts a 818% since that date including an 11% increase in the last year.  At the presentation of the report on 28 February, Francisco Rivas, director of the Observatory, complained that state levels to combat the crime tend to focus almost entirely on telephone extortion. 

Insight Crime's report on the report highlights the possible link between rising extorsions and drug cartels seeking alternative sources of revenue, as well as the fragmentation of large organizations. 

Journalists march against violence

A few hundred journalists marched in Mexico City on 23 February to protest against violence targeting journalists around the country, and specifically in Veracruz following the murder of Gregorio Jiménez last month.  There were smaller demonstrations elsewhere in the country as well.  

In his column in Sin Embargo Darío Ramírez of Artículo 19 berates the absence of famous media figures from the protests as well as the scant coverage of them in the mainstream press. 

Meanwhile, Sinaloa has become a new focus of attention for attacks on the media.  Journalists at the Mazatlán office of the paper Noroeste received threats apparently related to their coverage of the arrest of Chapo Guzmán.  Noroeste reporters also complained they were attacked by police while covering the second pro-Chapo demonstration in Culiacán a week later. 

Amnesty visit has little impact

Darío Ramírez used his column in Sin Embargo on 20 February to note the scant coverage given to the visit of Amnesty International's Secretary General last month.

Wave of operations “rescuing” migrants 

The navy put out a statement on 2 March announcing the “rescue” of 1,438 undocumented foreigners in Chiapas as a result of joint operations with the army and the National Institute of Migration within an operation called Operation Soconusco II.  The statement also highlighted the arrest of  70 people alleged to have committed various crimes including people smuggling.  There are few other details given about the operation that took place between 17 January to 14 February.  The only information in the media is taken directly from the statement.

A bulletin from the Institute Nacional de Migración dated 27 February reports the “rescue” of 1,327 migrants in 19 states, including Chiapas, between 17-24 February through different operations on roads, at bus terminals etc.  There is no information about what danger they might have been in.  

The army reportedly rescued 61 Central American kidnapped migrants in Reynosa in Tamaulipas, though I cannot find a statement.  This would suggest that mass kidnappings of migrants in transit, while widely accepted to have become less common in recent years, are still going on. 

Saltillo migrant shelter profiled

Al Jazeera's website published a profile of the migrant shelter in Saltillo on 27 February.  

Mexico City Human Rights Commission holds workshop of the disappeared

On 28 February the Federal District's Human Rights Commission held a “best practices” workshop on the issue of disappearances in Mexico.  The workshop was not covered by the media other than through an interview in the magazine Proceso with Edgardo Buscaglia who proposed the creation of a national commission for disappearances. 

Supreme Court discussions of pre charge detention

A blog by Daniel Joloy in Nexos explores the Supreme Court discussions on the application of pre charge judicial detention at state level following a case against this filed by the National Human Rights Commission.  http://eljuegodelacorte.nexos.com.mx/?p=3641
Moving closer to legislative debate of marijuana proposals for Federal District 

A meeting of local deputies of the governing party of the Federal District, the PRD, has reportedly agreed that proposals to relax regulations on marijuana consumption and legalize limited sales presented by one faction should be debated in the Legislative Assembly.  Some deputies has previously underlined their opposition to the proposal by insisting that the issue was also not a priority in the city,  raising concern that they would block the debate.  The deputies reportedly also agreed that there should be a public information campaign to increase understanding of the proposals and a public consultation.  

Nexos published an opinion piece by Froylán Enciso highlighting the contradictions between the US's hardline on drugs internationally and the domestic liberalization trend. 

