Mexico Briefing 28 May 2014

Disappeared figures and search unit questioned

Interior Minister Miguel Angel Osorio Chong announced on 22 May that the official total of registered disappeared people since 2006 has been dramatically revised down to around 8,000.  The administration had revealed the existence of a database of disappeared people with around 27,000 cases soon after taking office 18 months ago, but stressed that the list required a purge.  Now Osorio Chong says many of those reported missing had disappeared for relative mundane reasons and since resurfaced. The Minister also indicated that its revision of the list confirmed the death of some 1,100.

A number of civil society groups questioned the new figures, stressing insufficient transparency about the lists.  Amnesty International accused the Minister of being ambiguous.  Experts, including Alejandro Hope, have also highlighted the general confusion over the figures 

A subsequent report in Animal Politico  pointed to the contradictions in the figures used by Osorio Chong that make it difficult to reach any clear conclusion about how many people are missing in Mexico and why.   The article also cites an interview with Deputy Attorney General Ricardo García Cervantes who, in an interview with the website on 16 May, said that so far only 73 people have been located.  He said 45 of them were found alive,  mostly in prisons under different names, and 28 found dead, primarily in clandestine graves.

The same article has an interesting run down of acute limitations of the Search Unit for Missing People that the federal government created a year ago in response to a hunger strike in Mexico City by relatives of missing people.  Garcia Cervantes stressed that with very limited staff and resources, as well as scant political attention, the Unit has inevitably failed to fulfill the expectations that accompanied its creation.   Garcia Cervante's resignation was announced on 28 May. 

Sin Embargo also published a report highlighting the limitations of the Search Unit.

More clandestine graves discovered and disappearances continue. 

The steady trickle of new discoveries of clandestine graves continues.  At least 19 bodies found near Iguala in Guerrero.

Human Rights Ombudsman questioned 

The head of the National Human Rights Commission Raúl Plascencia was called to a “working meeting” with the Senate Human Rights Commission on 20 May.  Civil society group had been pushing for some time for the Commissioner to face questioning on his record, putting particular attention on the Commission's allegedly cavalier treatment of victim's relatives in its report on the massacre of 72 migrants in San Fernando, Tamaulipas in 2010. 

In the event, some activists complained that the senators were notably soft in their treatment of Plascencia who has a reputation for cosying up with politicians.  Darío Ramírez of Artículo 19 used his column in Sin Embargo to publish a chronicle of the meeting which he ended with a call for Plascencia to go. 

Infamous miscarriage of justice case leads to compensation ruling

A federal court has ruled that an indigenous woman from Querétaro who was falsely convicted of kidnapping federal police officers should be awarded compensation.  The obviously ridiculous charges against Jacinta Francisco Marcial turned her case into a national cause in 2009.  Media pressure helped ensure she was released from jail where she had spent three years.  The Jacinta case was one of the first to draw national attention to the number of innocent people in Mexican jails.

The Centro Prodh, that is representing Jacinta, released a statement anticipating the ruling it said would represent an advance for victims of miscarriages of justice.  The group also underlined the as yet untouched impunity of the officials involved in setting her up.

Supreme Court discusses Cherán case of indigenous autonomy

The Supreme Court is debating a case brought by the indigenous authorities of the Michoacán town of Cherán against state level legislation that denied them the right to choose their own municipal authorities through traditional mechanisms.  The potential implications of the decisions made in the court were laid out by Fundar's Mariana Mora in an article in Animal Politico.  The first decision of the court, taken on 15 May, favored the Cherán autonomy movement by ruling that the indigenous council of Cherán should be recognized as on a par with an elected municipal authority. 

Tamaulipas federal intervention consolidates with echoes of Ciudad Juárez

The entire federal security cabinet met in Tampico, Tamaulipas, on 26 May to underline the government's commitment to pushing a new security strategy in the beleaguered state.  Announcements after the meeting included the replacement of  the entire staff of the state Attorney General's Office with officials from the Federal Police's investigation department.  

While in Tampico, the security cabinet also held a meeting with about 70 representatives of the local private sector and civil society leaders such as Eduardo Cantú, the highest profile figure behind a couple of recent peace marches in the state. Cantú later said in an interview on Radio Formula that the objective is to recreate the model of civil society participation developed in Ciudad Juárez after the massacre in Villas de Salvacar forced the administration of President Felipe Calderón to change tact. 

While there are obvious contrasts between the strategy in Tamaulipas and the one in Michoacán (focused on a presidential commissioner), Denise Maerker used  her column in El Universal to point to the underlying trend in both these crisis states, that is also visible in the handling of the security situation in the State of Mexico. Maerker underlines that they all involve the federal government essentially taking over the state government.  This, she stresses, means that the results of the strategy will now be clearly laid at the door of the federal administration.

Michoacán on hold

President Enrique Peña Nieto visited Tierra Caliente in Michoacán on 23 May, attending a protocol-heavy event in vigilante stronghold Tepalcatepec. Peña Nieto's visit was widely seen as a message of federal commitment to the demobilization process, although Proceso reported that it largely boiled down to political theatre, complete with bussed in crowds. 

Salvador Camarena used his column in El Financiero to underline the absence of clear indicators to measure whether the strategy in Michoacán is successful.  He points out that the plan announced includes 250 “actions,” some of which happened before the strategy began.  

Meanwhile the situation in the Tierra Caliente remains tense and confusing.  The steady trickle of murders continues, as well as the ambiguity of a number of vigilante leaders with regards to their relationship with the government.

The controversial vigilante leader José Manuel Mireles was first said to be intending to sign up to the new Rural Force (set up on 10 May to accommodate demobilized vigilantes) and then cited as having no intention of even trying to join the new force.  He released another of his provocative videos on 27 May pronouncing that “the war is not over yet.”

Mireles was one of the main attractions at an event titled We Are All Self Defenders held in Mexico City on 28 May. The event was designed to launch an unarmed self-defense national movement.  It was attended by radical bishop from Saltillo Raúl Vera and activist priest Alejandro Solalinde.  Poet peace activist Javier Sicilia did not attend.

Homicide data for April 

The latest official figures for homicides through to the end of April this year show another slight fall.  The figures, however, also show substantial increases in homicides in the State of Mexico, Michoacán, Tamaulipas and Veracruz. 

Prevention strategy defended

Interior Ministry official, María Cecilia Jaramilo, published a long article in Animal Político defending the government's prevention strategy against charges that it is vague.  She argued that it has a solid theoretical base as well as a foundation of best practices, and is rooted in consultation with civil society.  

The article identifies four major challenges to implementation.  She says these are the limited information available for the analysis of  violence and criminality, and the disparities in the capacity of local authorities to put projects into action, as well as the difficulties in persuading local communities to participate, and the public in general to embrace the program as effective.

Controversial new laws on policing protests in Puebla and Chiapas 

The approval by the Puebla state legislature on 20 May of a new law that appeared to authorize the use of deadly force by the police against protestors sparked an outcry from civil society.  The Puebla law came five days after a similar bill was approved by the Chiapas legislature.  Groups like Artículo 19 and network Todos los Derechos para Todas y Todos have been denouncing a state-level push to criminalize protest for several months now.

Puebla's new Law of the Legitimate Use of Public Force (nicknamed the Bullet Law) was  signed by Governor Rafael Moreno Valle a few days after its legislative approval, only it appears that only after  reported modifications that softened some its most controversial articles.  These modifications appear to have been made without participation of the legislature.  

Old policing practices contaminate new criminal justice system

Ernesto López Portillo of INSYDE published a pessimistic column in El Universal highlighting the failure of police forces to improve their record within the new criminal justice system.    Studies by Insyde, he wrote, were revealing “the worst news possible” that old police practices are filtering into the new system which, he argued, will condemn it to collapse if they continue.  

Serious clashes between police and locals over water in Mexico City

On 21 May residents from a village on the outskirts of Mexico City fought pitched battles with riot police that left dozens injured, some of them seriously.  The battles were triggered by a dispute over control of a local spring.  They highlighted the police's inability to contain such situations, as well as the depths of tension over water in the city.

Two police officers lynched in Mexico State 

On 27 May, an enraged mob killed two police officers and severely beat several others after one of them shot dead a local man after he reportedly ran away upon being discovered cutting down a tree in a protected area.   The events took place in the community of San Andres Tlalamac located at the bottom of the Popocatepetl volcano in the State of Mexico. 

La Bestia returns to Tapachula

The freight train ridden by migrants in transit through Mexico is back in southwestern Chiapas, nine years after the lines in the area were damaged by a hurricane triggering important changes in migration flows in the area. The train reportedly began running again this week from the city of Tapachula.   

Migrant movie wins top Mexican film awards

The Mexican/Spanish film about teenage migrants riding the train on their way to the US proved to be the big winner at the Mexican film awards.  La Jaula de Oro has done surprisingly well in Mexican cinemas given its art house aura. 

Drug policy debate

Alejandro Hope used his column in El Universal to question what he calls the “simplistic belief” that prohibition of drugs directly causes violence. 

New drug court in Morelos

The state of Morelos inaugurated the country's second “drug court” on 12 May.  The first Addictions Treatment Tribunal was inaugurated in Nuevo León in 2009 with the media reporting plans to have courts in five states up and running by the end of the year.   

Subcomandante Marcos announces the end of Subcomandante Marcos

Zapatista leader Subcomandante Marcos appeared in public for the first time since 2009 and announced that he was stepping down at spokesman of the Chiapas-based indigenous guerrilla, or at least changing his name to Subcomandante Galeano.  The announcement came in the form of a typically long and enigmatic statement at a meeting of supporters and sympathetic independent media to commemorate the recent death of a Zapatista called Galeano. 

In the statement, Marcos/Galeano dismissed long-standing rumors that ill health was behind his lack of public appearances, and rattles on about how the figure of “Marcos” has outlived its usefulness and should make way for a new generation of Zapatistas, many of whom were born after their initial 1994 uprising. He did not make it clear what kind of role he will now fulfill as Subcomandante Galeano. 

