Mexico Briefing 21 January 2014


Michoacán crisis frozen by federal offensive with government under pressure to go deeper

A week into the government's offensive in the Tierra Caliente region of Michoacán, the tension had dropped significantly with schools and businesses reopening, bus services restored and daily life getting back to something approaching normality in most of the region.  Reports of a fire fight between vigilantes and Caballeros Templarios broke the apparent calm on 21 January, although its extent was not initially clear.

Even assuming, however, that it did not threaten the wider relative tranquility, born of constant army and federal police patrols, nobody is claiming that this can be sustained unless the underlying conflicts are resolved and municipal and state level institutional breakdown reversed.  El Pais has covered the situation particularly closely. Animal Político published an interesting contextual breakdown of murder figures for the state since 1990. 

In general terms, the federal offensive has revealed how strong the vigilante groups in the Tierra Caliente have become, along with the government's short term pragmatism (whatever its longer term aims really are). This combination was underlined by the rapidity with which the government abandoned its initial efforts to disarm the vigilantes.  While the public discourse still stresses that this must happen, on the ground it is clear that the federal forces and the self defense leaders are now coordinating in practice.  And while the self defense groups have made efforts to be more discrete with their weapons, and some leaders promised to halt their efforts in a temporary vote of trust in the government offensive,  they clearly feel they are on the point of kicking the Templarios out of the Tierra Caliente as they remain ready and willing to go into the regional capital and cartel nerve center, Apatzingan if they become frustrated again. 

All this means increased  pressure on the government to start arresting big Templario leaders both to prove to the vigilante leaders that they are genuinely looking for a solution, as well as strengthen their hand before returning to the key issue of disarming the militias.  The government is also obviously under pressure to convince international opinion that they are getting the Michoacán situation under control.  So far, however, the federal forces have done little more than disarm and demobilize municipal police, arrest one major second tier leader and 50 odd alleged lesser members.  Self defense leaders say they have information that the biggest leaders have now skipped the state.

In the mean time, vigilante leaders in Tierra Caliente continue to insist they have no links to any other cartels, instead hinting that they are receiving more contributions from rich local businessmen, including some in the United States, who realize that the tide has turned.  They are also getting more open about admitting that they buy weapons, as well as the traditional explanation that they use guns recovered from the Templarios.

It is also becoming clear that, while they appear relatively well coordinated on the ground, the different leaders have distinct voices and, presumably, priorities.   Hipólito Mora, tends to be the most moderate in his declarations, stressing coordination with the federal forces, dialogue, etc.  Estanislao Beltrán, usually sounds more radical.  Still convalescing after his plane crash, José Manuel Mireles has lost his status as the main spokesman for the movement, although the controversy over his contradictory pronouncements on the government offensive a week ago rumbles on.  It appears to have stemmed from a government effort to use him to appear to back disarmament. 

The offensive has also revealed the extent of the radicalization of the local diocese that now clearly backs the self defense groups.  The most outspoken of all is an Apatzingan priest called Gregorio Lopez whose rhetoric essentially calls for insurrection if the government doesn't deliver the cartel's leaders quickly.  The radicalism has shades of liberation theology, but also appears linked to some kind of struggle against the quasi religious competition represented by the Templarios.  It also contains echoes of a local tradition of anti-establishment religious radicalism all the way back to the Cristera revolt of the 1920s.

While the issue of the existence, or extent, of links between the vigilantes and rival cartels seeking inroads into Templario territory remains unclear, there is little doubt that they have the potential to develop into full on paramilitary organizations.  The lessons of Colombia loom large with some opposition voices pointing a finger at government advisor, former Colombian police chief Oscar Naranjo.   Within all the speculation, what is certainly true is that in the Tierra Caliente today there are a good many young fired up armed vigilantes hanging around newly “taken” towns getting drunk and (apparently) stoned too, as well as seemingly taking possession of cartel mansions.  The Washington Post also has an interesting piece on the prevalence of returned migrants within the groups. 

In the mean time what the government actually plans to do in the medium and long term remains  unclear.  Political columnist Raymundo Riva Palacio published a piece on 24 Horas citing military sources suggesting that the government was prepared to negotiate secretly with Templario leader Servando Gómez, alias La Tuta, before the crisis broke.  

Aside from the deployment of federal forces, the government strategy includes the creation of a  “Commissioner of Security and Integrated Development in Michoacán.”  The new Commissioner  was directly designated by the president and effectively annuls the authority of the state's already phantom-like governor Fausto Vallejo.  It also ensures the success or the failure of the government's current offensive is now directly associated with President Enrique Peña Nieto who, up until now, has studiously sought to avoid association with security issues.  A news analysis piece posted by Insight Crime, describes the question of what to do about the vigilantes in Michoacán as “a defining question for Peña Nieto.”

Alfredo Castillo, the new Commissioner, has a reputation as one of Enrique Peña Nieto's key firemen forged during his stint as governor of the State of Mexico from 2005 to 2011.  His discourse has focused on institution strengthening with a nod to social programs to reconstruct a peaceful social fabric. Up until now, however, the most significant thing he has done is fill the Michoacan law enforcement posts with former officials from the State of Mexico.  This mass import of an outside team is doomed to failure, according to political columnist Jorge Zepeda Patterson in El Universal.  Alejandro Hope, in Animal Político, picks apart the wider institutional implications of the creation of the Commissioner and is equally pessimistic.

A reminder of the wider geographical implications of what is going on in the Tierra Caliente came on 20 January with attacks on convenience stores in both the State of Mexico and the state of Hidalgo.  The attacks were widely reported to be linked to the Templarios, perhaps in retaliation for the federal offensive.  Journalist and commentator Salvador Camarena used his column in La Razón to underline how the problem of Michoacán is far from restricted to the Tierra Calliente.  Interior Minister Miguel Angel Osorio Chong promised special operations to contain the spread of potential spin off violence to other states. 

Ernesto López Portillo of Insyde published an opinion piece on 21 January in El Universal damning the whole offensive as a repeat of the original Calderón operation in the same area in December 2006 that, he says, amounted to little more than a show due to its lack of attention to democratic controls.

Family questions official version of death of reality TV show participant in Veracruz 


Gibrán Martiz, a participant from last year's  Mexican version of the TV singing competition The Voice, who was found dead in a car on 13 January in Xalapa along with his 17-year-old roommate a week after they disappeared.  The state Attorney General said they were killed by criminals who also died in a shootout with state police.  Now, the father is saying that the 22-year-old budding singer's original disappearance stemmed from state police going to his apartment without a warrant and taking him and his friend into custody.  This could turn into a high profile case, and scandal, if the involvement of police officers in the original abduction is confirmed.

Anniversary of Chapo's escape from prison

The 13th anniversary of Joaquín 'El Chapo' Guzman's escape from jail was greeted by local media with recapitulations of his subsequent rise to the status of Mexico's most famous drug baron.   Sin Embargo has a chronological profile http://www.sinembargo.mx/19-01-2014/877335 and Reforma published information from an intelligence report it said was elaborated to help the Mexican government get closer to the kingpin. 

Mexico City riot police color-coded makeover

Dario Ramirez of Artículo 19 published an opinion piece in Sin Embargo on 16 January alleging policies aimed at criminalizing protest, particularly in the capital, with the complicity of part of the media.  El Universal carried a report stating that the decision to issue the city's riot police with new blue uniforms, instead of black, obeyed an effort to soften their image. 

Critical Human Rights Watch report 

Human Rights Watch's World Report 2014 is highly critical of the Mexican government.  It highlights to continuation of disappearances, torture, insecurity in prisons, impunity for the military and restrictions to freedom of speech. 

Presenting the Latin American sections of the report in Washington on 21 January, José Miguel Vivanco also criticized the government's “improvised” response to the vigilante groups in Michoacán he described as “a Frankenstein.”

State level authorities identified as obstacles to implementation of Victims's Law

On 21 January Animal Político ran an article based on an interview with the head of the new Executive Commission for Attention of Victims, that has replaced the old body Provictima.   Olga Noriega identified lack of full commitment from state level authorities as “the main problem” in implementing the new Victims's Law.

The PAN continues to tear itself apart

The PAN approaches its leadership elections, probably in May, with its devisions on full display, primarily defined by the bad feeling between the faction loyal to current party president Gustavo Madero and the one associated with former President Felipe Calderón, lead by his former Finance Minister Ernesto Cordero.   Salvador Garcia Soto lays out the rivalries in his column in 24 Horas. 

In his column in El Universal, Ricardo Alemán underlines the dirty side of the competition and goes through the reasons why Madero's control of the apparatus may well be enough to get him reelected despite what many consider his disastrous period in charge.  

